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Preface
The Dutch Reformed Translation Society (DRTS) was formed in 1994 by a group of businesspeople and professionals, pastors, and seminary professors, representing five different Reformed denominations, to sponsor the translation and facilitate the publication in English of classic Reformed theological and religious literature published in the Dutch language. It is incorporated as a nonprofit corporation in the State of Michigan and governed by a board of directors.
Believing that the Dutch Reformed tradition has many valuable works that deserve wider distribution than the limited accessibility the Dutch language allows, society members seek to spread and strengthen the Reformed faith. The first project of the DRTS is the definitive translation of Herman Bavinck’s complete four-volume Gereformeerde Dogmatiek (Reformed Dogmatics). The society invites those who share its commitment to, and vision for, spreading the Reformed faith to write for additional information.
Editor’s Introduction
This is the third full volume of Herman Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics prepared by the Dutch Reformed Translation Society as part of its decade-long project to publish the complete English translation from Dutch of Bavinck’s classic four-volume work. Prior to the first volume, on prolegomena, published by Baker Academic in 20031 and the second volume in 2004,2 two half-volume works—one on the eschatology section3 and the other on the creation section4—were published. The present volume, on Christ and salvation, contains material never before available in the English language and provides additional insight into the genius of Bavinck’s theology. Later in this introduction, we will briefly consider these new dimensions and their contemporary relevance, but first, a few words about the author of Reformed Dogmatics. Who was Herman Bavinck, and why is this work of theology so important?
Herman Bavinck’s Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, first published one hundred years ago, represents the concluding high point of some four centuries of remarkably productive Dutch Reformed theological reflection. From Bavinck’s numerous citations of key Dutch Reformed theologians such as Voetius, Moor, Vitringa, van Mastricht, Witsius, and Walaeus (as well as the important Leiden Synopsis purioris theologiae),5 it is clear he knew that tradition well and claimed it as his own. At the same time, it also must be noted that Bavinck was not simply a chronicler of his own church’s past teaching. He seriously engaged other theological traditions, notably the Roman Catholic and the modern liberal Protestant, effectively mined the church fathers and great medieval thinkers, and placed his own distinct neo-Calvinist stamp on the Reformed Dogmatics.
KAMPEN AND LEIDEN
To understand the distinct Bavinck flavor, a brief historical orientation is necessary. Herman Bavinck was born on December 13, 1854. His father was an influential minister in the Dutch Christian Reformed Church (Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk), which had seceded from the National Reformed Church in the Netherlands twenty years earlier.6 The secession of 1834 was, in the first place, a protest against the state control of the Dutch Reformed Church; it also tapped into a long and rich tradition of ecclesiastical dissent on matters of doctrine, liturgy, and spirituality as well as polity. In particular, mention needs to be made here of the Dutch equivalent to English Puritanism, the so-called Second Reformation (Nadere Reformatie),7 the influential seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century movement of experiential Reformed theology and spirituality,8 as well as an early-nineteenth-century international, aristocratic, evangelical revival movement known as the Réveil.9 Bavinck’s church, his family, and his own spirituality were thus definitively shaped by strong patterns of deep pietistic Reformed spirituality. It is also important to note that though the earlier phases of Dutch pietism affirmed orthodox Reformed theology and were also nonseparatist in their ecclesiology, by the mid—nineteenth century the Seceder group had become significantly separatist and sectarian in outlook.10
The second major influence on Bavinck’s thought comes from the period of his theological training at the University of Leiden. The Christian Reformed Church had its own theological seminary, the Kampen Theological School, established in 1854. Bavinck, after studying at Kampen for one year (1873–74), indicated his desire to study with the University of Leiden’s theological faculty, a faculty renowned for its aggressively modernist, “scientific” approach to theology.11 His church community, including his parents, was stunned by this decision, which Bavinck explained as a desire “to become acquainted with modern theology firsthand” and to receive “a more scientific training than the Theological School is presently able to provide.”12 The Leiden experience gave rise to what Bavinck perceived as the tension in his life between his commitment to orthodox theology and spirituality and his desire to understand and appreciate what he could about the modern world, including its worldview and culture. A telling and poignant entry in his personal journal at the beginning of his study period at Leiden (September 23, 1874) indicates his concern about being faithful to the faith he had publicly professed in the Christian Reformed church of Zwolle in March of that same year: “Will I remain standing [in the faith]? God grant it.”13 Upon completion of his doctoral work at Leiden in 1880, Bavinck candidly acknowledged the spiritual impoverishment that Leiden had cost him: “Leiden has benefited me in many ways: I hope always to acknowledge that gratefully. But it has also greatly impoverished me, robbed me, not only of much ballast (for which I am happy), but also of much that I recently, especially when I preach, recognize as vital for my own spiritual life.”14
It is thus not unfair to characterize Bavinck as a man between two worlds. One of his contemporaries once described Bavinck as “a Secession preacher and a representative of modern culture,” concluding: “That was a striking characteristic. In that duality is found Bavinck’s significance. That duality is also a reflection of the tension—at times crisis—in Bavinck’s life. In many respects it is a simple matter to be a preacher in the Secession Church, and, in a certain sense, it is also not that difficult to be a modern person. But in no way is it a simple matter to be the one as well as the other.”15 However, it is not necessary to rely only on the testimony of others. Bavinck summarizes this tension in his own thought clearly in an essay on the great nineteenth-century liberal Protestant theologian Albrecht Ritschl:
Therefore, whereas salvation in Christ was formerly considered primarily a means to separate man from sin and the world, to prepare him for heavenly blessedness and to cause him to enjoy undisturbed fellowship with God there, Ritschl posits the very opposite relationship: the purpose of salvation is precisely to enable a person, once he is freed from the oppressive feeling of sin and lives in the awareness of being a child of God, to exercise his earthly vocation and fulfill his moral purpose in this world. The antithesis, therefore, is fairly sharp: on the one side, a Christian life that considers the highest goal, now and hereafter, to be the contemplation of God and fellowship with him, and for that reason (always being more or less hostile to the riches of an earthly life) is in danger of falling into monasticism and asceticism, pietism and mysticism; but on the side of Ritschl, a Christian life that considers its highest goal to be the kingdom of God, that is, the moral obligation of mankind, and for that reason (always being more or less adverse to the withdrawal into solitude and quiet communion with God), is in danger of degenerating into a cold Pelagianism and an unfeeling moralism. Personally, I do not yet see any way of combining the two points of view, but I do know that there is much that is excellent in both, and that both contain undeniable truth.16
A certain tension in Bavinck’s thought between the claims of modernity, particularly its this-worldly, scientific orientation, and Reformed pietist orthodoxy’s tendency to stand aloof from modern culture, continues to play a role even in his mature theology expressed in the Reformed Dogmatics. In his eschatology Bavinck in a highly nuanced way still continues to speak favorably of certain emphases in a Ritschlian this-worldly perspective.17
In the section on the doctrine of creation (see Reformed Dogmatics, II, chs. 8–14), we see this tension repeatedly in Bavinck’s relentless efforts to understand and, where he finds appropriate, to either affirm, correct, or repudiate modern scientific claims in light of scriptural and Christian teaching.18 Bavinck takes modern philosophy (Kant, Schelling, Hegel), Darwin, and the claims of geological and biological science seriously but never uncritically. His willingness as a theologian to engage modern thought and science seriously is a hallmark of his exemplary work. It goes without saying that though Bavinck’s theological framework remains a valuable guide for contemporary readers, many of the specific scientific issues he addresses in this volume are dated by his own late-nineteenth-century context. As Bavinck’s own work illustrates so well, today’s Reformed theologians and scientists learn from his example not by repristination but by fresh address to new and contemporary challenges.
GRACE AND NATURE
It is therefore too simple merely to characterize Bavinck as a man trapped between two apparently incommensurate tugs at his soul, that of other-worldly pietism and this-worldly modernism. His heart and mind sought a trinitarian synthesis of Christianity and culture, a Christian worldview that incorporated what was best and true in both pietism and modernism, while above all honoring the theological and confessional richness of the Reformed tradition dating from Calvin. After commenting on the breakdown of the great medieval synthesis and the need for contemporary Christians to acquiesce in that breakdown, Bavinck expressed his hope for a new and better synthesis: “In this situation, the hope is not unfounded that a synthesis is possible between Christianity and culture, however antagonistic they may presently stand over against each other. If God has truly come to us in Christ, and is, in this age too, the Preserver and Ruler of all things, such a synthesis is not only possible but also necessary and shall surely be effected in its own time.”19 Bavinck found the vehicle for such an attempted synthesis in the trinitarian worldview of Dutch neo-Calvinism and became, along with neo-Calvinism’s visionary pioneer Abraham Kuyper,20 one of its chief and most respected spokesmen as well as its premier theologian.
Unlike Bavinck, Abraham Kuyper grew up in the National Reformed Church of the Netherlands in a congenially moderate-modernist context. Kuyper’s student years, also at Leiden, confirmed him in his modernist orientation until a series of experiences, especially during his years as a parish minister, brought about a dramatic conversion to Reformed, Calvinist orthodoxy.21 From that time Kuyper became a vigorous opponent of the modern spirit in church and society22—which he characterized by the siren call of the French Revolution, “Ni Dieu! Ni maître!”23—seeking every avenue to oppose it with an alternative worldview, or as he called it, the “life-system” of Calvinism:
From the first, therefore, I have always said to myself, “If the battle is to be fought with honor and with a hope of victory, then principle must be arrayed against principle; then it must be felt that in Modernism the vast energy of an all-embracing life-system assails us, then also it must be understood that we have to take our stand in a life-system of equally comprehensive and far-reaching power.… When thus taken, I found and confessed and I still hold, that this manifestation of the Christian principle is given us in Calvinism. In Calvinism my heart has found rest. From Calvinism have I drawn the inspiration firmly and resolutely to take my stand in the thick of this great conflict of principles.”24
Kuyper’s aggressive, this-worldly form of Calvinism was rooted in a trinitarian theological vision. The “dominating principle” of Calvinism, he contended, “was not soteriologically, justification by faith, but in the widest sense cosmologically, the Sovereignty of the Triune God over the whole Cosmos, in all its spheres and kingdoms, visible and invisible.”25
For Kuyper, this fundamental principle of divine sovereignty led to four important derivatory and related doctrines or principles: common grace, antithesis, sphere sovereignty, and the distinction between the church as institute and the church as organism. The doctrine of common grace26 is based on the conviction that prior to and, to a certain extent, independent of the particular sovereignty of divine grace in redemption, there is a universal divine sovereignty in creation and providence, restraining the effects of sin and bestowing general gifts on all people, thus making human society and culture possible even among the unredeemed. Cultural life is rooted in creation and common grace and thus has a life of its own apart from the church.
This same insight is expressed more directly via the notion of sphere sovereignty. Kuyper was opposed to all Anabaptist and ascetic Christian versions of world flight but was also equally opposed to the medieval Roman Catholic synthesis of culture and church. The various spheres of human activity—family, education, business, science, art—do not derive their raison d’être and the shape of their life from redemption or from the church, but from the law of God the Creator. They are thus relatively autonomous—also from the interference of the state—and are directly responsible to God.27 In this regard Kuyper clearly distinguished two different understandings of the church—the church as institute gathered around the Word and sacraments and the church as organism diversely spread out in the manifold vocations of life. It is not explicitly as members of the institutional church but as members of the body of Christ, organized in Christian communal activity (schools, political parties, labor unions, institutions of mercy) that believers live out their earthly vocations. Though aggressively this-worldly, Kuyper was an avowed and articulate opponent of the volkskerk tradition, which tended to merge national sociocultural identity with that of a theocratic church ideal.28
To state this differently: Kuyper’s emphasis on common grace, used polemically to motivate pious, orthodox Dutch Reformed Christians to Christian social, political, and cultural activity, must never be seen in isolation from his equally strong emphasis on the spiritual antithesis. The regenerating work of the Holy Spirit breaks humanity in two and creates, according to Kuyper, “two kinds of consciousness, that of the regenerate and the unregenerate; and these two cannot be identical.” Furthermore, these “two kinds of people” will develop “two kinds of science.” The conflict in the scientific enterprise is not between science and faith but between “two scientific systems … each having its own faith.”29
It is here in this trinitarian, world-affirming, but nonetheless resolutely antithetical Calvinism that Bavinck found the resources to bring some unity to his thought.30 “The thoughtful person,” he notes, “places the doctrine of the trinity in the very center of the full-orbed life of nature and mankind.… The mind of the Christian is not satisfied until every form of existence has been referred to the triune God and until the confession of the trinity has received the place of prominence in our thought and life.”31 Repeatedly in his writings Bavinck defines the essence of the Christian religion in a trinitarian, creation-affirming way. A typical formulation: “The essence of the Christian religion consists in this, that the creation of the Father, devastated by sin, is restored in the death of the Son of God, and re-created by the Holy Spirit into a kingdom of God.”32 Put more simply, the fundamental theme that shapes Bavinck’s entire theology is the trinitarian idea that grace restores nature.33
The evidence for “grace restores nature” being the fundamental defining and shaping theme of Bavinck’s theology is not hard to find. In an important address on common grace given in 1888 at the Kampen Theological School, Bavinck sought to impress on his Christian Reformed audience the importance of Christian sociocultural activity. He appealed to the doctrine of creation, insisting that its diversity is not removed by redemption but cleansed. “Grace does not remain outside or above or beside nature but rather permeates and wholly renews it. And thus nature, reborn by grace, will be brought to its highest revelation. That situation will again return in which we serve God freely and happily, without compulsion or fear, simply out of love, and in harmony with our true nature. That is the genuine religio naturalis.” In other words: “Christianity does not introduce a single substantial foreign element into the creation. It creates no new cosmos but rather makes the cosmos new. It restores what was corrupted by sin. It atones the guilty and cures what is sick; the wounded it heals.”34
CHRIST’S WORK OF SALVATION AS HUMAN RESTORATION
In the creation section of volume 2 (chs. 8–14), we see how Bavinck’s doctrine of creation serves as a key starting place for his theology.35 It does this because Bavinck is convinced that the doctrine of creation is the starting point and distinguishing characteristic of true religion. Creation is the formulation of human dependence on a God who is distinct from the creature but who nonetheless in a loving, fatherly way preserves it. Creation is a distinct emphasis of the Reformed tradition according to Bavinck, a way of affirming that God’s will is its origin and God’s glory its goal. Creation thus is the presupposition of all religion and morality, especially Christian teaching about the image of God in all human beings.
Yet, of course, the full truth of the Christian religion cannot be known through creation. A special revelation of God’s grace is essential for knowing what our dilemma is and what our misery consists of as human beings (our sin), and how we are to be delivered from it (salvation). So then, one would expect, the two topics of this volume—sin, and salvation in Christ—should be a matter of strictly biblical theology, a matter of listening carefully to the key themes of the revealed word of God in Holy Scripture alone. Indeed, Bavinck reveals himself to be a careful student of Holy Scripture, one whose very thought patterns are shaped by those of the Bible. However, as he often does, Bavinck surprises us with the wide range of his knowledge by framing even the particular, redemptive work of Christ within the framework of the triune God’s purposes in creation. In addition to Scripture, the results of cultural anthropology and especially the new science of religious psychology enter into his discussion.
The particular redemptive work of Christ, so Bavinck insists, must be related to general, universal human need and experience, and all of this seen in the larger perspective of God’s creation covenant with humanity. After dealing with the universal reality of sin and misery in biblical perspective (chs. 1–4), Bavinck reiterates this anthropological truth at the beginning of his chapter on the covenant of grace (ch. 5). It is, he says, the awful and universal fact of misery that evokes among all people a sense that they need deliverance from sin. God’s covenant with Israel is a new beginning and a pure gift of grace. However, the covenant idea is also found among other peoples of the ancient world, and the scriptural language “borrows” from its surroundings, though its content is uniquely gracious. The historical covenant of grace is, nonetheless, rooted in the prior and eternal counsel of peace, the mutual undertaking of the one triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Not only does this comfort believers that their salvation is rooted in God’s eternal purpose, but it also ties God’s redemptive work in Christ to the original good creation and consummated new creation. God’s purpose is one and it is universal, directed not to every single individual person but to the whole human race. Finally, in this regard, Bavinck also points out that the application of Christ’s work by the Holy Spirit does not abolish human willing and acting but allows them to come fully into their own. Christ sends his Spirit to instruct and enable his own so that they consciously and voluntarily consent to the covenant. God himself supplies what he demands, yet in the covenant of grace God’s honor is not at the expense of but for the benefit of human persons by renewing the whole person and restoring personal freedom and dignity.
The person of Christ the mediator (ch. 6), too, is not to be understood apart from the universally expressed need and desire for a mediator found in all religions. The ideas of incarnation and apotheosis occur in virtually all religions, a fact that has led many to conclude erroneously that Israel’s messianic expectation is simply borrowed from its neighbors. But Christ is not merely an instance of a genotype; he is known only through mediated special revelation. Jesus is not an idea; he is the unique Son of God who became flesh and dwelt among us. The incarnation of Christ is related to creation; the very possibility of incarnation is built into creation. Adam was a type of Christ; the world was so created that when it fell, it could again be restored. The history of redemption is lengthy and progressive; here, too, God honors humanity’s condition. Over against all forms of Gnosticism and Apollinarianism, the church steadfastly maintained the full humanity of Christ. “What is not assumed is not saved.”
Similarly, as we move into the work of Christ in his humiliation (ch. 7), Bavinck begins by calling attention to the virtually universal practice of sacrifice in all religions as well as some sort of priestly mediation to perform the sacrifices. What is distinctive about the atoning death of Christ is that he is both priest and sacrifice, the one who mediates by himself, making full atonement. Only a doctrine of full vicarious sacrifice does justice to the truly human nature of Jesus and to genuine human responsibility and culpability. This volume concludes (in ch. 9, #427a) with what may be one of the most remarkable sections in all four volumes of the Reformed Dogmatics, an appreciative extended discussion of the new (for Bavinck’s time) field of study, the psychology of religion. Bavinck insists that religious experience cannot serve as the foundation for faith or for theology but that, nonetheless, no serious theological study can do without such reflection.
In all this, notably in his appreciation and critique of the psychology of religion studies, Bavinck shows himself to be a biblical and confessional theologian—faithful, pastorally sensitive, challenging, and at the same time open to the modern world and its challenges. It is for this reason that the Reformed Dogmatics remains relevant today. Bavinck’s life and thought reflect a serious effort to be pious, orthodox, and thoroughly contemporary. To pietists fearful of the modern world, on the one hand, and to critics of orthodoxy skeptical about its continuing relevance, on the other, Bavinck’s example suggests a model answer: an engaging trinitarian vision of Christian discipleship in God’s world.
In conclusion, a few words about the editing decisions that govern this translated volume, which is based on the second, expanded edition of the Gereformeerde Dogmatiek.36 The nine chapters of this volume correspond exactly to those of the original, even though their length is daunting. All attempts to divide the material in a different way seemed artificial and arbitrary. Whereas the original consisted of three main parts (“The Fallen World,” “The Person and Work of Christ,” and “The Benefits of the Covenant”), we chose to divide the second major section into its two constitutive parts (“Christ the Redeemer” and “The Work of Christ”) and added a fourth part (“Salvation in Christ”). In this way, the strong christological concentration of this volume becomes more clear. Strictly speaking, the soteriological (and thus pneumatological) material that begins in chapter 9 continues into the fourth volume. In addition, all subdivisions and headings are new. The latter, along with the chapter synopses, which are also not in the original, have been supplied by the editor. Bavinck’s original footnotes have all been retained and brought up to contemporary bibliographic standards. Additional notes added by the editor are clearly marked. Works from the nineteenth century to the present are noted, usually with full bibliographic information given on first occurrence in each chapter and with subsequent references abbreviated. Classic works produced prior to the nineteenth century (the church fathers, Aquinas’s Summa, Calvin’s Institutes, post-Reformation Protestant and Catholic works), for which there are often numerous editions, are cited only by author, title, and standard notation of sections. More complete information for the originals, or accessible editions, is given in the bibliography appearing at the end of this volume. Where English translations (ET) of foreign titles were available and could be consulted, they have been used rather than the originals. Unless indicated in the note by direct reference to a specific translation, renderings of Latin, Greek, German, and French material are those of the translator, working from Bavinck’s original text. References in the notes and bibliography that are incomplete or could not be confirmed are marked with an asterisk (*). To facilitate comparison with the Dutch original, this English edition retains the subparagraph numbers (##307–432 in square brackets in the text) used in the second and subsequent Dutch editions. Cross references to volumes 1–3 of Gereformeerde Dogmatiek cite the page numbers of the already-released volumes of Reformed Dogmatics. Subparagraph numbers (marked with #) accompany these references to facilitate cross-reference to the Dutch editions. Cross references to volume 4 of Gereformeerde Dogmatiek cite only the subparagraph number (marked with #).
A word is also in order here about the Scripture references. Since the verse numbering in the Dutch Authorized Version (Statenvertaling) differs from that of modern English versions, the original references were adjusted for contemporary English Bible readers. In the course of checking and adjusting these references, it was discovered that many of Bavinck’s “proof texts” do not transparently provide proof for the claim being made. The recognition that Bavinck may have had reasons unknown to us for citing a particular passage and the desire to preserve the integrity of the original work led to the conservative editorial strategy of leaving passages unaltered unless they were very clearly in error. Some references were correctible (e.g., verses in an adjoining passage were determined to be the ones intended, or digits had obviously been inadvertently transposed); a very few were deleted.
The editor here gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Calvin Theological Seminary students Courtney Hoekstra and Joel Vande Werken, who did an enormous amount of legwork in tracking down bibliographic items and helping with the footnotes and bibliography.
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PART I
THE FALLEN WORLD
1
THE ORIGIN OF SIN
The fallen world in which we live rests on the foundations of a creation that was good. Yet, it had scarcely been created before sin crept into it. The origin of sin is a mystery; it is not from God, and at the same time it is not excluded from his counsel. God decided to take humanity on the perilous path of covenantal freedom rather than elevating it by a single act of power over the possibility of sin and death.
Genesis 2:9 speaks of two trees, the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Both are integral to the Genesis narrative, and attempts to discount one or the other destroy narrative meaning. Similarly, efforts to explain the meaning of either of the trees in terms of progress and development (tree of life as awakening of sexuality) ignore the plain reading of prohibition and punishment associated with eating the trees’ fruit. No, the story is a unity, and it is about the fall of humanity and the origin of sin. Genesis 3 is not a step of human progress but a fall.
This fall, however, is not simply human effort to achieve cultural power as a means of becoming independent from God. The Bible does not portray human cultural formation as an evil in itself so that rural simplicity is preferable to a world-dominating culture. The point of the “fall” narrative in Genesis is to point to the human desire for autonomy from God. To “know good and evil” is to become the determiner of good and evil; it is to decide for oneself what is right and wrong and not submit to any external law. In short, to seek the knowledge of good and evil is to desire emancipation from God; it is to want to be “like God.”
The entry into sin comes by way of the serpent’s lie. The serpent’s speaking has often been mistakenly considered an allegory for lust, sexual desire, or errant reason. The various mythical interpretations and even attempts to explain the narrative in terms of animal capacity for speech before the fall all fail to meet the intent of the passage and the teaching of Scripture as a whole. The only appropriate explanation is to recognize, with ancient exegesis, the entrance of a spiritual superterrestrial power. The rest of the Bible, however, is relatively silent about this, though its entire narrative rests on this spiritual conflict between the two kingdoms. Sin did not start on earth but in heaven with a revolt of spiritual beings. In the case of humanity, the temptation by Satan resulted in the fall. Scripture looks for the origin of sin solely in the will of rational creatures.
The Christian church has always insisted on the historical character of the fall. In our day this is challenged by historical criticism as well as evolutionary dogma. Those who would challenge this notion attempt instead to accommodate it by demonstrating the reality of the fall from experience, thus validating Genesis 3 as a description of reality rather than as history. This rests on a misunderstanding; it ignores the fact that we need the testimony of Scripture in order to “read” our experience aright. Neither the Genesis account nor its historical character can be dispensed with. In fact, objections to the reality of the fall are themselves increasingly under review by more recent trends in the biblical and archeological/anthropological sciences. The Genesis account, especially of the unity of the human race, speaks positively to our conscience and our experience.
Though no true parallel to the biblical account has been found, it is clear from the myths of other ancients that underlying the religious and moral convictions of the human race are common beliefs in the divine origin and destiny of humanity, in a golden age and decline, in the conflict of good and evil, and in the wrath and appeasement of the deity. The origin and essence of sin, however, remain unknown to them. The origin of sin is sometimes found in the essence of things, its existence even denied by moralists and rationalists, treated as illusion or desire as in Buddhism, or dualistically traced to an ultimately evil power. Philosophers have treated sin as hubris that can be overcome by human will, as ignorance to be overcome by education in virtue, or even as a fall of preexistent souls. However, outside of special revelation sin is either treated deistically in terms of human will alone or derived pantheistically from the very necessary nature of things.
Both views also found their way into Christianity. The British monk Pelagius rejected all notions of original sin and considered every person as having Adam’s full moral choice of will. The fall did not happen at the beginning but is repeated in every human sin. Though the church rejected Pelagianism in its extreme form, Roman Catholicism maintained the notion of a less than completely fallen will, limiting the fall to the loss of the donum superadditum, which can only be restored by sacramental grace.
When the Reformation rejected Roman Catholic dualism, streams within Protestantism, notable rationalist groups such as the Socinians as well as the Remonstrants robbed Christianity of its absolute character by dispensing with the need for grace in some measure. The image of God is regarded as the fully free will, which, like that of the pre-fall Adam, remains intact. While we are born with an inclination to sin, this inclination is not itself culpable; atonement is needed only for actual sin. Suffering is not necessarily linked to sin; it is simply part of our human condition.
Interesting attempts have been made to reconcile Pelagius with Augustine. Ritschl agrees with Pelagius that the human will and actual sin precede the sinful state or condition. But he also then insists that these singular sinful acts mutually reinforce each other and create a collective realm of sin that exerts influence on us, a reinforcing reciprocity that enslaves all people. Others combine Ritschl’s approach with evolutionary theory. When this is envisioned in strictly materialistic and mechanistic terms, all notions of good and evil, the possibility of a moral life, vanish behind physical and chemical processes. A more acceptable route is to see the evolution of moral life as one in which human beings rise above their primitive animal nature as they become more humanized, more civilized. From this evolutionary viewpoint, sin is the survival of or misuse of habits and tendencies left over from our animal ancestry, from earlier stages of development, and their sinfulness lies in their anachronism. The remaining animal nature is shared by all people; sin is universal, but so is moral responsibility and guilt.
This attempt to reconcile Augustine and Pelagius fails at several levels. Apart from the lack of proof for materialistic evolution, the major obstacle is explaining the origin of a free human will in the evolutionary process. To think of the will as somehow outside of human nature and unrelated to it is psychologically inconceivable. In fact, moral freedom not only becomes precarious, moral improvement becomes virtually impossible. Sin’s power increases, and explanations for its origin flounder. Thinkers move from attributing it to human nature to cosmic explanations—all matter is evil. From there it was an easy step to locate evil in a tension of potencies within God himself as in the theosophical tradition of Böhme and Schelling. Hegel even considered the fall as the Ur-fact of history when the Absolute realized itself in the world as its own alternative existence. From here it is a small step to Buddhism, which considers existence itself as the greatest sin.
The question of sin’s origin, like the question of existence itself, is an enigma. The philosophical tradition provides evidence for the scriptural teaching that this world is inexplicable without a fall but provides no satisfactory explanation. Sin cannot be inferred from the sensual nature of humanity since the “spiritual” sins of those who are older are often more appalling than the “fleshly” sins of youth. Asceticism does not solve the problem of sin; monks take sin with them into the cloister in their hearts. Appealing to the Pauline understanding of “flesh” to defend this view fails. “Flesh” is a sinful direction of the heart in opposition to the Holy Spirit and is not a contrast between material and immaterial or spiritual. From attributing sin to human nature it is a natural move to attribute it to the Creator. Consistent with our experience of life’s contradictions, sin is the necessary obstacle to our moral development and perfection. Sin is God’s own will; it is his design for creation. While there is a semblance of truth here, sin is made eternal, inferred from physical matter, necessary not accidental, seen not as the antithesis of good but as a lower grade of the good; this view makes God the author of sin. Scripture and human moral consciousness rebel against these conclusions. Pessimism and libertinism are the natural consequence of this view.
The question of God’s will in relation to sin is vexing. Those who speak of God’s permission with respect to sin rightly seek to avoid making him the author of sin. However, because this formulation risks denying God’s full sovereignty, Reformed theology, following Augustine, was never satisfied with the idea of permission. At the risk of using “hard sayings,” Reformed theologians insist that while God does not sin or cause sin, sin is yet not outside his will. In addition, God created human beings holy and without sin; sin’s origin is in the will of the rational creature. God most certainly created human beings to be capable of sin; he willed the possibility of sin. How that possibility became reality is, however, a mystery. Sin defies explanation; it is a folly that does not have an origin in the true sense of the word, only a beginning. Attempting to locate the time of the fall, too, is impossible. Attempts to identify that time in the preformed chaos of Genesis 1:1 or in notions of preexistent souls are theologically and philosophically, as well as scripturally, without ground. We must be satisfied with the straightforward account of Scripture: humanity was created good and by its own volition, at a given time in the beginning, fell from that state and plunged into sinful alienation from God, who incorporates sin into his purposes, even as something that had to be there though it ought not to be there.
[307] When God had completed the work of creation, he looked down with delight on the work of his hands, for it was all very good (Gen. 1:31). Granted, at that moment the world was only at the beginning of its development and hence enjoyed a perfection, not in degree but in kind. Inasmuch as it was something that was positively good, it could become something and develop in accordance with the laws God had set for it. When Scripture has a positively good world precede this fallen world, it presents to human thought a basis of support that philosophy simply cannot provide. For when philosophy conceives original being as insubstantial potency, which is nothing, but can become anything, it reasons apart from reality and attempts to satisfy us with an abstraction. From nothing, nothing can become; apart from any antecedent being, there can be no becoming, and evil only becomes possible if the good has priority, not only in an ideal sense but in reality. The fallen world in which we live rests on the foundations of a creation that was very good inasmuch as it came forth from the hands of God. But that world did not long continue to exist in its original goodness. It had scarcely been created before sin crept into it. The mystery of existence is made even more incomprehensible by the mystery of evil. Almost at the same moment creatures came, pure and splendid, from the hand of their Maker, they were deprived of all their luster, and stood, corrupted and impure, before his holy face. Sin ruined the entire creation, converting its righteousness into guilt, its holiness into impurity, its glory into shame, its blessedness into misery, its harmony into disorder, and its light into darkness. But where does that evil come from? What is the origin of sin? Scripture vindicates God and presents a continuous theodicy when it proclaims and maintains that God is in no way the cause of sin. He, Scripture says, is righteous, holy, far from wickedness (Deut. 32:4; Job 34:10; Ps. 92:15; Isa. 6:3; Hab. 1:13), a light in whom there is no darkness (1 John 1:5); he tempts no one (James 1:13), is an overflowing fountain of all that is good, immaculate, and pure (Ps. 36:9; James 1:17). He prohibits sin in his law (Exod. 20) and in the conscience of every human (Rom. 2:14–15), does not delight in wickedness (Ps. 5:4), but hates it and demonstrates his wrath against it (Ps. 45:7; Rom. 1:18). He judges it and atones for it in Christ (Rom. 3:24–26), cleanses his people from it by forgiveness and sanctification (1 Cor. 1:30) and, in the event of continued disobedience, wills to punish it with both temporal and eternal penalties (Rom. 1:18; 2:8).
THE GENESIS STORY OF THE FALL
When it comes to the origin of sin, Scripture always points us in the direction of the creature. For that reason, however, it is never isolated from God’s government nor excluded from his counsel. On the contrary: it is God himself who, according to his special revelation, created the possibility of sin. Not only did he make humanity in such a way that it could fall, but he also planted the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the garden, confronted Adam with a moral option by means of the probationary command, whose decision had the greatest significance for himself and all his posterity, and, finally, even permitted the temptation of the woman by the serpent. It was God’s decision to take humanity on the perilous path of freedom rather than elevating it by a single act of power above the possibility of sin and death.
According to Genesis 2:9, there were two trees in the garden for which God had a special purpose: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree of life. Since the tree of life does not surface again in the story, except in Genesis 3:22, 24, some scholars believed that it did not belong in the original report and was only inserted later. An argument against this, however, is that it is most natural for the tree of life not to be mentioned again between 2:9 and 3:22, because the entire narrative revolves around the other tree, the tree of knowledge. Furthermore, the tree of life occurs not only in 2:9 and 3:22, 24 but also in Proverbs 3:18; 13:12; Revelation 2:7 and 22:2, and in the sagas of many peoples.1 Others, accordingly, have voiced the suspicion that the tree of life is original in the Genesis story but that the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was inserted later.2 And it is in fact true that up until now no parallel has been found elsewhere; but this circumstance does not change anything by having it arise later and having it inserted in the paradisal story. The questions still remain and become much harder to solve: Where does the tree of the knowledge of good and evil come from, and why was it included in Genesis 2 and 3? More important is the fact that this tree cannot be taken out of this narrative without completely changing its character and even robbing it of its real content. The probationary command, the temptation, and the punishment all concern the eating of the fruit of that tree. If the original story had only mentioned the tree of life, the reason why eating from that tree was prohibited and threatened with such a heavy penalty makes no sense. Some argue that the intent of Genesis 3 is simply to relate how humans, by eating from the tree of life, became conscious of their vitality, awakened to their sex drive, and passed from a state of childlikeness to that of maturity.
But if that is the heart of the story, why were humans prohibited from eating the fruit of that tree, fruit that would give them this vitality and life? Were they not permitted to outgrow their childlikeness and to become conscious of their sex life? But they had already been given the mandate to multiply, to fill the earth and subdue it (1:28); Adam had already been given a wife with whom he was to become one flesh (2:24); and what evidence is there in the narrative or in its entire context that the life of sex and being sexually awakened was something sinful in itself? Resounding from the entire Old Testament, rather, is that fertility is a great blessing from God. If Genesis 3 were designed to tell us about the awakening of the sex drive, the punishment threatened and applied to the violation of the command would be totally incomprehensible. Why did the punishment consist in death? Why did it strike the woman especially in her becoming a mother? Why, despite all this, is she nevertheless called “the mother of all living”? And, finally, why were both the man and his wife denied the chance to eat from the tree of life and to stay in the garden? Reading the narrative without bias, one gets an impression of profound unity3 and of its obvious aim to tell us not about the progress and development but about the fall of humankind. The entire context in which the story occurs shows that it seeks to tell us about the origin of sin. Preceding it is the creation of humans by the hand of God and in his image, and following it, in brief outline, comes the story of increasing wickedness in the human race up until the flood.
The Knowledge of Good and Evil
The tree of the knowledge of good and evil is undoubtedly so named because humans, by eating of it, would acquire a knowledge of good and evil such as they had not had until then, one that was forbidden to them and denied to them. The question, however, is what that knowledge of good and evil amounts to. The usual explanation is that, by eating of the tree, humans would gain empirical knowledge of good and evil. But this has rightly prompted the objection that this knowledge of good and evil would make humans like God—as not just the snake (in Gen. 3:5) but also God himself (in 3:22) says—and God certainly has no empirical knowledge of evil, nor can he have it. In addition, by eating of the tree, humans especially lost the empirical knowledge of the good. Finally, [in this view] Genesis 3:22a must then be interpreted as irony, which by itself is already implausible but specifically in conflict with verse 22 as a whole. Others therefore came up with the idea that Genesis 3 relates the development of the human race from an animal state to self-consciousness and reason, and they therefore viewed the fall as the first hazardous undertaking of reason, the genesis of moral life, the origin of culture, the happiest event in the history of humanity. This, in earlier times, was the idea of the Ophites, who held the snake to be an incarnation of the Logos,4 and later of Kant, Schiller, Hegel, Strauss, and others.5 This view is so contrary to the intent of the narrative, however, that today it has almost universally been abandoned. For it would assume that God created humanity in a state of childlike, even animal, innocence, and planned to keep it in that state. However, knowledge, also moral knowledge, had already been given to mankind at the time of its creation, as is evident from the creation in God’s image, the naming of the animals, and the reception and understanding of the probationary command. The knowledge that humanity acquired by the fall was a very different kind of knowledge, one that was forbidden by God and made humans deserving of various punishments. Genesis 3 does not tell the story of a “giant step of progress” but of a human fall.
Nowadays, though this is again acknowledged by many people, they connect it with the idea that the knowledge of good and evil that was forbidden to humans was a special kind of knowledge.6 This cannot be the very first intellectual or moral knowledge, for it is contrary to the tradition of all peoples to imagine the first humans as a kind of animal that was still bereft of all that knowledge, nor does the author of the Genesis story take this view. For, according to him, the first two people were created as adults. They were created as man and woman and united with each other in marriage; they think and speak and know the things around them; they also have a moral consciousness and know, from receiving the probationary command, that obedience to God brings with it blessing and reward, and that evil consists in the violation of his law and is followed by punishment. The paradisal story, therefore, absolutely does not describe the human person as an intellectual or moral tabula rasa on which everything still has to be inscribed from without. Therefore, it cannot mean by the knowledge of good and evil an awakening to self-consciousness and reason nor the origination of conscience. But by the knowledge of good and evil that is prohibited, they say, we must understand the achievement of a mature intellect (3:6), the ability to distinguish between the useful and the harmful (Deut. 1:39; 2 Sam. 19:35–36; Isa. 7:16; Jonah 4:11); independent insight enabling persons to help themselves and not be dependent on others; intellectual knowledge of the world, the metaphysical knowledge of things in their connectedness, their value or worthlessness, their utility or inutility for people. In other words, this refers to wisdom, to the skills of controlling the world, the culture that is said to make humans independent of God and like God.
This opinion, however, has the same drawbacks as that which speaks of the progress mankind made in the fall and actually introduces only a slightly different twist in it. According to both views, the paradisal story describes the passage of humanity from a state of rural simplicity to that of world-dominating culture. Whereas the proponents of the first opinion, from their point of view regard this passage as progress, others stress that, from the viewpoint of the author, it was a decline and a fall. But in saying this, they fail to reproduce the idea of the paradisal story correctly. Culture as such is absolutely not sinful or wrong. In Genesis 1:28, the humans, who were created in the image of God, were instructed to exercise dominion over the earth (cf. 9:1–2), and in Genesis 2:15 and 19, they were instructed to till and keep the Garden of Eden and to name the animals (cf. 3:23). In Genesis 3:21, the manufacture of clothing for Adam and Eve is attributed to God himself, while in Genesis 4:17, 21–22, the building of a city, dwelling in tents, the keeping of cattle, making a range of musical instruments, and the processing of metal, though attributed in origin to the descendants of Cain, are not in any way at all condemned. The Old Testament generally accords such high status to wisdom that there can be no question of condemnation. This is all the more the case because, also according to the proponents of the above view, the first human couple even before the fall possessed an intellectual and moral knowledge that may at best differ from wisdom in degree but not in kind.
Hence the knowledge of good and evil that is prohibited to human beings has to mean something different. Marti points in the right direction when he describes it as the ability to stand on one’s own feet and to find one’s own way and speaks of the desire of humans to emancipate themselves from God by cultivating that ability. In Genesis 3, the issue is not primarily the content of the knowledge that humans would appropriate by disobedience but the manner in which they would obtain it. The nature of the knowledge of good and evil in view here is characterized by the fact that humans would be like God as a result of it (Gen. 3:5, 22). By violating the command of God and eating of the tree, they would make themselves like God in the sense that they would position themselves outside and above the law and, like God, determine and judge for themselves what good and evil was. The knowledge of good and evil is not the knowledge of the useful and the harmful, of the world and how to control it, but (as in 2 Sam. 19:36; Isa. 7:16) the right and capacity to distinguish good and evil on one’s own. The issue in Genesis is indeed whether humanity will want to develop in dependence on God, whether it will want to have dominion over the earth and seek its salvation in submission to God’s commandment; or whether, violating that commandment and withdrawing from God’s authority and law, it will want to stand on its own feet, go its own way, and try its own “luck.”7 When humanity fell, it got what it wanted; it made itself like God, “knowing good and evil” by its own insight and judgment. Genesis 3:22 is in dead earnest. This emancipation from God, however, did not lead and cannot lead to true happiness. For that reason, God by the probationary command forbade this drive to freedom, this thirst for independence. But humanity voluntarily and deliberately opted for its own way, thereby failing the test.
The Serpent’s Lie
[308] Humanity had probably existed in the state of innocence only for a short while when it was tempted and toppled from without by a serpent that was more crafty (עָרוּם; LXX φρονιμος; prudens; cf. Matt. 10:16; 2 Cor. 11:3) than any other wild animal. The serpent addressed not the man but the woman, who had not herself received the probationary command directly from God but through her husband and was therefore more open to argumentation and doubt. The serpent, accordingly, first of all tried to create doubt in the heart of the woman about the commandment of God and to that end presented it as having been given by God out of harshness and selfishness. The woman, by the manner in which she reproduces and expands the command, clearly shows that it had come to her mind as a sharp boundary and restriction. After raising the doubt and bringing home to the woman the inconvenience of the command, the serpent continues by sowing unbelief and pride in the woman’s now well-prepared mind. The serpent now firmly denies that violating the command will result in death, indicating that God gave the command out of sheer selfishness. If humans will eat of the tree, they will, instead of dying, become like God and receive perfect, that is, divine, knowledge. The serpent’s assurance and the high expectation it raised prompted the woman to look at the tree, and the longer she looked, the more she became enchanted with its fruit. The desire of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life [cf. 1 John 2:16] made the temptation irresistible. Finally she took of the fruit, ate it, and gave some to her husband, and he ate.
The fact of the serpent’s speaking has suggested to many people that this story is an allegory, in any case that the serpent was not a real animal but only a name and image for lust,8 or sexual desire,9 or errant reason,10 or Satan.11 But this explanation is not acceptable. In Genesis 3:1, the serpent is counted among the animals; the punishment (vv. 14–15) presupposes a real snake; and in 2 Corinthians 11:3 Paul is of the same opinion. Also, the mythical view that arose later and was widely accepted is inconsistent with the intent of the narrative, the entire context in which it occurs, and the ongoing teaching of Scripture. The mythical interpretations themselves, moreover, are most divergent.12 The serpent’s speaking, accordingly, has to be explained differently. Not, however, along the lines of Josephus,13 in terms of the opinion of the narrator that before the fall animals had the gift of language, for he has just informed us that humans are essentially distinct from animals, that they gave names to the animals and could not find a suitable helper among them. It undoubtedly has to be explained in terms of the infiltration of a spiritual superterrestrial power. In the narrative itself there is not a word that describes the nature of that power. Genesis 3 simply sticks to the visible facts; it describes but does not explain. Granted, many scholars have believed that Genesis 3 only tells us of the origin of the hostility existing between humans and animals. But aside from the fact that this explanation is too banal to be persuasive, it is in conflict with what Genesis 2 says about the relation between humans and animals and fails to tell us how and why the serpent acts toward humankind as a seductive power. This is the reason why many exegetes today again return to the ancient exegesis, if for no other reason than that this is the viewpoint held in the apocryphal literature of the Old Testament.14
It is also understandable, moreover, that Genesis 3 makes no mention of the spiritual background of the events in question. Only gradually, as revelation progressively unfolds, does the depth of the darkness come out. Though seemingly innocent in the beginning, sin in its basic nature and power only becomes known in the course of history. At the start the deviation from the right road is small and scarcely perceptible, but when continued, it leads into entirely the wrong direction and to a completely opposite outcome. This also explains why Scripture, both in the Old and the New Testament, relatively rarely harks back to the story of the fall. The principal verses that have a bearing on it are Job 31:33; Psalm 90:3; Proverbs 3:18; 13:12; Ecclesiastes 12:7; Isaiah 43:27; 51:3; 65:25; Joel 2:3; Hosea 6:7; Ezekiel 28:13–15; John 8:44; Romans 5:12ff.; 8:20; 1 Corinthians 15:21–22, 42–49; 2 Corinthians 11:3; 1 Timothy 2:14; Revelation 2:7; 22:2; and in part these verses are uncertain in their interpretation or contain no more than an allusion.15
Yet, this relative silence cannot be explained in terms of the idea that the origin of the story in Genesis 3 is very late, for also according to recent criticism, it is Yahwist and existed prior to the rise of the writing prophets in the eighth century, and almost all peoples possess ancient traditions about a golden age in which humanity lived originally. It should be remembered, however, that the fall, though not mentioned very often, still underlies the entire scriptural teaching on moral perfection as integral to the essence of humankind, on sin and redemption. Old Testament revelation also bears a prophetic character and looked forward, not backward, and thus only the second Adam was able to illumine the full significance of the first Adam.16 Paul looks back from the second Man to the first. Only gradually, in the course of the history of revelation, does the spiritual power emerge that hid behind the appearance and seductive activity of the serpent. Then we learn that involved in the struggle of evil on earth there is also a contest of spirits and that humanity and the world are the spoils for which the war between God and Satan, between heaven and hell, is waged.
All the power of sin on earth is connected with a kingdom of darkness in the world of spirits. There, too, a fall has occurred. In John 8:44, Jesus himself states that the devil was a murderer from the beginning (ἀπʼ ἀρχης) of the existence of humankind, that he did not and hence does not stand in the truth (οὐχ ἑσιηκεν) because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature. First John 3:8 similarly teaches that the devil has sinned from the beginning. Paul warns the neophyte (1 Tim. 3:6) against being puffed up that he may not fall into the condemnation of the devil, that is, fall into the same condemnation that has struck the devil. And Jude (v. 6) speaks of “the angels that did not keep their own position, but left their proper dwelling,” that is, of angels who did not hold onto their principle, origin, or even rule, and left the dwelling place assigned to them. Clearly implied here is that many angels were not content with the state in which God had placed them. Pride took possession of them to make them strive for another and higher position. Sin first broke out in the realm of spirits; it arose in the heart of creatures of whom we have but little knowledge, under conditions that are almost completely unknown to us. On the basis of Scripture, however, it is certain that sin did not first start on earth but in heaven, at the feet of God’s throne, in his immediate presence and that the fall of angels took place before that of humankind. Scripture is silent on whether there is a connection between that fall of the angels and the creation of humankind, nor does it tell us what drove the fallen angels to seduce humans. But whatever the reason may have been, Satan is the adversary, the tempter, the slanderer of the human race, the murderer of mankind (Matt. 4:3; John 8:44; Eph. 6:11; 1 Thess. 3:5; 2 Tim. 2:26), the “great dragon,” the “ancient serpent” (Rev. 12:9, 14–15; 20:2). As such he came to Christ, the second Adam, and as such he also came to the first. That he did not appear to him directly and personally but used a serpent is probably to be explained from the idea that he had better hopes of success if the seduction occurred by means of a being that was known to humans as good. Undoubtedly the serpent’s speaking must have seemed strange to the woman, but precisely this strangeness enhanced the seduction: even an animal, rejecting God’s command, had achieved a higher level of perfection! For the rest Scripture teaches us that even unclean spirits can do superhuman things and temporarily take possession of bodies and organs of speech (Matt. 8:28ff.; Mark 5:7ff.; Luke 8:28ff.; Acts 19:15). In the case of humanity the temptation by Satan resulted in the fall. Scripture looks for the origin of sin solely in the will of rational creatures.
The Fall as History
[309] The historical character of the paradisal story was maintained in the Christian church throughout the ages. There were different opinions about the location of paradise, the character of the two trees, the serpent, and so on, but the historical truth of the knowledge of good and evil, of the probationary command, of the temptation by the serpent, and of the willful disobedience of Adam and Eve was certain to everyone and rigorously maintained against the allegorical interpretation of Philo and Origen.17 But in modern times the historicity of the paradisal story was put under serious pressure from the side of historical criticism and even more from the side of evolutionary theory. Geology, paleontology, and all prehistorical studies seem to leave no room whatsoever for an original moral perfection and for a subsequent fall of the first humans. The further we go back into the past, scholars tell us, the more we find people who lived in a most primitive state and were virtually without any culture. Human beings seem to have gradually evolved from the animal world, so that with reference to the past as well as to the present one can only speak of progress. Paradise lies ahead of, not behind, us. We have emerged from darkness and are progressively moving in the direction of light and life, peace and happiness.18
Over against this criticism, many scholars believed they were on firmer ground if they took position not in the paradisal story but in the midst of sinful reality. Bishop Charles Gore, for example, claims that the doctrine of the fall and original sin has certainly not been constructed on the assumption that the early chapters of Genesis are purely historical. This doctrine is not a dogma proclaimed solely on the basis of external authority but finds its substantiation in experience. Granted, there is an inspirational activity of the Holy Spirit present in the Genesis narratives, but if Irenaeus, Clement, Athanasius, and Anselm can interpret them, in whole or in part, as allegorical, then we have the same freedom. In any case, “the Christian doctrine of sin rests on a far broader and far surer foundation than the belief that the early chapters of Genesis belong to one form or stage of inspired literature rather than to another. It rests on the strong foundation of our Lord, accepted and verified by man’s moral consciousness.”19 Others, however, go still further and believe they can totally dispense with Genesis 3 and Romans 5. It is incorrect, according to de Hartog, to present the fall of humankind as a truth of faith that we accept because Scripture speaks of it. The reverse is the case: because the fall is evident from experience, Genesis 3 witnesses to this reality. The fall of humankind, sin, and death are not articles of faith but the data of experience.20
In this connection, we cannot avoid speaking to the misunderstanding present here. If Genesis 3 reports history, then the fall is a fact that occurred at one time at the beginning of the human race and constitutes an indestructible component of the world and of history. As fact the fall is not based on the story of Genesis 3, but, conversely, it is reported in Genesis 3 because it had occurred long before in history. Furthermore, according to Scripture, the fall of humankind was such a serious and appalling fact that the consequences of it continue to have their effect in the history of the human race to the present. Indeed, experience is full of data that point back to the fact of the fall. But it is wrong to infer from all this that the Genesis story is unnecessary and superfluous and can, if necessary, be altogether dispensed with or totally and without loss be deprived of its historical character by criticism. For there is a distinction between a fact and the knowledge of a fact. A fact is a piece of reality that can never be undone, and the weightier it is, the more vast will be its consequences; however, for the knowledge of a fact, especially when it is part not of the present but of the past, we are dependent on a witness, in whatever form it may be given. Based on this, in part, is the distinction between natural science and historical science. Nature remains the same, and its phenomena can be studied independently and anew by every natural scientist; but the practitioners of the science of history, because they are not present at the events themselves, depend for their knowledge on testimonies. Such historians would act very foolishly if they reasoned thus: all the events that have occurred are constituents of reality and still, to the degree that they were important, affect the present. If necessary I can dispense with the testimonies, for from the data in the present I can reason back to this or that event in the past. Essentially, that person would not act any differently from those who would reconstruct the fact of the fall, aside from the historic witness of Scripture, on the basis of the data of experience. There may be a difference in degree because the fall of the human race far surpasses in importance and consequences all other world events, but materially the reasoning remains the same and is absurd in both cases.
Another thing that must not be forgotten in connection with this reasoning is that people have known the witness of Scripture beforehand and learned to read reality in the light of that witness. People may say they can reconstruct the fall from the data of experience without the help of Genesis 3 and Romans 5, but in reality they have already incorporated the witness of Scripture in the data of experience. Thousands, even millions, of people have observed the same reality that still presents itself to us today, but it has never suggested to them the idea of a fall of the first human couple. Instead, they have sought to explain it by means of a precosmic fall or an evil god or blind fate. The fact that we view reality in such a way that it everywhere shows the consequences of a fall in paradise is something we owe exclusively to the light Scripture has shed on it. It is not a noble act, after having first made use of its services, to then bid it farewell and pretend that one has oneself achieved such insight by one’s own reasoning.
Finally, if one really seriously believes in a fall of the first humans (even though it is, as one thinks, on the basis of the data of experience), then all reason to question the historical character of Genesis 3 actually collapses. For the main critical objection (of both Old Testament scholars and evolutionists) is not directed against the literary report in Genesis as such but against the event reported there. This event is of such great weight that the whole of Christian doctrine stands or falls with it. “All of faith consists in Jesus Christ and in Adam and all of morality in lust and in grace” (Pascal). The two truths or facts by which all of Christian dogmatics is governed are (1) the fall of Adam and (2) the resurrection of Christ (Gerretsen). If one recognizes this and considers Adam’s fall an appalling reality, one will in any case be at odds with present-day criticism in the matter of both of its attacks and will gain nothing by making a few literary concessions. The theory of evolution, as it is usually presented today and applied to the history of the human race and of Israel, leaves no room for a state of integrity and for a fall of the first humans. According to this theory, there never even existed a first human, for the transitions were so minute and stretched out over so many centuries that no one can say where the animal stops and humanity begins. Its beginnings are shrouded in darkness, and its state was originally like that of an animal.
However strongly this theory of evolution claims a factual basis for itself, one should bear in mind the following: (1) While investigations into prehistoric humanity have brought to light that it lived in very primitive conditions, there is no evidence that it gradually evolved from the animal world and is still caught up in a period of transition. Confirmed, rather, is the idea that prehistoric humans were persons of like nature to ourselves and that, living in Europe, they came from Asia. (2) The discoveries that occurred in the past century in the land of Babylon and Assyria reveal to us that the most ancient inhabitants we find there were not a savage, coarse, semibestial race but enjoyed a high level of civilization and regressed in their subsequent history rather than progressed. (3) The Ur-history, which is contained in Genesis 1–10, has received powerful support as a result. On the one hand, it has emerged in its uniqueness—the marvelous purity of its historical, religious, and ethical ideas—and, on the other, it has been relieved of its isolation and connected with all the peoples, traditions, customs, mores, and so on. In this connection a strong light has fallen on the distinction between the antiquity of a story and the time at which it was recorded. Also, if the Ur-history of Genesis dates from the time of Moses, it is separated by a series of centuries from the events it narrates. (4) Modern science, although believing in evolution, still as a rule assumes the unity of the human race. When it does this, it accepts in the bargain a series of inferences that are of the greatest importance. For if humankind is one, then it has descended from one ancestral couple; then it has spread out over the whole world from one specific location; then from the beginning it held in common a complex of intellectual, religious, and moral ideas and traditions; then a moral deviation must have occurred at the beginning in the life of the first human couple, for sin is universal.21 All in all, the science of nature and history to this day lacks the right to make a pronouncement on the truth of the state of integrity and the fall of the first humans. The witness pertaining to these things contained in Genesis, confirmed by the later appeal made to it by prophets and apostles and Christ himself, and intertwined as a necessary constituent in the whole revelation of salvation, continues to maintain itself in people’s conscience and meshes perfectly with the reality our daily experience informs us about.
ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS OF SIN
Indirectly this witness of Scripture is also borne out by the traditions, sagas, or myths that among various peoples speak of a fall into sin. A true parallel to the biblical story has so far not been found anywhere. Delitzsch believed he saw one in a representation on a cylindrical seal that depicts two persons stretching out their hands to the fruit of a tree. On the left of this representation, something has been set up that may be a snake, but since both persons are clothed and sitting down, both stretch out their hands toward the tree, and are probably both male figures, there is here no discernible kinship with the story in Genesis 3. Also other stories, cited for the purpose of comparison, upon further inquiry cannot serve this purpose or are too problematic to base anything on them.22 Nevertheless, it is remarkable that in a Babylonian myth Adapa loses eternal life by not consuming the food and drink set before him. Furthermore, in many religions the serpent was venerated as an embodiment of hostile or beneficent powers. There is also a widespread popular belief forging a connection between different trees, especially the tree of life, and the destiny of humans. In many sagas the memory of a golden age experienced by the human race has been preserved, and according to the Avesta, the holy book of the Persian religion, the first human, Yima, the noble ruler of the golden age, lived for a time in paradise but, having fallen as a result of pride, was driven from it and was finally killed by an evil spirit.23 All these stories and others like them have no higher meaning other than to show that the human race from ancient times and everywhere wanted to give an account of the horrendous destruction the world exhibited, by seeing in it the result of a fall that took place in the life of humanity. But in that light they are valuable. Underlying the religious and moral convictions of human beings, more or less clearly articulated or unconscious, there is belief in the divine origin and destiny of humanity, in a golden age and subsequent decline, in the battle between good and evil, and in the wrath and appeasement of the deity.24
At the same time, they bring out how pagans, though they gropingly searched for God, did not find him [cf. Acts 17:27]. Both the origin and the essence of sin remained unknown to them. Even the Jews, who recognized the fall and the temptation by Satan (Wis. 2:24) and therefore frequently called him the “ancient serpent,” sometimes taught that Satan was created simultaneously with Eve on the sixth day, that, being sensually titillated, he tried to tempt man, and that even before the fall humans received, along with an impulse toward the good (יצר הטוב), an impulse toward evil (יצר הרע), in order to overcome it and so to make their works truly meritorious.25 Similarly, in the pagan world, the origin of sin was found, not in the will of rational creatures, but in the essence of things.
The fall is simply unknown. Confucianism is a shallow form of rationalism and moralism that considered humans naturally good and sought the way of salvation in a virtuous life in keeping with the world order.26 According to Buddhism, the Atman, or Brahman, the divine substance, is the only reality; the world of phenomena is but a dream, is fundamentally maya, illusion, and in a state of perpetual becoming and change. Suffering and sorrow, accordingly, are universal, for all things are subject to transitoriness, to birth, aging, and death. The cause of that suffering is to be found in desires, in the desire for existence, in the will to exist. Salvation therefore consists in extinguishing the consciousness or in the annihilation of existence: nirvana.27 Parsism traced evil to an original evil spirit, Ahriman, who is opposed to the supreme god, Ahuramazda, has his own kingdom of darkness and corrupts the creation of God, but is subordinate to Ahuramazda and will someday yield to him.28 The Greeks and the Romans, though in their sagas of a golden age, of Prometheus and Pandora, they possessed something reminiscent of the biblical stories, originally knew nothing of evil spirits that were opposed to the good and attributed to the gods all sorts of evil desires and misdeeds. The human race did not fall all at once but gradually degenerated. And the human will still possesses the power to live a virtuous life, to stay within moral bounds, and thus to conquer sin, which is essentially hubris.29
Philosophy, as a rule, took the same position. According to Socrates, the cause and essence of sin consists solely in ignorance. No one is voluntarily evil, that is, unfortunate. Hence the person who knows the good is good and acts according to the good. All that is needed is education to guide humans, who are by nature good, to the practice of virtue.30 Plato and Aristotle indeed understood the inadequacy of this view. Reason, they said, is certainly far from always being able to control the passions. Sin is too deeply rooted in human nature to be overcome by knowledge alone. Plato even arrived at a totally different theory about the origin of sin, locating it in a fall of preexistent souls. Still, both maintained free will and continued to believe that virtue remains within our power. Our external lot may be determined, but virtue is without a master (ἀδεσποτος) and depends on the human will alone. “Both virtue and evil depend upon us.”31 The Stoics could not, on the basis of its pantheistic and deterministic position, locate the cause of sin in the human will and therefore attempted to fit both physical and moral evil into the order and beauty of the whole. It was not even possible for the deity to keep human nature free from every defect. Sin is as necessary as diseases and disasters and is something good to the degree that it serves and brings out the good.32 Still also the Stoics knew no way to overcome sin and to practice virtue other than the human will.33 Finally, in the works of Cicero, Seneca, Plotinus, and others, there was the ever-recurring thought that sin was an act of the will and could also be undone by the will.34 Outside the area of special revelation, therefore, sin was always either interpreted deistically in terms of the human will and construed purely as an act of the will or derived pantheistically from the essence of things and incorporated as a necessary component in the order of the universe as a whole.
[310] Both views also found their way into Christianity and repeatedly met, in smaller or larger circles, with agreement and had their defenders. The practical Christianity that prevailed in the churches following the death of the apostles and is known to us from the so-called Apostolic Fathers and other writings already contained all kinds of religious and ethical notions that deviated from the New Testament and especially from Paul and were formed under the influence of Jewish piety and popular pagan philosophy, especially that of Cicero. Believers were indeed convinced that in Christ they had received great benefits, especially the forgiveness for all past sins in baptism; but if after that event they saw themselves called to a holy life, they already opened up a large space for free will, for their own power, and for the meritoriousness of good works.35 When, at the beginning of the fifth century, Pelagius proposed his theories, he could appeal to countless statements made by others before him. Still he isolated them from the context in which they occurred and combined them into a single whole in such a way that they ran fundamentally counter to the Christian doctrine of sin and grace.
To this monk from Britain everything depended on the free will. He saw it as the characteristic feature of human nature, the image of God, the first principle and foundation of the dominion granted him. Human nature has been so created by God that, depending on its free choice, it is able to and able not to sin; and this equal possibility in either direction, as a natural good, as a constituent of human nature, cannot be lost. As a result Pelagius had to reject all notions of original sin. Adam only brought sin into the world as an example or form. There is indeed a power of evil custom, but this does not so completely control humans that, if they seriously wanted to avoid sin and lead a holy life, they would be prevented from doing so. In any case, sin is not innate; it is always—and cannot be anything but—a free act of the will. The fall, accordingly, did not just occur once, in Adam, and take the whole human race with it, but every human being is still born in the same state in which Adam was, granted that, as a result of the power of custom, conditions are less favorable now. And all humans therefore stand or fall by themselves. Sin originates anew in every person; in every human life there occurs a fall when the power of free will is neglected or applied in a wrong direction.36
These ideas of Pelagius were so obviously at odds with the teaching of Scripture and the faith of the church that they could not possibly be accepted by the church. They were, accordingly, modified and toned down in various ways. Specifically, to Adam’s transgression was ascribed a stronger influence on the state of human nature, and, correspondingly, grace was credited with more vigorous cooperation at the beginning and in the development of the new Christian life. But, fundamentally, the final decision at all these points was again reserved for the free will. In Roman Catholicism, Adam’s transgression did result for him and his descendants in the loss of the superadded gift; and insofar as God had granted this gift to Adam and he therefore should have enjoyed it, the loss of it can be called culpable. But original sin is no more than this privation; it does not consist in the concupiscence that by itself is not sin, nor in an innate evil of the will, for though the will may have been weakened, it is neither lost nor corrupted. Thus fallen nature is actually totally identical with uncorrupted nature; true, the supernatural gifts have been lost, but the natural gifts continue intact. In the abstract, therefore, a person could possibly abstain from all actual sins and, like unbaptized children dying in infancy, acquire a natural state of bliss.37 In this connection Rome could still maintain the absolute necessity of Christianity, however, inasmuch as humans, although in the most favorable scenario they could also acquire a natural state of bliss, could never by their free will receive supernatural righteousness and salvation. To that end the church with its sacraments is the only proper road. But when this Roman Catholic dualism was cast aside by the Reformation, the modalities that, within the circle of Protestantism, took over the Roman Catholic assumptions about original sin and free will38 virtually automatically had to relapse into the ancient errors of Pelagius and Coelestis or in any case into those of Hilary of Arles and John Cassian.39 For if Adam’s fall did not, or did only in part, deprive the will of the freedom and power to do good, and original sin did not consist either in a culpable loss of an original supernatural gift, then in that same measure grace became dispensable and Christianity was robbed of its absolute character.40
Sin as an Act of Will
This is actually what happened in Socinianism, Remonstrantism, and rationalism, in which, despite small modifications, the basic idea was always that sin is not rooted in a nature and is not a disposition or a state, but always an act of the will. In the case of humans, the image of God then primarily or exclusively consisted in dominion. To the extent that a state of integrity was assumed, it consisted mainly in childlike innocence, in the freedom of indifference, in the possibility of opting for either good or evil. The fall itself, when it is still recognized as a historical fact, loses its appalling significance and is an event rather like what occurs at every moment in human life when evil is chosen over the good. And the consequences of the fall are therefore also of little weight. Children are born in the same state as that in which Adam lived before his disobedience. Freedom of the will, that is, the image of God, remains intact. At most a certain tendency toward sin is transplanted from person to person, but such a tendency is not really the result of the first sin of Adam but of all the sins of all our ancestors. Nor is it a sin by itself; it only becomes a sin when the free will gives free rein to that tendency. Hence there is a distinction between sin (pollution; sinful inclination) and guilt (an evil deed; deliberate and voluntary transgression). Only the latter needs atonement and forgiveness; the former, the inclination to sin and unconscious and involuntary compliance with it, is really not a sin. Rather, it is ignorance that is not culpable. And just as sin and guilt have to be distinguished, so also sin and suffering. There are many kinds of suffering that exist independently of sin and would also exist if there were no sin. Death is essentially not a consequence of sin but integral to the nature of humanity. Spiritual and eternal death was in no way a punishment for the first sin. At most the punishment consists in the necessity of dying (moriendi necessitas), which, in the case of Adam, had he not fallen, would have been prevented by a miracle; or in the manner of dying, which, without sin, would have been less painful and less premature.
Despite the unsatisfactory character of this view, it has again, also in our time, been revived by many theologians. First to be considered in this connection is Ritschl and his school. As he does with all the doctrines of dogmatics, so also in the doctrine of sin Ritschl takes his position in the Christian faith. This is in itself commendable, of course, for the origin and essence of sin are first known to us from revelation and hence the object of Christian belief. But from this position Ritschl drew the false conclusion that sin has become known to us, not from the story of Adam and his fall, nor from the law and the Old Testament, but solely from the gospel, which in Ritschl means from the person and teaching of Jesus. Sin, he says, must be understood from the viewpoint of the reconciled church; the gospel of the forgiveness of sins is the basis for the knowledge of our sinfulness. Although sin exists and is known also outside Christianity, its nature has certainly first been revealed to us by the gospel. To know it for what it is, we must measure it by the good that is opposed to it, namely, the kingdom of God. Christ, who has revealed the destiny of man to us, also informs us about the nature of sin. Now, this position brings with it that Ritschl attaches no value to the doctrine of the state of integrity. Genesis does not say a word about it. At the beginning of history such a high moral state is inconceivable. If it had existed, Christ would have been an irregular phenomenon in history, a Doppelgänger, nothing but the bearer of the divine counteraction against sin. But Christ was much more than that: he brought us the highest ideals for life. Orthodox dogmatics, accordingly, dates these ideals much too early, namely, already in the life of Adam.
Reconciling Augustine and Pelagius
Adam’s trespass, therefore, cannot have been the origin of sin in the human race; perhaps it was the first of a series of subsequent trespasses, but it is neither their source nor their first principle. Is sin, then, rooted in human nature? Ritschl denies this in the strongest possible terms. Sin is sin: its cause is not in God; it is not a functional element in his world order. It is, after all, the opposite of the good and experienced by us as guilt. But in the interpretation of the origin of sin, Ritschl can concur neither with Augustine nor with Pelagius. The former made humanity or human nature the subject of sin. But in that case every human already participates in the highest degree of sin in participating in original sin, and actual sins virtually no longer count. As a result of original sin, after all, humanity is already a “lost mass” (massa perdita), deserving of eternal punishment. But this cannot be true, for such a doctrine not only leads to untruth and makes all nurture impossible, but actual sins, according to everyone’s mind, are something other and more than the mere phenomena and accidents of original sin. Also, Pelagius’s view, according to which not human nature but the will of the individual is the subject of sin, is untenable, for sin is in fact something communal. Ritschl, therefore, tries to bridge the difference between the two, thinking he can achieve this by saying that the subject of sin is indeed humanity as a whole but the latter viewed as the sum of all individuals. He therefore agrees with Pelagius insofar as he, like Pelagius, has the sinful deed precede the sinful state, not the sinful state the sinful deed. All sin is grounded in the self-determination of each person’s own will. And granted, under the existing circumstances and especially as a result of human ignorance, sin is indeed a “seemingly unavoidable testimony” to his will; still, the possibility of a sinless life cannot a priori be denied. So far Ritschl agrees with Pelagius. But he then tries to approximate Augustine’s position by viewing sins as a unity that arises, not in virtue of their origin from a single principle, but as a result of mutual interpenetration and connectedness. Sin begins with an act of the will, but every act retroactively shapes the will, gives it a nature and a character, produces an egoistic tendency in it, and so cooperates in establishing the dominion of the law of sin. But this is not all; sinful human acts and tendencies in turn exert influence on each other. Just as a sinful environment accustoms us to sin and dulls our moral judgment, so our own sinful deeds call those of others into being. In short: there is no original sin, but out of the sinful acts of all people collectively arises a collective unity, a realm of sin.41
But also after Ritschl, Pelagius’s theory of the origin of sin has been defended and in a unique way connected with the theory of evolution. When this evolution is construed along purely and consistently materialistic-mechanical lines, there is no longer any room for a typically moral life, for sin and virtue. In that case, so-called good and evil acts are chemical products in the same sense as vitriol and sugar, only somewhat further and more finely distilled. But since nature is usually stronger than theory, the proponents of a mechanical evolution also continue to speak of good and evil, of moral law and moral obligation, of a culture of the true, the good, and the beautiful. Materialistic atheism, moreover, has lost credibility in recent years, and since the rebirth of philosophy and the revival of metaphysics, many thinkers do their best to restrict mechanical evolution to the material world and to make it subservient to a teleological ethical idealism. The world, according to Carlyle’s saying, is something more than a kitchen and a cow barn; it is also an oracle and a temple. People thus fully accept the animal ancestry of humanity and do not object to construing the first human state in extremely primitive terms. They cannot picture the Ur-human as being “dumb, bad, coarse, egoistic, mean, or otherwise reprehensible enough by the standards of contemporary ethics.”42
In this state one can, of course, not yet speak of good and evil, justice and injustice, religion and morality. Human beings are still like animals, slaves of their lusts and passions. But in view of what we later became, primitive man must have been potentially different in aptitude from animals. It is hard to say in what that aptitude consisted—whether it was originally present in humans or gradually instilled in them from without; whether humans originated from the animal world by a single leap of chance or by a series of slow and small mutations. Let it be enough to say that primitive man could become something different and higher than he was at the time, because he in fact did become something different and higher.
Once primitive “humans” had been placed on the road toward humanization, they advanced with great strides. In that development they owed an enormous lot to the influence of society. Even an animal lives in the society of others and has consequently acquired a wide range of intellectual and moral attributes. But in the formation of a human person, society plays an even larger and richer role. From birth on, a child lives in the company of its mother and is subject to her authority. The wife is subject to her husband, a man, who for his part is a member of a tribe, owes obedience to the tribe’s chief, is subject to the rules that society, labor, war, the hunt, the fishery, and so on prescribe to the individual. In short: whereas primitive “man” originally carries with him nothing but self-centered animal desires, he is tied down from all directions by the environment in which he lives. His egoistic tendencies are balanced by altruistic duties. Initially these are not yet duties, for all law arose from power and violence.43 But gradually that power that confronted the individual from without is ethicized, and human beings, who first rebelled against that power, became accustomed to living under and adjusting to it. They begin to do on their own and willingly what they first did unwillingly. They gradually even acquire the awareness that they ought to do what society demands of them. A moral consciousness is formed in them. Altruistic demands acquire for them the character of moral duties, later even of divine commandments. Then comes the time in which the moral life is born, the contrast and contest between good and evil emerges, and sin as well as a fall become possible.
The self-centered tendencies and desires that humans bring along with them from their animal past are not, of course, as yet sinful as such. For where there is no law, there is no transgression, and humanity in its first period lived without law. But when the law came to his notice, there also arose within society the possibility of submission or nonsubmission to that law. Ideally speaking, it would now have been the will of God that humanity should have developed normally, that is, in keeping with then-current norms of the moral life; some even claim that with the rise of moral consciousness in humans a free will came into being as well by which they could overcome their selfishness and pursue their altruistic tendencies. But whereas this was perhaps a possibility in the abstract, in reality it was very difficult. In any case, humans from the beginning and repeatedly ever since made their self-centeredness triumph over the moral law given them. Their development has been not normal but abnormal. They fell not once but persistently. Their fall did not consist “in a fall from an actual state of original righteousness,” but their entire state, after the inauguration of the moral life, implies “a fall from the divine intention, a parody of God’s purpose in human history.”44 Also, sin did not arise all at once and suddenly, but its origin, like all the origins, was “a gradual process, not an abrupt and inexplicable plunge.” The first human sins were like those of a child, not the most horrible but the least culpable of all. If we remember that the aftereffect of their self-centered animal past was still very strong, that the instincts, lusts, and inclinations were natural to them and uncommonly powerful, and that in that early period the moral consciousness was still weak and impersonal, it is not at all hard to understand that in the struggle between egoistic and altruistic tendencies people kept yielding [to their original instincts]. Actually the word “sin” is too strong to describe these weaknesses; it is fitting only when moral evil evolves and finally even rises to the level of hostility against God. But that does not describe the early transgressions of humans; they were of a rather innocent nature and can at most be described by the term “moral evil.” They are “the continuance of a primitive society or group of individuals in certain practices or in the satisfying of certain natural impulses, after that things had come to be regarded as conflicting with a recognized ‘sanction’ of ethical rank as low as that of tribal custom.” In other words, from an evolutionary viewpoint, “sin is not an innovation, but is the survival or misuse of habits and tendencies that were incidental to an earlier stage of development and whose sinfulness lies in their anachronism.”
In this manner also Augustine and Pelagius can be reconciled. Ritschl did not succeed in doing this, for though he accepted a kind of oneness in sins, it was only oneness that arises as a result of their mutual connectedness and cooperation. There is still another and deeper kind of oneness, however, that underlies sins as a substratum. And it consists in a self-seeking animal nature that belongs to humanity in virtue of its origin and extends to all humans individually. Though this is not inherently sinful, it is nevertheless “the raw material for the production of sins, as soon as these native propensities are brought into relation with any restraining or condemning influence.” It explains the universality of sin, the “mistakes” of childhood, the typical moral state of uncivilized peoples, the phenomenon of crime in a civilized society. But that inborn nature is not sinful in itself, for, as Pelagius clearly saw, sin is always an act of the will. Self-seeking lusts and tendencies only become sins when the will maintains and yields to them against better knowledge, and the culpability of sins increases in proportion as the intellect is better informed and the will has become morally more vigorous. Every human is “the Adam [or Eve] of his [or her] own soul.” While Augustine rightly stressed the universality of sin, the moral unity and solidarity of the human race, Pelagius with no less warrant upheld personal responsibility and guilt.45
EVOLVING OUT OF A SINFUL NATURE?
[311] Although this theory was presented as one that reconciled Augustine and Pelagius and as the solution to an age-old problem, upon reflection it absolutely cannot be used for that purpose. In the first place, it has obviously been constructed under the influence of the theory of evolution, specifically that of the descent of humanity, and already assumes it as certain and proven,46 while in fact all solid ground for it is lacking.
In the second place, it does not account for the contrast in the view of humanity that exists between the evolutionary hypothesis and the teaching of Scripture and therefore oscillates between the two. If it accepts the former and wishes to remain faithful to it to the end, it cannot maintain the essential distinction between humans and animals, the absolute character of the moral law, the origin and abnormal character of sin. If, however, it does not wish to abandon all this, it must to the same extent relinquish the evolutionary theory accepted earlier. In the case of Tennant, this is very clearly evidenced in the fact that, in a most deterministic sense, he again attributes to the human being, who slowly evolved from the animal world, a free will47 that has the power to make a choice between egoistic and altruistic tendencies. But he fails to explain with a single word how in the process of evolution there is room for such a free will. In the third place, he wraps himself in even greater difficulty when answering the question how that will relates to the innate animal tendencies. According to Tennant, the free will already evolved in primitive “man” before the awakening of a moral consciousness. Hence, for a considerable period of time primitive “man” was already an intellectual and volitional being before becoming a moral being and in that period lived without law, without sin, and without virtue:48 a conception of humanity that is completely impossible and that in its inscrutability ranks with that of homo naturalis. Gradually, however, there arises in primitive “man” a moral consciousness, a sense of responsibility, an accusing or excusing conscience, and in connection with all this a moral will as well. So far we have ignored the question—as yet never adequately answered—how this higher rational and moral life could emerge, by evolution, in primitive humanity from without. What is the nature and power that characterizes the will that is thus formed in humans? Innate animal tendencies and lusts, according to Tennant, are not sinful. They are only the “raw material for the production of sin,” but equally the “raw material” for doing good. They are simply “non-moral, natural, necessary, neutral, indifferent material waiting to be moralized; they may be turned to bad or they may be turned to good; our virtues and vices, in fact, have common roots.” The will, accordingly, seems to be unrelated or opposed to the innate animal tendencies and does so without “any bias to evil.”49
Such a will, which is in no way rooted in human nature but exists outside it and hangs in the air far above it, however, is psychologically inconceivable and open to many more objections than the creation of humans in an adult state and possessing original righteousness. Such a conception of the will, accordingly, cannot be practically maintained and soon becomes its precise opposite. For one who ponders the power of inborn animal tendencies and contrasts it with the vagueness of the original moral consciousness, the weakness of the moral will, senses that the theory of freedom in this argument will soon have to make way for a theory of necessity. This is clearly evident in Tennant. Not only does he assume the absolute universality of sin, but he recognizes that our nature and our surroundings are such that they make “the realization of our better self” into “a stupendously difficult task.” Indeed, the internal conflict between “nature and nurture, natural desire and moral end” is the inevitable condition of human life and the expression of God’s intent.50 As a result, sin, in its rise and further development, in the child and in the people of nature, has been precariously weakened,51 and the definition of it is really restricted to those transgressions of the moral law that occur with full awareness and intention.52 Let me say briefly, finally, that this theory of the origin of sin is diametrically opposed to the witness of Scripture and entails the modernization of the entire Christian confession concerning revelation, atonement, infant baptism, and so on.53
It is not surprising, therefore, that this new theory about the origin of sin has evoked a wide range of criticism.54 In fact, it again comes down to the ancient view of Pelagius that was repudiated by the entire Christian church. But whereas Pelagius remained true to his starting point and attempted to maintain the freedom of the will to the end, the new theory, though it begins by giving prominence to free will, in fact allows it again to be bested in the struggle against the power of inborn animal nature. The more deeply people penetrate the phenomenon of sin, the less it becomes something accidental and arbitrary, and the more it gains in power and importance, not only for the religious and ethical life but also for the intellectual, the aesthetic, the psychological, and all of cosmic life. If, in this connection, one asks about the origin of sin, however, one again receives a variety of answers. Not all people go equally far. Some explain it in terms of human nature, others in terms of the cosmos as a whole, still others in terms of God himself.
In the first category are those who locate the origin of sin in the domination of humans by matter. Greek philosophy was generally committed to the view that the role of reason was to curb one’s sensual urges and passions. Jews assumed the existence in humans of an “impulse toward evil” (יצר הרע) that in the course of one’s physical development steadily gained in strength, reached its peak in sexual desire, and while not evil in itself nonetheless seduced humans into a variety of sins.55 This notion regularly returns in ascetic movements. Catholic theology even recognized its relative validity when in the case of humans devoid of the controls of the superadded gift they spoke of a natural conflict between flesh and spirit and of a “sickness” and “faintness” (morbus and languor) of human nature.56 In modern philosophy and theology, sin is often similarly derived from an original opposition between nature and reason, sensuality and intellect, a lower and a higher self, flesh and spirit, egoistic and social tendencies. Sensuality in this view, though not itself considered sinful, is nevertheless regarded as the occasion and stimulus to sin. All sin, therefore, essentially consists in a person’s mind serving his or her sensuality and permitting it to control it; and all virtue consists in humans ruling over nature by their reason and thus developing into free and independent personalities.57 For this view people even eagerly appeal to the Pauline doctrine of the flesh (σαρξ) and delight in this scriptural support.
But this interpretation of sin is marked by halfheartedness. One has to make a choice: either the sensual nature of humans is not as such sinful, sin arising only if reason and will comply with its demands—and then the theory relapses into Pelagianism; or one’s sensual nature is inherently sinful and then sin is inherent in matter as such—and the anthropological interpretation has to proceed to the cosmic. This, accordingly, is precisely what happened in the thinking of many. Plato assumed the existence of eternal matter (ὑλη) alongside of and over against God. Though the cosmos was a work of reason, from the beginning there was also at work in it another factor, a blind force that could not be completely controlled by the demiurge. Therefore, God could not make the world as good as he wanted it to be: he was bound to finiteness, to matter. The cause of sin, suffering, and death, therefore, lies in the corporeal; matter (ὑλη) holds back the invasive and pervasive power of the idea. The body is a prison house of the soul, the source of fear and unrest, of desire and passion.58 Matter (ὑλη) has the same significance in Neoplatonism and Gnosticism and in numerous ascetic and theosophical schools of thought.59 Related to this doctrine of Plato are all the theories that derive sin from matter, which, though created by God, is opposed to him;60 or from the finiteness, “the original imperfection,” of creatures;61 or, generally speaking, from the realization of the “cosmic idea.”
This interpretation of sin in terms of creaturely existence, however, cannot consistently avoid somehow having to go back to God to locate the origin of sin in his nature or work. In the thought of Plato, matter (ὑλη) itself had eternal and independent status alongside God. In Parsism and Manicheism, two personal divine entities stood eternally over against each other as the creators of light and darkness and gave to the existing world its dual character. Neoplatonism and Gnosticism made the creation, fall, redemption, and so on into aspects of an emanation that as the “unknown deep” (βυθος ἀγνωστος), the absolute pleroma, issued from God in ever-descending formations, finally giving existence to the material world with its ignorance, darkness, sin, suffering, and death, but then, by a process of redemption, led that divinely emanated but now fallen world back to God.62
Theosophy, in the case of Böhme and Schelling, fed on these ideas when it attempted to interpret the personality of God, the Trinity, creation, fall, and redemption in terms of the being of God.63 The three potencies assumed in God—to ensure his becoming person, mind, spirit—are at the same time the basic elements of another existence, namely, that of the world. As person, God has the freedom and the power also to project outside himself and to set in polar tension the potencies that are present in him and that he eternally controls.64 In that tension lies the possibility of sin. In the original creation, the first either ideally or also in reality, these potencies were at rest. Sin, misery, darkness, death, and so on existed only potentially; they slumbered in the womb of creation. But humans, who bore these potencies within themselves, broke their oneness and unleashed the evil forces that were potentially present in the creation. A world like the present one, with so much savagery and misery, can only be explained in terms of a fall. This fall is the Ur-fact of history.65 Hegel, even more strongly, viewed it as a fall that the idea of the Absolute realized itself in the world as its own alternative existence. However much he regarded nature as a product of reason, he could not deny that it was powerless to fully realize the Idea; he therefore stated that the Idea, in giving existence to such a world, had become unfaithful to itself, had in fact apostatized from itself.66 Thus he paved the way for the pessimism that, in the manner of Buddhism, considers existence itself the greatest sin, a sin committed by the blind irrational will, which is the ultimate guilty party.67
THE ENIGMA OF SIN’S ORIGIN
[312] The question of the origin of evil, second to that of existence itself, is the greatest enigma of life and the heaviest cross for the intellect to bear. The question, Whence is evil? has occupied the minds of humans in every century and still waits in vain for an answer that is more satisfactory than that of Scripture. Insofar as philosophy has taught us anything significant in this matter, it is, broadly speaking, a strong proof for the scriptural truth that this world is inexplicable without a fall. All the great thinkers, even if they were ignorant of Genesis 3 or rejected it as myth, have, despite themselves, given tacit or explicit support to this simple story. And insofar as philosophy looked for a solution to the problem in another direction, it has gotten off the track and sadly gone astray. This applies first of all to the Pelagian explanation of sin, the many objections to which have been touched on above and will come up at length in our discussion of the essence and propagation of sin. But it applies further to all the systems that trace evil not to a creaturely act of will but to the nature of humanity, the world, or God.
In the first place, sin cannot be inferred from the sensual nature of the human race. If that were the explanation, sin certainly would always have a sensual or carnal character. But this is far from being always the case. There are also spiritual sins, sins of a demonic nature, such as pride, envy, hatred, enmity against God, which, though less visible, are absolutely no less serious than the sins of carnality; and these cannot be explained by sensuality, any more than the existence of fallen angels can be explained on this basis. If sins originated from humanity’s sensual nature, one would certainly expect that they would be most vigorous and numerous in the early years of life, and that to the degree that the mind became more developed it would also exert firmer control over it and finally overcome it altogether. But experience tells a very different story. To the degree that people grow up, sin—also sensual sin—has a stronger grip on them. It is not the child but the young man and the adult male who are frequently enslaved by their lusts and passions; and mental development is often so little able to curb sin that it tends rather to make available the means of seeking the satisfaction of one’s desire on a larger scale and in more refined ways. And even when at a later stage in life the sensual sins have lost their dominance, they still secretly stay on in people’s hearts as desires or make way for others that, though more spiritual in nature, are no less appalling. Accordingly, if this explanation of sin in terms of sensuality is meant in earnest, it should result in seeking release by suppressing the flesh; but it is precisely the history of asceticism that is best calculated to cure us of the error that sin can be overcome in that fashion. People take their hearts with them when they enter a monastery, and from the heart arise all sorts of sins and iniquities.
The Sinful “Flesh”
This theory erroneously tries to keep itself afloat with an appeal to the idea of flesh (בשׂר and σαρξ) in Scripture, especially in Paul. This word first of all denotes the material substance of the human body (1 Cor. 15:39); second, the body itself that is composed of matter in contrast to spirit (πνευμα), mind (νους), and heart (καρδια) (Rom. 2:28; 2 Cor. 7:5; Col. 2:5); further, in the Old Testament sense of humans as earthly, weak, fragile, and transient beings (Gen. 6:3; 18:27; Job 4:17–19; 15:14–15; 25:4–6; Pss. 78:39; 103:14; Isa. 40:6; Jer. 17:5; Rom. 3:20; 1 Cor. 1:29; Gal. 2:16); and finally in Paul the sinful life-orientation of humans. Thus he speaks of “carnal,” “in the flesh,” of “being, living, walking according to the flesh,” of “the body of sin,” “the mind of the flesh” (Rom. 3:7; 7:14; 8:3f.; 1 Cor. 3:3; 2 Cor. 10:2–3; etc.). In this sense “flesh” is contrasted with “spirit,” though not with the human πνευμα, which, after all, is also sinful and needs sanctification (Rom. 12:1–2; 1 Cor. 7:34; 2 Cor. 7:1; Eph. 4:23; 1 Thess. 5:23), but with the “Holy Spirit” (πνευμα ἁγιον) of God (Rom. 8:2, 9, 11), which renews the human spirit (Rom. 7:6; 8:14; Gal. 5:18) and also consecrates the body and puts it at the disposal of righteousness (Rom. 6:13, 19; 12:1; 1 Cor. 6:13, 15, 19–20), thus putting in people a “new person” (καινος ἀνθρωπος) in opposition to the old sinful life-orientation, the “flesh” (σαρξ) of the “old person” (παλαιος ἀνθρωπος) (Rom. 7:5f.; 8:1ff.; Gal. 5:13–25; Eph. 2:3, 11; Col. 3:9). Some now have the idea that in this view the “flesh” is not only the seat and organ of sin but also its source and origin.68
But this cannot be maintained against or squared with the undeniable fact that Paul clearly traces sin to the temptation of the serpent and the transgression by Adam (Rom. 5:12; 2 Cor. 11:3). Paul also speaks of the defilement of the body and of the spirit and desires the cleansing of both (2 Cor. 7:1) and lists, among the works of the flesh, a range of spiritual sins such as idolatry, strife, anger, and even heresy (Gal. 5:19f.). Paul describes hostility against God as the “mind of the flesh” (φρονημα της σαρκος; Rom. 8:7) and accepts the existence of evil spirits, which, after all, have no σαρξ (Eph. 6:12). [Positively] Paul recognizes Christ, though born of a woman (Gal. 4:4) and of Jewish stock “according to the flesh” (το κατα σαρκα; Rom. 9:5), as being without any sin (2 Cor. 5:21) and calls the body a temple of God, claiming all its members for the service of righteousness (Rom. 6:13, 19; 12:1; 1 Cor. 6:13–20). Finally, Paul teaches a resurrection of dead bodies (1 Cor. 15), and in principle opposes asceticism (Col. 2:16; 1 Thess. 4:4). The proponents of the view that Paul considers the “flesh” to be the principle of sin, accordingly, often turn around halfway by saying that human flesh is not itself sinful and does not automatically bring sin with it but does incite and tempt people to sin.69
Other scholars have therefore expressed the view that Paul, when he uses the word σαρξ in an ethical sense, completely ignores the original meaning.70 This in itself is not too likely, however, and fails to do justice to the connection Scripture repeatedly makes between the earthly, weak, and transient nature of humans and their sin. There is undoubtedly a close connection between the two; while the sensual nature of humans is not itself sin, nor the source or principle of sin, it is its dwelling place (Rom. 7:17–18) and the instrument of its dominion over us (Rom. 6:12). Human beings are not pure spirit but from the earth, people of “dust,” and become living souls (1 Cor. 15:45ff.), and are therefore connected with the cosmos and always have bodies as their instrument and as organs of their activity (Rom. 6:13; 8:13). This sensual nature gives to sin, as it characterizes our humanity, a character distinct from that of the angels, both in origin and in essence. Temptations come to us from without via “the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride in riches” (1 John 2:16). It is the sensual nature of human beings that makes their sin such that they make a god of their belly, that they think the things that are below, that they are self-seeking and live for themselves, and honor the creature more than the Creator (Rom. 1:21ff.; Phil. 2:4, 21; 3:19; Col. 3:2; etc.).
Σαρξ denotes the sinful life-orientation of humans who in soul and body turn away from God and toward the creature. The Pauline use of the word “flesh” becomes clear to us when we abandon the familiar Greek contrast between the material and the immaterial and replace it with the biblical contrast between the earthly and the heavenly, the divine and the creaturely, between what is below and what is above. Thus Jesus spoke of the flesh in John 3:6. Flesh became “the proper designation of the race as self-evolved and self-continued. Human nature as now constituted can produce nothing but its like, and that like is now sinful. Flesh therefore may be appropriately used for the principle of corrupt nature in the individual, for the obvious reason that it is in the course of the flesh, or of the ordinary production of human nature, that the evil principle invariably originates.”71
Sin as God’s Design?
The explanation of sin from the sensual nature of humans cannot, however, as noted above, stop here but has to move on to locating its cause in the material nature or the finiteness of the creature, and so in an eternal and independent power alongside God, or in the dark nature or blind will in the divine being itself. This view of the origin of sin commends itself over the preceding one by its profounder insight into the power and dominion of sin. It has a keen eye not only for its ethical and anthropological but also for its cosmic and theological meaning. It takes seriously the undeniable truth that a power as appalling as sin cannot have originated accidentally, outside God’s will and counsel. It finds support in the whole present state of the world, both the physical world and the world of ethics. Everywhere in nature and history there are stark and deep contrasts that seem to be necessary for life and development. Heaven and earth, light and darkness, day and night, summer and winter, storm and quiet, war and peace, labor and rest, prosperity and adversity, love and hate, joy and sorrow, health and sickness, life and death, truth and falsehood, sin and virtue: these are the contradictory factors of which the whole of our existence is composed and without which there can apparently be no continuation and progress. What storms are in nature, wars and revolutions in society, peasants and slaves in a drama, solecisms and barbarisms in a language, antitheses in a public address, false notes in music, dark shadows on a painting: that sin is in the world.72 All activity seems also to presuppose some hindrance. A pigeon might imagine it could fly better in a vacuum, but precisely the resistance of the air is what enables it to fly. Similarly, human beings may think they could live better without sin, but in fact sin is necessary for their moral perfection (Kant). The law of contradiction is the fundamental law of all that is, the “source of eternal life. What prompts, even compels, us to act is contradiction alone. Without it there would be no movement, no life, no progress, but everlasting repose, the death slumber of all forces.”73 What would be a life without sin? It would be an existence without content, an empty abstraction without opportunity for struggle and victory or conflict and reconciliation; without material for drama and song, for science and art. That was the reason why Dante could paint his inferno with colors derived from this earth, but for the portrayal of heaven this earth offers no materials (Schopenhauer). The proponents of this view of the origin of sin delight in appealing to many verses in Scripture that speak of a necessity of sins and disasters (Matt. 18:7; Luke 24:26; John 9:3; 1 Cor. 11:19; 2 Tim. 2:20); to the teaching of Augustine and Calvin, who include sin in God’s counsel and providence; to the well-known words in the Easter vigil of the Roman missal: “O truly necessary sin of Adam that is wiped out by the death of Christ! O happy fault that was worthy to have such and so great a Savior!” There is so much truth in this conception that it need not surprise us that it has at all times fascinated people. Sin is not accidental or arbitrary but incorporated in the counsel of God. It is so intertwined with our whole existence that we cannot even picture a holy life or a sinless history. It is, against its will, made subservient by God Almighty to the revelation of his attributes and the honor of his name.
Still, despite all the truth that is concealed in this idea and will come out even more clearly later on, it cannot and may not be accepted. In the first place, it robs sin of its ethical character. Sin is certainly not only and not always an act of the will, as Pelagianism teaches, and certainly also a state of the will, but it never completely occurs apart from the will. Augustine said: “All sin is voluntary.” This sentiment is undoubtedly true when understood in the sense in which Augustine understood it. In the view being considered, however, sin is made analogous to and—in Gnostic and theosophic fashion—equated with the physical phenomena of darkness, sickness, death, and so on. Moreover, it is inferred from the flesh, from matter, from the essence of creatures, from the nature of God, and thus made into a substance or a necessary quality of the existence of things. In the process, sin is deprived of its ethical character and degraded to a physical phenomenon.
Second, in this view sin is made eternal and invincible. Inasmuch as it is not ethical but physical in nature, it is necessarily a feature of what exists, God as well as the universe, and indispensable to the existence of everything. Not only is the good necessary to evil, but, conversely, evil is necessary to the good. Evil, here, is not a quality of the good and of existence but is itself a kind of existence and good, without which even the good cannot exist. Human beings who strove to be freed from sin would entertain a wicked wish and work for their own ruin. A world without sin could not be, and a state of glory would be nothing but a dream.
In the third place, in this view sin ceases to be antithetical; it simply becomes a lower or lesser degree of the good, in its place as good as the good itself. It becomes a component in life and history that is always destined to disappear but never does: a not-yet being what a creature ought to be, yet never becomes or can become, a pure negation that has no reality and exists only in thought. “As far as good and evil are concerned, they also indicate nothing positive in things, considered in themselves, nor are they anything other than modes of thinking, or notions we form because we compare things to one another.”74
In the fourth place, in this view God has to become the author of sin. Parsism and Manicheism still shrank from this conclusion, set the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness in direct opposition to each other, and placed an eternal divine being at the head of each. The god of nature is very different from the god of the good, the moral power, which asserts itself in the human conscience.75 But Gnostic philosophy and theosophy incorporated the opposites into a single Absolute. God himself, in order to become a person or spirit, had to carry within himself and to perpetually overcome a dark nature as well. By a conflictual process, before and from without or in and through the world, he himself arrives at divine existence. In himself he is an “unknown abyss” (βυθος ἀγνωστος), a dark nature, a blind will, and as such the creator of matter. “In order for there to be no evil, God himself would have to not be.”76
Not only does Scripture testify against this view, but the moral consciousness of all humans rises up in protest against it. Sin may be whatever it is, but one thing is certain: God is the Righteous and Holy One who prohibits it in his law, witnesses against it in the human conscience, and visits it with punishments and judgments. Sin is not rational, nor is it lawful; it is lawlessness (ἀνομια); it is not necessary to the existence of creatures, much less to the existence of God. The good is necessary even for evil to exist, but the good does not need evil, nor does holiness need sin, nor truth falsehood, nor God Satan. If sin, nevertheless, frequently serves to bring the good to fuller disclosure and to glorify God’s attributes, this occurs—against sin’s intent, not with its consent and cooperation—by the wisdom and omnipotence of God. Against its own genius, sin is forced to serve the honor of God and the coming of his kingdom. Thus evil frequently pays tribute to the good, the lie is overtaken by the truth, and Satan, to accomplish his deceptions, often has to appear as an angel of light. But all this is attributable, not to sin, but to the almighty power of God, who is able to bring good out of evil, light out of darkness, and life out of death.
Finally, this entire false conception has a horrible effect on the practice of life. If philosophy announces in so many words “God is to blame for everything; humans are blameless,” then in practice libertinism and pessimism are not far behind. This is the libertinism that considers sin an illusion, and this illusion, as the only sin, erases all boundaries between good and evil, falsifies or, with Nietzsche, transvalues all moral concepts, and, under the rallying cry of the emancipation of the flesh, glorifies bestiality as geniality. This is the pessimism that, blind to sin, has eyes only for suffering, projects the blame for all that suffering upon the irrational act of an absolute will, and seeks deliverance from suffering in the destruction of the existing world. Judging by the outcome, so-called independent philosophy is also guided by the native tendency of all humans to justify themselves and to charge God with injustice.77
SIN AND THE WILL OF GOD
[313] Still, in saying that God is not the cause of sin, we have not said everything. Scripture, which strongly distances God from all wickedness, firmly announces, on the other hand, that his counsel and government also extend to sin.78 God is not the author of sin, yet it does not lie outside his knowledge, his will, and his power. Then how are we to conceive God’s relation to sin? Some, to exempt God from all responsibility for sin, have even deprived him of omniscience and omnipotence.79 Others were of the opinion that, though sin does not lie outside God’s knowledge, it does lie outside his will, and contented themselves with the concept of “permission.” Though he knew of sin before it occurred, God did not will it. He only permitted it and did not prevent it. Thus spoke the church fathers80 and were followed in this respect by Pelagians,81 Roman Catholics,82 Remonstrants,83 Lutherans,84 and many modern theologians.85 Indeed, people in this camp acknowledged that “permission” did not mean a lack of divine knowledge and power, nor did it make God an idle spectator of sin. Still, “permission” was always described as a “negative act,” as a “withholding of obstacles” (suspensio impedimenti), as neither a positive willing nor a positive non-willing of sin, but as an unwillingness to prevent it (non velle impedire).
It is clear that this view not only fails to provide a solution but also is ambiguous and avoids the real issue. The question at issue is this: Suppose that in a certain case a more or less negative act of divine permission precedes. Then does sin or does sin not follow, is it still a matter of the free will of humans or not, and can they still equally well commit as not commit the sin? If the decision then still depends on the free will of humans, Pelagius is right, and the control of sin has in fact been totally taken away from God and he is at most an “idle spectator of sins.” If, on the other hand, the divine permission is such that humans, situated in those circumstances, have to commit the sin, not by compulsion but in virtue of the ordinances that pertain especially to the moral life, then Augustine is right, regardless of what one thinks of the word “permission.” In posing this issue, Augustine already saw that “permission” could not be merely negative but had to be an act of God’s will. “Nothing, therefore, happens unless the Omnipotent wills it to happen: he either permits it to happen or he brings it about himself.” God does everything he wills; he does not will anything without doing it, but what he wills he does, and what happens does not ever happen apart from his will. “In a wondrous, indescribable way even that which is done against His will is not done without His will. It simply could not be done if He did not permit it, and of course He permits it not against His will, but with it; nor would He in His goodness permit evil unless in His omnipotence He could bring good even out of evil.”86 Many scholastic and Augustinian theologians still spoke along the same lines. Even when they used the word “permit,” it was still understood as a “willing to permit” or a “willing to permit evil to happen.”87
Essentially, the Reformed had no other conviction. For that reason a certain Livinus de Meyer correctly said: “One egg is no more like another egg than the Calvinian doctrine is to the Thomistic one.”88 Only, they had found that the word “permission” was used in a most ambiguous sense to conceal Pelagianism. For that reason they did not like the word. But they had so little objection to it per se that in fact they all again used it.89 In their view, however, “permission” was no pure negation, no mere cessation of volition, proceeding from ignorance or impotence or negligence, but a positive act of God, an efficacious will, not efficient or productive, but deficient, an act upon which, in keeping with the nature of the moral life, sin has to follow.90 It is true that sometimes in the heat of battle, the Reformed used “hard sayings” (dicta duriora).91 Catholics,92 Socinians,93 Remonstrants,94 and Lutherans,95 consequently, referring to these sayings, did not lose any opportunity to charge the Reformed with making God the author of sin. But, first of all, these “hard sayings” are all less hard than those that sometimes occur in Holy Scriptures (e.g., Exod. 7:3; 2 Sam. 16:10; 24:1; Mal. 1:3; Luke 2:34; Rom. 9:17–18; 2 Thess. 2:11; etc.). Further, all such hard sayings have been held against Paul by Judaizers, against Augustine by the Pelagians, against Gottschalk by Hincmar, and against the Jansenists by the Jesuits. Third, the Reformed have always avoided using them in their confessions. Maccovius was challenged in this connection at the Synod of Dort.96 Subsequently, they were either avoided or explained by most Reformed theologians.97 And finally, their meaning and intent are perfectly transparent from their connection with the whole of Reformed theology to everyone who wants to understand them. The issue is simply that the word “permission” conceived in a negative sense offers no solution whatever to the problem of God’s relation to sin, fails utterly to answer the objection that God is the author of sin, and in fact withdraws the whole reality of sin from the context of God’s providential government. After all, one who can prevent an evil but, while quietly looking on, lets it happen is as guilty as one who commits that evil.98 Furthermore, even if God merely allowed sin to occur, there has to be a reason why he did not want to prevent it. That reason cannot be a lack of knowledge or power; hence it has to lie in his will. So “permission” proves to be an act of his will after all. He willed to permit it; and this willing can only be construed to mean that sin now also actually occurs not by divine but by creaturely agency.
Not Mere “Permission”
Christian theology, for that matter, when speaking of God’s government over sin, never stopped with the idea of permission. For if both Scripture and Christian thought forbade placing sin completely or partly outside the will and providence of God, a solution could only be attempted by making a distinction in the manner of God’s government over the good and over the evil. And indeed, though in a sense it can be said that God willed sin, that is, he willed that there would be sin, he willed evil in a totally different sense than good. He takes delight in the good but hates evil with divine hatred. In order that this difference in God’s government may stand out, we need first of all to point out that God and humanity, though never separate, are nevertheless always distinct. Faith is a gift. God causes people to believe; still, formally speaking, it is not God who believes, but the human being. This applies even more intensely to the sinful deed. Materially, certainly, this must be attributed to God, but formally it remains the responsibility of human beings. When a murderer kills somebody, all the planning ability and the power he needs for that purpose come from God, but the act, from a formal point of view, is his, not God’s. Indeed, the fact of homicide taken by itself is not yet a sin, for the same thing frequently occurs in war and on the scaffold. What makes homicide a sin is not the matter, the substrate, but the form, that is, the depravity, the lawlessness (ἀνομια) of the deed; not the substance but the accident in the act.99
Lodged against this view is the objection that this distinction, even though correct, actually makes no difference because it places the formal aspect of the deed, the sinfulness in the sin, outside God’s government.100 This comment is only partly correct: it contains truth, not in general but in this particular case as it pertains to sin. In respect of faith, no one will infer from the fact that humans are the formal subject of it that it therefore lies outside God’s providence. But it is true that, in the case of faith, things are very different than in the case of sin. Faith, after all, is an absolute gift and excludes all merit; sin, by contrast, is a human deed and carries guilt with it. Consequently, sin here must be opposed not to faith, which is given by God out of grace, but to the good that humans would have done had they not fallen. That good, materially speaking, would have been totally the work of God; formally, however, human beings would be the subject of it, and for them it would have carried with it—not of itself but in virtue of the covenant of works—a claim to reward. Now, sin is no more situated outside God’s providence than the good, on the ground that it formally has humanity, not God, as subject.
Yet there is more. In the case of the good, God’s providence must be understood as God himself by his Spirit working in the subject and positively enabling this subject to do good. In the case of sin, it may not be pictured that way. Sin is lawlessness, deformity, and does not have God as its efficient cause, but at most as its deficient cause. Light cannot of itself produce darkness; the darkness only arises when the light is withdrawn. God, therefore, is at most the negative or incidental cause of sin; its real and positive cause is located in human beings. However, because sin is merely a form and not a substance, it is in no way placed outside God’s providence by being formally a human act. He impacts it in a way that completely corresponds to the nature of sin. Just as in his providence he governs all things in keeping with their nature, so in the domain of morality God also upholds the ordinances he has established specifically for that domain. Sin also arises and develops in accordance with a fixed law, not the laws of nature or of logic but those that are increated in the ethical life and are still operative in its destruction. Sickness, decomposition, and death are the antipodes of health, development, and life, but are no less than these controlled from beginning to end by fixed laws. In the same way, there is a law of sin that determines its entire history both in individuals and in humanity as a whole. And precisely this normativity in sin proves that God’s kingdom governs in and over it as well. People who sin do not make themselves free and independent of God; on the contrary, though they were sons and daughters before, they are now slaves. Those who commit sin become the slaves of sin.101
Possibility of Sin as God’s Will
[314] By the distinction of the material and the formal aspect of sin, however, we have not yet [in any way] answered the question why God included sin in his decree and its execution. The answer is implied in the providence of God as it also pertains to sin. Scripture repeatedly states that God uses sin as punishment of the wicked (Deut. 2:30; Josh. 11:20; Judg. 9:23–24; John 12:40; Rom. 1:21–28; 2 Thess. 2:11–12), as a means of saving his people (Gen. 45:5; 50:20), to test and chastise believers (Job 1:11–12; 2 Sam. 24:1; 1 Cor. 10:13; 11:19; 2 Cor. 12:7), and to glorify his name (Exod. 7:3; Prov. 16:4; Rom. 9:17; 11:33; etc.). Precisely because God is the absolutely Holy and Almighty One, he can use sin as a means in his hand. Creatures cannot do that; with the least contact, they themselves become polluted and impure. But God is so infinitely far removed from wickedness that he can make sin, as an unresisting instrument, subservient to his glorification. There are countless examples that prove that also in this connection “when two parties do the same thing, it is not the same.” It was God’s will that Shimei cursed David, that Satan tested Job, that Jews and Gentiles wanted to give up God’s holy servant Jesus to death—still in all these iniquities, human creatures are guilty and God is innocent. For even when he wants there to be evil, he only wants it in a way that is holy: though using it, he never commits it. And for that reason, he has also allowed sin in his creation. He would not have tolerated it had he not been able to govern it in an absolute holy and sovereign manner. He would not have put up with it if he were not God, the Holy and Omnipotent One. But being God, he did not fear its existence and its power. He willed it so that in it and against it he might bring to light his divine attributes. If he had not allowed it to exist, there would always have been a rationale for the idea that he was not in all his attributes superior to a power whose possibility was inherent in creation itself. For all rational creatures as creatures, as finite, limited, changeable beings, have the possibility of apostatizing. But God, because he is God, never feared the way of freedom, the reality of sin, the eruption of wickedness, or the power of Satan. So, both in its origin and its development, God always exercises his rule over sin. He does not force it, nor does he block it with violence but rather allows it to reach its full dynamic potential. He remains king yet still gives it free rein in his kingdom. He allows it to have everything—his world, his creatures, even his Anointed—for evils cannot exist without goods. He allows it to use all that is his; he gives it opportunity to show what it can do in order, in the end, as King of kings, to leave the theater of battle. For sin is of such a nature that it destroys itself by the very freedom granted it; it dies of its own diseases; it dooms itself to death. At the apex of its power, it is, by the cross alone, publicly shown up in its powerlessness (Col. 2:15).102
For that reason God willed there to be sin. “Although, therefore, what is evil, insofar as it is evil is not a good, nevertheless it is well that not only good but also evil should exist. For, were it not a good that evil things should also exist, the Omnipotent Good would most certainly not allow evil to be, since beyond doubt it is just as easy for Him not to allow what He does not will, as it is for Him to do what He wills. Unless we believe this, the very first sentence of our profession of faith is endangered, wherein we profess to believe in God the Father Almighty.”103 Because he knew he was absolutely able to control sin, “he deemed it better to bring good out of evil than not to permit any evil to exist at all.”104 He thinks and guides evil for good and makes it subservient to his glory. Augustine even employs an array of images to assign to sin a place in the order of the whole. There it has the same function as the shadows in a painting, the solecisms and barbarisms in the language, the contrasts in a song.105 God composed the order of history, like a beautiful poem, of antithetical elements to heighten the beauty and harmony of the whole.106 Though these images contain some truth, they easily occasion misunderstanding. They tend to make sin appear necessary and entirely fitting in the whole of things. They sacrifice the particular to the universal and as a result offer no reconciliation or solace to those who wrestle with sin or experience suffering. But it is true that also and even especially in God’s government over sin his attributes are splendidly displayed. The riches of God’s grace, the depth of his compassion, the unchanging nature of his faithfulness, the inviolable character of his justice, the glory of his wisdom and power have shone out all the more brilliantly as a result of sin. When humans broke the covenant of works, God replaced it with the greatly improved covenant of grace. When Adam fell, God gave Christ as Lord from heaven. It is precisely God’s greatness to so rule and overrule sin that against its own genius and intent it becomes serviceable to the honor of his name. And therefore the sin that is in the world, so far from being able to rob us of our faith in God, his love, and his power, rather confirms and strengthens us in that faith. “If there is evil, there is a God. For there would be no evil, if the order of good were removed, the privation of which is evil; and there would be no such order, if there were no God.”107
[315] Although sin has thus been subject to God’s government from the beginning, its origin is in the will of the rational creature, not in God. At this point, however, there immediately arises another problem. How can sin ever be explained in terms of the will of a being created after God’s image in true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness? The Pelagian notion that the first human existed in a state of childlike innocence, of moral indifference, already proved unacceptable to us earlier;108 it does not explain the fall but changes it into a minor misfortune and renders unintelligible the fact that from it such appalling consequences and horrendous miseries for the entire human race should result. If a spring can produce such a stream of polluted water, it must itself be inwardly polluted. It is impermissible, therefore, to so minimalize the distance between the state of integrity and the state of corruption that the transition becomes easy and gradual. Humans were not created morally indifferent by God, but positively holy. Still we have to bear in mind the following as well. In the first place, God most certainly willed the possibility of sin. The possibility of sinning is from God. The idea of sin was first conceived in his mind.109 God eternally conceived sin as his absolute polar opposite and thus, in that sense, included it in his decree, or else it would never have been able to arise and exist in reality. It was not Satan, nor Adam and Eve, who first conceived the idea of sin: God himself as it were made it visible to their eyes. By means of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the probationary command, he clearly showed human beings the two roads they could take. And before the fall he even permitted an evil power from without to insinuate itself into Paradise, using the snake as its medium, and to discuss with Eve the meaning of the probationary command. There is therefore no doubt that God willed the possibility of sin.
In the second place, in keeping with this objective possibility, God so created angels and humans that they could sin and fall. They did not yet possess the highest [gift];110 they were placed at the beginning of the road, not the end. The gift of perseverance, which is and always remains a gift and can never really be merited and be part of the nature of a creature, was still denied to them. Otherwise it would have seemed as if God feared the power of sin and wanted to prevent it by force. Angels and humans, accordingly, received the grace by which they could stand, not the grace by which they would stand in perpetuity.111 They did not yet possess the highest, inadmissible freedom, that is, the freedom of no longer being able to want to sin. The image of God in humanity was therefore still limited; it had not developed in all its fullness; it still had its limit in the possibility of sinning. Humanity was positioned in the good, but the possibility of evil still lay right alongside it. Human beings, though they walked on the right road, could stray onto a side road. They were good, but changeably so. God alone is fully existent in all his attributes and therefore immutable. Creatures, however, become and can therefore also degenerate. All that has been created can change (παν κτιστον τρεπτον). If matter and form are distinct, as is always the case in creatures, there is always a possibility that the matter can change its form. What has been formed can be deformed and hence again be reformed; what has been created can become a miscreant and hence also be re-created. Moral freedom, however vigorous, is inherently distinct from logical necessity and physical force. A creature naturally incapable of sin, therefore, is a contradiction.112
In the third place, in the question concerning the origin of sin the faculty and activity of the imagination must be considered. In earlier times dogmaticians paid little attention to this subject, even though they were aware that in the case of humans temptation is first of all and primarily directed toward the imagination and thereby seeks to affect desire and the will.113 In mysticism, however, the imagination played a large role. According to Böhme, it was by fantasy that Lucifer imagined himself into the abyss of sin; he dipped deeply into fantasy, so it took hold of him and surrendered itself to him in his life.114 And in fact this is how things always go in the origination of the sinful act, as Thomas à Kempis describes it: “At first it is a mere thought confronting the mind; then imagination paints it in stronger colours; only after that do we take pleasure in it, and the will makes a false move, and we give our assent.”115 The mind entertains the idea of sin, the imagination beautifies and converts it into a fascinating ideal, desire reaches out to it, and the will goes ahead and does it. Thus, in the case of both angels and humans, the imagination was the faculty that made the violation of the commandment appear as the road to equality with God.116
Finally, we must note that Paul speaks in 1 Corinthians 15:45ff. of the first man as “from the earth, a man of dust,” who by creation became a living soul, thus contrasting him with Christ, the Lord from heaven who became a life-giving Spirit. This comparison and contrast between Adam and Christ is also deeply significant for the fall of the first human. Adam was from the earth, a man of dust, even before the violation of God’s commandment. By his creation he became a living soul. The natural comes first, then the spiritual. Articulated here is that in the case of angels and humans the origin and nature of sin is very different. True, we know little about the fall of angels, but in view of 1 Timothy 3:6 and 2 Peter 2:4, it must be considered highly probable that pride, the will to be equal to God in power and dominion, was the beginning and principle of their fall. The angels were not, like humans, led astray. Temptation did not come to them from without. They fell by their own agency. Jesus says that the devil speaks “according to his own nature” [John 8:44] when he lies. He became discontented with his status and power on his own, that is, by his own thinking; he produced the lie from within himself and projected it as a realm, a system, over against the truth of God. But in the case of the first human, it was not so. He was not a pure spirit; he was not as highly positioned, although, being created after God’s image, he was closer to God than the angels. He could not think as loftily and elevate himself as boldly: he was from the earth, a man of dust, a living soul, a being more finely and delicately organized but for that reason also weaker and more fragile. As such a being, a being created in God’s image, yet earthly and sensual, he presented to Satan a suitable target for temptation. Satan came to him from without, adapted himself to his nature as it were, aroused in him the lust of the eyes, the craving of the flesh, and the pride of life, and so brought about his fall. The origin and essence of sin has a very different character in the case of humanity than in that of the angels. In both it is evident that we sin as human beings, not as devils, but as beings who are from the earth, made of dust, and who by the act of creation were made into living souls.
For this reason Scripture, and Paul in particular, so closely links the sensual nature of a human being and sin. We must not for a minute think that underlying this connection there is a dichotomy between sensuality and reason, or the idea that matter is of a lower order and the principle of sin. The origin of this contrast and this idea is not Hebraic but Greek. Scripture knows nothing of such a dualism, but it does know something else, namely, that, in virtue of their origin, humans are sensual, “psychic,” or earthly beings. From the very start the first person was created a living soul, from the earth, a man of dust. He was that, accordingly, in the state of integrity; and for that reason, despite the knowledge and righteousness he possessed, was susceptible to seduction and temptation. Already from the first sin it was evident that human beings are σαρξ (“flesh”). All subsequent sins have only and consistently highlighted our human nature as temptable, weak, and unreliable beings. All human sin, also that of an intellectual or spiritual kind, bears a character that corresponds to our “psychic” (earthly) nature and thus differs from the sin of angels. The pre-fall human was not the image of God despite but in his or her peculiar “psychic” (earthly) nature; and it is from this nature that his or her sin receives its stamp.
With all this we have established nothing other and nothing more than the possibility of sin. How that possibility became a reality is and will presumably remain a mystery. We can show that the idea of sin was eternally present in God’s mind; that it was made visible to humans in the probationary command; that they, therefore, aside from the good, also had knowledge of a forbidden evil; and that the imagination is the faculty by which humans transform ideas into ideals. But this is by no means to explain the passage from possibility to reality, from the bare notion to the sinful deed. This explanation eludes us, not only in connection with the origin of the first sin but over and over with respect to all sorts of human deeds and actions. In psychology and biography we indeed content ourselves with a few scant data. If we know something of people’s ancestry, parents, upbringing, and so on, we think we have explained their personality, life, and conduct. But certainly this is rather superficial: every human being is a mystery, and every action is grounded in something other and deeper than the environment. To a much greater degree, the same applies to sin. Here we enter the mysterious area of moral freedom and face a phenomenon that in the nature of the case, as it concerns its origin, escapes explanation. A moral act, after all, is never equivalent to a conclusion from premises nor to a physical or chemical result. It essentially differs from both and has a character of its own. The moral life is utterly unique; it is always a life of freedom and that, in the nature of the case, is a riddle. But this is even much more the case with a sinful act, specifically with the first sinful act. Sin cannot be physically or logically deduced from antecedent circumstances, reasonings, or considerations. Above all, it cannot be inferred from a holy nature created in God’s image. One who understood and explained sin, that is, could demonstrate that it necessarily followed from antecedent factors, would fail to do justice to its nature, erase the boundaries between good and evil, and trace something evil to something good. The sinful act is caused by the sinful will, but who will indicate to us the cause of this sinful will? “Trying to discover the causes of such deficiencies—causes which, as I have said, are not efficient but deficient—is like trying to see the darkness or hear the silence.”117 Sin started with lying (John 8:44); it is based on illusion, an untrue picture, an imagined good that was not good. In its origin, therefore, it was a folly and an absurdity. It does not have an origin in the true sense of the word, only a beginning. Satan has, therefore, not incorrectly been called an “irony of all logic.”118 The impossibility of explaining the origin of sin, therefore, must not be understood as an excuse, a refuge for ignorance. Rather, it should be said openly and clearly: we are here at the boundaries of our knowledge. Sin exists, but it will never be able to justify its existence. It is unlawful and irrational.
TIME OF THE FALL
[316] As to the time of the fall, we cannot possibly pinpoint it precisely. For Manicheism and pantheism the very question is meaningless. Sin, in these systems, is eternal. It is rooted in an evil being or in God himself and coincides with the existence of the finite. There is no distinction between the creation and the fall; creation itself is an “apostasy” of God from himself as pure being. According to theosophists, the fall of the angels occurred in the period that lay between Genesis 1:1 and 1:2. The formlessness, emptiness, and darkness of the earth, in their opinion, cannot have been created by God, who is the God of life and light; they presuppose a fall and a subsequent curse. The angels first lived on this earth, which was their proper dwelling (Jude 6). This is also evidenced by the fact that Satan is even now called the prince of this world; that he wants to wrest it out of the hands of humanity that later received it from God as an inheritance; that in the temptation [in the wilderness] he was prepared to relinquish it to Christ in exchange for being worshiped; that he now still lives in the air; and that the world lies in the Evil One. The heaven and earth that were created in Genesis 1:1 and assigned to the angels, however, were of a very different nature than those that were later formed in the six days of Genesis 1:3ff. They were a spiritual, that is, immaterial, realm of light. The material earth that came into being in the six days, like the formlessness, emptiness, and darkness of Genesis 1:2, already presupposes the fall of angels. Matter itself is impure, self-seeking, and cannot have been directly created by God. “Only an enormous transgression, less a fall than an uprising, could occasion this material manifestation as a crisis—a movement of contradiction and restoration—and only the continuation of this transgression makes the continued existence or the continued generation of this matter intelligible” (Baader).119
But this theory, however attractive, lacks sufficient grounding in Holy Scripture. In Genesis 1:2 we read, not that the earth became formless and void, but that it was. Not a word suggests that this formless and empty state consisted in a destruction that followed an ordered state. Much less is there mention of the idea that the fall of the angels took place before that time and was the cause of the desolation. It is impossible to see, moreover, what connection there can be between the fall of the angels—supposing it took place before Genesis 1:2—and the desolation of the earth. To make such a connection, one has to resort to all sorts of gnostic ideas. One then has to teach that in some sense angels are corporeal beings and were assigned the original earth as their dwelling, just as according to some they still inhabit the fixed stars. Also, then the first earth, which was created in Genesis 1:1, has to be essentially different from what was prepared in the six days and consisted of more refined material. The coarse matter of which it now consists, though created by God, nevertheless presupposes the fall, is something unspiritual and essentially impure and self-seeking. All these opinions are derived, not from Scripture, but from Gnosticism.
Nor is there any ground for the opinion that the fall of humans occurred already before Genesis 3, either in the preexistent state of the souls or in Genesis 2 at and before the creation of the woman. The former notion was widely dispersed in antiquity. We find it in India, Persia, and Egypt; in various Greek philosophers such as Empedocles, Pythagoras, and Plato; in Rome; and in the Jewish Kabbalah. The rise of such a notion is not hard to explain. The wretchedness of life—outside the light of revelation—drove people toward such a hypothesis. According to the witness of the moral consciousness of humankind, virtue and happiness, as well as guilt and misery, are most intimately connected. When this life frequently seems to be pure misery, when that misery does not just begin at a later age but already at the time of conception and birth, it points to a moral debt that humans brought down upon their own heads before their earthly existence. The present life with its distress and sorrow is a penalty for the evil they have done in a previous existence, and if they fail to fully pay that penalty in this life or even increase the debt, they will in the hereafter be accorded a lot that corresponds to their conduct in this life. The ideas of the preexistence of souls and of the transmigration of souls, therefore, are correlative: both are controlled by the idea of retribution, of karma.120
Also, later this idea of retribution repeatedly helped win acceptance for the notion of preexistence. Origen adopted the theory of the preexistence and fall of souls in order thereby to explain the inequality of rational creatures in their lot in life121 and was later followed in this also by Synesius and Nemesius. Theosophy was similarly attracted to it, frequently combining with it the idea that human beings were first created androgynous and that the creation of the woman was in fact proof of an antecedent fall.122 In modern philosophy the idea of a preexistence and the fall of souls surfaced again as well. It has even been attributed to Kant, because he tried to explain the radical tendency toward evil and inborn guilt from an “intelligible” act of freedom. Over against the superficial rationalistic optimism of his day, Kant in fact again upheld the absolute character of the moral law and elucidated the universal and radical corruption of human nature. But, in addition, he was committed to the view that in the core of their being, humans were nevertheless good and could—in line with the inference “you must, therefore you can”—also again opt for and do good. Further, though one can speak of a tendency (Hang) but not of an inherent predisposition (Anlage) toward evil in humans, Kant believed that the tendency to sin, therefore, cannot be acquired by heredity nor be innate. Finally, he also believed that every human was personally responsible for his or her own acts, but only for them, and therefore there could be no fall involving the whole human race in Adam or original sin. If the tendency toward evil was nevertheless a characteristic feature of every human from conception and birth on, this can only be explained from the fact that the fundamental decision of all humans with respect to their good or evil character is an “intelligible” act. This is not a pretemporal, but an atemporal and extratemporal act, not a temporal, but a logical act. This was not an explanation, of course, but only an acknowledgment that we are here confronted by a mystery and can only maintain human responsibility and guilt by affirming the inexplicability of the origin of sin.123
By this theory of intelligible freedom, Kant not only collided with his own criticism but also paved the way for all sorts of confusion and misunderstanding. If the act of intelligible freedom were to mean anything, it could not be merely atemporal and extratemporal but had to be conceived as pretemporal. From being an idea, it had to be transferred into reality, even if as a preexistent reality. This was done in particular by Julius Müller in his famous work on the Christian doctrine of sin. He considered the church’s confession that the whole human race had fallen and was guilty in Adam inadequate, since it failed to do justice to personal responsibility. If, however, humans are responsible—as appears from the witness of their conscience—for their entire moral state, that is, in this case, sinful state; if then this state has to be rooted in an antecedent act of the free will; if (since the sinful state is inborn) no room can be found in this life for such an all-determining decision, then the first sinful act must in fact have occurred in a time that preceded this life: inborn personal guilt makes the preexistence of souls necessary.124
Although the preexistence of humans in this sense found little acceptance, in another form it was adopted by many scholars and linked to the theory of evolution. If there are no leaps in nature but all higher forms of life have developed from lower forms, then also humans, or the human soul, cannot at one time have sprung into life all of a sudden. It must, then, have its preformation in the animal world, continuously develop in humans, and at death pass over into a higher form of existence. This modification in the theory of preexistence, which already started with Helmont, Leibniz, Bonnet, Lessing, and others,125 was combined in the nineteenth century with the theory of human descent and currently enjoys widespread acceptance. Darwinism and Spiritism are on the same wavelength. The preformation of humans downward is supplemented by their metamorphosis upward: the animal becomes a human and “man” becomes “Superman.”126
But all these assertions lack sufficient grounding, philosophically as well as theologically. In the first place, they imply the preexistence of souls—something that is unacceptable for various reasons127—or proceed, in the modern form, from the essential identity of animals, humans, and angels, an assumption that rests on false philosophical postulates, not on the facts of reality.128 In the second place, the fall, the story of which is told in Genesis 3, is robbed of its character and meaning. It ceases to be a fall and becomes the mere appearance of something that occurred long before. In this connection the temporal empirical freedom given to humanity loses all its value. The soul already abused its freedom beforehand in its preexistent state and was lodged in a body as punishment, and this body is thus from the start dualistically opposed to the soul and cannot be said to belong to the essence of humans. In the third place, this theory is also in conflict with the organic connectedness of the human race. Every human individually is the creator of his or her own destiny. “The essence of a man is essentially his own deed” (Schelling), in which connection it makes one wonder why all people individually, without exception, choose to do evil and why only the first human, though fallen, was still tested to see if perhaps he wanted to remain “upright” and correct his fall. It is clear, finally, that humanity, thus dissolved into an aggregate of individuals, can neither have a common head in Adam nor in Christ. There is no common fall; neither, therefore, is there a common restoration. Everyone falls by himself; everyone must therefore also rise up by himself. Despite the “tendency to radical evil,” Kant, accordingly, drew the inference “you can” from the imperative “you must.”
We must therefore confine ourselves to the scriptural data, however scanty they may be. The time of the fall of the angels is nowhere reported. With a view to the phrase “from the beginning” (ἀπʼ ἀρχης, John 8:44), many theologians judged that the angels—certainly not at the very moment of their creation but then surely immediately after—by their first act of volition were either confirmed in the good or had fallen into sin.129 Others assumed that a short period elapsed after their creation and that their fall occurred either still before the creation of heaven and earth (Gen. 1:1),130 or within the period of the six creation days,131 or (with a view to Gen. 1:31) only after the completion of the work of creation as a whole.132
Equally little can be said with certainty about [the time of] the fall of humanity. Some theologians speak of years after creation; others—because Genesis proceeds immediately after the creation narrative to that of the fall and also on the basis of Genesis 4:1—think that the fall of humanity occurred only a few days after, or even on the same day as, its creation.133 These time stipulations, for that matter, are of little importance. What is important is that, according to Scripture, the fall is essentially distinct from the creation itself. Sin is a phenomenon whose possibility was indeed given in the creation of finite, mutable beings, but whose reality could only be called into being by the will of the creature. It is a power that does not belong to the essential being of the creation, a power that originally did not exist, but that came by way of disobedience and transgression, that is, entered the creation unlawfully, and did not belong there. It is there, and its existence is no accident. With a view to the counsel of God that incorporated it and assigned a place to it, it may up to a point and in a sense even be said that it had to be there. But then certainly it always had to be there as something that ought not to be and has no right to exist.
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THE SPREAD OF SIN
Since the first sin of our original ancestors, the entire human race bears the guilt, pollution, and consequence of sin. That sin is a universal reality is universally acknowledged, but it is most articulately voiced in Holy Scripture. Creation itself, as corrupted by sin, now becomes the evil “world” that will one day pass away. Human beings are sinful from conception on; they are “flesh,” impure and corrupt through and through. The universality of sin and human depravity is a simple assumption of Scripture as a whole. Even the saints in Scripture have their sins, and Romans 7:10–25 is not a counterargument, since it too speaks of the struggle of the regenerate person.
According to Scripture, the universality of sin derives from the fall of our first parents, Adam and Eve. Though it is clearly implied in Genesis 3 and in the rest of the Old Testament, it is especially the apostle Paul who spells this out in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15. What must never be overlooked is Paul’s concern that the gift of life in Christ is so much greater than the result of Adam’s fall. While we are also judged because of our own sin, according to Paul our sinful condition is God’s antecedent judgment on the entire human race thanks to the sin of the representative man, Adam. This is the doctrine of original sin.
Original sin was not a new teaching of Augustine, though earlier theologians did tend to stress free will and actual sin more than the sin inherited from Adam. Still, when Pelagius appealed to earlier writers, he disguised the radical novelty of his own anthropology. According to Pelagius, all persons were born with pure souls; sin and evil come into being only through imitation. On our own, without grace, we can will and do the good. Even Roman Catholic thought sounds a semi-Pelagian note in its supernaturalist anthropology, where only the superadded gift of grace is lost in the fall and nature remains unblemished. Similarly, Rousseau became the apostle of a “back to nature movement” that repudiated human culture as the source of all evil. Utopians continue to manufacture ideal “natural” societies on paper that inevitably fail in practice. Even Ritschl reduced sin to actual sins; “the law of sin” is only a sum of individual sins. But history and experience suggest that the scriptural portrait is true. Even “innocent” children display that seeds of sin are sown in the soil of their hearts from the beginning. A claim of sinlessness is universally repudiated, and imitation cannot explain the universal power of sin. A people without sin has never existed.
Pelagianism was condemned by the Christian church. Nonetheless, a semi-Pelagianism that taught a weakened but not totally corrupt will gained much headway in the church. This view holds that while Adam’s fall had consequences also for his descendants, our moral condition is only sick and weak, prone to the desires of the flesh. The Council of Trent taught that the will’s freedom had not been destroyed and that concupiscence as such was not sin. Anabaptists, Remonstrants, and many modern theologians agree. Adam’s sin affects us all but only weakens our will and does not plunge us into the total corruption of original sin. This semi-Pelagianism ignores the character and seriousness of sin as willful lawlessness, separates sin and guilt, and fails to resolve the question of human freedom. An intact but weakened will is no real improvement on a will bound by original sin. While imitation is a superficial explanation for the universality of sin, the semi-Pelagian rejection of imitation leaves it with no explanation at all.
The apostle Paul and after him Augustine were instructed by the contrasting model of Christ as the second Adam and placed the blame for universal and original sin at the feet of the first Adam. The only way to understand the crushing yoke of sin’s miseries on all people is to believe that all share Adam’s guilt. Augustine did not, however, adequately describe the transmission of guilt and pollution to Adam’s posterity, and his understanding of concupiscence is too closely linked to spontaneous sexual desire. Roman Catholic scholastic theology modified this view to understand original sin as the loss of a superadded gift of grace (original righteousness) to which was added the active element of concupiscence. In Roman Catholic theology, the center of gravity shifted from concupiscence to loss of original righteousness. When concupiscence is not itself seen as sinful, it is hard to see what concrete effects still remain of original sin except for the imputation of Adam’s trespass. The state of man after Adam’s fall differs little from the pre-fallen Adam. We are left in only a state of “naked naturalness,” not a state of depravity.
The Reformation opposed this Roman Catholic weakening of original sin. It is not just a loss of something but a total corruption of our nature. If we call this “concupiscence,” we must define it in terms of the totality of human appetites. In this sense, contrary to Augustine, concupiscence is itself sin. Opposition to this doctrine within the Reformed community arose in the school of Saumur (France) in the form of mediate imputation of sin. Instead of teaching that we are corrupt because of imputed guilt, this school reversed the order, claiming that we have guilt imputed to us because we are born corrupt. This view was also championed by Jonathan Edwards and the New England Theology. Modern thought, however, especially in historical and sociological studies, has given support to the doctrine and breathed new life into it. After theology rejected it, philosophy again took it up.
The doctrine of original sin is one of the weightiest and most difficult subjects in Christian theology. Without it we cannot comprehend ourselves, and yet it remains finally an incomprehensible mystery to us. Adam’s disobedience is the originating sin; that is the clear teaching of Scripture. How can that not be seen as arbitrary? Only by recognizing the organic unity and solidarity of the human race. This unity is first of all physical and organic, but, more importantly, also representative. Here too we must begin with Christ, who is our representative mediator in redemption. Physical unity and a realistic understanding of the transmission of sin is inadequate. For one thing, the strict parallel between Adam and Christ breaks down. How could Christ then, being truly human, Adam’s son, be without sin? Among human beings there is a moral solidarity that is greater than the physical. Reformed theology tries to explain this through the doctrine of the covenant—the covenant of works with Adam and the covenant of grace in Christ. The covenant of works and the covenant of grace are the forms by which the organism of humanity is maintained, also in a religious and ethical sense. This is God’s ordinance.
Sin gives birth to sin. In the case of Adam and all his descendants, a sinful state followed a sinful deed. It is exactly this consequence that is denied by Pelagians. According to Pelagians, the will that sins is then fully free to sin or not to sin. This is not true to Scripture or to experience, where we discover that every act of the will, arising from antecedent impulses and desires, has a retroactive impact on it and reinforces it. It is in this way that sin becomes a habit. Those who commit sins become servants of sin. Guilt and pollution go together. In virtue of God’s judgment, Adam’s disobedience plunged all his posterity into guilt, pollution, and death. That is the condition into which we are all born. There is an antecedent judgment of God, and in virtue of that judgment all people are born of Adam, guilty, impure, and in the process of dying. This Christian view has some interesting parallels with, but is not to be identified with, the notion of hereditary transmission of traits. Too often an evolutionary mind-set that focuses on inherited traits sees human persons as nothing more than products of nature and risks becoming deterministic and fatalistic. The notion of inherited traits is too complex to be summed up in a few laws; along with inherited continuities, there are also variations. Human beings are spiritual and moral beings who have the ability to rise above even strong negative inherited tendencies and traits. Physical heredity cannot explain original sin.
There is no exception to the universal rule of sin except for our Lord Jesus Christ. Scripture gives no warrant to the Roman Catholic dogmas of Mary’s immaculate conception and bodily assumption. If there are not individual human exceptions to the universality of sin, no aspect of human existence is free from the stain of sin either. Sin holds sway over the whole person, body and soul, mind and spirit, over all our human capacities and powers. The doctrine of total human moral depravity is a hard one and naturally evokes aversion and even incomprehension. Yet it is the clear teaching of Scripture, which is confirmed by daily experience. This means neither that people all maximize their evil inclinations nor that they are incapable of accomplishing many “natural goods.” The doctrine of the incapacity for good is a religious confession—before God we can do no good; we need to be renewed by God’s Spirit. We must never forget that as we are judged and condemned by God’s standard, he at the same time offers us his full love, mercy, and forgiveness in Christ. A lesser judgment on us would require a lesser grace and thus diminish the love of God to us.
SIN IS UNIVERSAL
[317] The first sin, the sin for which our original human ancestors are responsible, has had calamitous consequences for them as well as all their descendants and unleashed a flood of misery on the human race. In consequence, humanity as a whole, and every person in particular, is burdened with guilt, defiled, and subject to ruin and death. These facts are so potent and so obvious that they have also frequently been noted and acknowledged outside the circle of special revelation. Frivolous people may think of life as a game; but all those who respect moral ideals, seriously contend with their own sins, and have the courage to look at reality as it is have acknowledged the deep depravity of human nature. The different religions with their priests and altars, sacrifices and penances, are all based on the presupposition of sin. Dogma and worship, prayer and song, religion and philosophy have everywhere—and sometimes in poignant ways—given expression to humanity’s sense of sin. “To sin is common to all people.” “No one is born without defects.” “There will be faults as long as there are human beings.” “[Moral] failure is common to all.”1 This universality of sin is even more articulately voiced in Holy Scripture. After telling the story of the fall in the third chapter of Genesis, it traces in the following chapters how sin spread and expanded in the human race, finally reaching such a pitch that it necessitated the judgment of the flood. Of the generation before the flood, it is said that human wickedness was great in the earth and that “every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually,” and that “the earth was corrupt in God’s sight” and “filled with violence” (Gen. 6:5, 11–12). But the flood did not bring about any change. Also after the flood, speaking about the new humanity that was to spring from Noah’s family, God pronounced the judgment that “the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth” (Gen. 8:21). All the devout members of the old covenant agree with this divine witness. No one, laments Job, can bring a clean thing out of an unclean (14:4). There is not a human being—Solomon confesses in his prayer at the dedication of the temple—who does not sin (1 Kings 8:46). When “the Lord looks down from heaven on humankind,” we read in Psalms 14 and 53, “to see if there are any who are wise, who seek God,” he sees nothing but decline and iniquity: “They have all gone astray, they are all alike perverse; there is no one who does good, no, not one.” No one, accordingly, can stand before the face of the Lord, for no human living is righteous before him (Pss. 130:3; 143:2). “Who can say: ‘I have made my heart clean; I am pure from my sin’ ”? (Prov. 20:9). “Surely there is no one on earth so righteous as to do good without ever sinning” (Eccles. 7:20). The apocryphal books teach the same (Sir. 8:5; 25:24; Wis. 9:6, 13–18; 12:10–11; etc.).
The new covenant also leaves us in no doubt whatsoever about the sinful condition of the human race. The whole gospel is based on this assumption. When John the Baptist announces the proximity of the kingdom of heaven, he demands from the Jews that they repent and be baptized, inasmuch as circumcision, sacrifices, and observance of the law have not given the people of Israel the righteousness needed to enter the kingdom. Christ came on the scene preaching the same message of the kingdom of God; he, too, testifies that only rebirth, faith, and repentance can unlock the door to that kingdom (Mark 1:15; 6:12; John 3:3, 5). He does speak of the “well” and the “righteous” (Matt. 9:12–13; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:31–32), but he does so—without pronouncing an opinion on the nature of that health and righteousness—objectively, in accordance with the opinion of those whom he describes. What he himself thinks about that righteousness is sufficiently clear from other passages. Where he called to himself those who are weary and heavy-laden, tax collectors and sinners, and promises them rest, he says of the Pharisees that their righteousness is insufficient (Matt. 5:20; Luke 18:14), that prostitutes and tax collectors will enter the kingdom of heaven ahead of them (Matt. 8:11; 21:31). Similarly, the apostles taught that all people are sinners and that all need the forgiving love of the Father, redemption by Christ, the renewal of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; 5:31; 10:43; etc.). The apostle Paul even begins his letter to the Romans with a lengthy argument showing that the whole world is damnable before God and therefore that no flesh will be justified by the works of the law (Rom. 3:19–20; cf. 5:12; 11:32; 2 Cor. 5:19; Gal. 3:22; 1 John 1:8; 5:19). As a result of this universal sinfulness, even the word “world” acquires an unfavorable meaning in Scripture. Although originally created by God (John 1:3; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2), it is nevertheless so corrupted by sin that it now faces God as a hostile power. It does not know the Logos to whom it owes its existence (John 1:10), lies altogether under the power of the evil one (1 John 5:19), is subject to Satan as its ruler (John 14:30; 16:11), and will, with all its lusts, one day pass away (1 John 2:17).
Furthermore, according to Scripture sin characterizes human beings from their youth, their birth, even from their conception (Gen. 6:5; 8:21; Job 13:26; 14:4; Pss. 25:7; 51:5; 58:3; 103:14; Isa. 43:27; 48:8; 57:3; Ezek. 16:3; Hosea 5:7; John 3:6; Rom. 7:7ff.; Eph. 2:3). David, in his confession of guilt, goes back to the very root of his sinfulness, locates it in the sins of his parents, and thus explains how he himself is impure before God and has been from his conception and birth on (Ps. 51:5). In John 3:6, Jesus says that the “flesh,” that is, humans as earthly sensual beings, is from below (3:31; 8:23) and can only produce “flesh.” A person of “flesh” cannot enter into the kingdom of God and to that end needs rebirth by the Spirit. Sensual beings as such, as σαρξ, humans are impure and corrupt from birth. And in Ephesians 2:3, Paul declares that Jews and Gentiles are “by nature children of wrath.” Certainly he does not here oppose “by nature” (φυσει) to actual sins about which he has just been speaking (vv. 1–3) but says that they were, by nature, children of God’s wrath whereas now, having been made alive and saved by grace, they are objects of his love, and so indicates that their earlier state—being dead through trespasses and sins—was a natural state, a φυσις, that rested in their very existence (cf. Rom. 2:14–15; 1 Cor. 2:14).
For the rest it is true that Holy Scripture assumes and manifests in reality the universality of sin and the human depravity that has its beginning in conception rather than describing it at length in words. People themselves are everywhere depicted as sinners, not only the generation before the flood and all the Gentiles and the ungodly but also the people of Israel. And among that people, one also hears of the sins of the pious, of the patriarchs, Moses, Job, David, Solomon, and others. Indeed, it is especially the pious who, even when they are convinced of the righteousness of their cause, nevertheless fall down before God, humbly confessing their sin and begging for compassion and forgiveness (Pss. 6; 25; 32; 38; 51; 130; 143; Neh. 9:33; Isa. 6:5; 53:4–6; 64:6; Jer. 3:15; Dan. 9:5ff.). It is the human heart that is corrupt (Gen. 6:5; 8:21; Ps. 14:1; Jer. 17:9; Ezek. 36:26; Matt. 15:19); from it flow the springs of life (Prov. 4:23). It is from within the human heart that all iniquities and all sorts of incomprehension flow (Mark 7:21). The mind of humans is darkened (Job 21:14; Isa. 1:3; Jer. 4:22; John 1:5; Rom. 1:21–22; 1 Cor. 1:18–23; 2:14; Eph. 4:18; 5:8). The human soul is guilty and impure and needs atonement and repentance (Lev. 17:11; Pss. 19:7; 41:4; Prov. 19:3, 16; Matt. 16:26; 1 Pet. 1:22). The human spirit is proud, errant, and polluted and therefore has to be broken, illumined, and cleansed (Ps. 51:19; Prov. 16:18, 32; Eccles. 7:9; Isa. 57:15; 66:2; 1 Cor. 7:34; 2 Cor. 7:1; 1 Thess. 5:23). The human conscience is stained and needs cleansing (Titus 1:15; Heb. 9:9, 14; 10:22). The human desire, inclination, and will reach out to what is forbidden and is powerless to do good (Jer. 13:23; John 8:34, 36; Rom. 6:17; 8:7; 2 Cor. 3:5). And the body, with all its members—the eyes (Deut. 29:4; Ps. 18:27; Isa. 35:5; 42:7; 2 Pet. 2:14; 1 John 2:16), the ears (Deut. 29:4; Pss. 115:6; 135:17; Isa. 6:10; Jer. 5:21; Zech. 7:11), the feet (Ps. 38:16; Prov. 1:16; 4:27; 6:18; Isa. 59:7; Rom. 3:15), the mouth and the tongue (Job 27:4; Pss. 17:10; 12:3f.; 15:3; Jer. 9:3, 5; Rom. 3:14; James 3:5–8)—is in the service of unrighteousness. In a word: sin is not located on and around humans but within them and extends to the whole person and the whole of humankind.2
Of the texts cited for the contrary view, only Romans 7:7–25 requires some further discussion. Pelagians have at all times appealed to this pericope to prove that the mind (νους) or the spirit (πνευμα) in humans has remained free from sin, and the latter only resides in the flesh (σαρξ); in modern times this exegesis has been adopted almost universally. But Augustine in his later period and all his followers, both in the Catholic Church and in Protestant churches, have consistently rejected this interpretation and understood verses 14–25 as having been said by Paul as regenerate and with reference to the present, an explanation that is still advocated by Delitzsch, Philippi, Luthardt, Harless, Thomasius, Umbreit, Kohlbrugge, and others.3 The latter exegesis deserves preference for various reasons: (1) Paul argues, in Romans 7:7–25, that the law from which the believer, by having died with Christ, has been released, is itself not sinful. And he does this by showing that the law has first brought the believer to the knowledge of his sin and his death (vv. 7–13) and that even now it still has the consent of his inner self, although his flesh is still opposed to it (vv. 14–25). In this connection the argument that the law still has the consent of the believer, though the believer is released from it, is necessary. For the thesis that the law itself is holy, it is not enough that the unregenerate should approve of it but necessary that the regenerate approve of it. Paul, accordingly, speaks from verse 14 on in the present tense, not to make the description more vivid, but because as a regenerate person he loves and approves of the law. Since the law served mediately to give him the painful experience of his sin and death, since in communion with Christ (v. 4; Gal. 2:19–20) Paul died to the law by the law and was freed from its curse (Gal. 3:13), he thereby learned to know it as holy, just, and good and testifies to and confirms the law by faith (Rom. 3:30). (2) Because Paul, following the course of his argument, wants to honor the holy character of the law, he throws all the blame on sin. First, it was an objective power that initially, as long as he lived without the law (v. 9), did not exist for Paul and was not known by him. Then sin, working by means of the law, produced covetousness in him (v. 8) and was able to do this because that covetousness resided in him by nature and he was carnal (v. 14).4 Finally sin, thus revived and revealed as sin, made him die (vv. 9ff.), that is, made him despair of himself and his own righteousness.
But since this death was a death in communion with Christ (Gal. 2:19), Paul also rose again by that death, was inwardly reborn in his will and inner disposition, so that he can now make a sharp distinction between the center and the periphery of his being. Inwardly, in terms of his will, his inner self, he loves God’s law, but in his members there lives another power and another law, namely, sin. Such a deep distinction is nowhere in Scripture assumed in the case of the unregenerate. In the case of the latter, there is indeed a knowledge of God and of the law and a doing by nature of the things of the law (Rom. 1:19; 2:14–15), that is, a struggle between reason and sensuality, conscience and covetousness, intellect and heart. However, a struggle between “flesh” and “spirit,” as Paul pictures it here, occurs only in the life of the regenerate (Gal. 5:17): only they can say they love the law of God, approve of it, and want to keep it with all their heart. (3) Although as a regenerate person Paul still calls himself “of the flesh,” “sold into slavery under sin” (Rom. 7:14), he does not mean by it that he is “in the flesh” (8:8–9) or walks “according to the flesh” (8:4). He only describes himself in those words because, on account of the sin “dwelling in his members,” he cannot do what he wants to do and is held captive by “that law of sin in his members.” Although he is wretched, because with the flesh he serves the law of sin, still he thanks God through Jesus Christ and with his mind (νους) serves the law of God (v. 25); and it is above all this latter thing that is further developed in Romans 8. In Christ he is righteous and walks according to the Spirit. (4) Add to this that, if Romans 7:14ff. were to be understood of the unregenerate, rebirth itself would be unnecessary, a helping grace would be sufficient, and the entire teaching of Scripture on sin and grace, justification and sanctification, faith and repentance would be toppled. Romans 7:7–25 is rather a strong proof for the total depravity of human nature. For if the regenerate person still has to complain so intensely about the power of sin that resides in him or her, then the unregenerate person is totally—without knowing it—a servant of sin, being in the flesh and walking according to the flesh; and the mind of the flesh is hostility to God.
IN ADAM’S FALL
[318] This universality of sin is derived in Genesis 3 from the fall of the first human beings. Granted, this is not said in so many words. Genesis 3 focuses more on the change in circumstances that is ushered in as a result of the fall (the pangs of childbirth, the curse on the earth, the expulsion from the garden) than on the moral reversal that took place in the life of Adam and his descendants.
Still it tells us that, immediately after the evil that was done, shame and fear took possession of them, that a sense of guilt awakened in them, and that they fled from the presence of God. The punishments pronounced in Genesis 3:16ff. have bearing not only on Adam and Eve but undoubtedly also on their descendants and, according to the whole Old Testament view, also presuppose communal guilt. The first event reported after the fall is Cain’s fratricide. History itself changes, though this is not expressly stated; it becomes a history of sin, misery, and death. Humanity is now by nature evil (Gen. 6:5; 8:21). Similarly, the remaining Old Testament writings do not expressly connect the universality of sin with the fall of the first human. They confine themselves to reporting the fact of the universality of sin or trace it to the perishable sensual nature of humanity (Job 4:17f.; 14:4; 15:14f.; 25:4f.; Pss. 78:38f.; 103:13f.; Mark 14:38; John 3:6; Rom. 6:7ff.; etc.).
Not until Paul did anyone explain the universality of sin in terms of Adam’s disobedience (1 Cor. 15:21f.; Rom. 5:12ff.).5 In 1 Corinthians 15:21f., he states that just as the death of all humanity has its cause in the person of Adam, so the resurrection from the dead has its cause in the person of Christ. Clearly implied here is that just as the death of all people was not first caused by their personal sins but already pronounced upon all humanity and passed on to all solely because of Adam’s disobedience, so the resurrection has not been won by the personal good works and faith and so on of the believers but exclusively by the obedience of Christ. They die, not in and by themselves, but in Adam; and they rise again, not in and by themselves, but only in Christ. How and why death spread to all is further explained in Romans 5:12f. Since, while we were enemies, we were reconciled by the death of Christ, we are certain that we will also live eternally with him. We are so certain in fact that now already we boast [in God] through [our Lord Jesus] Christ through whom we have received reconciliation (vv. 10–11). The grace and life of Christ, therefore (δια τουτο, v. 12), far exceed the sin and death of Adam. The idea of the abundance of God’s grace is in the foreground here:6 it is the theme of the pericope from verse 12 to verse 21 and is developed and proven in this manner. By one human being, sin, as a powerful and all-controlling principle, came into the world; in the same way also death spread to all humans, because all sinned. The words ἐφʼ ᾡ are not, with Origen, the Vulgate, Augustine, and others to be translated by in quo, for they are too far removed from ἀνθρωπος to connect with it, nor do they mean “in which,” although this idea as such is not unscriptural (Heb. 7:10; 1 Cor. 15:22); but they are a conjunction: ἐπι τουτῳ ὁτι, “because,” “on account of which,” as Calvin, Peter Martyr, and most modern exegetes render it; or also with the meaning “on the basis of which,” as some other scholars interpret it.7 Furthermore, ἡμαρτον refers not to a sinful state but to an act. Accordingly, Paul says in verse 12: Adam sinned; consequently sin and death entered the world and held sway over all.
The clause “inasmuch as all sinned” does not mean that Paul locates the cause of every person’s death in his or her actual personal sins, for in 1 Corinthians 15:22, he expressly states that all die in Adam. Here in verse 14, he writes that death also reigned over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam and—we may add—over the children; and in verses 15 and 17, he states with all the vigor he can muster that through the trespass of the one the many died. On the other hand, certainly, we must not tacitly add to the causal clause the idea that all have sinned in Adam. This is already unlikely as such, but it is here made impossible because verses 13 and 14 expressly concern the sin that people committed, not in Adam but personally on their own, even though then, too, their sin was not like the transgression of Adam. But Paul’s point is that as a result of Adam’s trespass both sin and death, in their interconnectedness, achieved dominion over humankind, that as a result of Adam’s trespass all humans personally became sinners and all die individually. He argues this position in the succeeding verses as follows: sin, which entered the world as a result of Adam’s trespass, was also present and dominant in the time from Adam to Moses, when God had not yet announced his law; then, too, people sinned. But—argues Paul, as it were, against himself—sin is not reckoned when there is no law; the law of Moses did not yet exist, hence no sin could be charged against anyone. To that objection he responds by saying: yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even though at the time people did not transgress any concrete, explicitly announced divine law and could therefore not sin in the likeness of Adam’s trespass. Still they sinned because they too had a law then that was known to them “by nature” (Rom. 1:18ff.; 2:12–15). After all, if death reigned then, sin must also have reigned then. And it reigned then, not because everyone personally broke a concrete commandment as Adam did and thus everyone became a sinner for and by himself or herself; no, but because as a result of Adam’s trespass sin entered the world and reigned over everyone and, in its wake, also death reigned. Adam, therefore, is an exact type of Christ.
The way things go in the case of the sin and death that accrue to us from Adam is identical with the way the righteousness and life that Christ acquired accrue to us. There is a difference in intensity: grace is more abundant and life is more powerful, but the manner in which both are imparted to us is the same. Just as the trespass of one was the cause of the guilt, the sin, and the death of all humans, so the obedience of one is the cause of the righteousness, acquittal, and life of all. In the one [Adam] all are condemned and have died; in the one [Christ] all are justified and saved. In both cases there is an antecedent judgment of God; and from that judgment (κριμα) our sin and death are derived, on the one hand, and our righteousness and life, on the other. Accordingly, the idea that Paul develops in this pericope comes down to this: (1) upon the one trespass of Adam, God pronounced a judgment consisting in a guilty verdict and a death sentence; (2) that judgment was pronounced over all humans because, in some fashion that Paul does not further explain here but that can be surmised from the context, they are included in Adam; all were declared guilty and condemned to death in Adam; (3) in virtue of this antecedent judgment of God, all humans personally became sinners and all in fact die as well. God apprehends and regards, judges and condemns all humans in one [representative man], and so also they all descend from him as sinners and are all subject to death.8
THE PELAGIAN OBJECTION TO ORIGINAL SIN
[319] In the Christian church, the doctrine of original sin was based on the above scriptural data. From the beginning, people discerned a certain connectedness between Adam’s sin and that of his descendants.9 In that respect the assertion that the doctrine of original sin is an invention of Augustine is totally incorrect, and he himself could write: “I did not dream up original sin, which the catholic faith believes from of old.”10 Yet it is true that theology in the early centuries, especially in the East in its struggle with Gnosticism, tended much more to stress free will and actual, personal sin than the sin inherited from Adam. Where it is recognized that “an evil of the soul proceeds from an original fault,”11 the essence of that original sin is not necessarily further defined and the manner of its propagation more deeply thought through. Pelagius, therefore, could with some semblance of justice appeal to many predecessors; yet he went much farther than they, taught something essentially different, and denied original sin. According to Pelagius, the image of God consisted solely in a free personality, not in positive holiness, immortality, and so on. Adam’s trespass, according to him, did not deprive humans of the image of God and in fact had no adverse consequences whatsoever. There is no such thing as original sin. Adam’s trespass negatively affected his descendants only in that it left them a bad example, which, followed by others, made sin a power among humankind. Hereditary transmission of sin is a Manichean error; sin is not a state but an act and always bears a personal stamp. It would be contrary to God’s justice to charge us with the sins of others. Also, procreation in marriage would be impermissible if the hereditary transmission of sin took place by that channel. Furthermore, baptized parents can no longer propagate sin since it is eradicated by baptism. Sin, accordingly, is propagated not by generation but by imitation. Humans, whose souls were created pure by God, are still today born in the same state as Adam was before the fall: sickness, suffering, death, and so on are not punishments visited upon sin. Human beings are still completely free and can of themselves know and do the good: they have no need of grace. It is indeed possible for them to abstain from all sins, and a few have in fact attained this ideal.12
In voicing these ideas, Pelagius did little more than take over the views that had been promulgated long before by Greek and Roman philosophers and had found acceptance in popular philosophy. Even according to the Jews, souls were still always created pure by God and enabled to counter and conquer the covetousness that dwells in the flesh. It is true that poets and thinkers in the classical world frequently spoke in poignant lament of the universal power of sin, but because they knew of no redemption, they could not remain true to this view and, alongside it, always again taught that humans had the power to liberate themselves from sin and to practice virtue. They were caught up in an antinomy and oscillated from one extreme to another. Sometimes they depicted the depravity of their time in such dark colors that even the most somber pessimism could not make it seem worse; then again they idealized the world, considering nature perfect and not capable of improvement. Among them already the antithesis between culture and nature emerges; the former may be corrupt, but the latter is good, both within humanity and outside it. Evil is not born along with us but is later voluntarily committed by us; by contrast, the seeds of virtue have been planted in our heart, and virtue itself is within our power. “Existing in our minds are inborn seeds of the virtues which, if permitted to mature, nature itself will lead to a life marked by happiness.”13 “You err if you think that vices are inborn in us; no, they come upon us, they are imposed.”14 Virtue is not given and received; it is acquired only by practice and effort; we thank not God for them but ourselves. However widespread sin may be, there are exceptions. Truly solid, virtuous people exist. However, “no one is almost without defect. The majority are bad.”15
In Pelagianism this doctrine of the natural goodness of humanity was renewed. Although it was condemned under the name of Pelagius, it continued to assert itself in the Christian church under other names. The Roman Catholic Church, by its supernaturalistic and mechanical conception of the image of God, arrived at the confession that the “natural man” (homo naturalis), after losing the superadded gifts, can still do truly good works, not, to be sure, in a supernatural sense, but certainly in the natural sense.16 One needed only to remove the supernatural addition to suddenly come face to face with unblemished nature. This occurred in humanism; and Coornhert, who remained Catholic and humanist till his death, articulated this sentiment when he was greatly scandalized by the fifth and eighth questions [and answers] of the Heidelberg Catechism. Socinians,17 Anabaptists,18 and Rationalists19 returned to this identical Roman Catholic viewpoint. Especially in the eighteenth century, the glorification of nature was fashionable, with Rousseau as its eloquent interpreter. Everything that comes to us from the hands of nature is good, but everything turns rotten in the hands of human beings. Nature is always and everywhere good, but culture is the source of all deficiency and misery. Take away the work of human beings, and everything is good. An animal in its natural state is happy, but, as a result of society, people have become miserable. Accordingly, in education, in religion, in morality, in society and the state let us return to nature, to the idyllic circumstances of shepherds and farmers, the innocent and carefree lifestyle of Hottentots and natives. Then, for humanity, virtue and happiness will instantly be restored.20 The revolution attempted to realize that ideal practically. Numerous utopians designed a political “state of happiness” on paper. A few attempted to establish a colony based on these principles in foreign parts of the world. But in the face of all sorts of disappointments, and despite the fact that the theory of evolution suggested a very different view of the state of nature, thousands upon thousands of people exist who believe in the total natural goodness of humanity, who proceed from it in the upbringing of children, and who build their optimistic future expectations upon it.21
In theology this outlook was even advocated by Ritschl. In his view, we may not assume a universal concept of sin behind the phenomena of particular and actual sins, for such a notion is completely unintelligible. A passively inherited state cannot be construed as sin. Scripture does not teach it; Psalm 51:5 is but a personal confession; Ephesians 2:3 refers to the actual sins committed earlier by people who are now Christians; and Romans 5:12 is too unclear to base any conclusions on it. Original sin, moreover, would take away all personal responsibility, make child upbringing impossible, and wipe out any difference in gradation between sins. Given original sin, every individual human would already have reached the highest level of sin, and actual, personal sins would hardly be worth considering by comparison. No: sin is not a unity arising from one principle, but a collective unity resulting from all individual actions and inclinations. The subject of sin is not humanity as a race—which is an abstraction and merely a mental picture—but humanity as the sum of all individuals. Not the sinful state is first and then the deed, but, conversely, the self-determination of the will is the basis of all sins. Granted, the will that consistently does what is wrong will gradually acquire a tendency or habitual predisposition, and this in turn impacts the actions of the will. Not only that, but the sinful deeds and inclinations of humans exert mutual influence as well and promote and confirm each other. In human society, consequently, there arises “a law of sin,” a realm of sin, a common sinfulness, but that is something very different from original sin and was wrongfully so called by Schleiermacher. A sinless unfolding of life can therefore not be a priori ruled out; the will of children is not aimed at evil; rather, there is in them a general tendency toward the good.22
This Pelagian explanation of the universality of sin, however, encounters too many serious objections to be accepted for long and by many people. In the eighteenth century, with its rationalism, individualism, and optimism, there was room for it. But the sense of history that awakened after the Revolution including insight into the incalculable value of community, society, and state, the organic understanding that has penetrated everywhere and above all the theory of heredity, whose meaning, also in the domains of religion and morality, has been highlighted more than in the past—all these factors have collectively put an end to the individualistic and atomistic view of humanity and of the sin dominant in it. If anything is certain, it is that sin is not an accidental phenomenon in the life of individuals, but a state and manner of life involving the whole human race, a property of human nature. The sinful deeds, which occur not just now and then but characterize all persons of all ages and circumstances, point back to a sinful inner disposition, just as bad fruit presupposes a bad tree and muddied water an impure spring.
This alone, after all, explains why all children from their infancy on display delight in doing the forbidden and a tendency to all sorts of wrong. True, Pelagians, appealing to Jonah 4:11; Psalm 106:38; Matthew 18:3; 19:14; Luke 18:17; John 9:3; 1 Corinthians 7:14, have often spoken of the innocence of children. And in a relative sense, this is correct. Between sins there are differences in degree. Depending on a child’s age and level of maturity, sin among children has not yet come to its full development and cannot yet manifest the hideous forms that occur at a later age. But the experience of all parents and teachers also tells us that the seeds of all sorts of sins have already been sown in the soil of the child’s heart. It is certainly not the sensual sins that most vigorously come out in early youth; it is especially the defects and vices of a spiritual nature that are most prominent. Self-seeking, vanity, jealousy, lovelessness, pride, craftiness, deception, untruth, disobedience, stubbornness, and so on: these are the flaws that at an early stage already surface in children and that, if they are not checked by a wise upbringing, increase with the years. And when we look at our own life, we find sin as far back as our memory reaches. The more deeply our sense of guilt descends, the farther it goes back to the sins of youth, even to our birth and conception (Pss. 25:7; 51:5). The Scripture passages cited above, therefore, do not support the Pelagians; at most they speak of a relative innocence but fail to teach the sinlessness of children.
The assertion, moreover, that there have been people who have lived, or can live, without sin is devoid of all probability and without ground. Xenophon’s witness to Socrates23 is certainly not understood by anybody in an absolute sense. About the pious in the Old as well as the New Testament we are told countless sinful acts. Those most advanced on the road of sanctification have to the same degree felt their guilt and imperfection. So strong and so universal is the conviction of the sinfulness of the entire human race that if anyone were to make the claim of being sinless, we would all immediately attribute it to a lack of self-knowledge, to pride or mental illness.24 This total universality of sin cannot be explained in terms of imitation. It is anterior to every conscious and intentional act of the will and is in every one of us a state long before it turns into deeds. That Ritschl does not recognize this is due in his case to nominalism. He regards humanity as the sum of all individuals, not an organism. Sin is not a state but consists only in acts of the will. Things in general exist in their effects or are in any case only knowable in their effects. Yet Ritschl does not remain true to his starting point. For though he denies innate sin and teaches the integrity of human nature, he, like Pelagius, attributes to the bad example and influence of society such a power that in consequence the universality of sin still becomes a fact and there even arises a common sin. Now one has to make a choice: either these influences from without have only incidental impact, and then they explain nothing, and the universality of sin is an enigma; or they do in fact cause this universal sinfulness, but in that case they are even much worse than the scriptural doctrine of original sin. Furthermore, though Ritschl fights this doctrine by saying that it destroys all gradations in sin, this is a misunderstanding. He himself knows only two categories of sins, those of ignorance and those of a final and definitive evil, categories that certainly do not capture the many-sidedness of the sinful life. And his attempts to remove this doctrine from Scripture, for all their sophistication, are too violent for them to be considered successful.25
SEMI-PELAGIANISM
[320] Pelagianism was condemned by the Christian church. From the outset the church fathers assumed a certain connection between Adam’s sin and that of his descendants. Although this connection was not yet examined in detail, Adam’s trespass did bring about a great moral upheaval in his own life and that of his descendants. The nature of that moral change, however, was viewed in very diverse ways. According to semi-Pelagianism, the consequences of Adam’s fall consisted for him and his descendants, aside from death, primarily in the weakening of moral strength. Though there is actually no real original sin in the sense of guilt, there is a hereditary malady: as a result of Adam’s fall, humanity has become morally sick; the human will has been weakened and is inclined to evil. There has originated in humans a conflict between “flesh” and “spirit” that makes it impossible for a person to live without sin; but humans can will the good, and when they do, grace comes to their assistance in accomplishing it.26 This is the position adopted by the Greek church;27 and although in the West Augustine exerted strong influence, the [Western] church increasingly strayed toward semi-Pelagianism. The Council of Trent taught that though the freedom of the will had diminished, it had not been destroyed, and that concupiscence as such is not a sin.28 Totally in agreement with this is the opinion of Anabaptists,29 Zwingli,30 the Remonstrants,31 the Moravian Brethren,32 the Supernaturalists,33 and many modern theologians.34 All agree in believing that Adam’s fall had consequences also for his descendants, because they are physically connected with him. But the moral state that came into being in the human race as a result of Adam’s trespass is not one of sin and guilt but of weakness, lack, sickness. Original sin as such cannot damn humans and at most results in a punishment of the damned [poena damni—the pain of eternal separation from God]35 without a punishment of the senses (poena sensus). It is an occasion for sin, not sin itself in the true sense of the word. Since the will is in a weakened state, however, it easily yields to the temptations of the flesh; then, when the will agrees and consents to concupiscence, original sin turns into personal sin, which renders a person guilty and deserving of punishment. Materially this theory of original sin completely corresponds to the theory that sin is the product of sensuality and a remnant of humanity’s earlier animal state.36
This semi-Pelagian view of original sin, however, is basically not much better than that of Pelagius and is open to the same objections. (1) It denies the character and seriousness of sin. Sin, after all, is lawlessness (ἀνομια). The state in which humans are born either corresponds to God’s law or deviates from it; it is good or evil, sinful or not sinful. There is no third category. That that state is good and agrees in all parts with God’s law, semi-Pelagians dare not assert either. Yet they do not call it sinful in the true sense of the word. So they create an intermediate state and speak of original sin as a disease, a deficiency, an illness that is not a real sin but can only be an occasion for sin. Or they separate sin and guilt and say, like Rothe and Kaftan, that though original sin is sin, it is not guilt.37 (2) This is impossible both ways. Sin and guilt are inseparable (Gal. 3:10; James 2:10; 1 John 5:17). If sin is lawlessness, it is punishable; and, conversely, where there is guilt and punishment, there has to be sin. Original sin, however, is such that death is its consequence (Rom. 5:14), that it makes us unworthy of the fellowship of God and his heaven (Doedes), that it is inherently impure, the occasion and source of many sins, and is presumably therefore itself sin. Otherwise God would be unjust for punishing with death, the wages of sin (Rom. 6:23), that which is no sin and does not deserve death. The law would lose its absolute validity, for there would be deviation that did not deserve punishment, fellowship with God would be withheld where there was no guilt. Between heaven and hell, good and evil, light and darkness there would come a state that was neither, a “punishment of the damned” without a “punishment of the senses.” That which engenders all sorts of sins would not itself be sinful. The tree, though good, would still bear bad fruit. The spring, though pure, would produce impure water. (3) The notion that innate sinfulness only becomes sin and guilt when the will consents to it, so far from improving the theory, makes it worse. We have to choose: either the will, as it were, stands above and outside that innate tendency, and then original sin consists in nothing but the innate sensual nature, and the entire [moral] character of sin is lost; or the will is itself more or less affected and weakened by original sin. It is rooted in the sinful nature and arises from it, and then one loses—to precisely the same degree as that to which one allows the will to be weakened—that which the theory was designed to maintain: that there is no sin without a decision of the free will.
Furthermore, even if one could conceive a will such that it existed in part or in whole outside the inborn sinful nature, it would still not in fact yield what it is intended to yield. The first decisions of the will that consent to innate concupiscence all occur in the early years when the will is still weak and powerless. No persons are aware that with those first decisions of the will, they are incurring such a guilt, that they actually did not fall and become children of wrath until then. Over against those who say this, everyone could excuse himself by saying he did not know better and could not act otherwise, that for such a weighty decision about his eternal weal or woe, he was positioned in most unfavorable circumstances. Indeed, if original sin is not sin, all other later sins, which so readily and so necessarily spring from it, cannot be sin either. Also Schleiermacher, therefore, rejected the notion that original sin cannot be guilt until it breaks out in actual sins, “for the mere circumstance that there has been no opportunity for and no outward incentive to sin cannot enhance the spiritual status of man.”38 (4) The semi-Pelagian theory not only does not solve the problem present here, but it does not even begin to touch it and even deliberately shuts its eyes to it. The universality of sin is a fact that also semi-Pelagians acknowledge. They reject its explanation in terms of imitation. They accept that an impure, effective, sick, sinful (though nonculpable and nonpunishable) state is anterior to sinful acts. They acknowledge that that impure, sick state, in the lives of all without distinction, leads to culpable, punishable deeds, so that the weakened free will actually means very little. Now then, how must we explain that appalling phenomenon? How can it be squared with God’s justice that, aside now from the covenant of grace, he permits all humans to be born in such a state, a state that, in any case, for children dying in infancy entails death and exclusion from his fellowship, and for all others eternal ruin? The semi-Pelagian theory fails totally to enter into the problem and contents itself with a superficial and inconsequential doctrine of free will.39
ORIGINAL SIN AND CONCUPISCENCE
[321] Paul, however, having been instructed by the contrasting model of Christ, responded to this problem by saying that by the trespass of one sin death came into the world and so spread to all humans. Very gradually, in Christian theology, people opened their minds to this deep doctrine.40 Irenaeus said: “We offend (against God) in the first Adam, not doing his commandments; but we are reconciled in the second Adam, being made obedient even unto death.”41 Tertullian spoke of “an evil of the soul” that came to us from “an original defect” and is to be inferred from Adam’s fall. “Therefore every soul, as long it is stained, is judged in Adam, until it is re-judged in Christ.”42 Most vigorous is the language of Ambrose, who more than others before him stressed the guilt character of all sin and the sinful state in which we are born and traced it to Adam’s fall: “Adam lived and we all lived in him; Adam died and we all die in him.”43 Still, more than anyone else, it was Augustine who took hold of Paul’s thought and developed it further. Over and over, especially in his writings against Julian, he appeals to Romans 5:12; 1 Corinthians 15:22; Ephesians 2:3. Also, he cites Cyprian, Hilary, Ambrose, Gregory of Nazianzus, Chrysostom, and others in support of his sentiments. In the practice of infant baptism as well, he sees a compelling argument for his doctrine of original sin. Finally, he points out that the appalling misery of the human race can only be explained as a punishment upon sin. How can God, who certainly is good and just, subject all humans from their conception on to sin and death if they are completely innocent? An original moral debt must rest upon all; there is no other way to understand the crushing yoke that weighs upon all the children of Adam. One who examines the miseries of human life, from the first cries of infants to the final groans of the dying, has to come, with Paul, to the acknowledgment of original sin. “Inasmuch as God is not an unfair judge, we must acknowledge original sin in the misery of the human race, which begins with the tears of the little ones.”44
Adam’s sin must therefore be viewed as an act committed by him and all his followers. Adam was not a private person, not one individual alongside other such individuals, but all humans were included in him. The manner of it does not become completely clear in Augustine. As in the question concerning the origin of the soul, he abstained from making a choice between traducianism and creationism, so here also he does not definitely say whether the inclusion of the human race in Adam is to be conceived just realistically or also federally. On the one hand, he repeatedly states that all were in Adam’s loins like the Israelites in those of Abraham; that Adam could not procreate people who are morally better than he himself was; that Adam’s sin is transmitted by propagation not by imitation; that by birth we are the heirs of Adam’s sin in the same manner as by rebirth we become heirs of the righteousness and life of Christ.45 On the other hand, it is significant that he does not accept the traducianism of Tertullian and that he repeatedly states in the strongest possible way that all were in Adam and sinned in him. “All were that one man; we all were in that one.”46 Original sin differs from actual sins in that it was not personally committed by us; but it is still sin, since in a sense it was our deed. It is both: another’s and our own sin. “Original sins are alien because each individual person does not commit them in his or her own life; truly it is ours, too, because Adam lived and all lived in him”;47 “it is even a voluntary sin because, contracted by an evil will from the first man, it was done in some hereditary fashion.”48 The sinful state in which we are conceived and born is a consequence and punishment of our trespass in Adam. God frequently punishes sin with sin.49 This original sin in fact consists in “concupiscence.” Sometimes Augustine takes this word in a broad sense and says that inherited sinfulness is not just located in the sex drive but is to be learned, in a certain sense, from the body. Carnal concupiscence thus also has its seat in the soul, and original sin is not a substance but a quality of the affections, a defect, weakness, disease, an accident of our nature.50 Still, in referring to concupiscence, he thinks first of all of the sex drive; the depravity of nature comes out especially in the spontaneous motion of the genitals, which occurs independently of the will, and shame is there to prove it. By the sex drive, accordingly, sin propagates itself and turns all of humankind into a corrupt mass, subject to the wretched necessity of not being able not to sin.51 This concupiscence can better be called “original” than “natural” sin, since it is not of divine but of human origin. It is sin “because by sin it has been created and also seeks to sin” and makes humans the “originally guilty party.”52 Children who die unbaptized are lost on account of it; and when their guilt is removed in baptism, it nevertheless remains as a stimulus to the struggle: “The defendant is absolved by his regeneration; the torment remains for the ongoing battle.”53
Scholasticism and Roman Catholic theology, while continuing to build on this foundation, nevertheless introduced a significant modification. What remained was the idea that Adam’s trespass was the cause of the sin and death of all humans. Original sin consists first of all in the imputation to all humans of the trespass committed by Adam, since they were all included in him. It is, in the first place, guilt, then punishment. Scripture, accordingly, clearly states this, and the church made it part of its confession.54 Pighius and Catharinus even went so far as to totally equate original sin with this imputation of Adam’s trespass and wanted to consider everything that followed—the loss of original righteousness, the corruption of nature—only as punishment, not as sin.55 But these theologians, in doing so, undoubtedly expressed an idea that had its roots in the development of the doctrine of original sin in Roman Catholic theology. Soon, in fact, there arose a difference about the character of the moral state that, following Adam’s disobedience, set in both in his life and in that of his descendants. In Augustine it consisted in the concupiscence that, according to him, had its primary seat and organ in the sex drive. Lombard still stuck with this view.56 But slowly gaining ground was the doctrine of the superadded gift that had been given to Adam but was lost by his fall. Hence for him and all humans, the first consequence of Adam’s trespass was the loss of supernatural grace (original righteousness); this was the first and negative element in original sin, to which was added a second and positive element, viz., concupiscence. Anselm already described original sin in this way57 and was followed in this respect by Hales, Bonaventure, Albert, and Aquinas. Original sin, accordingly, consisted in two things: the loss of original righteousness and a certain inordinate disposition of nature (concupiscence).58 But on further reflection, disagreement about the latter was inevitable.
The image of God, as we recall, was gradually conceived as a supernatural gift. Consequently, one could also conceive as existing a human without that image, yet without sin: a natural human (homo naturalis). In such a human, flesh and spirit would in the nature of the case be at odds with each other; that is, concupiscence, the desire of the flesh against the spirit, naturally and necessarily belongs to being human in virtue of creation and can therefore not as such be sinful. Granted, the image of God had been given to Adam as a remedy and a bridle, but when he lost it, the war between flesh and spirit automatically broke out again. This inner conflict in his nature, though it had been suppressed, was now again free to assert itself. Concupiscence is “a disease and faintness of human nature that arises from a material condition.”59 It cannot per se be sinful nor therefore be part of original sin. Here the Catholic doctrine of the superadded gift causes serious difficulty in connection with original sin. It can be historically demonstrated, therefore, that in Catholic theology the center of gravity in the doctrine of original sin gradually shifted from concupiscence to the loss of original righteousness, from the positive to the negative. Augustine described original sin totally in terms of concupiscence. The scholastics included in it the loss of original righteousness but still maintained original sin in a positive sense as an inordinate disposition, a “languor” of nature, a corrupt habit.60 Trent expressed itself very cautiously. It says that Adam not only lost righteousness but was also changed for the worse in soul and body. After being defiled, he not only transfused death and the punishments of the body but above all sin into his descendants, and the sin of Adam is in each one as his own, not by imitation but by propagation, and can be removed only by Christ’s merit in baptism.61 But the council deliberately refrained from laying down more specific determinations.62 The nature of sin was not further defined; the words “for the worse” do not say much. Concupiscence, which remains in the baptized, is not itself seen as sin but only arises from sin and inclines to sin. The free will is not lost but weakened and can also do good works before sin. All in all, it is hard to see in what, besides the imputation of Adam’s trespass and the loss of original righteousness, original sin could still further consist. There is nothing left for it.
After Trent, accordingly, there is express opposition to the view of Lombard—later still embraced by Henric, Gregory Arim, and Driedo—that, formally or materially, original sin consists in concupiscence, a positive quality.63 With an appeal to Aquinas, Bonaventure, Duns Scotus, and others, original sin was defined as only the loss of original righteousness. Bellarmine openly and clearly stated this point: “The state of man after Adam’s fall does not differ much from his state in its natural purity, any more than a man stripped of his clothes differs from a nude; nor is human nature worse if you subtract original sin; neither does it labor more under infirmity and ignorance than it would have while established in its purely natural state. In like manner the corruption of nature did not flow from the lack of some natural gift nor from the accession of some bad quality but only from a loss of the supernatural gift occasioned by Adam’s sin.”64
The state in which humans are born after the fall is completely identical to that of Adam before the fall but without the supernatural gift. One can speak of a corruption or wounding of nature only in the sense that this state ought not to be, since, after receiving the superadded gift, Adam lost it; the loss of it is culpable. But materially that state is not wrong: it is “naked naturalness.” Original sin consists in nothing but reduction to a merely natural state; the supernatural things having been lost, the natural [nevertheless] remains intact. In baptism this loss is made up with infused grace; after death original sin is punished only with the “punishment of the damned.” Although some theologians still attempted to maintain a “corruption of nature,” the supernaturalistic view of Christianity made this impossible.65 The only remaining difference pertains to whether the imputation of Adam’s sin, which resulted in the loss of the superadded gift for all his descendants, is based on a physical or on a moral (federal) connection. Some say that all humans are—not formally but causally, materially, and seminally—included in Adam; others think they can only explain the imputation by assuming that Adam was not only our original ancestor but also our head and our representative. Still others combine the two views.66
TOTAL CORRUPTION
[322] The Reformation opposed this Roman Catholic weakening of original sin. By itself the scholastic definition of original sin as “the loss of original righteousness which ought to be in humans” was not found objectionable, provided it was not understood in purely negative terms. In Roman Catholic theology, however, this increasingly became the case, and so the Reformation in turn stressed that original sin is not just a loss of something but simultaneously a total corruption of human nature. In the early years this corruption was still called by the name of “concupiscence,” but this term was construed, not one-sidedly with Augustine and Lombard, as the sex drive, but as the “disordered state of all the appetites,” seated in the higher as well as the lower faculties of humans.67 Calvin very clearly puts it this way: those who define original sin as the loss of original righteousness, while they do describe it in its totality, do not adequately give expression to its power and energy. For our nature is not only destitute of good but “fertile and fruitful of every evil.” If then original sin is described as “concupiscence,” this is fine provided there be added “that whatever is in man, from the understanding to the will, from the soul even to the flesh, has been defiled and crammed with this concupiscence. Or, to put it more briefly, the whole man is of himself nothing but concupiscence.”68 The Reformers further taught that from its very first motion this concupiscence was also sin: it does not first become sin when the will has consented to it, but it is sin in itself, not only as formed, therefore, but already as unformed. Calvin again states that on this point he disagrees with Augustine, who describes concupiscence, after its guilt has been removed from it in baptism, by the word “weakness.” “We, on the other hand, deem it sin.”69 Finally, this corruption of human nature is so total that humans are by nature incapable of any spiritual good, inclined to all evil, and on account of it alone deserving of eternal punishment.
It cannot be denied that, out of reaction against Rome, especially among Lutherans, people sometimes expressed themselves too strongly. Though it was meant well, it was certainly open to serious misunderstanding when Luther called original sin “essential sin” and “the essence of humans.”70 Even more strongly, Flacius spoke of original sin as “the substance of humans.” And also the Formula of Concord stated, in Luther’s own words, that in spiritual matters the mind, heart, and will were “altogether corrupt and dead,” no more capable [of good] than “a stone, a trunk, or mud.”71 Catholics for that reason accused the Lutherans of Manicheism.72 But in the Formula of Concord, they nevertheless expressly confessed that sin was not a substance, and all the theologians agreed. Although Lutherans as a rule even held to traducianism and were therefore inclined to regard original sin as being propagated by carnal concupiscence,73 Melanchthon also states there that he has no objection to saying that humans are “born guilty on account of Adam’s fall.” The Formula of Concord declares that original sin is “a fault or an indictment as a result of which, on account of the disobedience of Adam and Eve, we are all at enmity with God and by nature children of wrath,”74 and several Lutheran theologians later say that Adam must not only be viewed as the “physical head” but also as the “moral or federal head of the human race” and that therefore his trespass is imputed to all.75
From the beginning the Reformed were on their guard against the strong expressions the Lutherans sometimes used. Calvin, for example, absolutely refused to approve of the above-mentioned images.76 Still they too taught that original sin consisted, negatively, in the loss of original righteousness and, positively, in the corruption of nature, and that it was rooted in the imputed trespass of Adam.77 There was a high degree of consensus on this point. Rivetus compiled a long list of pronouncements from church confessions and theological works, all of which taught the same thing.78 Opposition to this doctrine, however, arose in the school of Saumur [France]. In his theses “concerning the state of fallen man before grace,”79 Placaeus taught that Adam’s disobedience was only imputed to his descendants mediately, that is, only insofar as, and on the basis of the fact that, they were already born of him in a state of impurity. In the past theologians had unanimously taught that “we are born corrupt because original sin is imputed to us”; Placaeus, turning this around, said: “Original sin is imputed to us because we are born corrupt,” and further elucidated his position in his “Two-Part Disputation Concerning Adam’s First Sin” (1655). The Synod of Charenton condemned his views in 1645. Rivetus, on instruction from the synod, collected the testimonies referred to above; and several theologians launched attacks on Placaeus’s teachings, namely, Heidegger, Turretin, Maresius, Driessen, Leydekker, Marck, Comrie, Holtius, and others. But the Reformed doctrine of original sin seemed to have had its time. Placaeus found acceptance everywhere—in France, Switzerland, England, America—among theologians like Wyttenbach, Endemann, Stopfer, Whitby, John Taylor, Roell, Vitringa, Venema, and others,80 as well as among Lutherans.81 In America, Jonathan Edwards, though in 1757 he wrote his famous treatise Original Sin Defended82 against Whitby, himself already in its pages championed the mediate imputation of Adam’s sin and completely aligned the New England Theology of Hopkins, Edwards Jr., Dwight, Emmons, and others with Placaeus. Pelagianism found acceptance everywhere; Protestantism, to the degree that it broke with its past, fell back into Romanism: humans are by nature good but easily succumb in the struggle against sensuality. Even modern theologians, who assume an influence of Adam’s sin on his descendants, have by that token only partially returned to the doctrine of the Reformation.83 Yet, as a result of various factors, the deep meaning of the doctrine of original sin has again become clear to many. In 1845, Gervinus wrote: “We have lost the fear of hereditary sins which, like the fear of ghosts, was only the fear of a superstitious religious doctrine.”84 There are probably not many people who would still endorse that shallow view today. The philosophy of Kant, Schelling, Schopenhauer, and others; the theory of [human] heredity and [human] solidarity; a spectrum of historical and sociological studies—all have offered unexpected but significant support for the dogma of original sin. After theology rejected it, philosophy again took it up.
EXPLAINING ORIGINAL SIN: HUMAN SOLIDARITY
[323] The doctrine of original sin is one of the weightiest but also one of the most difficult subjects in the field of dogmatics. “Nothing is better known than original sin for preaching; for understanding, nothing is more mysterious.”85 “It is astonishing, however, that the mystery furthest from our understanding is the transmission of sin, the one thing without which we can have no understanding of ourselves! Because there can be no doubt that nothing shocks our reason more than to say that the sin of the first man made guilty those who, so far from that source, seem incapable of having taken part in it.… Nevertheless without this most incomprehensible of all mysteries we are incomprehensible to ourselves. Within this gnarled chasm lie the twists and turns of our condition. So, humanity is more inconceivable without this mystery than this mystery is conceivable to humanity.”86 “Original sin explains everything and without it one cannot explain anything” (de Maistre), and yet the doctrine itself needs explanation more than anything.87 From ancient times it was described in theology as original sin (peccatum originale), not because it was peculiar to humans from their origin by virtue of creation, but because in all humans it is the origin and source of all other sins. Much misunderstanding could be avoided if in original sin we differentiated between an originating sin (peccatum originans; imputed, guilt) and the sin originated (peccatum originatum; inherent, punishment). Actually by original or hereditary sin, one should only understand the moral depravity that people carry with them from the time of their conception and birth from their sinful parents.
But this moral depravity, which is characteristic of all people by nature and does not just arise later as a result of their own misguided deeds, certainly must have a cause. According to Scripture and for Christian thought, this cause can be no other than the first trespass of the first human, by which sin and death entered the world. Adam’s disobedience is the originating sin. Scripture plainly says it (Rom. 5:12; 1 Cor. 15:22), and experience confirms it every minute: all people are conceived in sin and born in iniquity. This is conceivable only if we adopt the idea that this trespass of Adam in some way concerns us all. If there were absolutely no connection between Adam and us, it would be impossible for us to be born in sin because he broke God’s commandment. Scripture and history, accordingly, together point us to an original common moral debt incurred by the human race. The hypothesis of Plato and others that every soul before its advent into the human body had already existed for a long time and fallen during its preexistence earlier proved, for good reason, to be totally untenable to us. Underlying it, however, is the undeniable truth that every human is born under a moral debt. That debt is not something each one of us has—personally, individually, actually—brought down on ourselves. It rests on each one of us on account of Adam. “By one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners” (Rom. 5:19). Regardless of whether we can make some sense out of the fact that God—immediately, by and on account of Adam’s disobedience—makes us all sinners, that fact itself is certain, based on Scripture and experience. Still, some things can be said, if not to explain this action of God, then certainly to strip from it the appearance of arbitrariness.
In the first place, remember, humanity is not an aggregate of individuals but an organic unity, one race, one family. Angels, on the other hand, all stand side-by-side, independently of one another. They were all created at the same time and are not the products of procreation. Among them a divine judgment such as was pronounced upon all humanity in Adam would not have been possible: everyone stood or fell on his own. But that is not how it is among us. God created all of us from one man (Acts 17:26); we are not a heap of souls piled on a piece of ground, but all blood relatives of one another, connected to one another by a host of ties, therefore conditioning one another and being conditioned by one another. And among us the first human again occupies an utterly unique and incomparable place. Like branches in a trunk, a mass at its beginning, members in a head, so all of us were germinally present in Adam’s loins, and all proceeded from that source. He was not a private person, not a loose individual alongside other such loose individuals, but a root-source, the base, the seminal beginning of the whole human race, our common natural head. In a sense it can be said that “we all were that one human,” that what he did was done by us all in him. The choice he made and the action he undertook were those of all his descendants. Certainly this physical oneness of the whole of humanity in Adam as such is of great importance for the explanation of original sin. It is its necessary presupposition and prerequisite. If Christ was to be able to bear our sins and to share with us his righteousness, he first of all had to assume our human nature. Still, realism by itself is insufficient as an explanation of original sin.88 In a certain sense it can indeed be said that all humans were comprehended in Adam, but then only in a certain specific sense: it is representatively but not physically true. In connection with the covenant of grace, no one talks that way. We can and may indeed say that God so imputes to us the righteousness of Christ as if we ourselves had accomplished the obedience that Christ accomplished for us,89 but we are not, by that token, the people who personally and physically satisfied God’s righteousness. Christ satisfied God’s righteous requirement for us and in our place. So it is also with Adam: virtually, potentially, and seminally, we may have been comprehended in him; personally and actually, however, it was he who broke the probationary command, and not we. If realism were to reject this distinction and be totally consistent, all imputation, both in the case of Adam and in that of Christ, would be unnecessary. In both cases it would be each individual himself or herself who had personally committed the sinful deed and personally made satisfaction by his or her suffering and death.
Further, if Adam’s trespass had been ours in this realistic sense, we would also be responsible for all the other sins of Adam, all the sins of Eve, even all the sins of all our ancestors, for we were included in them as much as in Adam when he violated the probationary command. It is impossible to see, therefore, how Christ, who physically descended from the fathers and from Adam and Eve, could be free from original sin. On this view, certainly, physical unity necessarily entails also moral unity. Furthermore, realism gets itself in considerable trouble when it comes to the covenant of grace. For if there was no covenant of works, neither would there be a covenant of grace: the one stands and falls with the other. Now if the righteousness of Christ is acquired and applied not in the way of a covenant but realistically, then in the case of Christ it consists in the fact that he assumed our nature, and in that case the satisfaction and salvation accrues to all humans, for Christ assumed the nature of them all. Or it consists in the fact that everyone first acquires this physical and realistic unity with Christ only by regeneration or faith, and then it is impossible to see how Christ could make satisfaction in advance for those with whom he does not become one until they believe in him; then regeneration and faith run the risk of losing their ethical character, the focus is shifted from Christ to the Christian, and the benefits of the covenant are realized only after and by faith. Finally, while realism does represent an excellent interest, namely, the unity of the human race, in the process it loses sight of another interest that is no less weighty, namely, the independence of the human personality. A human is a member of the race as a whole, certainly, but in that whole he or she occupies a unique place of his or her own. Individuals are more than ripples in the ocean, more than passing manifestations of human nature in general. Earlier already we remarked that the relations in which people stand to one another are distinct from those that are found among angels and animals.90 While related to both, humans are also different from both. They are creatures with a character of their own. For that reason, physical unity in their case is not enough; an ethical, a federal unity is added as well.91
As soon as theologians in the Christian church began to reflect on the link between Adam’s sin and our sin, physical unity proved to be insufficient. Shedd admittedly asserts that Augustine, the scholastics, as well as the earliest Reformed theologians were all realists.92 But that is incorrect. Whereas the doctrine of the covenant had not yet been developed, the idea already occurs in the church fathers and the medieval theologians.93 The mere fact that almost all of them adhered to creationism says enough, for a creationist cannot be a realist. Federalism certainly does not rule out the truth contained in realism; on the contrary, it fully accepts it. It proceeds from it but does not confine itself to it. It recognizes a unity of nature on which the federal unity depends. In the human race, we encounter a variety of forms of community that are absolutely not based only, nor even principally, on physical descent but on another, a higher, moral unity. There are “moral communities”—the nuclear and extended family, society, the nation, the state and the church, associations and federations of all kinds and for a variety of purposes—that have a life of their own, are subject to particular laws, especially to the law that Paul formulates when he says: “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together” (1 Cor. 12:26). All the members of such a body can be either a blessing or a curse to one another, and increasingly so to the degree that they themselves are more outstanding and occupy a more pivotal place in the organism. Fathers, mothers, guardians, caretakers, teachers, professors, patrons, guides, princes, kings, and so on have the greatest influence on those under their jurisdiction. Their life and conduct decides the fortunes of their subordinates, elevates them and brings them to honor, or drags them down and pulls them along to destruction. The family of the drunkard is ruined and disgraced because of the father’s sin. The family of a criminal is widely and for a long time identified and condemned along with him. A congregation languishes under the faithless conduct of a pastor. A people decline and are eventually destroyed as a result of the foolish policies of a king. “In whatever thing the kings go crazy, the Achaeans [Homer’s Greeks] are punished.” Among people there is solidarity for good or ill: community in blessing and in judgment. We stand on the shoulders of earlier generations and inherit the things they have accumulated in the way of material and spiritual wealth.
We enter into their labors, rest on their laurels, enjoy the things they have frequently acquired at great cost. We receive all this undeservedly, without having asked for it. It is waiting for us at our birth; it is bequeathed to us by grace. There is no one who objects to this and opposes this law. But if the same law begins to exert its effects in things that are bad and makes us partakers in the sins and sufferings of others, the human mind revolts and charges this law with being unjust. The same son who [blithely] accepts his father’s inheritance refuses to pay his father’s debts.
In Israel the same lament was heard in the days of Ezekiel.94 In the Old Testament there existed a law of solidarity (Gen. 9:25; Exod. 20:5; Num. 14:33; 16:32; Josh. 7:24–25; 1 Sam. 15:2–3; 2 Sam. 12:10; 21:1f.; 1 Kings 21:21, 23; Isa. 6:5; Jer. 32:18; Lam. 3:40f.; 5:7; Ezra 9:6; Matt. 23:35; 27:25). But when Israel in its supposed righteousness complains about this, the Lord has the prophet announce, not what he can rightfully do, but what he will do if Israel repents and stops walking in the ways of the ancestors. There is indeed a solidarity in sin and suffering, but God permits it and frequently gives people the power to break with that moral community and themselves to become the forerunners of a generation that walks in the fear of the Lord and enjoys his favor. But so far from suspending the law of solidarity, it rather confirms it. Christ demonstrated the truth of the solidarity of the human race in another and better way than Adam. If this solidarity also could be broken, not only all compassion but all love, friendship, intercession, and so on would cease to exist. Humankind would fall apart in lifeless atoms; there would be no mystery, no mysticism, no human life left.
Still, Shedd is correct in saying that the solidarity of suffering does not yet explain the imputation of Adam’s sin to all his descendants.95 To suffer for the sin of another is not the same as to be punished for the sin of another and hence to be viewed as the perpetrator of that sin oneself. There is suffering without personal transgression (Luke 13:1–5; John 9:3). But this solidarity, which we witness every day, deprives us of a reason for charging God with injustice when he causes all of humankind to share in Adam’s punishment. For thus he acts every moment, both in blessings and in judgments. If such conduct is consistent with his justice, then this is and has to be the case also with respect to Adam’s trespass. There is, moreover, a special reason why in the case of Adam the above law of solidarity does not and even cannot completely hold true. The law of solidarity does not explain the covenant (of works or grace) but is based on it and harks back to it. It always holds sway within circles that are more circumscribed than that formed by humankind itself. However great the blessing or curse of parents and guardians, philosophers and artists, founders of religion and reformers, kings and conquerors, and so on may have been, there were always “circumstances” of place, time, country, people, language, and so on that set limits to it. The circle within which their influence was exerted was always enclosed within other and larger circles. Only two persons have existed whose life and works extended to the boundaries of humanity itself, whose influence and dominion had effects to the ends of the earth and into eternity.
We are referring to Adam and Christ. The former brought sin and death into the world, the latter righteousness and life. It follows from the totally exceptional position occupied by Adam and by Christ that they alone can be compared to each other, and that all other relations, which are derived from circles within humankind, though they can serve as illustrations and are of great value, merely offer analogies, not identity. That is to say that both Adam and Christ were placed under an utterly special ordinance of God, precisely with a view to the special position they occupy in humankind. When a father plunges his family into misery along with himself, or a king his people, or a philosopher his followers, or a boss his workers, we can go back behind these persons and to some extent find some explanation and satisfaction in the solidarity that prevails in humankind as a whole and in its various circles. But in the case of Adam and Christ, we cannot do this. They have the human race not behind them but before them; they do not spring from it but give rise to it; they are not sustained by it but themselves sustain it; they are not the product of humankind, but are, each in his own way, the beginning and root of it, the heads of all humanity. They are not explained by the law of solidarity but explain this law by their own existence. They do not presuppose but constitute the organism of humanity. If humanity, both in a physical and an ethical sense, were to remain a unity, as it was intended to be; hence, if in that human race there were to exist, not just community of blood, as in the case of the animals, but on that basis also community of all material, moral, and spiritual goods, then that could be brought about and maintained only by judging all in one person. As things went with that person, so they would go with the whole human race. If Adam fell, humanity would fall; if Christ remained standing, humanity would be raised up in him. The covenant of works and the covenant of grace are the forms by which the organism of humanity is maintained also in a religious and an ethical sense. Because God is interested, not in a handful of individuals, but in humanity as his image and likeness, it had to fall and be raised up again in one person. So reads God’s ordinance, so reads his judgment. In one person he declares all guilty, and so humankind is born—unclean and in the process of dying—from Adam; in one person he declares all righteous and consecrated to eternal life. “For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all” [Rom. 11:32].96
SIN AS SIN’S CONSEQUENCE
[324] The consequence of “originating sin” (peccatum originans) is the “sin originated” (peccatum originatum). Because all are considered sinners in Adam, they are all also born of him in a sinful state. Original pollution is a punishment for original guilt. From this perspective original sin was first viewed by Augustine, a view that elicited a strong protest from the side of the Pelagians,97 as later from the Remonstrants.98 But Scripture frequently speaks along those lines and regards consequent sins as punishment for previous sins (2 Sam. 12:11–12; 1 Kings 11:11–31; 22:30ff.; Isa. 6:9–10; 7:17; 10:5–7; 14:3; Jer. 50:6–8; Rom. 1:24–28; 2 Thess. 2:11–12; etc.). Also human sins are subject to God’s government; the laws and ordinances that apply to the life of sin have been laid down and are being maintained by him. And to that category of laws belongs also this one: “The curse of an evil deed is above all that it must continually give birth to evil.” The nature of sin is such that it progressively renders sinners more foolish and hard, entangles them ever more firmly in its snares, and propels them ever more rapidly down a slippery slope toward the abyss. It is true that sin, viewed by itself, can never be a punishment for sin, for the two are essentially different and opposed to each other. Sin arises from the will, and people undergo punishment against their will. Sin is a violation of the law; punishment an act of upholding the law. God is the author of punishment, not of sin. Still, a subsequent sin may be called a punishment for a prior sin, since it distances the sinner even further away from God, makes him more wretched, and abandons him to all sorts of covetousness and passion, dread and remorse.99
According to this law, in the case of Adam and all his descendants, a sinful state followed the sinful deed. The picture Pelagians have of this is that an act of the will, whatever it is, has absolutely no consequences. The will that did wrong the one moment can, a moment later, if it so pleases, again do good. In this view, the will never has a fixed nature, a determinate character, and never attains one; it is and remains neutral, indifferent, without any inner bias, always situated between opposites and focusing, with incalculable caprice, now in one and now in another direction. But such a view is contradicted from all directions. In the case of Adam and Eve, when they violated God’s command, an enormous moral change occurred. Shame and dread before God took possession of them. Serenity, peace, and innocence were gone; they hid from God in the trees of the garden and blamed each other. Cain committed fratricide. And soon the Lord saw that the wickedness of humans was great on the earth, and all the imaginations of the thoughts of their heart were evil from their youth. In Adam’s trespass an appalling degeneration of the human race had its inception. We are here confronting a horrible reality whose explanation escapes us. How can it be that one single sin had such dreadful consequences and brought about such a radical reversal in the nature of humans?
Generally speaking, we can begin by saying that frequently in life the relation between an act and its consequences seems to us to be totally disproportionate. One hour of thoughtlessness can produce a lifetime of tears. A small error, a single misstep can radically change the direction of the lives of numerous people. Seemingly insignificant incidents have an aftermath that lasts for generations. Our happiness or unhappiness often hangs by the thread of a single “chance” event. Adam’s one trespass brought about an overall change in the thoughts, attitudes, and inclinations of his whole nature. Experience teaches us, after all, that no matter what people do, the act to some degree boomerangs on them and leaves tracks on their character. At bottom nothing is indifferent, and nothing passes us by without a trace. Every act of the will, arising as it does from antecedent impulses and desires, has a retroactive impact on it and reinforces it. In that way every sin can become a habit, a tendentious pattern, a passion that controls a person like a tyrant. Humans are changeable, extraordinarily moldable, and pliable. They adapt themselves to all occasions; they accommodate themselves to every kind of environment; they get used to everything and orient themselves to all fashions. Those who commit sins become the servants of sin. A crime, a lie, a theft, a murder never vanishes with the moment in which it has been committed. In a similar way but on a much larger scale, the disobedience of Adam changed his entire nature.
His trespass, moreover, had not only an exterior but also an interior side. The situation was not that the sinful deed done by Adam, consisting in eating of the forbidden fruit, happened all at once without any preparation and only afterward resulted in an assortment of moral changes in his nature. In that way there is no connection between Adam’s guilt and moral pollution. The very act of eating was itself already a revelation of a sweeping moral change that had occurred in his inner self. Strictly speaking, it was not the first sin, but the first fully matured sin in the sense of James 1:15. Anterior to the sinful deed, there were sinful considerations of the mind (doubt, unbelief) and sinful tendencies of the heart (covetousness, pride), which had been prompted by the temptation of the serpent and were fostered by the will of man. Both before, during, and after the act of eating from the forbidden tree, the relation of humans to God and his law was changed. They did not first become one thing and then another, but all at once and interconnectedly they became both guilty and impure before the face of their Maker. Guilt and pollution are two simultaneous consequences of one and the same sin, two aspects of the same occurrence. Finally, the change initiated in Adam did not consist in that now some sinful principle was implanted in him or some component of his being, his soul or body, his abilities or powers was removed from him. It consisted in that, by his doubt and unbelief, his pride and covetousness, and finally by the sinful deed itself, the person himself progressively detached himself further from God and his law, positioned himself outside the circle of his favor and fellowship and began to use all his gifts and powers above all against God and his commandments. And when this happens, when a human being positions himself or herself outside God’s fellowship and God’s law, the sinful state automatically follows, just as the darkness sets in when the light goes out. “It is impossible for a creature that the love of God has not saturated fully to love itself” (Melanchthon). A human being who withdraws himself from the communion with God in which he was created can only be conceived as a sinner, guilty and depraved before the face of God.
The same religious and ethical change that occurred in Adam at the time of his fall befalls all his descendants as well. These are all born in the same moral state as that into which Adam fell by his trespass. This fact can hardly be in any way denied. Not only Scripture teaches it, but experience and history prove it daily. If anything is certain, it is certainly that humans are conceived and born not as saints but as sinners. This indicates that they have one and the same guilt in common with Adam, for in sin, guilt and pollution always go together.
At this point we must avoid two extremes. On the one hand, some theologians argue that in the case of Adam, before the act of eating of the forbidden fruit, there could not have been any sinful considerations and desire, for desiring it was not sinful but merely the natural operation of his bodily appetites. If he had resisted that desire, he would have remained free from all sin. The sin of Adam, accordingly, lay solely in the act of eating, “not in the inward state but in the outward act.”100 Against this view, however, is the fact that Genesis 3 clearly shows how the serpent managed gradually to arouse doubt, unbelief, and covetousness in the heart of the woman. In Christian theology, therefore, it was consistently pointed out that the first sin originated in the consciousness and, as a result of various considerations and inclinations, was completed in the act.101 When this act is viewed totally as something external and is detached from everything that occurred internally, consistency seems to demand as well that justification by faith not only precedes but is also separated from regeneration. Jones, at least, declares that an unregenerate man can believe and that Scripture for that reason also says that God justifies the ungodly. “Sinless man can sin—that is the mystery of the fall; an ungodly man can believe—that is the mystery of the rise.”102
On the other hand, it is equally incorrect for us to draw from the fact that guilt and pollution always go together in sin the conclusion that the pollution is actually anterior to guilt. Jonathan Edwards in part arrived at this position because he tried to deduce the sinful deed from the sinful inclination that originated earlier and sought to explain the latter in terms of the natural principles inherent in humanity’s lower nature.103 But this position was advocated decisively and candidly in the school of Saumur (France) by Placaeus and all the proponents of a mediate imputation of Adam’s sin.104 To this view, however, there are serious objections: (1) in that case, there is no reason why Adam’s descendants should be born impure; (2) there then could exist a moral impurity that is not at the same time guilt; and (3) humans would only become sinners personally by consenting to that moral impurity by an act of the will. Over against this position, the Reformed have always maintained that there had to be an objective reason why all of Adam’s descendants are born guilty and impure, and that the reason cannot be other than that in some way they themselves were guilty in Adam. Some tried to explain this more realistically, others more federalistically, but either way Adam’s trespass is the sin of all his descendants. On the ground that they were comprehended in Adam, either as the natural or the federal head, they were declared guilty by God. There is an antecedent judgment (κριμα) of God as Judge on one human and one trespass, and this (κριμα) contains the κατακριμα (the sentence) that not only Adam but all his descendants were guilty, impure, and worthy of death (Rom. 5:16). Being born in this state of guilt, impurity, and depravity is the execution of the sentence passed by God on Adam’s trespass. Just as, as a result of his trespass, he himself was immediately burdened with guilt, defiled by pollution, and subjected to death, so this also takes place, in virtue of God’s judgment, in the life of all his descendants. Guilt, pollution, and death in the case of Adam’s descendants are interconnected in the same way as in Adam himself and have thus, in that mutual connectedness, passed to all.
INHERITED SIN?
[325] The way in which this “originated sin” becomes the experience of all of us is not through imitation but through generation based on imputation. There is an antecedent judgment (κριμα) of God, and in virtue of that judgment all people are born of Adam guilty, impure, and in the process of dying. They do not become all this only at a later age as a result of actual sins but are this from conception and birth on. Proof of this is death, for death holds sway not only over adults but in even greater measure over infants, even the unborn, and according to Scripture death is not a natural process but “the wages of sin.” Rationalism condemned the doctrine of original sin as irrational, but in the nineteenth century it was again gradually recognized as containing truth. Whereas the eighteenth century raved over the natural goodness of humans and held society responsible for all sin and imperfection, nowadays people often adopt the opposite position: since humans originate from the animal world, they remain animals at heart. Concealed in every person is “the human beast” (la bête humaine). “Its [inherited] animal nature is humanity’s defect.”
Now, [so it is believed] however, we fortunately have a “holy” society and a “holy” state that curb the instincts of these coarse, animalistic humans and compel them in the direction of virtue. All vice is inborn, and all virtue is acquired.105 In connection with this change in viewpoint with regard to humanity’s origin and nature, the theory of hereditary transmission also emerged. For if there were no transmission of traits acquired in the struggle for survival, there could, of course, not be anything like development and progress, especially no human descent from the animal world. In Darwin’s theory of descent, hereditary transmission, accordingly, plays a key role, and on the position of evolution it has with good warrant been called the primary cause of all the progress made by the human race, even “the most splendid of all natural phenomena.” Yet the facts on which the theory of hereditary transmission is based were in large part also known earlier. For the fact that every species reproduces its kind, that children take after their parents, that not only physical but also mental characteristics pass from parents to children and grandchildren—that, as is evident from the theory of traducianism, was known also in the past. And that nonetheless not all traits are biologically transmitted, that every individual is still something other and more than the sum of the product of his or her parents—that too, as the theory of creationism testifies, was not unknown to previous generations. But at that time people didn’t yet read all these facts in the light of a materialistic or pantheistic worldview or make them subservient to a preconceived doctrine of evolution. Above all, these facts were not yet misused in literature and drama to picture humans as the passive products of their origin and environment at the mercy of chance or fate, thus robbing them of all moral energy, all courage-to-be, and all zest for living. All this did not occur until the nineteenth century. When the people of science proclaimed hereditary transmission as an immutable law and an inescapable fact, numerous moralists, writers, and criminologists stood ready to draw the conclusion that humans were products of nature in the same sense as plants and animals, that their independence and freedom are an illusion, that they must by necessity be what they are.
Against these false and dangerous conclusions, fortunately, there has been a reaction. Always, when science continues its research, it corrects itself again. This has also happened in the present cases, and that on good grounds.
1. The facts on which the theory of hereditary transmission is based all consist in the reality that many traits that distinguish the parents also return in children and grandchildren. Among them are such physical traits as the body build, posture, and manners, hair color, shape of the limbs, the strength or weakness of the senses, deformities (polydactyly, albinism). But also countless mental traits pass from parents to children: a strong or weak memory, intellect and capacity for judgment, emotion and will, characteristic moods, temperament, character, aptitudes, instincts, inclinations, talents. Among all these traits, there are good ones that are a blessing to the children: gifts of intellect and heart, gentleness, compassion, sensitivity, cheerfulness, a feeling for order, craftsmanlike skills. But often there are also bad impulses and passions, such as a tendency toward mendacity, miserliness, greed, gluttony, addiction to gambling or alcohol, lechery, kleptomania, murder; or a disposition to certain diseases such as tuberculosis, gout, epilepsy, hypochondria, mental illness, and so on. All these traits often pass from parents to children and grandchildren to the third and fourth generation or leap over one or more generations and return in later descendants. These facts have been observed so precisely and frequently that their truth cannot be doubted. Everybody, for that matter, knows examples of it from his or her own environment. Even proverbial sayings refer to it: “like father like son”; “the apple never falls far from the tree.”
2. The moment one tries to classify or group these facts, however, one immediately runs into great difficulties. That generic traits are transmitted—for example, that parents always produce children of the same species—is certain, but this does not help us get much further in this case. Admittedly, it is a fact of great importance, for it proves most definitely that species are constant and bound to a law, the law of their own kind. But this law of generation—like seeks like and produces like—is actually the underlying assumption of heredity in the restricted sense, which consists in the transmission of all kinds of traits, traits that as such do not belong to the species. Which of these traits are transmissible and which are not is something no one can tell; one cannot classify them by this criterion. That racial and variant traits are propagated constantly is subject to legitimate doubt; undoubtedly races exist—also among humans—that persist century after century (the Indo-Germanic, the Semitic race, and others), but these races originally stemmed from the one human race. We do not know how, nor can we say with certainty that they will continue to exist in the future under very different circumstances. We do know that strains and breeds, say of plants and animals, can be changed and improved by selection. This improvement, however, is limited, temporary, and dependent on human culture. As a rule, the peak of development is reached after four or five generations. The moment one stops the process of selection, the descendants return to the old type. Acquired traits are not incorporated into the species, but rather the species shows a tendency to return to its original form. That individually acquired traits pass from parents to children, though asserted by Darwin and others, has been rejected in the strongest possible terms by A. Weissmann, professor at Freiburg, and his theory is finding increasing acceptance nowadays.
3. Even much less successful has been the attempt to reduce the phenomena that occur in this area to a few laws. They are much too numerous and complex for that purpose. Our knowledge of life is still very deficient. Countless influences that control the structure and traits of an organism are still unknown. At all times the danger threatens that we seek to explain a given phenomenon from a cause that has nothing to do with it and completely overlook the true cause. So long as the research has not advanced any further, it is premature to speak of fixed laws. Ribot, admittedly, formulated four laws for the heredity of psychic traits, but he mistakenly used the word “laws” to describe certain regularities that he thought he observed in the phenomena in question. This is clearly evident in his third “law,” that of atavism, which seems only to have been invented to give a semblance of regularity to the many cases in which favorable traits are not passed on and the “law” of heredity is therefore not operative. “Facts that are not understood seem to be at last familiar the moment one describes them with a familiar word.”106 Lombroso’s hypothesis on the criminal type is today a thing of the past.107 And though statistics may show a certain regularity in births, marriages, crimes, and so on, this by no means warrants the conclusion that every person is forced to do what he does, any more than the fact that the average longevity of a population amounts to thirty years forces every thirty-year-old to die.108
4. The difficulty of speaking about the phenomena of heredity increases significantly as a result of the fact that they are consistently coupled with the phenomena of variation. Heredity exists, but so does variation. There is unity and diversity, memory but also imagination. It is usually said that heredity is the “law” and the rule, and variation the exception. But this is done without sufficient basis in fact, for variation plays as big a role as heredity. No two leaves on the same tree and branch are the same, and this is the case in all of organic creation. The children of the same parents sometimes differ a great deal, both physically and mentally, from each other. And the reasons for this are as hard to establish as those for the unity and similarity. Heredity and variation are continually connected; they work together and intersect each other, but up until now no one can say how that happens and what the causes are. This is all the more impossible since among all the higher creatures procreation occurs by the union of two individuals (amphimixis: the union of germ cells), each of which has its own peculiarities and exerts its own special effect. Then the fruit of that union, before and after birth, gets to live in an environment in which the many operative factors and influences are incalculable. An intense battle is waged, accordingly, between those who want to explain everything from the inside out, from the disposition of the individual, and those who want to explain everything from without, from the social environment. Extreme caution is needed not to err here. Countless phenomena, such as diseases and aberrant tendencies, initially explained in terms of heredity, later proved to be the result of environment and upbringing. People may bring with them a certain disposition, but this disposition only develops in a corresponding environment.
5. Up until now all the differing theories submitted to explain heredity and variation have proved inadequate. The great number of them itself is evidence that not a single one of them is satisfactory. All natural philosophers and biologists have tested their powers on this problem, without having unveiled this mystery of life. In his learned work La structure du protoplasma et les théories sur l’hérédité et les grands problèmes de la biologie générale,109 Yves Delage, professor at the Sorbonne, discussed all the theories at length and then concluded: “After having studied and discussed the numerous theories proposed for the resolution of the problems of heredity and evolution, we are obliged to acknowledge that not one presents an acceptable solution. All err on some points, not just incidentally but fundamentally, and the majority, moreover, are based on gratuitous and completely improbable hypotheses.” He himself, accordingly, refrains from offering the reader a complete theory: “Our knowledge is not sufficiently advanced for that to be possible.”110 That was a wise thing to say, for as of now we have not progressed much beyond the insight that both heredity and variability exist. The riddle of how, in virtue of what causes, according to which laws, and to what extent they cooperate and take turns, however, is still unsolved. It even seems to be the case that the continued pursuit of scientific research, instead of solving the existing problems, increases them in number and importance.
6. The blame for this uncertainty, however, may not be lodged against science, for no one is obligated to go beyond the possible, and science may be able to tell us tomorrow what it doesn’t know today. Yet attention may be called to this lack of certain results in order to warn others against premature and dangerous conclusions and to warn us to be on our guard ourselves. Fortunately, the voices warning us to be cautious are also coming from the circles of the experts themselves. They point out that disturbances and deviations absolutely do not always and in all cases pass from the parents to the children. Insanity, for example, though in many cases hereditary, is not in many other instances. In a family, one of whose members became mentally ill as a result of heredity factors, still other members were not infrequently struck by the same fate as well, but it is absolutely not the case that all or most members of such a family were affected. Further, in the higher organisms procreation is bound to amphimixis, and this circumstance often, especially in the case of wise choices, introduces new blood and regenerative power. Finally, there certainly is something like what is called a hereditary defect and hereditary degeneracy. At any rate, many children at birth already carry with them a susceptibility to some disease. Yet one must not for that reason close one’s eyes to the healing power inherent in nature. There is in heredity not only a conservative and progressive side but also a regressive side. In the construction of any living being, heredity not only seeks to maintain inviolate the type of genus to which it belongs but also has a tendency to return to the original type. If that were not the case, the population of Europe would—on account of the vices and illnesses that in previous centuries sometimes expanded on an enormous scale—already be totally defective and degenerate.
7. On these grounds we are also warned against letting heredity lead us into fatalism and pessimism. Heredity is only one side of the matter; alongside it there is also variability; degeneration is operative, but so is regeneration. Put more generally and in other words: on the one hand, human beings are the product of their parents and ancestors, of their environment and upbringing; on the other, they are something else and something more: egos in their own right, personalities. People will never succeed in explaining the human person—traducianistically—totally from the perspective of the past, for we are more than products of preexistent and external factors; we have an existence and life of our own; we are beings that know, and will, and can.111 By these attributes of higher cognitive and conative capacities, human beings transcend the physical domain and enter another, a higher, a moral world. That, too, is a world where law, rule, and order prevail. The difference between the physical and the psychic (mental, intellectual, ethical) world is certainly not that in the one everything is governed by the law of cause and effect and that in the other chance, arbitrariness, and Pelagian free will are in control. On the contrary, also in the psychic world one finds cause and effect, ordinances and laws, but they are of a different order than those of nature. As a result there is as much diversity in the psychic world as in the physical. All people are dissimilar, also in the degree of their self-reliance, freedom, responsibility, accountability, and guilt. We cannot and may not lump everything together. To whom much is given, from him much will be required; and one to whom little has been given much less will be required. But all this does not change the fact that human persons are different and higher beings than plants and animals; they rise above the power of nature and over against it postulate their “I know, I will, I can.” They act and can act as humans, as persons; they are and remain the cause of their own actions. They act, not without reasons, but without compulsion. They are free and in proportion to their freedom remain responsible for their actions. Besides a physical, there is a psychic causality; besides a mechanical, an energetic causality; besides a causal, a teleological causality. Today this is again increasingly recognized; and, by implication, the independence, the generic uniqueness, the special nomothetic regularity of the moral world order continues to be maintained.112
8. Inasmuch as in the moral world not chance or fate but holy order prevails, we deny neither the facts of heredity nor its extensive rule. Christian theology does not have the least interest in detracting from it in any way. On the contrary, Christian theology fully recognizes and respects the laws God has laid down in this domain. The more we track down in heredity the fixed laws that govern it, the greater will be the glory of him who is the Creator of all ordinances, not a God of confusion but the God of order. It is also completely true that we can never with complete accuracy indicate the boundaries that separate personal guilt from communal guilt. What Schleiermacher says of original sin is something very different from what Scripture and the church say concerning it, but by itself it is completely true of sin in general that it is the collective deed and collective guilt of the human race as a whole. In other words, the sinful state and sinful deeds of each individual are, on the one hand, conditioned by those of the previous generation, and, on the other, they in turn condition the sinful state and acts of later descendants. Sin is “in each the work of all and in all the work of each.”113 However true all this may be, so long as biology has to acknowledge variation as well as heredity, we have no right whatsoever to rob human beings of their independence and freedom and to picture them as passive instruments of evil powers. Such a picture is not based on sound science but is a product of a sick imagination and, by destroying all will power, wreaks incalculable devastation in the lives of people.
9. Finally, although to a certain extent we may gratefully acknowledge the support offered by the science of the day to the ecclesiastical doctrine of original sin, that doctrine itself is not strengthened by it any more than it would be weakened if tomorrow that same science might delight in pillorying it as foolish and nonsensical. Original sin cannot be equated with what is known today as heredity. It is not, after all, a generic trait that belongs to the human essence, inasmuch as it entered human nature by a violation of God’s command and can be again removed from it by regeneration and sanctification. Neither, on the other hand, is it an individually acquired trait, for it characterizes all people without exception and is so much a part of human nature that even the regenerate still produce children who are “by nature children of wrath.” “The righteous do not generate from the source from which they themselves were regenerated but from that from which they were generated” (Augustine).
Original sin, therefore, occupies a special place. The current theory of heredity, while it may have relieved it of its seeming absurdity because it has again shown humanity to be a physical and ethical organism, does not explain original sin. This was attempted in earlier centuries by traducianism or creationism. But whatever position one adopts with respect to the origin of souls, the propagation of original sin remains equally difficult. Original sin, after all, is not a substance that inheres in the body and can be transmitted by procreation. On the contrary, it is a moral quality of the person who lacks the communion with God that one should and does possess by virtue of one’s original nature. Adam’s depravity automatically began the moment he—in doubt and unbelief, pride and covetousness—tore himself away from God. In the same way, moral depravity starts in his descendants from the first moment of their existence. Just as God withdrew his communion from Adam on account of his trespass, so he withdraws it from all his descendants. Nor does he become the cause of the depravity of Adam’s descendants—whether one views the origin of souls along traducianistic or creationist lines—any more than he was when he, still upholding Adam after his trespass, withdrew his communion from him. Every human person, in virtue of the physical and ethical relation in which he or she stands to Adam, is born culpable and stained. “Each person, accordingly, is the proximate principle and subject and author of his or her own original sin.”114
NO EXCEPTIONS
[326] Original sin is a characteristic of human nature and therefore peculiar to all creatures possessing this nature. “In Adam the person corrupts the [human] nature; in other humans the [human] nature corrupts the person.”115 The Pelagian claim that there are, or at least can be, people without any sin is contradicted by Scripture, by experience, and by the testimony of all religions and peoples. To the rule that all humans are sinners, there is only one exception: Christ, but he, accordingly, was the only-begotten Son of God, the second Adam, the head of another and better covenant and conceived by the Holy Spirit in a special way. Catholics, however, also except Mary, the mother of Jesus. The three privileges incrementally accorded in Catholic theology to Mary (freedom from original sin—the immaculate conception; freedom from actual sin—the perfection of justice; and exemption from death—assumption into heaven) are simply inferences from the high rank of mediatrix to which she was elevated by the church on the basis of her virginity and divine motherhood. With respect to the immaculate conception, Pius IX declared in the bull Ineffabilis of December 10, 1854, “that the most Blessed Virgin Mary was preserved from all stain of original sin in the first instant of her Conception, by a singular grace and privilege of Almighty God, in consideration of the merits of Jesus Christ, Savior of the human race.” Not implied here is that Mary was not comprehended and fallen in Adam, for Mary was only preserved from all stain of original sin by a special grace of God in consideration of the merits of Christ. Nor is it said that Mary was first conceived in sin and sanctified immediately thereafter, for it is expressly stated that she was preserved from original sin in the very first instant of her conception.
In Scripture, however, there is not the slightest ground for this dogma. Aquinas frankly stated that “nothing is handed down in the canonical Scriptures concerning the sanctification of the Blessed Mary as to her being sanctified in the womb.”116 Catholic theologians, accordingly, find themselves in no little embarrassment with respect to this doctrine. They therefore search out all sorts of reasons to explain “this mystery of Mary” in Scripture and force the strangest texts to bring about a semblance of proof. Thus they appeal to Genesis 3:15; Psalm 45:11f.; Song of Solomon 1:8–16; 2:2; 3:6; 4:1f.; 6:9; Wisdom 1:4; Luke 1:28, 41, 48; Revelation 12, and to typologies such as Noah’s ark, the dove with the olive branch, the burning bush, and so on.117 But all these references and reasonings only serve to cover up their dearth of arguments and require no refutation. Scripture decisively teaches, rather, that all humans, Christ alone excepted, are sinners. No exception is ever made for Mary. Although no specific sinful words or deeds are recorded of her (not in Mark 3:21; John 2:3–4 either), still she rejoices in God her Savior (Luke 1:47), is called blessed because of her motherhood of Christ but never on account of her sinlessness (Luke 1:28, 48), and even in her motherhood per se she is made secondary to those who are mother and brothers and sisters to Jesus in a spiritual sense (Matt. 12:46f.; Mark 3:31f., Luke 8:21), and along with the apostles devoted herself to prayer (Acts 1:14). Neither do the church fathers ever teach either the immaculate conception or the sinlessness of Mary. Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, and others speak in connection with her of daily transgressions.118 Even Catholic theologians cannot deny these facts. Dr. von Lehner says that this was the dominant opinion at the time.119 Schwane acknowledges that the tradition dating from that time no more furnishes us with stringent proofs than does Holy Scripture.120 And Scheeben agrees that the person of Mary remains in the background and in relative obscurity during the first four centuries.121 People at most believed that for the sake of the Lord’s honor, Mary had by a special grace remained free from actual sins.122 Even when, after the fifth century, the veneration of Mary progressively increased and later also the feast of Mary’s conception arose, the top theologians—as Canus, Scheeben, and others admit123—though teaching “a sanctification of the Blessed Virgin after the quickening and the contraction of sin in the soul,” opposed a preservation that kept Mary a priori free from all stain of original sin.124 But Duns Scotus introduced a change in this picture: he argued that, though Mary was also comprehended in Adam, God could certainly, in the very first moment of her conception, grant her the grace that kept her free from all sin. And since this was more worthy of God, Christ, and Mary, and not inconsistent with the authority of Scripture and the church, he deemed it “probable that it was better to attribute this [grace] to Mary.”125 And with that we have been given the ground on which this dogma rests in the Catholic Church. It has no support in Scripture or in the tradition of the ancient church but is simply, like Mary’s assumption, an inference from the mediatorship gradually attributed to her. It is not fitting (conveniens) that Mary should be conceived in sin, should have committed sin, and died. She has to be sinless; therefore she is sinless, even though neither Scripture nor tradition teaches this.126
TOTAL DEPRAVITY
[327] As extensive as original sin is in humanity as a whole, so it is also in the individual person. It holds sway over the whole person, over mind and will, heart and conscience, soul and body, over all one’s capacities and powers. A person’s heart is evil from his or her youth and a source of all sorts of evils (Gen. 6:5; 8:21; Ps. 51:5; Jer. 17:9; Ezek. 36:26; Mark 7:21). One cannot renew one’s self (Jer. 13:23; Ezek. 16:6), understand the things of God (1 Cor. 2:14), or submit to the law of God (John 8:34, 36; Rom. 6:17, 20; 8:7), and one is dead through trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1). Rebirth, accordingly, is a prerequisite to entrance into the kingdom of God (John 3:3). The whole of salvation is objectively and subjectively a work of divine grace (John 6:44; 15:5; 1 Cor. 4:7; 15:10; Phil. 2:13; etc.). Upon these firm pronouncements of Holy Scripture, Augustine and his followers, and later the Reformers, built the doctrine of humanity’s incapacity for good. Inasmuch as in Adam all of human nature has been corrupted, nothing truly good can any longer proceed from it, any more than a bad tree can produce good fruit. Human persons are now under the hard necessity of not being able not to sin. Their virtues are vices rather than virtues; they are by nature inclined to all evil, inclined even to hate God and their neighbor. This reasoning is undoubtedly hard, and it is not surprising that it has at all times encountered strong contradiction.127 Besides the natural aversion that spontaneously arises in the human heart against the doctrine of the total moral depravity of humans, there is undoubtedly also much incomprehension on the part of its opponents. Certainly, if this doctrine is clearly elucidated, it is daily confirmed by everyone’s experience and vindicated by the witness of its opponents themselves.
1. The teaching of Scripture, after all, is not that every human lives at all times in all possible actual sins and is in fact guilty of violating all God’s commandments. It only refers to the deepest inclination, the innermost disposition, the fundamental directedness of human nature and confesses that it is not turned toward God but away from him. If a human being is an organic unity, then one of these two things has to be true. Many people brush this aside by saying that humans are by nature neither or both at the same time,128 but this betrays a lack of reflection, is contrary to the nature of the good, and was therefore very seriously opposed even by Kant.129 A person who commits one sin is in principle guilty of violating all the commandments; and a person who truly possesses one virtue in principle possesses them all. The human being is at the center of his or her being either good or evil—there is no third option.
2. Sin, however, is not a substance. It does indeed inhabit and infect all of us, but it is not and cannot be the essence of our humanity. Also, after the fall, we human beings remained humans. We have retained our reason, conscience, and will, can therefore control our lower sensual drives and inclinations, and thus force them in the direction of virtue. Augustine, who called the virtues of Gentiles “splendid vices,” candidly acknowledged this truth. Many of their actions not only do not deserve to be reprimanded but are worthy of our praise and emulation.130 While Lutherans spoke of the “natural man” as stocks and blocks in matters spiritual, in the so-called lower hemisphere of civic life they still credited “him” with all sorts of powers for good.131 And more than them all, Calvin and the Reformed have honored the virtues of unbelievers and frequently held them up as examples to Christians themselves.132 The doctrine of the total corruption of human nature by no means implies, therefore, that the sinful disposition that lies at the bottom of the human heart always erupts in the kind of deeds that betray clear hostility and hatred toward God and one’s neighbor. There are various circumstances that intervene and keep the disposition from fully expressing itself. Not only are many sinful deeds restrained by the sword of the government, common civil decency, public opinion, the fear of disgrace and punishment, and so on, but a variety of factors—such as the natural love still inherent in every person; the moral character fostered by upbringing and struggle; favorable circumstances of constitution, environment, or job; and so on—all these frequently lead people to practice beautiful and praiseworthy virtues. Note, however, that while these factors may subdue the sinful disposition of the heart, they do not eradicate it. In all kinds of nasty considerations, thoughts, and desires, it keeps rising to the surface. When conditions are favorable and the need arises, it often breaks through the dams and dikes that restrained it. And those who show by their appalling words and deeds that they hate God and their neighbor have no other nature than the one all people share.
3. When we are taught that as a result of sin humans are incapable of any good and this inability is called “natural,” this does not refer to physical necessity or fatalistic coercion. Humans have not, as a result of sin, lost their will and their increated freedom: the will, in virtue of its nature, rules out all coercion and can only will freely. What humans have lost is the free inclination of the will toward the good. They now no longer want to do good; they now voluntarily, by a natural inclination, do evil. The inclination, the direction, of the will has changed. “The will in us is always free but it is not always good.”133 In this sense the incapacity for good is not physical but ethical in nature: it is a kind of impotence of the will. Some theologians therefore preferred to speak of a moral rather than a natural impotence—Amyraut, Testard, Venema,134 and especially Jonathan Edwards among them. Edwards in his day, one must remember, had to defend the moral impotence of humans against Whitby and Taylor, who denied original sin and deemed humans able to keep God’s law. They argued, against Edwards, that if humans could not keep God’s law, they did not have to, and if they did not keep it, they were not guilty. To defend himself, Edwards made a distinction between natural and moral impotence, saying that fallen humans did have the natural but not the moral power to do good. And he added that only natural impotence was real impotence, but moral impotence could only be figuratively so called. For sin is not a physical defect in nature or in the powers of the will; but it is an ethical defect, a lack of inclination toward or love for the good.135 Now Edwards did say that human beings could not give themselves this inclination toward the good nor change their will. In this respect he was completely on the side of Augustine and Calvin. But by his refusal to call this disinclination toward the good “natural impotence,” he fostered a lot of misunderstanding and actually aided the cause of Pelagianism.
The Reformed, therefore, consistently spoke of natural impotence. This word “natural,” however, can have different meanings.136 One may use it to refer to the original human nature, created by God in Adam according to his image, in the sense used by Protestants when they said that the image of God is natural. In that case, the incapacity for good is not natural, but rather contrary to nature, unnatural, and subnatural.137 One can mean by it the physical substance or power of any creature, and in that case, too, this incapacity—since all substance and power is created by God—cannot be called natural. Incapacity for good is not a physical impossibility, like the inability of human beings to put their hands on the stars. But, speaking of natural impotence, one can also have in mind the characteristics of fallen human nature and mean by it that the incapacity for good in this fallen state is “by nature” characteristic for all human beings, congenital and not first introduced in them from without by custom, upbringing, or imitation. In this sense the term “natural impotence” is absolutely correct, and the term “moral impotence” open to misunderstanding. “Morally impossible,” after all, is the phrase often used to describe what is considered impossible for a given person on the basis of that person’s character, custom, or upbringing. It is morally impossible for a virtuous person all at once to become a thief, for a mother to hate her child, or a murderer to strangle an innocent child. Such a moral “impossibility” nonetheless definitely does occur under certain circumstances. This kind of moral impotence is not what describes the incapacity for good. Though ethical in nature, and an incapacity of the will, natural impotence belongs to humans by nature; it is innate, and a property of the volition itself. And precisely because the will, in its present fallen state, in virtue of its nature cannot do other than to will freely, it cannot do other than what it wills, than that to which it is by nature inclined.138
4. Finally, one must bear in mind that Scripture and the church, in teaching the total depravity of humanity, apply the highest standard, namely, the law of God. The doctrine of the incapacity for good is a religious confession. In light of the standard people usually follow in their daily life or in philosophical ethics, one can wholeheartedly admit that much of what people do is good and beautiful. The follower of Augustine, using this standard in the assessment of human virtues, can be even more generous and broad-minded than the most confirmed Pelagian. But there is still another, higher, ideal for us humans. There is a divine law with which we must comply. Virtues and good works are distinct. Good, true good—good in the eyes of a holy God—is only what is done out of faith, according to God’s law, and to God’s glory. And measured by this standard, who would dare to say that any work performed by humans is completely pure and does not need forgiveness and renewal? To divide persons in two—like Rome and in part like the Lutherans—and to say that in the realm of the supernatural and spiritual they are incapable of any good but in the natural realm they can do things that are totally good is contrary to the unity of human nature, to the unity of the moral law, and to the teaching of Scriptures that humans must always be images of God, do everything they do to the glory of God, and always and everywhere love God with all their heart, mind, and strength. Now if that is true, if the human essence consists in being the image and likeness of God, then nothing in them, as they now live and work, can stand before the face of God. Weighed in the scales of God’s sanctuary, all their works are found to be wanting.
One can disagree about this standard and, to reach a more favorable conclusion, bring down the law of God and tailor it to human behaviors. But given this standard, the only possible judgment is that of Scripture: “There is no one who does good, no, not one” (Pss. 14:3; 53:3). And this judgment of Scripture is confirmed by a variety of testimonies. Let those who do not believe Scripture listen to the voices of the greatest people of our race! As soon as one, both in one’s own life or that of others, goes beyond words and deeds and inquires into the hidden motives and secret intentions, the sinful nature of all human striving comes to light. “Our virtues are often no more than vices in disguise” (Rochefoucauld). “Man is only a disguise, a lie and hypocrisy, both within himself and with respect to others” (Pascal). “Man to man is a wolf.” Without the state, human society would degenerate into “a war of all against all” (Hobbes). According to Kant, humans are by nature evil. There is in them a natural tendency toward evil, a radical inborn evil. The appalling facts evidenced to us by the history of humankind are sufficient proof of this. “Every man has his price, for which he will sell himself.” What the apostle says is a universal truth; there is no one who does good, not one.139 “Those who maintain the bondage of the will and characterize humans as stocks and blocks are completely correct.”140 “The natural heart in which a human is caught up is the enemy one must fight.”141 “Humans have from eternity entangled themselves in themselves and in self-seeking, and all who have been born were born with the attached dark principle of evil. This original evil in humans, which only those can dispute who have only a superficial acquaintance with people as they are in themselves and in their relation to others, in its origin is their own deed.”142 “The main and fundamental motive in people as in animals is egoism, that is, the drive to exist and to prosper. This egoism, in animals as it is in humans, is most intimately connected, yes, identical with their inner core and essence.” This egoism is restrained by the bonds of decency, fear, punishment, government, and so on, but when these restraints are removed, “insatiable greed, despicable money-hunger, deeply concealed falseness, and spiteful evil again spring to the surface. One must read the histories of criminals and accounts of anarchic states to recognize what humans really are from a moral perspective. Thousands of people who before our eyes are peacefully commingling in public must be viewed as just so many tigers and wolves whose mouth has been secured by a strong muzzle.” Even the composition of the human conscience is one-fifth fear of other humans, one-fifth superstition, one-fifth prejudice, one-fifth vanity, and one-fifth custom.143 The adherents of the theory of evolution have returned to the teaching of Mandeville, Helvetius, Diderst, d’Alembert, and others that egoism is the basis of morality and the norm of all human conduct. Humans are descended from animals and fundamentally remain animals guided by egoistic instincts. Civilization can tame humans but can never make of them something other than what they originally and temperamentally are. What we call moral life is an accidental product of circumstances of the life of people in a specific society. Under different circumstances and in another society, good and evil would have a very different content.144 In his Ethisch Idealisme, De Bussy makes a sharp distinction between the moral person whose self-centered nature has been curbed in its capriciousness by the community but not annihilated, whose virtues are often splendid vices, and the moral person in whom a new principle has been implanted.145
It is truly not Scripture alone that judges humans harshly. It is human beings who have pronounced the harshest and most severe judgment on themselves. And it is always better to fall into the hands of the Lord than into those of people, for his mercy is great. For when God condemns us, he at the same time offers his forgiving love in Christ, but when people condemn people, they frequently cast them out and make them the object of scorn. When God condemns us, he has this judgment brought to us by people—prophets and apostles and ministers—who do not elevate themselves to a level high above us but include themselves with us in a common confession of guilt. By contrast, philosophers and moralists, in despising people, usually forget that they themselves are human. When God condemns, he speaks of sin and guilt that, though great and heavy, can be removed because they do not belong to the essence of humanity. But moralists frequently speak of egoistic animal tendencies that belong to humans by virtue of their origin and are part of their essence. They put people down but do not lift them up. If by origin we are animals, why then should we live as children of God?
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THE NATURE OF SIN
Original sin is not mere heredity; it is a universal reality in all people, everywhere. The original sin should not be reduced to one kind of trespass; it was a conscious, willful disobedience that in principle transgressed all of God’s commandments. Adam’s sin was a reversal of all created relationships and a rebellion against God decisive for the whole world.
Though sin is appallingly many-sided, with untold moral dimensions, at its heart it is a religious revolt against God and thus appropriately summarized as lawlessness. Contrary to some interpretations of the Old Testament, going back to the early church, sin is never an arbitrary matter, merely a whimsical displeasure of a jealous God. Sin is knowingly breaking God’s command and flows from a heart that rebels against God. God’s law may incorporate human customs but is always more than custom. Especially the second table of the law is reflected in the laws of the nations, but for Israel all moral and ceremonial commands are framed by the command to serve the Lord God of Israel, the Creator and Redeemer of his people. Jesus does not repudiate Old Testament law but fulfills it and with his Spirit writes God’s law on our hearts.
On the basis of this biblical teaching, Christian theology has always rejected all substantive notions of sin. Sin as a no-thing can only be a privation or corruption of the good. The idea of sin as privation, however, is incomplete; sin is also an active, corrupting, destructive power. Christian theology also rejects all pantheistic notions of sin as pure negation, as a state of “not yet,” as a necessary component in the development of being, or as an illusion of thought. Sin is a privation of the moral perfection human persons ought to possess and includes active transgression. Having no existence on its own, sin is ethical-spiritual in nature, though it always comes to expression in concrete terms. It is a deformity, a departure from God’s perfect law by rational creatures who can know God’s will. Because in its existence it has no real right to exist, sin is a riddle, a mystery.
There is variety and degree in sin, beginning with the distinction between human and diabolical sin. The Bible speaks of a kingdom of evil, a host of darkness ultimately opposed to Christ and his kingdom, the deceivers and accusers of God’s children. Though Satan is the archenemy of God and his people and irredeemable, there is no Supreme Evil corresponding to God as the Supreme Good. Even among devils, sin is form and not substance. Sin is not; it wants to be.
There is also diversity in human sin. Human intention is very important in assessing degrees of culpability. Inadvertent sins done out of ignorance are not the same as those done “high-handedly.” Sins against the first table of the law are more serious than those against the second. Circumstances and degree always need to be taken into account.
Sin also develops in an order dynamic; there is a law of sin that proceeds from suggestion to enjoyment to consent to execution and involves both our sensuality and our self-seeking. Neither sensuality nor self-seeking can be explained one from the other; both are involved in our sins as embodied spiritual persons. In all the variety of forms that sin can take, we need to consider the traditional Roman Catholic distinction between mortal and venial sins. Rooted in the practice of penance, the distinction was intended to honor the diversity and degree of sin discussed above. However, the Reformers rejected the distinction. While not denying the variety and degree of sin, the Reformers insisted that sins must never be individualistically and atomistically abstracted from the person who commits the sin. It is the sinful person who needs forgiveness and liberation from all sin. Thus, only the so-called sin against the Holy Spirit is considered by Reformed thought to be a “mortal” sin. This biblical category applies only to the case where someone denies the conviction of his own heart and consciously and willfully blasphemes the Holy Spirit by putting God in Satan’s place and Satan in God’s place. This is a demonic posture; it is pure conscious hatred of God and his work. For this there can be no forgiveness.
[328] Among other things original sin is distinguished from heredity by the fact that, aside from Christ, it is common to and the same in all humans. The disposition to crimes and certain diseases that children sometimes inherit from their parents does not spread to all their descendants and all generations nor is everyone affected to the same degree. While the Lord punishes the iniquity of parents to the third and fourth generation of those who reject him, he shows his steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love him and keep his commandments (Exod. 20:5–6). Original sin, by contrast, has passed to all humans and characterizes all of them to the same extent. It is, after all, nothing other than the sin of Adam himself, imputed to all his descendants; it regards every one of them as born with the same guilt, the same impurity, and the same perverseness as, in the case of Adam, made their appearance immediately after his violation of God’s commandment. Neither is the question concerning the essential character of sin identical, therefore, with that concerning its origin and hereditary transmission, for only upon a period of development does what is hidden in the germ become fully manifest. Yet in the first sin the nature of sin itself as principle and power is already at work and can, accordingly, be known from it to some degree.
About the character and nature of the first sin, both in the case of the angels and in that of humans, there is, however, disagreement. The opinion that the sin of the angels began with sensuality has already been refuted earlier.1 It is much more likely—in view of the nature of temptation in Genesis 3:5 and Matthew 4:3; 6:9, and the admonition in 1 Timothy 3:6 not “to be puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil”—that the first sin of the angels consisted in pride. But about their fall too little has been revealed for us to be able to speak about it with complete certainty. Others think in this connection of lying (John 8:44), or of envy (Wis. 2:24), or some other sin.2
According to Roman Catholics, the first sin of humans also consisted in pride; Bellarmine, for example, based this view on Sirach 10:13; Tobit 4:13; and Romans 5:19 and on the testimony of Augustine, Aquinas, and others.3 But these proofs are not compelling. Sirach and Tobit only speak of pride in general; Paul denominates the first sin “disobedience”; and the church fathers and scholastics, when they call the first sin “pride,” are especially combating the view that equates it with sensuous lust. Protestants, however, in considering the sin of Eve, usually have it start already with doubt and unbelief, which were later followed by pride and covetousness.4 But Tertullian and others were correct in saying that the first sin already contains within itself a variety of sins and was in principle a transgression of all God’s commandments. It was, after all, disobedience to God, doubt, unbelief, self-elevation, pride, homicide, theft, covetousness, and so on. Accordingly, various different thoughts, feelings, lusts, and movements were triggered by it in humans; the intellect and the will, the soul and the body, all took part in it.5 It was a conscious and voluntary act—ἁμαρτια (sin), παραβασις (transgression), παραπτωμα (misstep), παρακοη (unwillingness to hear; disobedience), in the true sense of these words (Rom. 5:12ff.).
Although the first humans were tempted, they were not brought down as innocent children who did not know better. They deliberately and freely broke God’s commandment; they knew what they were doing and wanted to do it. There is no room here for excuses. The circumstances under which the first sin was committed by angels and humans, rather than extenuating the guilt, tend rather to aggravate it. It was done against God’s express and clear command, by a person created in God’s image, in a matter of little consequence that hardly required any self-denial, and very likely soon after the command had been received. It has become the source of all the iniquities and horrors, all the calamities and misfortunes, all the sickness and death suffered and committed in the world since. From this source have sprung all those tears (Hinc illae lacrimae)! The sin of Adam cannot be a minor thing. It must have been a fundamental reversal of all relationships, a revolution by which the creature detached himself from and positioned himself against God, an uprising, a fall in the true sense, which was decisive for the whole world and took it in a direction and on a road away from God, toward wickedness and corruption—an unspeakably great sin.6 That is how seriously the first sin has been regarded in the Christian church and Christian theology. It was a fall in the true sense, not a half-conscious, virtually innocent aberration, much less an instance of development and progress.7
SIN AS RELIGIOUS, NOT MORAL
[329] The wide assortment of names that Scripture uses for sin describe its appalling character and many-sided development. חַטָּאת is the word for sin as an act that misses its mark and consists in a departure from the right way; עָוֶל or עָו̇ן describes it as injustice, twistedness, wrongness, as a deviation from the right direction; פֶשַׁע indicates a crossing of set boundaries, as an act of breaking the covenant relation to God, as apostasy and rebellion; שְׁגָגָה as a wrong act that occurred unintentionally, by mistake; רֶשַׁע as godless, deviant, guilty conduct. It is further described by אָשָׁם as guilt or offense; by מַעַל as unfaithfulness, infidelity, betrayal; by אָוֶל as nothingness; by שָׁוֶא as falseness; by נְבָלָה as folly; by רַע as an evil; and so on. The main Greek words are ἁμαρτια, ἁμαρτημα, ἀδικια, ἀπειθεια, ἀποστασια, παραβασις, παρακοη, παραπτωμα, ὀφειλημα, ἀνομια, παρανομια. They speak for themselves and describe sin as deviation, injustice, disobedience, violation, apostasy, lawlessness, guilt. The power of sin at work in humans is further denoted by such words as σαρξ, ψυχικος, and παλαιος ἀνθρωπος and at work in the world as κοσμος. The Latin word peccatum is of uncertain derivation; the Dutch word zonde (sin), which is probably related to the Latin sons, that is, nocens,8 in its Christian usage has become a religious concept through and through. It denotes a violation not of a human but of a divine law. It situates humans, not in relation to their fellow humans, society, and the state, but in relation to God, the heavenly Judge. In many circles, therefore, it is not popular and is preferably replaced by “moral evil” and so on. By far the majority of these names describe sin as “deviation, a violation of the law.” Scripture consistently views sin as lawlessness (ἀνομια, 1 John 3:4); its norm is the law of God.
In different periods this law appeared in different forms. Adam’s case was utterly unique; no one coming after him can commit sin in the way he did (Rom. 5:14). From Adam to Moses there was no positive, divinely proclaimed law. The objection could therefore be advanced that where there is no law, there can be no transgression, sin, and death either (Rom. 5:13; 4:15). In Romans 5:12f., Paul offers no other response to this than that by the one trespass of Adam sin came into the world as a power and holds sway over all and so death spread to all people. Adam’s trespass has made all of us sinners and subjected all to death. This influence of Adam’s trespass does not exclude but rather includes the fact that all people are all personally sinners as well. Precisely because by the one trespass of Adam, sin became the dominant power in the human world and in consequence all human beings themselves are sinners, therefore also death spread to all. That is all Paul says in Romans 5:12f. In that context that statement was sufficient. But this answer can be illumined and augmented from other texts. If sin and death existed from Adam to Moses (Rom. 5:13–14), there must also have been a law—perhaps not a positive law that was audibly proclaimed by God as in paradise and on Mount Sinai, but still a law that then obligated people personally and rendered them guilty. That is also clearly stated by Paul in Romans 2:12–26. The Gentiles, who did not have the Mosaic law, nonetheless sinned and are lost apart from the law (ἀνομως) because they are a law to themselves and their own conscience accuses them. There is a revelation of God in nature, a revelation both religious and intellectual in content, which is sufficient to strip them of all innocence (Rom. 2:18f.; 1 Cor. 1:21). But whereas God permitted the Gentiles to follow their own ways, he clearly made known his laws and claims to Israel. And for Israel this law is now the standard for all moral conduct.
In recent times this view has been sharply contested. Naturally the concept of sin occurred from ancient times in Israel, as it did among all other peoples.9 But, say these scholars, sin still did not yet have anything to do with morality. Not only was it utterly unknown that sin could consist in disposition, in an inner tendency and direction of the heart, but by sinful acts they understood something totally different from what we usually understand by them. The sense of sin was almost totally lacking. Generally prevalent in ancient Israel, however, was the idea that the misery in which people were caught up, the sickness they experienced, the defeat they suffered in war were all proofs of Yahweh’s wrath and that in some way they were therefore in the wrong (Gen. 42:21–22; Josh. 7:11f.; 1 Sam. 4:3; 14:37–44; 2 Sam. 21:1). Originally the word חטא meant nothing other than to be or to be put in the wrong over against a superior (Exod. 5:16; 1 Kings 1:21; 2 Kings 18:14). Only later did it mean an action that was contrary to custom (Gen. 19:7f.; 34:7; Josh. 7:15; Judg. 19:23; 20:6; 2 Sam. 13:12; 21:1–14), and again later, especially after the prophets had proclaimed ethical monotheism, it meant a violation of God’s law. The word therefore only gradually acquired ethical significance.
In the earliest period, however, [so it is said], this was not yet the case. In disasters people only read Yahweh’s displeasure. But that displeasure was absolutely manifested not against what we call sin but against all kinds of random things. Inasmuch as Yahweh as yet had no ethical character, he often expressed his wrath randomly without any reason. He was still solely and totally a God of caprice and himself the Author not only of the good but also of the bad. He gave orders to rob the Egyptians (Exod. 3:22) and to destroy the Canaanites (Deut. 9:3). He sent an evil spirit (Judg. 9:23; 1 Sam. 16:14, 23; 18:10; 19:9), incited Saul against David (1 Sam. 26:19), incited David (2 Sam. 24:1), caused a lying spirit to speak in the mouth of the prophets (1 Kings 22:21f.), arranged that Samson look for a wife among the Philistines (Judg. 14:3), brought about the division of the kingdom (1 Kings 12:16–24), used sin as a means of punishment (2 Sam. 12:4; 16:21), and was the cause of all evil in the city (Amos 3:6). And as arbitrary as he was in the expression of his wrath, so he was also in the infliction of punishment. He punished the guilty and the innocent alike; because of Achan’s sin, he destroyed Achan’s entire family (Josh. 7:24); because of Saul’s apostasy, he wiped out seven of his sons (2 Sam. 21:1ff.); and he visited the iniquities of the fathers to the third and fourth generation (Exod. 20:5; 34:7; Deut. 5:9f.).10
In the past all these charges against the morality of the Old Testament were already made by the Gnostics and the Manicheans, who for that reason distinguished the God of the Old Testament from the Father of Christ.11 A feature of these charges is that they are a mixture of truth and falsehood. It is false to say that in ancient Israel the true concept of sin as an offense against God was lacking. In Genesis 13:13, the men of Sodom were already called “great sinners against the Lord.” In Genesis 38:9–10, the sin of Onan was evil in the sight of the Lord. Of Joseph it is said that he feared God (Gen. 42:18) and refused to sin against God (39:9). David did not want to raise his hand against the Lord’s anointed (1 Sam. 24:6; 2 Sam. 1:14), praised the Lord who kept him from avenging himself on Nabal (1 Sam. 25:39), and in the matter of Uriah and Bathsheba confessed that he sinned against the Lord (2 Sam. 12:13 etc.). All these testimonies together make abundantly plain that also ancient Israel already knew very well that sin is an evil in the sight of God. And not only the sinful act but also the sinful disposition fell into the category of evil. What else would we expect in a view of human beings where the “heart” occupies such a large place? In Genesis 6:5 and 8:21, already God says that every inclination of the thoughts of human hearts is evil from youth on; and elsewhere it is repeatedly stated that God tests the minds and hearts (Pss. 7:9; 17:3; 26:2; 139:23; Jer. 11:20; 17:10; 20:12); that he looks at the heart (1 Sam. 16:7); that he demands the heart of a person (1 Kings 11:4; 15:13; Isa. 29:13; Ezek. 33:31; Prov. 23:26), since from it flow the springs of life (Prov. 4:23); that he will give people a pure heart, a new heart, a heart of flesh (Ps. 51:12; Jer. 24:7; 31:33; 32:39; Ezek. 11:19; 36:26; etc.).12 Add to this the consideration that in the Yahwistic narrative of Genesis 3, the first sin consists in a violation of God’s command; that in Genesis 4:10f., the Lord severely condemns fratricide; that the evil committed by human beings is not only discerned by the Lord in deeds but also in the inclinations of their heart (Gen. 6:5) and that it made the flood necessary; that God prohibits homicide (Gen. 9:6) and in Babel punished human arrogance (Gen. 11:5 etc.).
Compatible with this, certainly, is that folk customs frequently serve as a standard for moral conduct, for Joshua 7:15 clearly shows that both the violation of God’s covenant and doing an “outrageous thing” in Israel can very well go together. Custom as such is no more opposed to God’s law than conscience, which is also a subordinate subjective norm of the moral life and for that reason always remains, even in the best societies, a secondary norm (norma normata). This is why, when God gave his law to Israel, he did not abolish such folk customs but instead recognized, incorporated, and modified them in keeping with his purpose for his people. This applies to circumcision, the sacrificial cult, the priesthood, the feast days, blood revenge, hospitality, and so on, which from ancient times had existed among the nations and also in Israel and were not abolished but modified and incorporated in a higher order of things (i.e., in the covenant of grace) and made serviceable to it. There is even more: with respect to divorce Jesus says that Moses allowed it on account of the hardness of people’s hearts (Matt. 19:8), and this is true of many rules in God’s laws (polygamy, slavery, blood revenge, corporate responsibility, and others). One must not judge it by the legislation in force in a Christian nation nor even by that of Hammurabi, which was written for another people and in other circumstances, but must take account of the peculiar circumstances in which Israel found itself when it was led out of Egypt and of the purpose God had in mind for his people when he made a covenant with them. One must bear in mind the harshness of the times if one wishes to judge fairly the cases of cruel treatment sometimes reported (Judg. 1:6; 4:21; 2 Sam. 8:2; 12:31; etc.). One must view the destruction of the Canaanites in the light of God’s judgment that sometimes extends to generations and peoples and that at the time had already been begun by God himself—by way of warning—with the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 18:20f.; cf. Lev. 18:24–25; 20:23; Deut. 9:4–5; 12:29f.; 1 Kings 21:26; Ezra 9:11). And in general one must put oneself in the position of the apostle Paul, who testified that the law came after the promise and was added to the promise “because of transgressions” and to lead Israel in its nonadult state to the freedom that is in Christ Jesus (Rom. 4:15; 5:20; 7:4; Gal. 3:19, 23–24; 4:1f.).
SIN AS LAWLESSNESS
Further, while popular custom need not be incompatible with God’s law, it does not follow that it is always in agreement with it. Frequently the conscience of Christians is only in part conformed to God’s law, and among them, from generation to generation, any number of habits and practices persist that cannot stand the test of that law. This was even more strongly the case in ancient times in Israel. At all times there was an enormous difference between the ideas and conduct of the people and the revelation that God gave them through Moses and the prophets. The people again and again lapsed into idolatry, image worship, and all sorts of pagan horrors. Even when Israel remained outwardly faithful to the Lord, it prided itself in its election, its possession of the temple, and its sacrifices and burnt offerings and believed itself to be pleasing to the Lord on that account. Even the devout remained sinners who daily stumbled in many ways. Many acts told of the saints in the Old Testament—of Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Rachel, David, and others—are to be strictly condemned, therefore, and not to be excused because they were believers, as did the rabbis. The essential character of sin, after all, is determined not by what was customary or sometimes done in Israel, but by the divine law.
This law, embedded as it was in the entire economy of salvation, contained not only moral but also civil and ceremonial commandments. In a sense, therefore, sin was a much broader concept than it is for us today, inasmuch as it also included everything that was contrary to civil legislation and Levitical purity. Consequently, [the idea of] sin was expanded and broadened, its essential character brought home to the consciousness of the people, as it were, by external means, which also implied the danger of taking the moral commandments lightly and of looking for righteousness in external Levitical purity. Prophecy, therefore, at all times insisted on the Lord’s assessment that obedience and mercy are better than sacrifices. In addition, in Israel all commandments were one code of law and placed under the guardianship of the civil government. All sin therefore acquired the character of crime. It was a violation not only of God’s law but at the same time of the law of the state. It was a breach of the covenant with God but also of the bond with the people. Therefore, those who deliberately sinned and had intentionally broken the covenant had to be removed from the fellowship of God and his people. Finally, in Israel sin and punishment were most intimately connected. Every Israelite was and viewed himself as a part of the whole, a member of the national community. This community of the immediate and the extended family, of lineage and people, was much stronger and more deeply felt than it is among us today, though this does not warrant the conclusion that the individual in those days counted for virtually nothing.13 People regarded themselves as a part of that community and therefore naturally shared in its lot, its blessings, but also in its judgments and punishment. The law itself gave expression to this and incorporated it into its commandments (Exod. 20:5–6, 12); children were blessed and punished with their parents. For this reason the word הַטָּאת can denote sin as well as punishment and sin offering.14 The two ideas were closely related: if sin was not expiated it had to be punished. By this means the consciousness of the culpability and damnableness of sin was aroused in Israel. When the status quo did not correspond to this demand, when life over and over presented the spectacle of the prosperity of the wicked and the oppression of the pious, the expectation arose of the innocent suffering of one party for the guilt of another, of the suffering servant of the Lord, “who was bruised for our iniquities” and “by whose stripes we are healed” (Isa. 53:5). The law came after the promise but from that point on also became subservient to its fulfillment.
It must be noted, finally, that with respect to the moral commandments of the second table of the law there is always much agreement among the nations, inasmuch as the work of the law continues to be written in their hearts (Rom. 2:15). But the new and unusual feature in the legislation of Israel is that preceding the second table there is the first, and that in it the service of the Lord as the God of Israel alone is prescribed in unmistakable terms. Whereas all other nations pay tribute to polytheism and as a result become entangled in superstition and magic, in Israel all idolatry and image worship, all fortunetelling and sorcery, all abuse of the name of the Lord and desecration of the Sabbath—the sign of the covenant (Exod. 31:17; Isa. 56:6)—are strictly forbidden. In this feature lies what distinguishes Israel’s religion: the Lord, who has chosen Israel, is the only God, the God of justice but also the God of grace and redemption; his law is a covenant law; because Israel is the people of the Lord by grace, it has to walk in his way.
In the Old Testament this is always what gets all the emphasis: the sin may be great or small; it is sin only because it is contrary to God and his law (Gen. 13:13; 20:6; 39:9; Exod. 10:16; 32:33; 1 Sam. 7:6; 14:33; 2 Sam. 12:13; Ps. 51:4; Isa. 42:14; Jer. 14:7, 20; etc.). In the future, when God pours out his Spirit, the intent is that the children of Israel will walk in his statutes and observe his ordinances (Ezek. 36:27). And the prayer of the pious is that their ways may be steadfast in keeping his statutes (Ps. 119:5).
The New Testament fundamentally takes the same position. As the model, Jesus holds up God himself (Matt. 5:48) and judges all things by his law (Matt. 19:17–19; Mark 10:17–19; Luke 18:18–20). This constitutes for him the content of the law and the prophets. He maintains it fully, not detracting from it in any way (Matt. 5:17–19, 23f.; 6:16f.; 12:12f.; 23:3, 23; 24:20), and from this position he judges all human ordinances (Matt. 5:20ff.; 15:2f.; Mark 2:23f.; 7:8, 13; etc.). In Matthew 7:12, accordingly, he does not propose any new ethical principle, but only offers a practical interpretation of the command to love one’s neighbor. Nonetheless, the concept of sin and the sense of sin is sharpened and deepened by Jesus. Precisely by moving away from human ordinances and going back to the law of God in the Old Testament, he again makes that law known to us in its spiritual character (Matt. 5), reducing it to one spiritual principle, namely, love (Matt. 22:37–40) and communicates it to us as a single whole (cf. James 2:10). Judging by that law, he unmasks hypocrisy (Matt. 23), breaks the bond between the ethical and the physical (Mark 7:15), goes back to the heart as the source of all sin (Matt. 15:18–19), and even makes suffering independent of personal guilt (Luke 13:2–3; John 9:3).
Against the backdrop of the revelation of God’s grace in the gospel, sin stands out all the more darkly. The law remains the source of our knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:20; 7:7), but when that law is read in light of the gospel, sin becomes manifest in all its hideousness. Then it becomes evident that it is a power that makes its servants into slaves (John 8:34; Rom. 6:20), a power that finds its strength in the law (1 Cor. 15:56), is rooted in the flesh with its desires (Rom. 7:18; James 1:14), and can only be broken and overcome by Christ (John 8:36; Rom. 8:2). Because God’s grace has fully appeared in Christ, unbelief is such a great sin (John 15:22, 24; 16:9), being offended at Christ is so serious (Matt. 11:6), falling away from grace is so frightful (Heb. 2:3; 4:1; 6:4–5; 10:26), and blaspheming the Holy Spirit an unpardonable sin (Matt. 12:31). Accordingly, the Mosaic law may—as concerns its demands and curse, its civil and ceremonial commandments—have reached its goal and end in Christ (Rom. 10:4; Gal. 3:24): the believer may be exempt from its yoke of servitude and stand in freedom (Rom. 6:14; 7:4; 10:4; Gal. 2:19; 3:13; 5:18); still, that freedom does not cancel out the ethical content of that law but rather confirms it (Rom. 3:31). The just requirement of the law is above all fulfilled in those who walk according to the Spirit (Rom. 8:4). That Spirit, after all, renews the heart and teaches us to search out, know, and fulfill what God’s will is (Rom. 12:2; Eph. 5:10; Phil. 1:10). This will can be known and remains knowable from the Old Testament (Rom. 13:8–10; 15:4; 1 Cor. 1:31; 10:11; 14:34; 2 Cor. 9:9; 10:17; Gal. 5:14), has been explained to us in Christ’s words and life (1 Cor. 11:1; 2 Cor. 3:18; 8:9; 10:1; Phil. 2:5; 1 Thess. 1:6; 4:2), and also resonates in our own conscience (1 Cor. 8:7; 10:25; 2 Cor. 1:12). It is indeed written in the heart of believers (Heb. 8:10; 10:16). Throughout Scripture, therefore, the essential character of sin consists in lawlessness (ἀνομια, 1 John 3:4), in violating the law that God has revealed in his Word.
ESSENTIALS OF SIN
[330] It was this teaching of Scripture that shaped the view of sin in Christian theology. This resulted, on the one hand, in the rejection of the view that finds the essential character of sin in any substance and traces it to a principle of wrath in God (Böhme) or to an evil power beside God (Mani), to some kind of “stuff” such as matter (ὑλη) or flesh (σαρξ) (Plato, the Jews, Flacius, and others). It resulted, on the other hand, in the rejection of the theory that sin consists in a not-yet-being, that it belongs to the necessary contrasts in life and is by nature inherent in the finite, evolving human being striving toward perfection (Spinoza, Hegel). Christian theology, by contrast, from the beginning maintained that sin was not a substance. On this point there has never been disagreement or controversy. Petavius cites any number of church fathers who in this respect all teach the same thing. For that matter, no doubt or hesitation was possible in this connection. If sin were a substance, there would exist an entity that either was not created by God or was not caused by God. Sin, accordingly, has to be understood and described neither as an existing thing nor as being in things that exist but rather as a defect, a deprivation, an absence of the good, or as weakness, imbalance, just as blindness is a deprivation of sight.15 In the West especially Augustine brought out and upheld this privative character of sin in his opposition to the Manicheans. All being is per se good. All that is natural, to the degree that it is natural, is good. Evil can therefore only be something about the good. There cannot be any evil at all except in something good, because it cannot be except in something natural. It is itself not nature, but a lack, privation, or corruption of the good, a vice or defect of nature; for good to be diminished is evil.16 It therefore has no efficient but only a deficient cause.17 Scholastics and Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed theologians similarly reduced the concept of sin in a metaphysical sense to that of privation.18
On the other hand, it is also clear that sin cannot be adequately described with the concept of privation. Certainly it is not a mere lack, pure nonbeing, but an active and corrupting principle, a dissolving, destructive power. Scripture usually speaks of it in a very positive sense as an act of transgression, wrongness, disobedience, lawlessness, and so on and ascribes to it the activity of witnessing, ruling, moving, thinking, fighting, and so on. Various theologians have therefore rejected the distinction between matter and form in their definition of sin. They based their views on the premise that blasphemy, idolatry, hatred against God, and so on are sinful actions and can never assume a good form, and so they described sin rather as a “certain real and positive something,” as a “real something.”19
To understand this correctly, however, we must note the following: (1) When the majority of Christian theologians conceive sin as privation, they first of all have opposition to Manicheism in view. To that extent their opinion is completely correct and to be accepted without reservation. Sin is not a substance, neither spiritual nor material, for then it would either have God as its cause or else God would not be the creator of all things. (2) Also the nature of sin itself keeps us from viewing it as a substance, for sin is not a physical but an ethical phenomenon. It is a state and act of the will and is rooted in the will; it is not given with creation but originated after the creation as a result of disobedience. Accordingly, it cannot be a material thing that existed eternally or was created in time by God but only exists as a deformation of existence; in that sense it can even be called something that does not exist, a “nothing.”20 (3) This is not to be understood as meaning that sin is a nonnegative. The case is rather that Christian theology has at all times very firmly opposed the pantheistic view of sin as pure negation, as a state of not yet being, as a necessary component in the development of a finite being, as an illusion of thought. Sin was no “mere negation” but a “privation,” the difference between them being that “negation” is only a matter of “being without” (carere), while “privation” is lacking something essential to life (egere). The fact that a stone does not see is a negation, but that a human should not see is a privation, since sight belongs to the essential functions of a human being. Sin is a privation of the moral perfection a human ought to possess. (4) The characterization of sin as privation, accordingly, by no means excludes its being also—viewed from a different angle—an action. It is not a “substance” or thing, but in its being deprived of the good, it is an activity (ἐνεργεια), just as the limp of a cripple is not the absence of walking but a defective kind of walking. Augustine, who over and over describes sin as “privation,” therefore calls it a transgression of the law (transgressio legis),21 the will to hang on to or pursue something that justice forbids,22 a defect that includes a tendency, a defect that is not altogether nothing but tends toward nothingness,23 a leaning away from what is more to what is less.24 He then gives this definition: “Sin is something done, or said, or desired contrary to eternal law; the law that is truly eternal is the divine reason or will of God, which demands the preservation of the natural order and forbids its disturbance.”25 Later this definition was universally accepted: sin is not mere or pure privation but an action deprived of due order,26 a privation having a positive quality and action, that is, an active privation.27
[331] On the basis of Holy Scripture, and in keeping with the confession of the Christian faith, therefore, the essential character of sin can be defined and explained as follows.
As Ethical-Spiritual
1. Inasmuch as sin is not a physical or metaphysical but an ethical antithesis of the good, it has no self-existent, independent being of its own. Those who consider sin a substance may seem to be deeply convinced of its power and importance but in fact weaken it by transferring it from the ethical to the physical domain and turn the conflict between good and evil into a struggle between light and darkness, spirit and matter, a good and an evil God, a struggle that is never-ending and makes all redemption from sin impossible. For that reason it is of supreme importance always to view sin as an ethical phenomenon. Certainly the punishments and consequences of sin extend also to the physical domain, but sin itself is and remains ethical in character. That being the case, sin cannot have its own principle and its own independent existence; it only originated after and exists only by and in connection with the good. While evil does depend on the good, the reverse is not true. “It is possible for the good (noble) to become bad.”28 “The better and more honorable seems to be prior by nature.”29 “The good (true) is its own standard as well as that of evil (falsehood).” The good, by a free choice, was the cause of evil and remains its substratum. Fallen angels and humans as creatures are and remain good and exist from moment to moment only by, and in, and for God. And just as sin is dependent on the good in its origin and existence, so it is in its operation and struggle. It has power to do anything only with and by means of the powers and gifts that are God-given. Satan has therefore correctly been called the ape of God. When God builds a church, Satan adds a chapel; over against the true prophet, he raises up a false prophet; over against the Christ, he poses the Antichrist. Even a band of robbers can only exist if within its own organization it respects the rules. A liar always garbs himself or herself in the guise of truth. A sinner pursues evil under pretense of the good. Satan himself appears as an angel of light. In its operation and appearance, sin is always doomed to borrow, despite itself, from the treasury of virtue. It is subject to the unalterable fate—while striving for the destruction of all good—of working simultaneously on its own demise. It is a parasite of the good.
2. Thus, although sin in virtue of its own nature strives toward nonbeing, it nonetheless has no power over being itself. It cannot create; neither can it destroy. Accordingly, neither the essential character of the angels, nor that of humans, nor that of nature, has been changed as a result of sin. Essentially they are the same creatures before and after the fall, with the same substance, the same capacities, the same powers. Both before and after the fall, humans have a soul and a body, intellect and will, feelings and passions. What has changed is not the substance, the matter, but the form in which these show themselves, the direction in which they function. With the same power of love with which human beings originally loved God, they now love the creature. The same intellect with which in the past they sought the things above now frequently, with admirable acuteness and profundity, makes them hold falsehood to be truth. With the same freedom with which they formerly served God, they now serve the world. Substantially, sin has neither removed anything from humanity nor introduced anything into it. It is the same human person, but now walking, not toward God but away from him, to destruction. “Sin is not some positive essence but a defect, a corruptive tendency; that is, a force that contaminates mode, species, and order in the created will.”30
3. Nor is the loss of the image of God and the breaking of the covenant of works inconsistent with this view of sin. For the image of God, though no superadded gift but integral to human nature, was not a substance but an accident; that is, human beings, as they were created, were so designed that their nature automatically—without supernatural grace, but not without God’s good providence—carried with it and displayed the knowledge, holiness, and righteousness that were the primary components of the image of God. When humanity fell, it lost nothing substantial, no faculty even and no power. What happened was that since sin violated the form of the entire human nature, these faculties and powers now function so as to produce, no longer the knowledge and righteousness of God, but their very opposites. As a result of the fall, accordingly, human beings have not just lost an inessential addition to their nature (a superadded gift), while for the rest their nature remained intact; nor did they become devils who, incapable of being re-created, can never again display the features of the image of God. Instead, while they remained essentially and substantially the same, that is, human, and kept all their human components, capacities, and powers, the form, the character and nature, the set and direction of all these capacities and powers were so changed that now, instead of fulfilling the will of God, they fulfill the “law of the flesh.” The image has changed into a caricature. Similarly, the covenant of works has been broken, inasmuch as by the works of the law no human flesh can any longer be justified (Rom. 3:20; Gal. 3:2). However, it has been so little destroyed and abolished that the law of the covenant of works still obligates every human to absolute obedience; it has been incorporated by Christ into the covenant of grace and has been completely fulfilled and now still remains as a rule of gratitude for believers.
As Privation
4. Aside from the good substratum by which sin is sustained and to which it clings, it can therefore never be defined in any way other than as “privation of the good.” One must remember, however, that in using this language we are speaking abstractly and metaphysically about sin. And from that viewpoint, it has no existence, is no substance, but a nothingness, nothing positive, but only something privative. Anyone who wanted to conceive it differently would thereby make evil independent and eternal in a Manichean sense and posit a supreme evil over against a supreme good. The above objection raised against defining sin as privation, accordingly, actually rests on misunderstanding. Abstractly and metaphysically, sin is privation and may not, nor can from a Christian position, be viewed in any other way. But concretely, sin only occurs as the wrong “form” of a certain state or act and makes that state or act itself sinful, just as an illness, without being a substance, still makes a body sick. Concretely, therefore, sin is always in and attached to something that is substantially good. It may be hard in certain cases to make a distinction between “matter” and “form” and even more difficult to separate them, just as at any given time the heat of a stove cannot be separated from the stove. Yet, just as on that account the stove is not identical with its heat, so the being or act to which sin is attached cannot be identified with sin. Even in the case of blasphemy, the power needed to express it and the language in which it is couched are themselves good; what makes it and all things wrong and sinful is the deformity, the departure from divine law.
5. For the standard of sin is God’s law alone. What sin is is finally determined not by the church (Rome), nor by the state (Hobbes), nor by an autonomous moral law (Grotius), nor by the autonomous Self (Kant), nor by humanity as a whole (Comte), nor by social instincts (Darwin), but solely and exclusively by the law of God. This is clearly expressed in the concept of sin, a concept that is therefore avoided by everyone who knows no higher standard for moral evil than a human one. God is also the only Agent who has absolute authority over us and can bind and obligate us in our conscience. He laid down numerous laws for the various distinct creatures: laws for sun and moon, heaven and earth, plants and animals, humans and angels; and as it concerns humans, distinct laws again for their physical, spiritual, intellectual, and aesthetic life; and distinct laws for their moral life as well. Now, precisely speaking, it is this moral law that is the standard of all sin. The violation of all other laws—aesthetic, social, political, ecclesiastical, and so on—is sinful only insofar as it directly or indirectly includes a violation of the moral law. It is this moral law—which was implanted in humans at their creation, had its post-fall effect in their conscience, was announced on Mount Sinai, and remains a binding rule of life for Christian believers as well—that is the source of the knowledge of sin (Rom. 3:20; 4:14; 5:20; 7:7). Schleiermacher, Ritschl, and others correctly stressed that sin only comes to its most appalling manifestation vis-à-vis the gospel of the grace of God in Christ and hence within the boundaries of Christianity.31 Scripture itself testifies to this when especially in the New Testament it repeatedly discusses at length the sins of unbelief, offense, apostasy, and particularly the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit and brings to light its great culpability and punishability.
However, from this it does not follow that all sins committed before or outside the knowledge of the gospel are only sins of ignorance and weakness, nor that not the law but the gospel is the source of our knowledge of sin. Christian faith is needed to rightly know sin, but that faith also looks back toward the law, discovers its spiritual character, and thus receives insight into the true nature of sin. The gospel would not be gospel if it did not include forgiveness of all those transgressions we have committed against the law of God. Just as grace presupposes sin, forgiveness, and guilt, so the gospel presupposes law. In that moral law, God comes to us not only as Father with fatherly admonitions and chastisements but, as the categorical imperative testifies to every human being, also as Lawgiver and Judge with commandments and punishments. Although it is not coercive like the laws of logic nor unbreakable as the laws of nature, the moral law surpasses all others in majesty. It addresses the will, breathes freedom, and desires fulfillment out of love. At the same time, it speaks to all humans without distinction, confronts them in all circumstances, extends not only to their words and acts but also to their moral condition, sticks relentlessly to its guns, speaks inexorably and categorically with sovereign authority, and avenges its violations with severe punishment. It is a divine decree, a revelation of the will of God, the expression of his being.
By Rational Creatures
6. From the character of moral law it follows that sin can only reside in a rational creature. Irrational nature can suffer the consequences of sin, but sin itself can only occur in a being endowed with intellect and will. More specifically, the will is the true subject, sin’s showplace. The moral law is, above all, the law for the will of the creature; what is morally good is of such a kind that it can only be realized by the will. What absolutely and definitively passes by all influence of the will cannot be sin. In that sense Augustine was correct when he said: “In fact sin is so much a voluntary evil that it is not sin at all unless it is voluntary.”32 But this statement is open to misunderstanding. And when the Pelagians used it as proof that sin cannot consist in anything but an act of the will, Augustine later offered an explanation of it such that sins of ignorance and concupiscence and original sin were not excluded from it,33 and he elsewhere expressly states that the law also prohibits “the involuntary motions of concupiscence.”34 In keeping with this view, many scholastics taught that though sin indeed had its final cause in the will and therefore was always rooted in the will but then not “in the will as subject but as a cause,”35 sin can therefore also be rooted in “sensuality,” even if it is only a “venial sin.”36
But various factors gradually produced a change in this teaching. “Concupiscence” was a vague concept; it could be used equally well in a good and in a bad sense, inasmuch as natural, instinctively emerging desires, those, for example, of the hungry person for food, were, of course, not sinful. Augustine therefore sometimes spoke of concupiscence in a nonsinful sense, desire that could not do harm if only it was not met illegitimately.37 Scholasticism, furthermore, began gradually to distinguish between primo-primi, secundo-primi, and plane deliberati desires, that is, those thoughts and desires that arise in us spontaneously before any consent of the will and are not at all sinful; those against which the will has offered resistance but by which it has been overpowered and which are venial sins; and those to which the will has consciously and fully consented and which are mortal sins. Added to this was the fact that the conception of original sin was becoming ever weaker and original sin itself viewed as wholly eradicated by baptism. What remained, concupiscence, was itself not sinful but only a “possible incentive to sin.” Rome, accordingly, decreed that the guilt and pollution of original sin was totally removed by baptism, that though concupiscence remained, it does not injure those who do not consent to it and can only be called sin “because it is of sin, and inclines to sin.”38
The Reformation spoke out against that position, asserting that also the impure thoughts and desires that arose in us prior to and apart from our will are sin. By this it meant to say, not that all desiring was sin in a psychological and philosophical sense, but that in a scriptural and theological sense concupiscence made us guilty before God. And in this it was undoubtedly correct. For sin certainly began with a conscious and voluntary act of the will. But that first sinful act did not pass us by without leaving a trace; it in fact corrupted human nature and left a condition that in all respects is contrary to the law of God. So although sin originated by the will, it does now exist outside of the will and is also rooted in all the other faculties and powers of human beings, in soul and body, in the lower and the higher cognitive and conative capacities (Gen. 6:3; 8:21; Exod. 20:17; Pss. 19:13; 51:5; Jer. 17:9; Matt. 5:28; Mark 7:21; Rom. 7:7, 15–17; 8:7; Gal. 5:7; etc.). “Sin cannot exist without the will because without the will it cannot exist as it is; without the will, however, it cannot be, because without the will, what exists cannot remain.”39
Lutheran and Reformed theologians, therefore, usually fought against the position that all sin was voluntary. By taking that stance, they did not at all mean, however, that there could also be sin that totally and absolutely passed by the faculty of the will. The point is to gain a correct view of the nature and operation of the will. The will, after all, is absolutely not the whole of our capacity for desire but only a special power and expression of it.40 In this restricted sense, the will is antecedent only to our actual sins, as James 1:15 speaks of it, but absolutely not to the sins of our state and to our involuntary sins. If the condition of being voluntary in this sense were a necessary element of sin, not only all impure thoughts and desires would cease to be sin, but almost all actual sins could be excused with the motto “To understand all is, in a way, to forgive all.” In order to maintain the innocence of concupiscence, Bellarmine, accordingly, already arrived at the statement “Not everything that is contrary to the law is sin”; the involuntary motions, though in conflict with the law, are nonetheless not sins.41
However, though it is true that the voluntary element in this restricted sense is not always a constituent in the concept of sin, the sins of the human state and involuntary sins still do not totally occur apart from the will. There is not only an antecedent but also a concomitant, a consequent, and an approving will. Later, to a greater or lesser degree, the will approves of the sinfulness of our nature and takes delight in it. And also when later the will, illumined by reason, fights against it, or the born-again person can testify with Paul that he does not will the evil that he does [cf. Rom. 7:7–25], then this certainly decreases the degree of sin but does not define the nature of the sin. For sin has its standard only in God’s law. Paul definitely denominates as sin the evil he does not will but nevertheless commits and so agrees that the law is good. But even then the sin that is done without having been willed does not occur totally apart from the will. For, certainly, Paul can say: “It is no longer I that do it but sin that dwells within me” [Rom. 7:17], thus drawing a contrast between his regenerate “I” and unregenerate flesh, but Augustine already rightly explained these words as follows: “Even though I do not consent to lust (concupiscence) and even if I do not pursue my desires, nevertheless, I still feel desire and am personally present in that very part of me. For I am not one person in my mind and another in my flesh. But then what am I? For I exist both in my mind and in my flesh. For the two natures are not contrary but the one human being is composed of both, inasmuch as God, the God by whom the person was made, is one.”42 Certainly, it is not one person who does this sin in the flesh and another who does not want this sin. In both instances it is the same person who, on the one hand, impurely pursues what is forbidden (concupiscence) and who nevertheless in the deepest part of his will turns away from it and fights it. And since a human being, also the born-again person for as long as he or she is in the flesh, always to some degree desires what is forbidden, even though he or she fights it in the restricted sense, it can be said that at the most fundamental level all sin is voluntary. There is nobody or nothing that compels the sinner to serve sin. Sin is enthroned not outside the sinner but in the sinner and guides the sinner’s thinking and desiring in its own direction. It is the sinner’s sin insofar as the sinner has made it his or her own by means of his or her various faculties and powers.43
As Mystery in Variety
7. When all is said and done, sin proves to be an incomprehensible mystery. We know neither whence it is nor what it is. It exists, but has no right to existence. It exists, but no one can explain its origin. Sin itself came into the world without motivation, yet it is the motivation for all human thought and action. From an abstract point of view, it is nothing but a privation, yet concretely it is a power that controls everyone and everything. It has no independent principle of its own, yet it is a principle that devastates the whole creation. It lives off the good, yet fights it to the point of destruction. It is nothing, has nothing, and cannot do anything without the entities and forces God has created, yet organizes them all into rebellion against him. With everything that belongs to God, it opposes everything that belongs to God. It is the will of a weak, finite creature in its revolt against the Creator. It is dependence at war with the Independent One and striving for its own independence. It is impermanent becoming in a struggle with him who exists eternally. It is the greatest contradiction tolerated by God in his creation, yet used by him in the way of justice and righteousness as an instrument for his glory.
[332] Although sin is always singular in principle and essential character and always consists in lawlessness (ἀνομια), in its manifestations and operations there are very different degrees. In the first place, there is a big distinction between diabolical and human sin. In the Old Testament we do not yet find a developed demonology. That in Genesis 3 an evil spiritual power appears on the scene is something we only know from the New Testament. Goat demons (Lev. 17:7; 2 Chron. 11:15; Isa. 13:21; 34:14), demons (Deut. 32:17; Ps. 106:37), Lilith (Isa. 34:14), and the leech [poss. a vampire-like demon] (Prov. 30:15) are certainly not to be viewed as elements of revelation.44 Furthermore, that in the case of Azazel (Lev. 16) we must think of an evil spirit is not demonstrable.45 Evil spirits are mentioned only in 1 Samuel 16:14–23 and 1 Kings 22:19f., and Satan occurs only in Job 1; 1 Chronicles 21:1; Zechariah 3. The split between good and bad angels has not yet been effected; the evil spirit still comes from God; Satan is still among the sons of God. Only gradually do we see a sharper contrast between them. The word “satan” means “adversary” and can by itself have a positive meaning. It is used with reference to human adversaries (1 Sam. 29:4; 1 Kings 5:4; 11:14, 23, 25), adversaries on the road (2 Sam. 19:22), human accusers (Ps. 109:6, 20, 29), even to the angel of Yahweh who blocks Balaam’s path (Num. 22:22, 32). Still, even in the Old Testament already Satan is conceived as a being who is hostile to God and his people. And when revelation has been complete and Christ comes to destroy the works of the devil, then also the “deep things of Satan” become manifest.
THE KINGDOM OF EVIL
The New Testament reveals to us a kingdom (βασιλεια; Matt. 12:26; Mark 3:24; Luke 11:17–18) of evil spirits, a kingdom that is the antithesis of Christ and his kingdom. At the head of it is Satan, a being called by various names: “devil,” “Satan,” “the enemy” (Matt. 13:39; Luke 10:19), “the accuser” (Rev. 12:10), βελιαρ (Syriac for Belial; worthlessness), “the evil one” (Matt. 13:19; Eph 6:16; 2 Thess. 3:3; 1 John 2:13–14; 3:12; 5:18), “Beelzebul” (lit. lord of the dwelling, but probably derived from Beelzebub, god of the flies46) (Matt. 10:25), “prince of demons” (Matt. 9:34), “the ruler of the kingdom of the air” (Eph. 2:2 NIV), “the ruler of this world” (John 12:31), “the god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4), “the great dragon,” “the ancient serpent” (Rev. 12:9; 20:2; etc.). Subordinate to him are numerous demons, evil spirits, unclean spirits, and spiritual hosts of wickedness, which are in turn subdivided into various classes and ranks (1 Cor. 15:24; Eph. 6:12; Col. 2:15; Jude 6), surpass each other in wickedness (Matt. 12:45; Luke 11:26), and together form Satan’s messengers (Matt. 25:41; 2 Cor. 12:7; Rev. 12:7, 9).47 Although there is among them some difference in strength and evil, altogether they are nevertheless pictured as thoroughly corrupt. Always and everywhere they are the adversaries of God, the disturbers of his kingdom, the opponents of Christ, the deceivers of humans, the accusers of God’s children. They live in sin as their natural element. They never appear as the object of God’s love, though they are his creatures. Christ has not assumed their nature. They may never be the object of our love or intercession. For them there is no hope of restoration and salvation.
In the essential character and concept of the devils, there is something completely incomprehensible. “We can only conceive of an absolutely evil being on condition that we either omit something from their absolute wickedness or from their true existence.”48 They cannot be absolutely evil, for they are God’s creatures and therefore good as such; yet they are only an object of God’s hatred and eternal wrath. On account of the incomprehensibility of the nature of devils, many [authors] have denied their existence and held them to be the souls of dead persons, or the personifications of our wicked sins, or the impersonal first principles of evil.49 Scripture, however, has raised the reality of Satan and his angels beyond doubt; we can in no way posit the possibility of accommodation here. Either Jesus was completely wrong about a most important point of religion, or things are as he says they are.50 And for the teaching of Christianity as a whole, the doctrine of Satan is far from immaterial. It is of value against Manicheism, for Satan is not an original being but a fallen angel; against Pelagianism, for by one decision of his will Satan was totally corrupted; against the theory of sin as weakness and sensuality, for Satan is an elevated, majestic, and richly endowed spirit; against the opinion that sin is a passing phase in the evolutionary process, for Satan remains Satan and will never be restored. It is also of value against the degradation of humans to devils, for whereas Satan fell of his own accord, humans were seduced by him and, though not innocent, are not “protologically” guilty either;51 against the view of atonement as an ethical process, for Christ came to destroy the works of the devil. Belief in Satan is not an element of saving faith in Christ, but it is closely connected with it. There is truth in the saying “No devil, no redeemer!” If there were no sin, there would be no savior, and the seriousness of sin stands out most vividly in the doctrine of Satan.52
From everything Scripture tells us of the angels, it is obvious that with them the moral life differs in character from that of human beings. In every domain of life and therefore also in the moral, human persons are subject to development. They are born very small—in knowledge, strength, virtue, or vice—and gradually mature in all these respects. But that is not how it is with angels. They have all been created at the same time and fully mature. Those who remained upright were all at once confirmed in the good, and those who fell were immediately hardened and became consummately evil. Satan was not led astray, but he produced sin—the lie—from within himself (John 8:44) and became all at once confirmed in it. The nature of his sin is such that he is no longer capable of remorse. In his case, there is no moral consciousness, no conscience; he lives off hatred. “The real Satanic character consists in a hatred of everything that is above him and solely because it is above him” (Baader). Also, in devils sin is not substance (materia) but form (forma). There is no supreme evil as there is a supreme good. But the “form” of sin is so fused with the [fallen] angelic nature that there is no longer any possibility of separation.
Certainly it is presumptuous to say that fallen angels are irredeemable even by God’s omnipotence; and it is better at this point to rest in God’s good pleasure.53 Still, it is sufficiently clear that “good pleasure” is not identical with arbitrariness. Even among us humans here on earth there is a sin that cannot be forgiven: the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. With death, that is, with the peculiar dispensation in which we live here on earth, the forgiveness of the sins of all human beings ends. In the case of the angels, however, the nature of sin rules out the way of salvation. Added to this is the fact that the angels are not constituted as a single race. Humans could and did fall in one person; and they can be and are saved in one person. But the devils did not fall “in” another, but everyone fell by himself individually. Among them there was no covenant of works, and so there is no room for a covenant of grace either. Satanic sin, therefore, for all its similarity to human sin, is nonetheless totally different in origin, character, and consequences. It bears an absolute character: Satan is the supreme revelation of evil. For that reason, Scripture gives him such splendid names as “ruler of this world,” “the god of this age,” and so on. But for that reason, too, Satan’s victory is the complete triumph of sin. In Satan, God gave sin every opportunity to show what it is and what it can do. And sin has made the highest and best, the most noble and greatest creature in God’s creation subservient to itself. Yet it finally becomes apparent that in the conflict between power and right sin proves powerless. “It is the nature of evil that it always starts out energetically and ends in weakness” (Baader). Sin is not: it wants to be; it neither has nor ever achieves true reality. It is falsehood in its origin and falsehood in its ending. And therefore, for all his power, Satan is finally subservient to God’s glorification. “Lucifer—one can say—has learned from experience that nothing is true but God. Therefore Satan is as good a proof for God as an angel. Whereas goodness proves that God exists, evil proves that only God exists” (Baader).54
DIVERSITY AND DEVELOPMENT OF SIN
[333] Aside from the difference between diabolical and human sins, there is also a great deal of difference among the latter. The Stoics, Novatian, Sebastian Franck, Deurhof, and others have denied this, but they are wrong.55 Granted, in principle sin and virtue are indivisible: those who have one have them all, and those who lack one lack them all. Between good and evil there is no gradual transition. A person consents or does not consent to the law of God. The law of God is an organism that, when violated in one of its commandments, is violated in its totality, for God, who gave the commandment that was violated, is the author of all the other commandments as well (James 2:10).56 But not all sins are for that reason equal. The different names used for sin already bear this out. In Genesis 4, in connection with the sacrifice of Cain and Abel, we learn that the inner disposition is of greater value than the gift. Though the law given to Israel contains a wide range of ceremonial commandments, the entire Old Testament makes clear that the value of ethical conduct far surpasses that of cultic and ceremonial acts. Faith is reckoned as righteousness (Gen. 15:6), obedience is better than sacrifice (1 Sam. 15:22; Amos 2:6ff.; 5:14, 21f.; Hosea 4:1f.; 12:6; Mic. 6:6, 8; Isa. 1:11f.; 5:8f.; Jer. 7:3; 22:3; Ezek. 16:49; 18:5f.; Zech. 7:5f.; Mal. 3:5; etc.).57 When, after the exile, Pharisaism comes into vogue and reverses this relation, Jesus and his apostles again go back to the law and the prophets (Matt. 5–7; 19:18f.; Mark 7:21f.; Rom. 1:29f.; 1 Cor. 5:10f.; 6:9f.; 2 Cor. 12:20f.; Gal. 5:19f.; etc.). The law itself, moreover, makes a distinction between sins that are committed inadvertently, out of ignorance or weakness, do not break the covenant, and can be expiated within the covenant (בִשְׁגָגָה) and sins that are committed consciously and intentionally (בְיַד רָמָה—“with a high hand”), place the perpetrator outside the covenant, and make him worthy of death (Lev. 4; 5; 22:14; Num. 15:22f.; 35:11f.; Josh. 20:3, 9). Scripture never abandons the objective position that locates the standard of sin solely in the law of God.
Yet the guilt of violation is greater or less to the degree the commandment was violated more or less intentionally. On the one hand, Stade58 is mistaken when he infers from Genesis 12:17; 20:3; 26:10; Numbers 22:34; and 1 Samuel 14:24f., 36f. that the distinction between conscious and unconscious violations of the law was unknown to ancient Israel and that one could therefore become culpable entirely apart from one’s knowledge and will, for all these texts either hold ignorance to be the responsibility of the perpetrator or do not speak of guilt. On the other hand, it is also untrue “that in general sin only exists insofar as there also exists an awareness of it.”59 Sin does indeed presuppose some knowledge of the law. A person without any moral sense would not be responsible but would also cease to be human (Rom. 2:14–15), and in fact sin is usually accompanied by some sense of guilt. Nonetheless, the standard of sin is not the consciousness of guilt but the law of God. There are sins that are concealed not only from others but also from ourselves (Job 11:4f.; Pss. 19:13; 90:8) or are only later recognized and confessed as guilt (Pss. 25:7; 51:5). Often ignorance itself is sin, and the consciousness of sin weakness to the degree that sin has been pursued for a shorter or longer period (Amos 2:11f.; Hosea 4:6; Mic. 3:1; 6:8; Prov. 24:12; Eccles. 5:1). For that reason the subjective consciousness of guilt cannot define the character of sin. So, though ignorance can never make up for sin itself, it does frequently, when unintentional, conduce to exoneration. Paul writes that he was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an oppressor, but adds that he received mercy because he acted in ignorance (1 Tim. 1:13). In the same way, Scripture repeatedly speaks of the sins of Jews and Gentiles as having been done in ignorance (Luke 23:34; Acts 3:17–19; 13:27; 17:30; Eph. 4:18; Heb. 5:2; 1 Pet. 1:14; 2:25). Those sins are not thereby stripped of their culpable character, as Ritschl seems to think,60 for in Romans 1–3; 5:12f.; Ephesians 4:17–19; Colossians 3:5–7; 1 Corinthians 15:9; 1 Timothy 1:13, 15; and other places, we are taught otherwise. Still, sins committed in ignorance are distinct from sins that arise from hardness of heart. Ignorance does constitute a ground for the plea for forgiveness.
And just as sins differ in degree and extent depending on whether they were committed out of ignorance and weakness or intentionally out of wickedness, so they also differ in terms of the object against which they are directed. Sins committed against the first table of the law are more grave than those against the second (Matt. 22:37–38). Or they differ in terms of the subject who commits them: the more richly gifted a person is, the more the guilt of his or her sin increases (Matt. 11:21; Luke 12:47–48; John 9:41; 15:22, 24). Or they differ in terms of the circumstances under which they are committed: the person who steals because he is poor is less guilty than the person who steals out of avarice (Prov. 6:30; Isa. 26:10). Or they differ in terms of the degree to which people give in to sin: those who commit adultery in thought and word are culpable but increase their judgment when they proceed to complete the sin by action (cf. Matt. 5:28).
In sin, too, there is a dynamic of development: there is a law of sin. A given sin originates step-by-step by suggestion, enjoyment, consent, and execution. In the suggestion is the seed of sin; in enjoyment the nourishment; in consent the completion.61 In that way sin also develops gradually in a person, a nuclear or extended family, a society and nation, and humanity as a whole as well. Not that sin in itself is so resourceful that it can assume so many forms, for it is not an independent principle and is, metaphysically speaking, nothing but the privation of the good. As in its origin, however, so in its development, it exists solely in connection with and by means of the good. It unites with the boundless resources of the created world, destroys everything that exists, with the entire world as its instrument wars against God and his holy law, and as a result assumes all those diverse forms and appearances that in their totality give it the character of a well-administered kingdom, an organism animated by a single principle, a cosmos subject to the rule of the “prince of this world,” the “god of this age.”
Inasmuch as sin is essentially privation, one can derive from it neither a principle of differentiation nor a division. “Privation takes its species from the form to which it is opposed” [Aristotle]. The earlier dogmatics and ethics, while they spoke about the character of the first sin, made very little effort to discover a so-called principle of sin and to trace all violations of the moral law to that first principle. Only in later times did theologians make an attempt to identify such a principle, finding it in turn in sensuality,62 or in self-seeking,63 or in both.64 And in fact human sins do usually display the character of sensuality or self-seeking, of carnal covetousness or spiritual pride, of weakness or wickedness. Sometimes sin seems to consist in the rule of matter over mind, sometimes also in the abuse of freedom in rebellion against God’s ordinances. Yet Rothe failed to explain self-seeking from sensuality, and J. Müller, with his preexistentialism, failed to explain self-seeking from sensuality.65 Nor is it hard to understand why.
Metaphysically and abstractly sin cannot be described in a way other and more precisely than as privation of the good. As such it has no principle of its own, no real existence: it exists solely in relation to the good. It derives the forms it assumes from the good it inhabits and corrupts. It will therefore differ in appearance depending on the creatures in which it lodges and the organs and powers it utilizes. Although it is always privation of the good, in angels and humans and again in each of these individually it bears a particular character. Since human beings are originally not just sensual but also spiritual beings and always both in conjunction, all sin in their case will display this character. No single human sin is exclusively either sensual or self-seeking. As in the first sin in the case of Adam, so in every subsequent sin various aspects can be discerned, even though one of these aspects is usually more prominent than the others. In humans every sin is a turning away from God, disobedience, rebellion, anarchy, lawlessness, and at the same time, since sin is never self-sufficient, a turning toward a creature, idolatry, pride, self-seeking, sensuality.66 And because the creatures to which humans can turn are so numerous, sin in their case can also assume a wide variety of forms. There are as many kinds of sin as there are different commandments, duties, virtues, and moral goods. Aquinas categorized sins in terms of the objects to which they were directed,67 Duns Scotus in terms of the virtues of which they were the opposites.68 In addition there were numerous other arrangements, such as the list of seven deadly sins: pride, avarice, lust, anger, gluttony, envy, and sloth.69 Or they were arranged in terms of the norms, in terms of sins against the various commandments of the law, or sins against God, one’s neighbor, and ourselves. Or they were distinguished by the instrument with which they are committed, as sins of thought, word, and deed; or as sins of the spirit and of the flesh; or, in keeping with 1 John 2:16, as sins of feeling, knowing, and controlling; or as sins of weakness, ignorance, and wickedness. Sins can also be categorized in terms of the form, as sins of omission and commission; or as sins as such and sins incidentally; or, according to the connecting words, as secret and open, controlling and noncontrolling, silent and crying sins, and so on.70
MORTAL AND VENIAL SINS
Leaving further elaboration to ethics, we will here discuss additionally only the Catholic distinction between mortal and venial sins. This distinction has its origin in the practice of penance71 and occurs materially already in Tertullian and Augustine, who spoke of light, superficial, minor, very small, and daily sins that still remain in believers.72 Elaborated in scholasticism,73 they were fixed by the church74 and since then zealously defended by all theologians against all opposition.75 According to this distinction, there are sins that cause people to lose the grace received and make them deserving of death, and others, such as an idle word, overly boisterous laughter, spontaneously arising desire, outbursts of temper or anger, a very small theft, and so on, that do not entail the loss of grace, are not so much against as outside of the law, and are essentially pardonable. The distinction is based on the fact that Scripture speaks of various sins and punishments (Matt. 5:22; 7:3; 23:23; Luke 6:41; 1 Cor. 3:12–15), sometimes links death to them (Rom. 1:32; 6:23; 1 Cor. 6:9; James 5:20; 1 John 3:14), yet in many cases continues to recognize believers as such, even though they make many mistakes (Prov. 24:16; Matt. 1:19; Luke 1:6; James 3:2); further, on the consideration that there are curable and incurable diseases, and that there are minor insults that do not destroy a friendship.
The Reformers, however, rejected the distinction as incompatible with the Word of God. They did not deny that there are degrees of sin, and while they continued to employ the terms “mortal” and “venial sins,” they attached a different meaning to them. Lutherans to some extent had to take over this distinction, inasmuch as believers could commit some sins without losing the grace of God and others that cost them that grace.76 But the Reformed went further and wanted nothing to do with the whole distinction. If they did at times still use the words, they meant by them that all sins, except the sin of blaspheming the Holy Spirit, can be forgiven and are actually forgiven to believers, but that they are all inherently deserving of death.77
The Scripture texts on which Roman Catholic scholars base their distinction, accordingly, are all without any value as evidence. Only Matthew 5:22 offers some semblance of proof, but the intent of Jesus’ saying is nonetheless very different from wanting to distinguish minor from major sins. Over against the ancients who said that only the sinful deed, the actual homicide, made a person culpable and liable in the local court, Jesus says that not just the deed, but even the first upsurge of illegitimate anger—even if not expressed in a single word—made people liable to judgment; that when that anger vents itself in a brief hostile epithet, the sin is already so great that it has to be adjudicated by the Sanhedrin; and that when the anger is vented in an insult, it is immediately—aside from any legal process—deserving of the fire of hell. The reference here has so little to do with venial sins that Jesus—conversely—deems the slightest sin worthy of the gravest punishment, as deserving of punishment as the ancients considered the sinful deed, that is, the act of homicide. Jesus equates the upsurge of illegitimate anger with homicide. He says that the slightest sin is indeed already a very grave sin, one that is as deserving of the most dreadful punishment as homicide was according to the ancients. What punishment this upsurge of anger deserves in the hereafter Jesus does not say, but when that anger is accompanied by an insulting word, this sin is so great that at that very moment it deserves hellish punishment. No court is needed any longer to fix a penalty. Hence, properly understood, this text is an argument against rather than for the distinction between mortal and venial sins. In the same way, the whole of Scripture is opposed to this division. The law is an organic whole (James 2:10). Whoever violates one commandment is in principle guilty of violating all of it (Matt. 5:17–19). It claims us totally—with heart and mind, soul and body (Matt. 22:37). To the law nothing is immaterial and small: cursed is the person who does not keep all that is written in the book of the law (Deut. 27:26; Gal. 3:10). Even the slightest violations of the law—an upsurge of anger, an impure desire, a redundant confirmation, an idle word (Matt. 5:22, 28, 37; 12:36; Eph. 5:4)—are sins equal, in principle, to sinful deeds and therefore to sin as lawlessness, hostility against God. Regarded in terms of principle, there are no peccadilloes. “No sin is to be despised as small, since in truth no act is little when Paul states with respect to every sin in general that sin is ‘the sting of death.’ ”78
When a sin, say an idle word, is considered by itself and detached from its connection with the person and circumstances in question, the statement that it is deserving of eternal death seems inordinately severe. But it is precisely that abstract atomistic view that is fundamentally rejected by the Reformed as being contrary both to Scripture and to reality. Sin is not a quantity that, isolated from the perpetrator of it, can be counted on one’s fingers and weighed in a scale. The Roman Catholic distinction, accordingly, has in fact led to all sorts of bad practices. The theologians do not agree whether a venial sin does or does not insult God, ought or ought not to be confessed; whether real repentance is required for rectification or whether the performance of some meritorious work is sufficient. But all acknowledge that, both in theory and in practice, the distinction is virtually impossible to maintain. People therefore have to resort to all kinds of subtle arguments, arguments that in being pursued undermine the entire character of sin. Where arguments fail, people add up the opinions of the doctors of theology and content themselves with a greater or lesser degree of probability. In that way they end up with an atomistic, casuistic, mechanical, and materialistic assessment of sins and their reparations, while keeping the souls in a perpetual state of fear about whether they have committed a mortal sin, or inciting them to frivolousness and indifference, since the sins are usually of a very light kind and very easy to correct.
SIN AGAINST THE HOLY SPIRIT
[334] Holy Scripture mentions only one sin that both in this life and in the life to come is unpardonable: blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. There is no reference to it in the Old Testament, though [it must be recalled that] for the sins committed “high-handedly” [Num. 15:30] no sacrifice was instituted in the law, because it set aside the law itself (cf. Heb. 10:28). Jesus is the first to speak of it (Matt. 12:31; Mark 3:29; Luke 12:10). At one time, when he completely healed a demoniac who was also blind and dumb, the multitudes were so amazed that they recognized Jesus as the son of David, the Christ. But as a result the Pharisees were so enraged that they said not only that he cast out demons by the prince of demons, but that he himself was possessed by the devil (Mark 3:22). This accusation was inspired solely by hatred, springing as it did from pure, conscious, and intentional hostility. In Matthew 12:25–30, Jesus also demonstrates the truth of this: a kingdom divided against itself cannot stand. Satan does not cast himself out, so the ejection of Satan is proof that the kingdom of God has come upon them. Jesus cast out the devil by the Spirit of God. The antithesis between Jesus and the Pharisees, therefore, has here reached its moment of maximum tension. They say that Jesus is possessed, does wonders by the power of the devil, and so establishes the kingdom of the devil. And Jesus declares that he is the Christ, that he casts out the devil by the Spirit of God, and so brings the kingdom of God upon them. In this setting and prompted by this occasion, Jesus speaks of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit as the unpardonable sin. Whether people think that at that moment the Pharisees actually committed that sin or whether they believe they have to deny it (among other things because the Holy Spirit had not yet been poured out, John 7:39), the context makes clear that the sin against the Holy Spirit has to consist in a conscious, deliberate, intentional blasphemy of the—clearly recognized yet hatefully misattributed to the devil—revelation of God’s grace in Christ by the Holy Spirit.
The blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, therefore, does not simply consist in unbelief, nor in resisting and grieving the Holy Spirit in general, nor in denying the personality or deity of the Holy Spirit, nor in sinning against better knowledge and to the very end without qualification. Nor is it a sin solely against the law, but also a sin specifically against the gospel, and that against the gospel in its clearest manifestation. There is much, therefore, that precedes it: objectively, a revelation of God’s grace in Christ, the nearness of his kingdom, a powerful working of the Holy Spirit; and subjectively, an illumination and conviction of the mind so intense and powerful that one cannot deny the truth of God and has to acknowledge it as being divine. In this case it does not itself consist in doubt toward or the denial of that truth, but in a denial that contradicts the conviction of the mind, the illumination of the conscience, and the intuitions of the heart. It then consists in a conscious and deliberate attribution of what has been clearly perceived as God’s work to the influence and activity of Satan, that is, in a deliberate blaspheming of the Holy Spirit, a defiant declaration that the Holy Spirit is the spirit from the abyss, that the truth is a lie, that Christ is Satan himself. Its motivation, then, is conscious and intentional hatred against God and what is recognized as divine; its essence is sin in its ultimate manifestation, the complete and consummate revolution, putting God in the place of Satan and Satan in the place of God. Its character is no longer human but demonic. Although it is the case that the devils do not commit this sin in this particular form, since God’s grace has not appeared to them, Christ has not assumed their nature, the Holy Spirit has not been poured out among them, and the kingdom of God has not come upon them, yet demonic sin bears the same character as the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. It is also for that reason unpardonable. God’s grace, indeed, is not too little and too powerless to pardon it; but also in the realm of sin, there are laws and ordinances that God has implanted in it and maintains. And in connection with this sin, that law consists in the fact that it rules out all remorse, scorches the conscience shut, definitively hardens the sinner, and in this way makes his sins unpardonable.
Aside from in the Gospels, there is nowhere in Scripture any direct mention of this sin. But this act of blaspheming the Holy Spirit can be committed in various circumstances. Thus we read in Hebrews 6:4–8 and 10:25–29 (cf. 2:3; 4:1; 12:15–17) that those “who have once been enlightened, and have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit,” then falling back into Judaism, spurn, crucify, and hold the Son of God up to contempt, profane the blood of the new covenant, and outrage the Spirit of grace, cannot possibly be restored to repentance. In 1 John 5:16, we similarly find a testimony to the effect that there is a sin that in virtue of its very nature necessarily leads to death without conversion and for which John does not say, that is, does not command, that one should pray. Such prayer, if not impermissible, is nonetheless fruitless. In the context of John’s letter as a whole, it is probable he was thinking of a firm and deliberate denial of the Christ as the incarnate Son of God. Thus, in both these passages we are dealing with sins that leave a person completely hardened and are therefore inherently unpardonable. Factually and materially they coincide with the sin of blaspheming the Holy Spirit.79
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THE PUNISHMENT OF SIN
The punishment of sin was not administered immediately after the fall; it does not even go into effect fully now but only after the final judgment. God delayed and moderated sin’s punishment of death to make the continuation of human life and history possible. Punishment serves the purpose of God’s justice. Jesus, recognizing the human propensity to abuse the law of vengeance for self-interest, offered a higher principle: love and patience. When we insist on rights, we must do so out of love for God and our neighbor.
Retribution, however, is the principle and standard of judgment in Scripture. God himself is just and righteous; he never clears the guilty and is merciful to the poor and afflicted. Imposing judgment on another human being is permissible only to those who are legitimately clothed with authority; it is never the prerogative of the strong or the saintly. All authority is subject to God’s justice. Efforts to establish justice, right and wrong, apart from God ultimately annihilate justice and morality. To blame society’s conditions as the cause of crime, to treat crime as a social disease, is to eliminate human responsibility.
In such cases, it is hard to overlook two glaring contradictions. First, if society is to be blamed for the criminal’s acts, then why should society too not be absolved? It too has a past to which it is bound. Second, turning crime into a disease does not solve the problem. Crimes are still punished when criminals are sent away to be “cured.” When the boundaries between crime and disease are wiped out and justice declines into mere cultural preference, freedom itself is forfeited and citizens are handed over to an arbitrary and omnipotent state.
While there are positive elements in modern criminology, such as distinctions among crimes and criminals, taking into account persons and circumstances, the state cannot do without retribution and punishment. To reduce crime to disease and punishment to remediation is to enter a labyrinth. No earthly judge can know the human heart or decide a person’s capacity for improvement. For modern criminology to eliminate notions of retribution and punishment in favor of moral improvement is to take away the norm of justice from the power of the state. The purpose of punishment is justice; failure to serve that end results in mere coercion, an exercise of the will to power. Here the weak have no legal protection.
In part, punishment flows from sin itself. To a degree, the history of the world is the judgment of the world. This is not the whole story, however, for God also visits this world with concrete and specific punishments in addition to “natural” punishments. Concrete punishments are never arbitrary, even when we fail to see connections between them and our sin. God has his own purposes in visiting us with guilt, pollution, suffering, death, and Satan’s dominion. In God’s providence and by his grace and wisdom, suffering serves not only as punishment but also as trial, as chastisement, and as nurture.
Sin always has guilt as its concomitant. Those who violate the law become more tightly bound to its demand. God never relinquishes his hold on the sinner; those who position themselves outside the law are struck with its curse. Divine wrath is a reality at work throughout the creation; there is a divine curse resting on the world and humanity. This objective curse finds its reflection in human consciousness through the guilty conscience by which human beings condemn themselves as sinners.
Sin’s punishment is also found in pollution, in the corruption of thought, desire, and inclination that is contrary to God’s holiness. Whereas guilt obligates us to endure punishment, pollution renders us unclean. Sin is simultaneously a violation of the covenant of works and the destruction of God’s image. Human beings do not cease to be human, but our whole lives are disturbed and devoted to the service of sin. We are all part of a single corrupt race though we sin in a variety of ways.
Thanks to the entry of sin into the world, humanity lost dominion and glory, and suffering is the result. Suffering is not always a consequence of personal sin, but it is nonetheless still a consequence of sin in general. Reason can neither explain nor ameliorate suffering. Even if all evil obviously caused by human sin were eliminated, disasters in nature would still cause suffering. While not directly traceable to a specific sin, there is a connection with sin; the world is under a curse. As in the case of human beings, a significant change has taken place in nature as a result of divine judgment. Lament, not pessimism, is the scriptural way of acknowledging suffering.
Suffering culminates in sin’s other penalty, death. Though there is some truth in the notion that the difference between the righteous and the wicked in the Old Testament rests not in death itself but in the meaning of suffering and death, Scripture does not consider death natural or necessary. The New Testament clearly teaches the bond between sin and death. Science cannot, finally, account for death on natural terms; it is a mystery in the full sense of the word.
The full penalty of sin discussed in this chapter is the dominion of Satan in this world. Belief in evil spirits must never, for Christians, become similar to pagan superstition that attributes all physical evil in the world—disease, crop failures, famine, plague, death—to Satan and the demonic. Even when Protestants repudiated elements of Roman Catholic superstition that saw Christians as threatened by devils everywhere, they were not entirely successful in eliminating such social evils as witches’ trials. The Reformation, however, while acknowledging the reality of evil spirits, did emphasize the sovereignty of God’s providence and the victory of Christ and his kingdom. The church continues to struggle against the kingdom of darkness, but Jesus is Lord.
MERCY AND JUSTICE
[335] The punishment of sin cannot be fully treated in this section. Although God threatened in advance to requite sin with the full punishment it deserved, this punishment did not go into effect [immediately] after the sin had been committed. Nor does it fully go into effect in this life, and even at the time of death, it is not yet administered in full. Only after the judgment of the last day does it strike the guilty with all its severity. In Genesis 2:17, God had expressly stated: “In the day that you eat of it you shall die.” This emphatic threat, however, was not carried out.1 An element intervened that moderated and delayed this punishment. Adam and Eve continued to live still many years after the fall. Eve even became the mother of all living. A human race sprang from them that was sustained and nourished by the earth. The beginnings of history, be it in a very modified form, continued after the fall. All this was due, not to God’s justice, but, as will appear more clearly later, to his grace. God’s grace went into effect immediately after the fall. It was given a presiding role in history, not at the expense of, but in union with, the justice of God. All the consequences and punishments that went into effect after the entry of sin, accordingly, from that moment display a double character. They are not merely the consequences and punishments appointed by God’s justice but, from another perspective, also all without exception appointed means of grace, proofs of God’s patience and compassion. One cannot object that, given this scenario, God spoke falsehood in Genesis 2:17. For in that verse we are only given the announcement of the true and full punishment that sin deserves: sin breaks up communion with God, both is spiritual death and deserves death. That this punishment would be moderated, delayed, and even forgiven could in the nature of the case not be communicated before the transgression. In Genesis 2:17, therefore, God speaks only of the one momentous punishment of sin, that is, death. With death, after all, everything—life, joy, development, work, but also the possibility of repentance and forgiveness, the restoration of communion with God—ceases all at once.
All sin deserves is death—death in its totality and fullness. All other punishments that went into effect and were pronounced after the fall—such as shame, fear, concealment from God, the curse pronounced on the serpent and the earth, and so on—though indeed punishments, nevertheless also presuppose that God did not instantly and fully carry out his threat. God still has another plan for humankind and the world and therefore, in his patience and compassion, allows them to exist. Yet, from a certain point of view, they are very definitely also punishments and to that extent must be discussed here. In them, certainly, God’s grace comes to expression but also his justice.
The purpose of punishment, according to the overall belief of Scripture, is to redress the justice of God that has been violated by sin. In Israel its intent was to uphold the laws that God had appointed and to remove evil from the midst of the people (Deut. 13:5; 17:7, 12; 22:21f.; 24:7). Further, punishment sought to prevent such violations and to prompt Israel, in the fear of the Lord, to walk in his ordinances (Deut. 13:11; 17:13; 19:20; 21:21). The goal of punishment, then, was twofold: relating to the past and to the future, it both had to redress past violations and to prevent future ones. The standard of punishment might not be hatred or vengeance, for these motives were forbidden the Israelite in his or her conduct toward the neighbor (Lev. 19:17–18; Prov. 24:29), but had to be derived from the nature of the criminal offense committed (Exod. 21:23–25; Lev. 24:19–20; Deut. 19:21). As among other peoples, especially the Egyptians, the law of retribution (ius talionis) was in force also in Israel. But already in antiquity it was understood that this principle, if applied consistently, could lead to gross injustices and be made an instrument of vindictiveness. If for some criminal offense a person was condemned to lose one of his eyes, hands, or feet, it made a vast difference whether up until that time he still had two healthy eyes, hands, or feet, whether he had to lose the left or the right one in each case, and whether in the past he needed it for a special occupation, say, for the practice of the art of writing or painting. For different persons living in different circumstances, the same punishment is most unequal in effect and may therefore be fair in one case and highly unfair in another. For that reason, also in Israelite legislation, the law of retribution was not always applied rigorously and literally. The courts took account of the differences between cases and sometimes prescribed a fine instead (Exod. 21:20–26). If someone made a false accusation and wanted to abuse the law in his own interest, he was to receive the same punishment he had meant for his brother (Deut. 19:19). Still, in practice the law of retribution was often abused, and it was against this abuse that Jesus spoke out in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:38–42).
To understand this saying correctly, one must note that Jesus does not cite the words “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” directly from the Old Testament, for in that case he would certainly have introduced it with the formula “it is written.” But he cites it in the way it had from ancient times been taught and explained in Jewish schools and opposes the false interpretation that had been given of it. And that false interpretation did not consist in the fact that people considered the law of retribution as taught in the Old Testament also applicable in private life and mutual interactions, but that publicly as well, before a judge, they made it a tool of self-interest, personal vengeance, and hatred. Jesus, opposing this abuse, offers in its place the principle of love and patience. His disciples must not resist one who is evil, that is, they must not (according to the rule “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”) return evil for evil. They must not counter an unfair demand of their neighbor with an equally unfair demand of their own. They must not attempt to avenge themselves on their neighbor with like conduct but rather seek to win him with love, patience, long-suffering, leniency, and a spirit of accommodation. In saying this, however, Christ is absolutely not condemning every instance of defending one’s own rights. For when one of the officers in the high priest’s hall of justice struck Jesus, Jesus does not turn the other cheek but defends himself, saying: “If I have spoken wrongly, testify to the wrong. But if I have spoken rightly, why do you strike me?” (John 18:22–23; also cf. Paul, Acts 22:25; 23:3; 25:10). But the rights of others as well as our own must, according to Christ, be esteemed so highly that they may not in any way be subordinated to personal vindictiveness, hatred, self-interest, to the evil tendencies of the human heart. When we fight for them, we must do so out of love for God and our neighbor. Vengeance and recompense, also according to the Old Testament, are the Lord’s own cause (Deut. 32:35).
CRIME AND PUNISHMENT
For that very reason, however, retribution is the principle and standard of punishment throughout Scripture. There is no legislation in antiquity that so rigorously and repeatedly maintains the demand of justice as that of Israel. This comes out especially in the following three things: (1) the guilty person may by no means be considered innocent (Deut. 25:1; Prov. 17:15; 24:24; Isa. 5:23); (2) the righteous may not be condemned (Exod. 23:7; Deut. 25:1; Pss. 31:18; 34:21; 37:12; 94:21; Prov. 17:15; Isa. 5:23); and (3) the rights of the poor, the oppressed, the day laborer, the widow, and the orphan especially may not be perverted but, on the contrary, must be upheld for their protection and support (Exod. 22:21f.; Deut. 23:6; 24:14, 17; Prov. 22:22; Jer. 5:28; 22:3, 16; Ezek. 22:29; Zech. 7:10). In general, justice must be pursued both in and outside the courts (Deut. 16:20). All this is grounded in the fact that God is the God of justice and righteousness, who by no means clears the guilty, yet is merciful, gracious, and slow to anger, and upholds the rights of the poor and the afflicted, the widow and the orphan (Exod. 20:5–6; 34:6–7; Num. 14:18; Ps. 68:5; etc.). He, accordingly, threatens punishment for sin (Gen. 2:17; Deut. 27:15f.; Pss. 5:5; 11:5; 50:21; 94:10; Isa. 10:13–23; Rom. 1:18; 2:3; 6:21, 23; etc.) and determines the measure of the punishment by the nature of the offense. He repays everyone according to his or her deeds (Exod. 20:5–7; Deut. 7:9–10; 32:35; Ps. 62:12; Prov. 24:12; Isa. 35:4; Jer. 51:56; Matt. 16:27; Rom. 2:1–13; Heb. 10:30; Rev. 22:12).
[336] In keeping with the above, Christian theology spoke of a distributive in distinction from a remunerative and vindicatory or punitive justice,2 and derived from the latter the right and essential character of punishment. In fact, there exists no final principle on which punishment can be based other than the justice of God. All punishment presupposes that the person who pronounces and imposes punishment is clothed with authority over those who have violated the law. This authority cannot have its origin in humanity itself, for what human being can claim any right as such vis-à-vis others who are of the same nature? It cannot rest in a person’s physical condition, for that only creates the so-called right of the strongest; neither can it be grounded in one’s ethical qualities, for all people are sinners, violators of all the commandments of the divine law, and cannot in a moral sense claim the right to summon, judge, and convict others before their judgment seat. The moment God’s justice is denied, and there is no longer any belief in a moral world order that is elevated far above human beings, the right and essential character of punishment immediately collapses as well, even when the word “justice” is still retained. “The doctrine of the divine justice of punishment is among the fundamental articles of the Christian faith. The fact that God punishes evil is the basis of all human punitive justice. Those who carry it out judicially act in the name of God as his servants, perform a sacred office on his orders. Punishment, therefore, is never a matter of expediency but rests in the inviolable ideas of good and evil that are rooted in the holy will of God.”3
The history of the last [nineteenth] century4 has most clearly illustrated the correctness of the statement just cited. After the worship of God had yielded in the eighteenth century to the deification of humanity and in the nineteenth century to the glorification of society and the state, all moral and judicial concepts were gradually changed and falsified. For a time Kant’s absolute idealistic ethics still held back the flow of things, but after his categorical imperative had also been absorbed into the process of evolution, historicism and relativism achieved an across-the-board victory. The decline of the ancient Christian worldview has also resulted in the modification, indeed the abolition and banishment of the concepts of good and evil, responsibility and accountability, guilt and punishment. Along with belief in the justice of God, belief in justice on earth disappeared as well. Atheism proved to be the annihilation of all justice and morality: no God, no master. The modern, positivist, evolutionistic worldview, after all, though it cannot deny the fact that there is something like good and evil, sin and virtue, guilt and punishment, looks at and attempts to explain these things very differently. Sin and crime are not traceable to the evil will of individual persons, are not their responsibility nor imputable to them personally, but are, generally speaking, remnants or aftereffects of the animal ancestry of humans and to be explained in terms of their nature or of their environment.
On this last point opinions differ. The anthropological or biological school of Lombroso, Ferri, Garofalo, and others regarded every criminal case separately and individually and viewed criminals as victims of heredity, people who stayed behind in the evolutionary process. Initially, Lombroso even assumed the existence of a criminal type. But already at the first congress of criminal anthropologists at Rome in 1885, this position encountered criticism from the side of Lacassagne, criticism that increased at subsequent congresses. In opposition to the anthropological arose a sociological school that tried to explain crime, not in terms of the innate nature of individuals, but in terms of their environment and upbringing, the whole surrounding society. It viewed crime as a symptom of social disease, a necessary product of circumstances, a consequence of ignorance, poverty, poor upbringing, and heredity. “Societies have the criminals that they deserve” (Lacassagne).5 From this position, naturally, it becomes impossible to maintain the justice and essential character of punishment. For if crime can, in fact, be totally traced to the innate animal nature of humans or to the environment in which they grew up, and their own evil nature need not or may not be taken into account, criminals are completely free of blame, and society loses all right to punish them. Rightly considered, the roles are even totally reversed. Criminals have nothing on their conscience vis-à-vis society, but society bears an enormous burden of guilt toward them. “It is not [criminals] who must be nailed to a cross but those who have made them criminals.”6 Society has failed to nurture and educate them into civilized moral beings. Just as nowadays many educationists tell us that the parents are to blame for the badness of their children, so also many criminologists have adopted the opinion that society is to blame for its criminals.
It is difficult, however, to be consistent in this connection. For then we would have to pity criminals and imprison society as the really guilty party. But since this is impracticable, people commit two inconsistencies. The first is that they accuse society of every possible injustice; the criminal is excused, defended, sometimes even praised and glorified, but to modern criminologists, educationists, and sociologists, society is proportionately all the worse. No words are sharp enough to condemn it, no columns of print long or wide enough to properly castigate it. But if in the case of crime the evil will, personal responsibility, accountability, and culpability may not at all be considered, where do people then derive the right to bring all these ethical factors to bear in the case of society? Criminals can only be the persons they are, but can society be other than it is? Does society not have a past to which it is bound, from which it came into being? Does society have a free will, the very thing that is denied to all its members personally? Clearly, those who throw away ethical standards in the case of the crime of the individual cannot again pick them up when it concerns that of society.
The other inconsistency is no less momentous. There can be no legitimate talk of punishing the criminal: criminals are actually completely innocent, the dupes of society, the victims of wretched circumstances, deserving not its condemnation but its pity. Society, however, can hardly leave criminals free to roam; it tracks them down, summons them before a judge, examines their life and actions, condemns them, isolates them, and locks them up. There are very few people who, like Tolstoy, would abolish the entire government and all judicial power. But from what source then does society nevertheless derive the right to institute judicial proceedings? To this question no answer can be given, for in modern criminology there is actually no longer any room for justice. People try to maintain the ancient institutions of justice, however, by turning crime into a disease and punishment into a means of cure. People undergird this opinion with the following considerations: (1) Just as all that is higher has proceeded from what is lower, so also punishment originally arose from hatred and vengeance; and even when this power to punish was gradually taken away by society from the individual, the family, and the tribe, it still for a long time retained the character of a lust to inflict pain and torment. But that period is now past. Jesus already condemned the right to exact revenge. Justice has to be ethicized. Retribution and punishment no longer belong in a Christian or an ethical society. (2) Statistics show that crimes, especially the repetition of offenses, and also crimes committed at an early age, are on the increase. This proves the inadequacy of the old system. Crime is not deterred by punishment; not even the death penalty is capable of deterring it. Therefore, both in the theory and the practice of punishment, we need another system, that is, a system, not for punishing crime, but for studying the criminal and for dealing with him in accordance with this nature. (3) The fact of the crime committed by a person is, as such, already a proof of his abnormality, of a deficiency in his upbringing, of a defect in his mind or a weakness in his will, of an obsession or hereditary defect, in general of a certain degeneration. Real punishment, therefore, does not benefit him; he should much rather be treated as a patient, nursed in an institution. In many cases he should be put on probation, given an indefinite sentence, be released conditionally, and also after his release be put under surveillance. In this way there is a chance that society will gradually be relieved of its criminal population and itself be raised to a higher moral position.
Even if all these considerations were correct, they would still not prove the right of a society to deal with criminals as it does and will have to continue to do in the future. For whether one inclines to the theory that over against the criminal the state may and must protect itself (the theory of the maintenance of social order, of self-defense, self-preservation, and deterrence), or whether one tends to stress that society is called to bring up and to correct the criminal, the state nevertheless always assumes the position of utility, and utility creates no law but leads inevitably to coercion and introduces no other right than the right of the strongest. If criminals are to be treated as sick people, the downside of this is that the sick must be “nursed” in the manner of criminals. If the state has no other right to act against criminals than thereby to protect itself and to improve them, on what grounds then will it be denied the right to deal with all kinds of sick people on its own authority and by its own methods, to view the religious and moral convictions to which it cannot agree as so many diseases, remnants and aftereffects of an earlier state, and to take charge of the entire upbringing of its citizens and the whole culture of the society in question? Those who wipe out the boundaries between crime and disease let a state grounded in principles of justice decline into a state based on cultural mores, violate freedom in the life of the people, and hand all its citizens over to the arbitrariness and omnipotence of the state.
Nonetheless, far from everything proposed and pursued by modern criminology is wrong. Over against an abstract view of crime and punishment, it correctly focuses attention on the connection between the act and the person of the criminal. Research into the causes, the treatment, and the means of diminishing crime is undoubtedly legitimate. In dealing with crime, we may and must take account of the person by whom and the circumstances under which the crime has been committed. Not only is there a difference between crimes that violate the stipulations of the moral code and offenses that are committed against police measures, but also circumstances and relations can mitigate or aggravate the crime. A soldier who abandons his post in wartime is immediately shot to death without a trial, and a wretch who takes advantage of an earthquake, a fire, or a war to rob dead bodies and to loot often experiences the same fate. It is an abstract and untrue philosophy that treats all criminals alike and judges all cases to be the same. The law of retribution does not demand the same thing from all but demands that to each be given his or her due; it does not demand a precise payment in kind but punishment proportionate to the seriousness of the offense. To the degree that a person is guilty, to that degree he or she deserves punishment. Retribution, therefore, is not inconsistent with the interests of the criminal, the state, or the social order. Retributive penalties and appropriate penalties need not be mutually exclusive, for retribution must occur in accordance with justice, and justice takes into account also the person and the circumstances. The interest of the state, self-defense, deterrence, amelioration are all components that can be incorporated into and be constituents of retributive justice. In Israel’s legislation also the prevention and the deterrence of crimes had a niche (Deut. 13:11; 17:13; 19:20; 21:21).
On the other hand, those who want to remove retribution and punishment from the treatment of the criminals themselves undermine justice and involve themselves in endless difficulties. For if the judge is required to make the improvement of the criminal his aim, he enters a labyrinth in which he is bound to lose his way. How, if he loses sight of the crime and only undertakes to study the person of the criminal, will he ever be able to pronounce a just sentence and determine the measure of moral guilt? He would have to know the human heart to pronounce a fair sentence by that standard. Furthermore, how would he ever be able to determine which penalty would be suited for a specific person in a specific case, that is, suited to bring about the criminal’s improvement? If utility had to be the principle and standard of punishment, the judge would slip into all sorts of arbitrariness and the criminal in question would forever be in a state of uncertainty. And what are we to understand by improvement? Does this mean that the criminal will later desist from his misdeeds out of fear of punishment or on the basis of moral principle? But how can this ever be determined? Can improvement be inferred from signs of remorse, from a confession of guilt, from a period of good conduct? A great danger exists that the smartest criminals will fare the best. And who is to decide about that improvement? The jail warden, the fellow prisoners, a committee of oversight? Everyone can sense that any one of these choices is burdened by problems. Modern criminology, by calling the notions of retribution and punishment antiquated and adopting as its goal the moral improvement of the criminal, takes from the government’s arm the power of justice and assigns to it a task for which it is utterly unqualified and unfit.
[337] For all these reasons, punitive justice cannot do without the element of retribution. Punishment is imposed, in the first place, not because it is useful, but because justice requires it, because the criminal has incurred a moral-judicial debt. Professor Kahl, speaking at the Evangelical Social Congress at Darmstadt, made this point as follows: “The principle aim of punishment is retribution. Not vengeful reprisal, nor coarse retaliation, or external repayment; it is rather the authoritative restoration of the broken judicial order, in accordance with the laws of a higher set of values, by a punishment that fits the measure of indebtedness. Other goals accompany this aim, such as the protection of society, deterrence, and improvement. For the administration of justice and expediency are not mutually exclusive. But these accompanying goals must be dovetailed with and subordinate to the fundamental idea of justice.”7 This justice is of such superlative value that it exacts the goods and life of persons for its maintenance and restoration. But this moral world order is not an idea concocted by humans, not a state of affairs produced by men. Nor is it an independent self-based power of which no one can say what it is. Rather, it is the revelation and operation of the justice of God in this world; it is rooted in the perfect, holy will of him who upholds and governs all things. Those who violate it are violating God himself. It is therefore highly elevated above humanity and of greater value than all creatures together. If it should come to a conflict, it is humans who would be ruined. “Let justice prevail, though the world perish.” “If justice should collapse, human life on earth would become worthless” (Kant). Punishment was instituted to maintain it. The purpose of punishment is the restoration of justice, the maintenance of divine justice. Failing to serve that end, it becomes coercion and a mere exercise of superior power.8
Punishment always consists in a kind of suffering, in the deprivation of a certain good, be it in property or in freedom, in body or in life. It is an “evil of suffering inflicted on account of an evil of action.” Just why the judicial order demands suffering specifically from the person who violates it and is thereby restored and pacified is hard to say. This is certainly not caprice or accident. Behind that judicial order stands the living, true, and holy God, who will by no means clear the guilty, and for him punishment rests not on “an absolute dominion” in the sense of Duns Scotus but on the demands of his justice. If he did not punish sin, he would give to evil the same rights he accords to the good and so deny himself. The punishment of sin is necessary so that God may remain God. The moment the moral or judicial order has been violated, therefore, it rises up and demands restoration. It avenges itself in punishment, internal as well as external punishment, weighs the transgressor down, and so exhibits its incomparable majesty. God cannot bear to let sinners, instead of submitting to his law and obeying it, defy that law, in principle making themselves God’s equals. In punishment, accordingly, God maintains his sovereignty; by means of suffering he sets sinners down on the place where they belong and by punishment brings them—where they do not accept it voluntarily—to the involuntary confession that they are his inferiors, that they are not God but creatures. Those who will not listen must accept the consequences. Punishment is powerful proof that only justice has the right to exist, that only God is good and great.
SIN AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
In part, punishment flows from sin itself. Sin by its very nature produces separation from God and thus carries with it darkness, ignorance, error, deception, fear, disquietude, a sense of guilt, regret, misery, and enslavement. Bondage to sin is unspeakably hard. But in part punishment is also added to the transgression by a qualified authority from without. This is what happens in the family, in school, in society, and in the state; and so it is with the punishments with which God visits sin. Many people have denied this last point and acknowledge only “natural” punishments, and want nothing to do with concrete punishments.9 On this position there is actually no reward and punishment. Virtue brings its own reward, vice its own punishment. There is neither heaven nor hell except in the mind of people themselves. The history of the world is the judgment of the world. At most there exists a subjective necessity in the guilty person to construe his or her suffering as punishment. In this philosophy the following words of the poet are true: “Life is not the greatest of all goods; the greatest of all evils, however, is guilt.” “To be punished is not an evil; but it is an evil to be made worthy of punishment.” “Fault has more of the nature of evil than pain has.”10 Guilt turns suffering into punishment; take away the guilt, and the fact of suffering can remain the same yet totally change in character. The fact of death is the same for believers and unbelievers; for the latter, however, it is a punishment, for the former a passing into eternal life. For that reason one may not infer personal sin from the suffering a given person has to endure (Luke 13:4; John 9:1). In God’s providence and by his grace and wisdom, suffering serves not only as punishment but also as a trial, as chastisement and nurture. He is so powerful that he can make all things work together for good (Rom. 8:28).
But for all this, the objective God-made connection between sin and suffering is not broken. Scripture on almost every page offers proof of this. History, while not the judgment of the world, is a judgment. It makes known to us facts that make even the most skeptical person confess: this is the finger of God. While suffering may frequently not be caused by personal sin, it does have its cause in the sin of a generation, a people, or humankind. The conscience of every individual testifies that there has to be a connection between holiness and blessedness, between virtue and happiness. Immanuel Kant was so convinced of this connection that from the disharmony existing between the two on earth, he concluded there had to be a hereafter. The pious do not serve God for the sake of reward but neither are they indifferent to it, as the advocates of “disinterested love” say they are. Paul says that believers are of all people most to be pitied if for this life only they have hope in Christ [1 Cor. 15:19]. After the fall God has forged a bond between “ethos” and “nature,” between the moral and the natural order, between fallen humans and a ruined earth, a bond such that together they are subservient to the honor of his name and the coming of his kingdom. The concrete punishments with which God often already in this life visits sin, accordingly, are not arbitrary but—even when we have no insight into the connection—occupy a well-ordered place in the history of human sin and guilt. Those who deny their existence or ascribe to them no more than a subjective existence run the danger of regarding sin itself as not much more than a figment of the imagination and an illusion. To such, history becomes a cacophony that is never resolved into a higher chord and the world a mysterious entity whose existence and nature mock all rationality.11
Guilty Conscience
[338] The punishments that God has ordained for sin in this life are guilt, pollution, suffering, death, and the dominion of Satan. Guilt is the first and heaviest punishment. The word “guilt” [Old English gylt, crime] in the first place means that someone is the author or doer of something, like an αἰτια (Gr.), causa (Lat.). Usually it includes the idea that someone is the cause of something that ought not to be or to happen (it is his fault). In this sense guilt presupposes that we are obligated to do or to refrain from doing something. We are obligated to keep the whole law (Luke 17:10; Gal. 5:3). And if we fail to keep it, we are guilty. Inasmuch as we are the active cause of the violation, we are under indictment (αἰτιασθαι, accusare, reus); the act is imputed to us. We must account for it12 and are obligated to satisfy the law; we are liable to punishment. Guilt is an obligation incurred through a violation of the law to satisfy the law by suffering a proportionate penalty. It binds the sinner, immediately after the violation of the law, to its demand for satisfaction and punishment. People believe that by violating the law they become free from the law, but precisely the opposite occurs: in another way they are now much more tightly bound to its demand. God, who cannot cease to be himself, even though he accords to humans the freedom to oppose him, never relinquishes his hold on them, and the latter never become free from him. At the very moment when they position themselves outside the law (i.e., outside love), it strikes them with its curse and binds them to its punishment. Guilt is an “obligation for the purpose of enduring a fair punishment,” “the subjection of a sinner to a penalty.”13 The Roman Catholic Church makes a distinction between “being accused of a fault” (reatus culpae) and “judged fit for a punishment” (reatus poenae).14 But this distinction obviously betrays the intent to justify the “satisfactory” punishments for believers here on earth and in purgatory and is directly at variance with the nature of guilt and punishment. It is indeed true that the sins of believers, that is, of those who have received forgiveness in full, in themselves always remain sins and therefore culpable. Against the Antinomians, who denied this and therefore deemed prayer for forgiveness unnecessary in the case of believers, the Reformed have always maintained this, making the distinction between “potential” and “actual” guilt.15 But when the guilt of sins has been removed, all satisfaction and punishment automatically expire as well, for guilt is nothing other than an “obligation to endure punishment.” In that case, God is no longer a Judge but a Father, who, though he chastises the son whom he loves (2 Sam. 12:13–14), does not punish him, nor does he demand satisfaction from him for whom the perfect righteousness of Christ has been acquired. In the same way, Augustine says of the baptized person that “he lacks all sin, not all evil, for it is rather plainly stated thus that he is without the guilt of all evils, not without all evils.”16
The fact that sin truly has guilt as its concomitant is certain both from the witness of God in Scripture and in the human conscience. In Scripture the concepts of sin, guilt, and punishment are so deeply interwoven that the words for sin (like עָוֹן and חַטָּאת) imperceptibly acquire the sense of guilt (Gen. 4:13; Exod. 34:7; Lev. 24:15; Num. 9:13; etc.). The word in the Old Testament that actually denotes sin in the sense of guilt is אָשָׁם (Gen. 26:10; Lev. 4:13; 5:2; Num. 5:7; etc.), and ὀφειλημα (Matt. 6:12; cf. 5:26; Luke 7:41–42; 13:4)17 in the New Testament. God by no means clears the guilty and pronounces a curse upon all who do not abide by all things written in the book of the law (Deut. 27:26; Gal. 3:10). Curse (אָלָה, ἀναθεμα, maledictum) is the opposite of blessing (בְרָכָה, εὐλογια, benedictio, Deut. 11:26; 30:19). Just as God’s blessing bestows all kinds of well-being and life on a person, so a divine curse is the abandonment of a person to corruption, ruin, death, judgment, Satan. Human beings can only wish another person blessing or curses, but God’s blessing and cursing is always performative; it accomplishes what it wishes. At first, God’s blessing rested on the creation (Gen. 1:22, 28; 2:3), but that blessing changed into a curse (Gen. 3:17). Indeed, the blessing of God was again pronounced upon the earth and humankind later, but this proceeded from God’s grace. Pagans, accordingly, do not know the concept of divine blessing. But they are all the more acutely familiar with the idea of a divine curse. Classic antiquity was dominated by dread of the vengeance of the Erinyes (the fates and the furies), the goddesses of the curse. In all pagan religions, fear (δεισιδαιμονια, religio) far outweighs trust in the gods. Religion increasingly turns into superstition. People everywhere consider themselves surrounded and dominated by destructive gods whom they seek in vain to appease by sacrifices and [self-inflicted] torments. There really is a divine curse resting on humanity and the world. It is impossible to interpret life and history in light of the love of God alone. At work throughout the creation is a principle of divine wrath that only a superficial person can deny. Not communion but separation prevails between God and humankind; the covenant has been broken; God has a quarrel with his creatures. All stand guilty and punishable before his face (Matt. 5:21–22; Mark 3:29; James 2:10). The whole world is accountable to God (Rom. 3:19); it is subject to divine judgment and has no defense.18
Subjectively this is confirmed by the divine witness in the conscience of every human being. Guilt and the consciousness of guilt are not the same. Those who try to deduce guilt from the consciousness of it block themselves from understanding guilt in its true significance and gravity. Ignorance can to some extent excuse sin (Luke 23:34; Acts 17:30), just as conscious and intentional violation aggravates sin (Luke 12:47; John 15:22; 9:41). But there also exist sins that are hidden from ourselves and others (Ps. 19:12), and also sins of ignorance are culpable (Acts 17:27–30; Rom. 1:19–21, 28; 1 Tim. 1:13–15). Yet objective guilt is more or less firmly reflected in the human consciousness. Immediately after the fall, the eyes of Adam and Eve were opened, and they discovered that they were naked. Implied here is that they knew and recognized that they had done wrong. Shame is the fear of disgrace, an unpleasant and painful sense of being involved in something wrong or improper. Added to the shame was fear before God and the consequent desire to hide from him—that is to say, the human conscience was aroused. Before the fall, strictly speaking, there was no conscience in humans. There was no gap between what they were and what they knew they had to be. Being and self-consciousness were in harmony. But the fall produced separation. By the grace of God, humans still retain the consciousness that they ought to be different, that in all respects they must conform to God’s law. But reality witnesses otherwise; they are not who they ought to be. And this witness is the conscience. The conscience, accordingly, is not the consciousness of God’s communion with a person, as Schenkel conceived it.19 The opposite, rather, is true; it is proof that communion with God has been broken, that there is a gap between God and us, between his law and our state. This is clearly evident when our conscience accuses us. But also when in a given case it excuses us, that is, keeps silent, that separation from God underlies it (Rom. 2:14–15). The human conscience is the subjective proof of humanity’s fall, a witness to human guilt before the face of God. God is not the only accuser of humankind; in their conscience humans condemn themselves and take God’s side against themselves. The more precisely and meticulously the human conscience functions, the more it validates God’s idea of humans in Scripture. The best and most noble members of our race, confirming God’s truthfulness, have declared the race guilty at their very own expense.20
Pollution
[339] Another punishment of sin is pollution. As in the case of the first sin, so also with sins in general, the external violation is a revelation and proof of an internal one. Sin not only consists in an act but also in the thought, the desire, the inclination, and so on. On each of these levels, sin is both guilt and pollution. Adam did not become guilty only when he ate the forbidden fruit but already brought guilt upon himself when he desired the fruit of the tree. Guilt and pollution always go together as the two inseparable sides of sin; where the one is, there the other is as well. Sin is guilt inasmuch as it militates against God’s righteousness; it is pollution inasmuch as it is contrary to his holiness. Guilt obligates us to [endure] punishment; pollution renders us unclean. By guilt the objective relation between us and God is disturbed; by pollution our subjective communion with God is vitiated. Sin is simultaneously a violation of the covenant of works and the destruction of God’s image. The former implies that God is no longer our covenant Partner. God, consequently, cannot turn in favor and love to the guilty party; the second means that the sinner is no longer in the covenant, can no longer love and keep the law, and can therefore no longer secure life in this way. By the works of the law, no flesh can any longer be justified (Ps. 143:2; Rom. 3:20; 2 Cor. 3:6f.; Gal. 3:2, 10). This is true even though it be the case that the law of the covenant of works still continues to obligate us—aside from our having to make restitution for the evil done by undergoing punishment—to across-the-board obedience to its commandments (Matt. 5:48; 22:37) and even though God himself keeps his promise and continues to link life to the observance of the law (Lev. 18:5; Matt. 19:17; Luke 10:28); indeed, though the covenant of works is indissoluble in the sense that in the covenant of grace God has laid the demand for satisfaction and absolute obedience to the law on Christ, yet it is broken in the sense that humanity is unable to enter life by way of this method. Paradise has been sealed shut to us; access to the tree of life has been denied.21
At the same time and by the same token the image of God has been destroyed by sin. Rome understands by that statement that, while the supernatural gifts have been lost, the natural gifts have remained intact. Lutheran theologians originally held that humanity had totally lost the image of God inasmuch as that image consisted exclusively in moral attributes and that human beings were now like inanimate blocks. But the Reformed maintained that, while the image of God had been lost in the restricted sense, yet in the broader sense, though completely mutilated and corrupted, it has not been destroyed.22 The image of God is not an external and mechanical appendage to us but integral to our very being: it is our health. Human beings who violate God’s law do not cease to be human; they retain their body, soul, faculties, powers, intellect, will, and so on. But now these faculties are all devoted to the service of sin and function in the wrong direction. As deprivation and disturbance of the image of God, the pollution of sin is characteristic for all humans excepting only Christ. Qualitatively, there is no difference, but this does not rule out a quantitative difference. Though all have turned away from God and are by nature on the road that leads to destruction, not all have progressed equally far down that wrong road and not all are equally far removed from the kingdom of heaven. There is endless diversity and degrees of difference in the sinful life between the start of it and the highest levels of its development. Individuals, families, generations, classes, peoples are utterly divergent also in sin. There are those who are not far from the kingdom of God; there also exist people who drink sin like water, who live lives totally given over to wickedness, who are utterly hardened and impervious to any good impression.
This difference, however, does not originate among people as a result of their personal deeds but is congenital. The original sin that comes to us from Adam is indeed the universal presupposition and source of all the actual sins of individuals, but these sinful deeds then also impact, reinforce, develop, and direct that innate moral depravity. Just as a sinful deed, when repeated over and over, fosters a sinful habitual propensity, say, to drink, sensuality, and lust, so sinful mores and habits can also reinforce an innate depravity in a family, among relatives in a family line, or among a people and develop it in a certain direction. Also, that special modification of innate depravity often passes from parents to children, from one generation to the next. Human beings are not individuals in an absolute sense. “The individual, like the atom, is a fiction.”23 A human being is born from the matrix of a community and from that very first moment lives in a certain circle, situation, and period. The immediate and the larger family, society, nation, climate, lifestyle, culture, the spirit of an age, and so on—all of them together impact the individual person and modify his or her innate moral depravity. Sin, therefore, though it is indeed always essentially the same, manifests itself in differing ways and forms in different persons, families, classes, and nations and in different states and times. Also, as a sinner each person has his or her own physiognomy. Sins in the East differ from those in the West, in tropical zones from temperate zones, in rural areas from cities, in civilized states from uncivilized ones, in the twentieth century from earlier centuries. There are family sins, societal sins, national sins. Statistics show that in certain situations, periods, and circles there is a horrifying regularity in the incidence of certain moral offenses such as homicide, suicide, illegitimate births, and so on.24 In every area of life, we are all subject to the influence of bad habits and sinful examples, of the zeitgeist and public opinion. Aside from what we call “original sin,” there is also “corporate guilt and the corporate action of sin.” As people are interconnected, so also are their sinful inclinations and deeds. Penetrating the infinite riches of all creation, sin also forms a realm that, animated by a single life principle, organizes itself in multiple forms and appearances.25
SUFFERING
[340] According to Scripture, in addition to guilt and pollution, suffering also is a punishment for sin. As a result of it, humanity not only lost true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness, but also dominion and glory. This became evident already immediately after the fall and is further confirmed throughout Scripture. God put enmity between the human race and the serpent and thereby in principle took from humanity the dominion over the animal world originally granted to it (Gen. 1:26; 2:19). God further pronounces upon the woman the penalty of painful childbirths and of an ever-gnawing desire for her husband despite the former. The man himself gets his share of suffering from the curse pronounced upon the earth, a curse that obligates him to work arduously for his appointed share of daily bread. With this, a history of suffering is ushered in for all humanity and all the earth. And all the suffering that strikes people here on earth—a short life; a sudden, violent death; famine; plagues; wars; defeats; childlessness; painful losses; deprivation of goods; impoverishment; crop failure; cattle mortality; and so on—all has its root in sin, indeed not always in personal sins (for there is also a sparing of the wicked [Gen. 18:26ff.] and punishment as a testing of the righteous [Job 1; Matt. 13:21;26 John 9:1; 11:4; 2 Cor. 12:7]), yet still in sin in general. Without sin there would be no suffering (Lev. 26:14f.; Deut. 28:15f.; Ezek. 4:17; Hosea 2:8f.; Rev. 18:8; 21:4). Even the irrational creation has been subjected to futility and decay and now collectively sighs, as though in labor pains, looking forward to the revelation of the glory of the children of God, in hope of being itself set free from bondage to decay (Rom. 8:19–22). Scripture is not pessimistic in the usual sense of the word, but it knows and acknowledges suffering, interpreting it in the most moving laments (Gen. 47:9; Job 3; 6; 7; 9; 14; etc.; Pss. 22; 38; 39; 69; 73; 74; 79; 89; 90; etc.; Ecclesiastes; Lamentations; Matt. 6:34; Rom. 7:24; 8:19ff.; 1 Cor. 15:19; etc.).
Such laments incessantly arise from all of humanity. Teachers of religion, moralists, philosophers, poets, artists, the gifted, and the disadvantaged, all speak in the same spirit. The lighthearted and superficial may not give it a second thought, but all serious-minded persons have always sensed something of the mysterious nexus between life and suffering. Nor was Greek antiquity an exception to this rule. The basic mood there was not as cheerful as people used to think but bitter and melancholy. “To live in sorrow is the lot that the gods have decreed for mortals; only they themselves are free from cares” (Homer). “Aside from God, no one is happy” (Euripides). “No mortal remains untouched by misfortune; no one escapes his lot. Humans are transient as a shadow; vain as a dream; their happiness is illusion. The best thing is not to be born; but if one has been born, it is to die as young as possible” (Sophocles). “Death is perhaps the greatest good” (Socrates). “Sudden death is the greatest good fortune; a short life the greatest benefit; the desire for death the deepest wish” (Pliny).27 In Voltaire, after the earthquake of Lisbon, eighteenth-century optimism turned into pessimism,28 and Hegel’s rationalism made way for Schelling’s philosophy that made the will, not reason, the governing principle of the world.29 Reason may be able to explain what and how things exist; that they exist can only be inferred from a will; and this existence of things is the truly positive, the irrational remnant that is ultimately left on the bottom of all existing things.
For, according to the eternal act of self-revelation, everything in the world as we now see it before us is rule, order, and form; but fundamental to it is the chaos, which could at some point break through again, and nowhere does it seem as if order and form were primordial, but rather as if something primordially chaotic had been brought to order. This, as it pertains to things, is the incomprehensible basis of reality, the permanently inscrutable remnant, that which does not even with the greatest effort resolve itself in understanding, but remains eternally fundamental.… Without this antecedent darkness, there is no creaturely reality; darkness is its necessary portion … all birth is birth out of darkness into light.30
For this reason Schelling also had a totally different view of life and the world than Hegel. To the latter everything was rational, but Schelling saw the irrational, the darkness, the chaotic, as fundamental to everything and acknowledges the via dolorosa of the world process.
It is a futile effort to attempt to explain diversity in nature in terms of a peaceful joining of diverse forces. All that becomes can only become in displeasure, and just as dread is the basic sensation of every living creature, so everything that is alive is only conceived and born in vehement conflict. Who could possibly believe that nature could have created such a wide range of marvelous products in this horrendous external confusion and chaotic internal mixture … in any way other than in the fiercest conflict of forces? Are not most products of inorganic nature obviously the offspring of dread, of fear, indeed of despair?”31
Even in God there is “a wellspring of sadness that, however, is never realized but only serves to enhance the eternal joy of victory. Hence the veil of melancholy spread over the whole of nature, the deep undisturbable melancholy of all of life. Joy must have sorrow; sorrow must be expressed in joy.”32 The present world in which we live can only be understood as one that is extra-divine. Humanity by its fall is the cause of it.33 “This extra-divine world is the world of divine displeasure; all humans, Jews and Gentiles, are the children of wrath, by nature the children of divine displeasure.”34
All these ideas return in systematic contexts in the philosophers Schopenhauer and Hartmann and in poetic form in Rückert, Lenau, Byron, Shelley, George Sand, Alfred de Musset, Leopardi, and especially in the current fin-de-siècle literature as well. Buddhism, which regards the will to live—in fact being itself—as the cause of all suffering, is acclaimed as the highest wisdom. Life is suffering; it swings back and forth between sorrow and boredom; it is not worth the effort of living. The world with its hospitals, lazarets, surgical tortures, prisons, torture chambers, slave stalls, battlefields, courts, dwellings of wretchedness, and so on offers apt material for a description of hell and is itself a hell in which one denizen is a devil to another. If it were a trifle worse, it would collapse under the weight of its own misery. Accordingly, all that exists deserves to perish.35
On the origin and purpose of suffering, there have been many views. Philosophy is almost always intent on casting the blame for it, as well as for that of sin, either directly or indirectly on God. Suffering in that scenario is derived from an independent evil principle (Parsiism, Manicheism), from an original evil being (Daub), from a dark strain in God (Böhme, Schelling), from the blind, irrational will to be (Buddhism, Schopenhauer, Hartmann), from the self-objectivization and self-realization of God (Hegel), from matter (Plato, Aristotle, Philo), from the necessities of nature (Weisse, Rothe), from the finiteness of creatures (Leibniz), from the developmental state of the world (Ulrici), from the sinful human consciousness that construes the inherently necessary imperfections of the world as being evil (Schleiermacher, Lipsius, Ritschl), and so on.36 The fact, however, that suffering cannot be attributed in that sense to God and that it is given with the creation itself is certain on the basis of the doctrine of Scripture, the witness of our conscience, and the essential truth of religion that most intimately unites holiness and blessedness. Yet an existence and development of the world and humankind without suffering seems to be an impossible idea. We cannot even picture a history without sin and misery. The moment we try to do this, the framework of time and space is left empty. Pain and death seem to be integral to a physical organism. Impassibility is an attribute one cannot possibly assign to a sensible creature. This is already true of humans but even more so of plants and animals. Modern science has everywhere made us see, in organic as well as in inorganic nature, an ongoing struggle for life in which all creatures are pitted against one another and aiming at one another’s death.
Yet, however natural pain and suffering may seem, one can on good grounds lodge the following objections against the above view.
1. If we could someday remove from the world and humankind all the suffering that has undoubtedly been directly and indirectly caused by sin, then in a flash far and away the most painful suffering would have disappeared, and the problem of suffering would be reduced to very small dimensions. No one can deny that between sin and misery there is a very close link. Many sins, as everyone agrees, bring with them all sorts of frightening consequences, not only mentally, such as fear, regret, shame, disgrace, remorse, and so on, but also materially, such as illness, misery, pain, poverty, degradation, and so on. This is true not only in the case of carnal sins, such as sensual indulgence, drunkenness, lust, and so on, but also in the case of sins that bear a more spiritual character, such as idolatry, superstition, unbelief, deception, greed, vanity, pride, hatred, envy, short-temperedness, and so on. All of them to a greater or lesser degree impact also the body and devastate it. A stream of spiritual and physical misery in individual persons, families, generations, and nations, in state, church, society, science, and art has its origin in sin. Remove it and—as everyone agrees—there is almost no suffering left. “The world is perfect everywhere—where humans have not trod with their troubles” (Schiller). “The primary source of the most serious evils affecting humans is human beings themselves.” “Man to man is a wolf” (homo homini lupus).37
2. Yet, however much truth there is in Schiller’s saying, it is not altogether correct. Even if in our thinking we remove all the suffering that by common consent directly or indirectly has its cause in sin, the world would still not be perfect all at once. Still remaining would be all those disasters that strike humans from without and are not, to everyone’s mind, traceable to sin, such as earthquakes, hurricanes, thunderstorms, floods, famines, plagues, train accidents, and so on. Here, too, admittedly, as Scripture testifies, there is a connection with sin; but that is different from the above-mentioned suffering. The Pharisees and the Mutazilites38 tried to explain these disasters in terms of personal sins, but Jesus judged otherwise (Luke 13:4; John 9:1). The disharmony and enmity of nature is rooted, not in personal sins, but in the sin of the human race. On account of this sin, God struck the earth with a curse and subjected the creation as a whole to futility and decay. Fallen people no longer belong in paradise. Corresponding to their state is the earth, which exists between heaven and hell. Along with knowledge and righteousness, humanity has also lost dominion and glory. The forces and elements of nature are often at war with it. Humanity can no longer subdue these forces and elements except by burdensome and exhausting labor. In its totality humanity no longer deserves a better place than this earth; nor is a better one possible for its development, nurture, and salvation. Of particular disasters we can almost never tell the purpose for which God sent them, although they are certainly never totally “speechless” for those who are struck by them. It is all the more presumptuous, therefore, with Schopenhauer and Hartmann to take scales in hand in order to weigh the weal and woe of the whole world against each other, thus to arrive at the conclusion that the pain far outweighs the sorrow. For every creature and every person, even the most seasoned pessimist, when given a choice between painful existence and painless nonexistence, actually prefers the former and tries to persevere in that existence. In the struggle with nature, humanity as a whole has found a spur for its energy, material for its labor, a stimulus for its development. By God’s grace the curse upon the earth has been turned into a blessing for it.
3. The fact that all of nature shares in humanity’s fall is not only certain on the basis of Scripture but also follows naturally from the central place that humanity occupies in the creation and is more than probable with a view to modern-day science as well. About the state of the world before the fall and about its change through and after the fall, people have sometimes said strange things, but the Reformed, generally speaking, have observed a prudent sobriety39 here and followed the golden rule that though, indeed, the form of things was changed by sin, the essence remained the same. Sin, after all, is not a substance and can neither increase nor decrease the substance of things of which God alone is the author. Just as following the fall, human beings essentially remained human, so it is with nature as a whole. No new species were added in the world of plants and animals. Thorns and thistles were not created new by a word of God, like the vegetation, the herbs, and the fruit trees on the third day (Gen. 1:11). Creeping things and wild animals also existed already prior to the fall (Gen. 1:24). But just as in the case of humanity the same capacities and forces—now corrupted by sin—began to function in another direction, so also with creation as a whole after it was struck by God with a curse. Left to itself, emancipated from the dominion and care of humans, and burdened by a divine curse, nature gradually became degraded and adulterated and brought forth thorns and thistles, all sorts of vermin, and carnivorous animals. The possibility of such adulteration has been raised beyond any doubt by modern science. Paleontology offers very few fossils of carnivorous animals; the large animals of the earliest times—the rhinoceros, the mammoth, and the mastodon—were all herbivorous. Of the so-called Sauria, which are considered lizards, this is uncertain; but even whales live in part on plants. Insects are all herbivorous; indeed, there are some who in an undeveloped state, such as caterpillars, larvae, and ichneumon wasps, feed on constituents of animal entities, but beetles, ants, bees, butterflies, and others all live on plant food. Among birds, there are many species that consume animal food, but they can live on plants as well. Among carnivorous animals there are three genera of Felis (lion, tiger, cat, panther, leopard, and so on), Canis (dog, wolf, fox), and Ursus (bear and so on). But of all these animals, it is at least questionable whether eating meat is a part of their nature. Charles Darwin—in his work The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication, a work that is most instructive for theologians in this respect also—has demonstrated that animals can grow accustomed to a changed diet, citing various examples to this effect.40 Similarly, as a result of degeneration, branches can change into thorns, and as a result of cultivation, thorns can change into branches.41
In many respects nature has now become the antithesis of humanity (2 Kings 17:25; Job 5:22–23; Hosea 2:18; Isa. 11:6ff.; 7:23; 65:20f.; Ezek. 14:15, 21; Rev. 21; Sir. 39:29f.). Plants and animals have become living symbols of sinful human inclinations and passions. Fear of animals and worship of animals demonstrate humanity’s abnormal relation to its natural environment. But the amazing power over animals, which is still found at times among humans, the numerous changes that, according to paleontology, have emerged in the plant and animal kingdom, the domestication and gradual variability in plants and animals—all amply prove that a state such as Isaiah depicts in chapters 11 and 65 is by no means impossible. There is nothing absurd in the notion that in nature, as in the case of humans, a significant change has occurred as a result of a divine judgment. Scripture in any case is much more rational than what is sometimes peddled in the name of science: according to Lindenschmit, human beings were at one time predatory animals who had to protect themselves from each other by living in houses built on stilts set in the water, whereas in that period predatory animals were extremely innocent creatures.42
4. It must not be overlooked in this connection that, theologically speaking, the creation itself was in a sense infralapsarian.43 For God the fall was neither a surprise nor a disappointment. He anticipated it, incorporated it into his counsel, and already took account of it in creating the world. Creation, therefore, took place in such a way that, in case Adam as its head fell, the whole world could become as it is now. Prior to the fall, the state of humanity and of the earth as a whole was a provisional one that could not remain as it was. It was such that it could be raised to a higher glory but in the event of human transgression could also be subjected to futility and decay. As a result of sin and the curse of God, there everywhere emerged from under and behind the primordial harmony, the “unruly,” the chaotic, and the demonic, which confuses and frightens us. Spread over the whole creation there is now a veil of melancholy. “The whole creation has been groaning in labor pains” [Rom. 8:22].44
DEATH
[341] This suffering culminates in that other penalty on sin, which is called death. Many theologians are of the opinion that Scripture—aside from a few places—does not view death as a consequence and penalty of sin. Granted, in Genesis 2:17 sudden, immediate death is threatened as punishment for sin, and this death is always indeed viewed as a disaster and a punishment. But death in itself is much more natural and automatically given with the material organism of a human being (Gen. 3:19; 18:27; Job 4:19; Pss. 89:48f.; 90:3; 103:14f.; 146:4; Eccles. 3:20; 12:7). So, in earlier times, judged the Pelagians, Socinians, Rationalists, and so judge many theologians today.45 And there is some truth in this idea. Indeed, what is threatened in Genesis 2:17 is not death in general but specifically the death that takes effect upon sin immediately after the transgression. Genesis 3:19, accordingly, does not convey the full execution of the punishment threatened but modifies and postpones it. In consequence, the Old Testament regards sudden death occurring in the prime of life above all as a punishment for sin (Gen. 6:3; Num. 16:29; 27:3; Ps. 90:7–10), in the same way the death penalty is viewed. This view is bound up with the then-prevailing economy of the covenant and the pedagogical nurture of the people of Israel. To the observance of his commandments in the days of the Old Testament, God linked a long and happy life, and for the violation of these commandments, he laid down all kinds of punishments on this side of the grave. Thus the mind of the righteous was especially focused on their lot in this life and restricted to the circle of their existence on earth; only rarely did it penetrate to the other side of the grave. The difference between the righteous and the wicked, therefore, did not lie primarily in death as such—for it was the same for all—but consisted in the different kind of life that preceded death. And when there was often but little difference there as well, the difference between the righteous and the wicked was sought in the distinct meaning that suffering had for the former and the latter (Deut. 8:2f.; Hosea 2:5f.; Isa. 1:25f.; Jer. 5:3; 9:7; 31:18; Lam. 3:27f.; Ps. 119:67, 71, 75; Prov. 3:11f.; Job 1; etc.). To the pious in Israel, the righteousness of God, which punishes sins, again becomes the principle of redemption and salvation as well.46
But from this it does not by any means follow that death itself was considered natural and necessary. For the view that death is a consequence of the material organism of a human being by no means rules out the fact that it is the penalty of sin. The reason why for humans the punishment of sin can consist in death is that humans are made of dust and taken from the earth. Paul similarly teaches that Adam is of the earth, earthly, and yet that death came into the world through sin. And all Christians speak in the same way: humans are dust, flesh, perishable; nevertheless their death is the consequence of sin. Furthermore, there is not a people on earth who felt the horror and unnaturalness of death more deeply than Israel. Human beings are dust and have to return to dust, but this is not natural. Sin has gradually weakened the vitality of people. Enoch and Elijah escaped death. It violates the inner nature of a human being (Job 14:1–12). Righteousness and life are intimately intertwined (Lev. 18:5; Deut. 4:1; 30:15; Jer. 21:8; Hab. 2:4; Ezek. 33:16; Ps. 36:10; Prov. 3:2, 18; 4:4, 13, 22; 8:35; etc.). In the perishability of life, we see the manifestation of a judgment of God (Ps. 90:7–12).47 Finally, in Apocryphal and Jewish literature (Sir. 25:24; 39:29; 40:9; 1 Enoch 69:11; Wis. 1:12f.; 2:24; 4 Ezra [2 Esdr.] 3:7; 2 Bar. 23:4) and in the New Testament (John 8:21; Rom. 1:32; 5:12; 6:23; 1 Cor. 15:22, 55–56; Heb. 2:14; 1 Pet. 4:6; James 1:15; 5:20; Rev. 20:14; 21:4; etc.), it is clearly stated that death is the wages of sin. For those who consistently elevate the New Testament over the Old Testament, there is, therefore, absolutely no reason to deny the bond between sin and death. Yet this is frequently done on the basis of the witness of history and the pronouncements of the natural sciences.
The fact is that there are many people who seem to have overcome the fear of death and die very peacefully. Others, committing suicide, even put an end to their own life. Rousseau claimed that the people of nature (natuurvolken) all died in peace and without fear. Lessing believed that the ancients held death to be a brother of sleep and saw nothing frightening in it. Romanticism often in sentimental fashion raved over death. Still, though some people in practicing their stoic apathy have gotten to the point where they look on death as their fate with calm, the fear of death is innate in all things living. At bottom we do not believe we have to die. Death plays such a huge role in human life that philosophy is rightly called a “training for death.”48 Death has always been for humans the last and greatest enemy. Finally, all recognize in death an unnatural power and flee from it as long as they can.49 Natural science, admittedly, has frequently called death natural and necessary. Lauvergne, for example, said: “The death of humans is a logical and natural consequence of their existence. Everything has an end: it is a hard law but it is the law.”50
But when it talks this way, science is saying more than it can account for. Death is a mystery in the full sense of the word. According to natural science, matter and energy are immortal, and so, say Weissmann and others, are unicellular protozoa.51 Why then is the physical organism that is composed of such materials and forces and cells mortal? According to science, that organism is further renewed in people every seven years. It is nourished and fortified from day to day; why then cannot this process continue indefinitely, and why does it stop already after a few decades? Let us not speak of aging and the decline of one’s faculties, for these are terms that, though they point to the phenomena, do not explain them and themselves need explanation. “Why do the cells wear out and waste away? Why do they succumb in old age to changes from which they remain protected in youth? That, up until now, is still a mystery to us.”52 Many plants and animals, moreover, sometimes exceed the life span of humans by hundreds of years. Why is a human’s vitality so quickly spent, and why do humans at most reach the age of seventy or eighty years if they are very strong?53
Add to this that death as a result of the decline of one’s vital powers almost never happens, neither in the case of humans nor in that of plants or animals. Almost always, death results from illness, a disaster, an accident, or such. Even in the rare instance when a person dies supposedly as a result of a decline in vital powers, the death still bears a pathological character and is caused by a disturbance of certain cells in the body. Then what is the reason death carries off almost all people before their time, often even in the prime of life or in the bloom of youth or even in the first few hours of their existence?54 Science does not know the cause that makes death a necessity.55 The fact that human beings die—says Professor Pruys van der Hoeven in his study of Christian anthropology—is a riddle that can only be explained by the degeneracy of their nature.56 The mystery of death remains as much intact as that of life.57
DOMINION OF SATAN
[342] The final penalty of sin to be discussed here consists in that, ethically speaking, the world has fallen into the power of Satan and his angels. Since Satan seduced humanity and brought about its fall (John 8:44; 2 Cor. 11:3; 1 Tim. 2:14; Rev. 12:9, 14–15; 20:2, 10), the world is in his power, lying as it does in the evil one (1 John 5:19). He is the “prince of this world” and the “god of this age” (John 12:31; 16:11; 2 Cor. 4:4). Although it is true that after their fall the devils have been thrown into hell to be kept there till the judgment (2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6), they have not yet been struck by that judgment (Matt. 8:29; Luke 8:31; James 2:19). They still appear in the gathering of the angels (Job 1; Luke 10:18; Rev. 12:7), hang around in the air (Eph. 2:2; 6:12), roam around, live and work on this earth, and have great power here. Especially the Gentile world is the sphere of their activity (Acts 16:16; 26:18; Eph. 2:2; 6:12; Col. 1:13; 1 Cor. 10:20; 8:5; Rev. 9:20). But when Christ appeared on earth, they also joined battle with him within the boundaries of the people of God. Satan held sway and worked in the Jews who were hostile to Christ (John 8:44f.), tempted Jesus (Matt. 4:1–11), sent unclean spirits, entered Judas (Luke 22:3; John 6:70; 13:2, 27), and so on. That was Satan’s hour (Luke 22:53; John 14:30). But Christ was the stronger antagonist (Luke 11:22), opposed him all his life (Luke 4:13), overcame him and cast him out (Luke 10:18; John 14:30; 12:31; 16:11; Col. 2:15; Heb. 2:14; 1 John 3:8), and in principle withdrew the domain of the church from his rule (Acts 26:18; Col. 1:13; 1 John 2:13; 4:4; Rev. 12:11). Nevertheless he still inwardly impacts the church from without; he goes about on earth (Job 1), tempts believers and works against them (Luke 22:31; 2 Cor. 12:7; 1 Thess. 2:18), attempts to lead them astray and to cause them to stumble (1 Cor. 7:5; 2 Cor. 2:11; 11:3, 13–15; 1 Pet. 5:8; 1 Thess. 3:5; Rev. 12:10), so that the church is called to fight against him always (Matt. 6:13; Eph. 6:12f.; Rom. 16:20; 1 Peter 5:9; James 4:7; Rev. 12:11). At some point at the end of time, he will once more raise himself up in all his power (Matt. 24; Mark 13; Luke 21; 2 Thess. 2:1–12; Rev. 12f.). But then he will also be overpowered by Christ and hurled with all his angels into the pool of fire (2 Thess. 2:8; 1 Cor. 15:24; Rev. 20:10).
Belief in evil spirits occurs among all peoples and in all religions. Sometimes the fear of evil spirits almost completely crowded out trust in good spirits.58 And in almost all Gentile religions, evil in nature is attributed to one or more spiritual beings who in character and rank equal the good gods.59 Scripture, however, teaches otherwise; and Christianity in the early centuries in various ways restrained and opposed Jewish and pagan superstition. Church and state laid down all sorts of regulations against magic, fortune-telling, and so on, and still, up until the thirteenth century, imposed no more than disciplinary penalties on those who practiced them.60 Even when the authorities later resorted to the death penalty, what they actually had in mind was the eradication of pagan superstition. It is therefore not right simply to hold the Christian religion and church responsible for all the superstition that prevailed also among Christians, especially from the thirteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Various factors contributed to it: wretched conditions in state and society, appalling occurrences of famine and the plague, the gross ignorance of the people, deficient knowledge of nature, magical kabbalistic trends among natural scientists, and so on.61
Nevertheless, the church is not exempt from blame in this matter. In many cases, both in theory and practice, the church took over this pagan superstition. This is already evident in the case of the church fathers. Just as every person has his or her guardian angel, they said, so does each have his or her own demon. Outside Christianity the devil holds virtually unlimited sway. Redemption in Christ is, in the first place, liberation from the devil. All physical evil in the world—disease, crop failure, famine, plague, death—is attributable to Satan. He is the invisible cause of all idolatry, magic, astrology, heresy, unbelief. Superstition is based on demonic reality. While the largely shallow conversions of the people of Europe ensured the survival, under a Christian veneer, of all sorts of pagan teachings and practices, there was added, in the Middle Ages, the belief that the devil could appear in all sorts of guises (cats, mice, goats, swine, werewolves), create all sorts of vermin, engage as incubus and succubus in fornication, seduce people into covenants sealed with blood, bewitch them, enter into them, ride with them through the air, change them into animals, and stir up all sorts of misfortune also in the natural environment.
Rome has consistently defended the demonic reality of this superstition, not only in the Middle Ages (the bull of Innocent VIII, 1484; Malleus maleficarum, 1487) but also after the Reformation and right up to the present day. In Catholic theology, for example, that of Suárez, Vázquez, Lessius, Liguori, Görres, and others, belief in the power of the devil occupies an extraordinarily large place.62 And the extent to which superstition among Roman Catholics continues to live on in practice sadly came to light not long ago in the notorious history of Leo Taxil.63 To Rome, all of existing reality is split between a lower (secular) and a higher (sacred) realm. In the former, Satan reigns with virtually unlimited power; the latter has to be protected from his influence and activity by the sign of the cross, holy water, exorcisms, and so on.64 Catholic Christians see themselves threatened by the devil everywhere and have to take all sorts of measures to drive him away.65
It is also true that Protestantism at the outset almost completely left this Catholic and basically pagan superstition intact. Belief in witches and witches’ trails were as vigorously defended by Protestants as by Catholics66 and were later opposed equally by Catholics (Spina, Molitor, Loos, Tanner, Spee) and Protestants (Weier [1563], Godelmann [1562], Reginald Scott [1584], van Dale [1685], Bekker [1691], Thomasius [1701]).67 Following Luther’s example, the Lutherans attributed extremely great power to the devil, deduced all evil from him, and maintained the practice of exorcism.68 Still, the Reformation, especially its Calvinistic branch, brought about a significant change in belief in the devil. Going back to Scripture and not going beyond it, confessing the absolute sovereignty of God, it could not view Satan and his angels, however powerful, as anything other than creatures who without God’s will cannot so much as move. The Reformation, let it be said, was not rationalistic. It maintained that there are evil spirits who exert an inward influence on people, especially on their imagination, and can even degrade them into their instruments. This power of Satan over humanity, however, is always subject to God’s providence. It is primarily ethical in character and has its origin in sin. It is, moreover, restricted within narrow bounds. God, not Satan, is the Creator of light and darkness, good and evil. Sickness and death are sent to us by him (Isa. 45:7). Hebrews 2:14 only says that Satan possesses the power of death, since through sin he has brought death to dominion in the world and is therefore a murderer from the beginning (John 8:44). Our life, and the end of our life, is not in Satan’s hand but in God’s. Luke 13:11, 16, and 2 Corinthians 12:7 do not accord us the right to ascribe all sickness and evil to Satan. Moreover, Satan cannot create and produce something out of nothing, nor can he as incubus or succubus bring forth children; he cannot change humans into animals, kill, or bring back to life. He cannot immediately exert influence on the human intellect and will nor alter the substance or quality of things, and so on.69
Only by a faith that conscientiously follows Scripture can we overcome the superstition that has struck such deep roots in the human heart and, despite all so-called intellectual development, keeps on reemerging. Rationalism first combated the inward operations of evil spirits in humans and subsequently the existence of such spirits. The result has been that, while belief in Scripture has been abandoned, superstition has not been rooted out. On the contrary, it is presently making its debut—in the form of magnetism, hypnotism, telepathy, spiritism, astrology, and so on—especially in the circles of unbelief. Occultism, which throughout the ages has flourished among all peoples,70 in this [nineteenth] century numbers its adherents in the millions and is even glorified as supreme wisdom in art and science. Also, vis-à-vis this modern superstition the foolishness of God is wiser than human beings. For not only cannot anything rational be said against the existence of fallen spirits, but also the possibility that they can lead people astray cannot be denied on a single solid ground. Just as human beings by their words and deeds, their example and conduct, exert influence on others, so there is nothing absurd in the idea that the fallen world of spirits exerts a deceptive influence on the imagination, intellect, and will of humans. Sometimes people object against this view that in that case people can always blame their faults on the devil, but this is also the case when a person is led astray by a fellow human. Furthermore, temptation always occurs along ethical channels and does not cancel out people’s own guilt. And in circles where there is belief in the existence of fallen angels, the sense of guilt is usually not weaker than in places where their existence is denied. Belief in the devil simultaneously upholds both the appalling seriousness of sin and the human capacity for redemption. Our choice here is between “a devil outside of humanity or thousands of devils in human form.”71 Manifest in people, sometimes, there is such fierce, conscious, and intentional hatred against God and all that is divine.72 There are children of God—and not the weakest or smallest but the most advanced, people who are foremost in the struggle and who live in the closest fellowship with God—who often complain of horrible temptations and inner assaults. They hint at such wicked thoughts suddenly arising in their hearts that it is a privilege to them to be allowed to believe in the existence of devils. There are “depths of Satan” that—in Scripture, in the history of humankind, in the struggle of the church of Christ, and in the experience of believers—sometimes in a flash become real to them.
One must realize in this connection that this sinful power forms a kingdom that, in its opposition to God and his kingdom, operates systematically. If one were able to survey the whole of it, one would undoubtedly discover a plan of attack and defense in the history of its struggle. In the sinful life of the individual but much more in that of families, generations, peoples, and humanity as a whole throughout the ages, there is a deliberate methodical opposition to God and all that is his. And the leadership of this opposition is in the hands of him who is called in Scripture “the prince of this world” and the “god of this age.” In that capacity he already made his appearance immediately in the temptation and fall of the first human being. In paganism he organized a power that stands opposed against all true religion, morality, and civilization. When Christ appeared on earth, this “prince” concentrated his power against him, not only by assaulting him personally and persecuting him relentlessly, but also by surrounding him on all sides with demonic forces in order to thus break down and resist this work. The (demon-) possessed in the New Testament were not ordinary sick folk, even though symptoms of illness—deafness, muteness, epilepsy, dementia—also occurred among them. For each time they are clearly distinguished from ordinary sick folk (Matt. 4:24; 8:16; 10:1; Mark 1:32; 3:15; Luke 13:32). The exceptional features of the (demon-) possessed are that out of their mouths speaks a subject other than they themselves, that this subject recognizes Jesus as the Son of God, is totally hostile toward him, and leaves the patient only at Jesus’ command (Matt. 8:29, 31; Mark 1:26, 34; 3:11; Luke 4:34, 41; 8:2, 30; Acts 16:17–18; 19:15). Now this obsession, however appalling, is so far from being impossible that in hypnotism—where one person is subjected to the thought and will of another—we see the manifestation of an analogous phenomenon; further, that such cases of possession still occur today and that those who consider it impossible would also have to deny the soul’s inner impact on the body and God’s inward working on humans and the world. Satan mimics everything: God reveals himself in theophany (incarnation), prophecy, and miracle; the demonic caricature of these three, accordingly, is obsession, mantic, and magic. To this trio, Scripture for that reason repeatedly accords reality (Gen. 41:8; Exod. 7:12, 22; 8:7, 18–19; Num. 22; Josh. 24:10; 1 Sam. 6:2, 7–9; 2 Chron. 33:6; Isa. 47:9–12; Jer. 39:13; Nah. 3:4; Dan. 1:20; 2:10; Acts 8:9; 13:6–10; 16:16; etc.), a reality that it very firmly censures and prohibits (Exod. 22:18; Lev. 20:27; Deut. 18:10; Jer. 27:9; 2 Chron. 33:6; Mic. 5:12; Gal. 5:20), but that toward the end of history will once more be revealed by Satan in all its seductive power (1 Thess. 2:18; 2 Thess. 2:8–11; Rev. 9:1–11; 13:13–15; 19:20).73
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CHRIST THE REDEEMER
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THE COVENANT OF GRACE
The universal reality of misery evokes in all people a need for deliverance, a deliverance from above. Pagans who construe misery as basically physical know neither the essential character of sin nor the deliverance of grace. Scripture, however, sees our misery as sin, as an ethical violation of communion with God, who alone can restore it. This requires grace, which in biblical revelation assumes the form of a covenant.
This covenant begins immediately after the fall as evidenced by Adam and Eve’s shame in their nakedness, a sign of lost innocence. Guilt and shame reveal both God’s wrath and his grace, but the latter is shown especially when God seeks out Adam and Eve and interrogates them. In his punishment on the serpent and on humanity, God’s mercy triumphs over judgment as he annuls the covenant made with evil and puts enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman. Now the path of glory must pass through suffering for man and woman. In the promise of Genesis 3, we find the gospel in a nutshell and, in principle, the entire history of the human race.
The word “covenant” is not found in Genesis 3, but the reality is. Modern critics judge that covenant ideas arose late in Israel’s history but need circular arguments for their case. A history of Israel is constructed by alleging that certain biblical sources are inauthentic, which history is then used to demonstrate the inauthenticity of documents that witness against it. It is better scholarship to see the latter prophets as standing on the foundation of a real covenant made with the patriarchs.
Covenant (ברית) is characterized by three factors: an oath or promise including stipulations, a curse for violation, and a cultic ceremony that represents the curse symbolically. Covenant making is a religious and social act. The covenant of grace is unilateral, indissolubly grounded in the merciful promises of the sovereign God. God cannot break his promise; he has sworn himself to uphold it. The unilateral divine origin and character attributed to the covenant in Hebrew is likely the reason why the Septuagint translates ברית by διαθηκη, or “testament,” rather than συνθηκη.
The doctrine of the covenant achieved dogmatic significance in the Christian church because the Christian religion had to understand its relation to and distinction from Judaism. Over against Gnosticism and Marcion, the church had to maintain the unity of and, over against Judaism, the distinction between the two covenants. Law and gospel, Old Testament and New Testament, are to be distinguished but never separated. During the Reformation this issue became crucial as Anabaptists and others (Arminians, Socinians) devalued the Old Testament. Key differences also arose between the Lutheran and Reformed traditions. It is in the latter, beginning with Zwingli and Calvin, that the doctrine of the covenant is most fully developed, notably in the German Reformed theology of Olevianus and Ursinus, English Puritanism, and the Westminster Confession.
Among the Dutch Reformed, Cloppenburg and Cocceius made the covenant the fundamental premise and controlling principle of dogmatics as a whole. Cocceius had an eccentric view of the covenant, notably the notion of successive covenantal abrogations, which in fact undermined the key element of grace, making it uncertain. After Cocceius, a more general disparagement of the Old Testament took place among modern thinkers such as Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, and Schleiermacher. Judaism was then seen as no better than paganism as preparation for Christianity.
In the Reformed church and theology, covenant became a very important practical encouragement for Christian living. Here the basis of all covenants was found in the eternal counsel of God, in a covenant between the very persons of the Trinity, the pactum salutis (counsel of peace). The work of salvation is an undertaking of the one God in three persons in which all cooperate and each one performs a special task. It is the triune God—Father, Son, and Spirit—who together conceive, determine, carry out, and complete the entire work of salvation. The benefit to the believer is in knowing that the covenant of grace executed and revealed in time and history nevertheless rests on an eternal, unchanging foundation, the counsel of the triune God. The Father is the eternal Father, the Son the eternal Mediator, the Holy Spirit the eternal Paraclete.
Care must be taken in considering the execution of the pact of salvation in time and history. Though God elects Abraham and Israel as his chosen people, his salvific purpose is universal, with all peoples. In the fullness of time, humanity as a whole, Jew and Gentile, is reconciled in the one man, Jesus Christ, at the cross. After the fall, grace and judgment alike are extended to the whole human race. In the beginnings of human history, we see great blessing in remarkable longevity and the great judgment of the flood. After the flood, God makes a covenant with nature not to destroy the world with water again, reduces human life span, and spreads humanity across the world, preventing humans from reaching heaven itself with their ambition. Despite letting the Gentiles walk in their own ways, God providentially grants them significant cultural and social development. He did not leave them without witnesses to himself through the works of his hands. In this way God is present to all people, and they are in some sense “prepared” for the message of salvation.
The universal scope of God’s intention for all peoples—Jew and Gentile—must never obscure the special favor of God to Israel. While Israel is drawn from the nations and there are analogies between Israel’s religious practices and those of the nations, the essential difference is that special grace is reserved for Israel and is not known among the pagans. Pagan religion is self-willed and legalistic. The covenant made with Abraham is new and comes from God alone. Through his covenant with Abraham and Israel, the Creator proves himself to also be the Re-creator and Savior. Elohim, Creator of heaven and earth, is Yahweh, the God of the covenant.
The old covenant with Israel is the necessary preparation for the new covenant in Christ. Though the covenant is one, there are two dispensations. In God’s own time, the promise of the old covenant was fulfilled in the new. The shadow and particularity of the letter became the substance, universality, and freedom of the Spirit. Nothing of the Old Testament is lost in the New, but everything is fulfilled, matured, has reached its full growth, and now, out of the temporary husk, produces the eternal core.
The covenant of grace, fulfilled in the New Testament, was and is surrounded and sustained by God’s covenant with nature, with all creatures. Unlike what Cocceius taught, the covenant of grace is not the successive abolition of the covenant of works but its fulfillment and restoration. “Grace repairs and perfects nature.” God’s demand of obedience remains as the only way to eternal life. The difference between the covenant of works and grace is that God now approaches us not in Adam but in Christ, who fulfilled all the obedience required of Adam. Christ is the second and last Adam who restores what the first Adam had corrupted; he is the head of a new humanity.
The covenant of grace is also integrally united with the counsel of peace, though it should be distinguished from it. In the counsel of peace, Christ is the guarantor and head; in the covenant of grace, he is the mediator. In this way the doctrine of the covenant maintains God’s sovereignty in the entire work of salvation. It is the Father who conceives, plans, and wills the work of salvation; it is the Son who guarantees it and effectively acquires it; it is the Spirit who implements and applies it.
At the same time, the covenant of grace also allows the rational and moral nature of human beings to come into their own. Here it differs from election, in which humans are strictly passive. The covenant of grace describes the road by which elect people attain their destiny; it is the channel by which the stream of election flows toward eternity. Christ sends his Spirit to instruct and enable his own so that they consciously and voluntarily consent to this covenant. The covenant of grace comes with the demand of faith and repentance, which may in some sense be said to be its “conditions.” Yet, this must not be misunderstood. God himself supplies what he demands; the covenant of grace is thus truly unilateral—it comes from God, who designed, defines, maintains, and implements it. It is, however, designed to become bilateral, to be consciously and voluntarily accepted by believers in the power of God. In the covenant of grace, God’s honor is not at the expense of but for the benefit of human persons by renewing the whole person and restoring personal freedom and dignity.
The covenant of grace, with Christ as the new head of humanity, reminds us of the organic unity of the church. The covenant of grace reminds us that election is about not only individual persons but also organic wholes, including families and generations. Therefore, some who remain inwardly unbelieving will for a time, in the earthly administration and dispensation of the covenant of grace, be part of the covenant people. The final judgment belongs to God alone, and in this life the church must regard such with the judgment of charity.
SIN, GRACE, AND COVENANT
[343] Sin, misery, and death are facts whose existence is undeniable and that therefore to some extent evoke in all people a need for reconciliation and redemption. The desire for salvation, no less than the knowledge of misery, is common to all of us. We are even more or less aware that redemption must come from above. “All humans have need of the gods” (Homer, Odyssey III, 48). Just as in time of trouble the people of Israel returned to the Lord, saying “Come and save us!” (Jer. 2:27), so extreme distress at all times prompts people to pray. “Misfortunes summon (people) to religion” (Livius). “The wretched worship the gods more than the happy” (Seneca). But to the degree that the misery is construed differently, to that degree also the salvation people look for changes. When that misery is solely construed as a physical evil, as a disaster and misfortune, sickness and death, then people’s idea of salvation does not go beyond rescue from this distress. As long as moral and physical evil, sin and misery, are equated, the distinction between God and the world cannot come into its own. Among pagans, therefore, the sense of holiness faded away. The deity was either confused with nature, divided into many particular spirits and gods that had to be served and venerated, each in his own domain, or in pantheistic fashion equated with the world and regarded as the soul of all existing things. Among pagans there is no idea of a covenant of grace freely established with humanity in time by God himself; the relation in which they stand to their gods is not the result of free choice but on both sides a matter of necessity. Grace in its true sense was unknown to them because they did not comprehend the essential character of sin, just as, conversely, the character of iniquity remained a mystery to them because the revelation of grace had not illumined them on this issue. Thus they managed to hope and wish but never came to a firm belief concerning salvation from all evil. “Homer attributed human properties to the gods; I would prefer to attribute divine properties to us humans” (Cicero).
But in Scripture the grace of God comes out to meet us in all its riches and glory. Special revelation again makes God known to us as a Being who stands, free and omnipotent, above nature and has a character and will of his own. The relation in which human beings stand to him is essentially different from the position in which they have been put with respect to all creatures. Sin, accordingly, is different from misery; its character is ethical, not physical. It is a violation of God’s commandment and a severance of his communion. Consequently, that communion can only be reestablished from the side of God and at a certain point in time. From the very first moment of its revelation, grace assumes the form of a covenant, a covenant that arises, not by a natural process, but by a historical act and hence gives rise to a rich history of grace.
This covenant of grace already begins immediately after the fall. When the expression “in the day” in Genesis 2:17 is understood literally, the punishment threatened is obviously not fully carried out, for Adam and Eve did not die the day they sinned but lived on for many years afterward. Had the full punishment of sin been immediately carried out, in that first human couple the whole human race would have been annihilated, the earth laid waste, and the cosmos would have returned to chaos or to nothingness. In that case, however, Satan would have been victorious and God defeated. For that reason another principle went into effect immediately after the fall, a principle that restrains, opposes, and overcomes sin. Not only is the punishment not immediately applied to the full, but the punishment that is applied at the same time serves as a blessing. All that occurs at God’s first encounter with fallen humanity is both proof of his wrath and a revelation of his grace.
The moment Adam and Eve had violated God’s commandment, “the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked” (Gen. 3:7). The promise of the serpent was fulfilled in that event, but very differently from the way they had anticipated. Their eyes were indeed opened, only to see the evil they had done and the punishment they had brought down on themselves, and they began to be ashamed of their nakedness. Shame is an unpleasant feeling that steals over us after we have done something wrong or improper and consists especially in the fear of disgrace. Noteworthy here is that in the case of Adam and Eve this shame immediately concerns their nakedness and prompts them to conceal it with some fig leaves sewn together. But, certainly, there is a historical and ethical reason for it. Shame does not occur in animals nor yet in small children. It can only originate when we have become aware of the contrast between what is fitting and what is unfitting, between beauty and ugliness, good and evil. In the first human couple, it occurred as a result of violating God’s commandment. Their eyes were opened to what they had been moments earlier and were obliged to be and had now in fact become as a result of sin. They no longer felt free in each other’s presence; they no longer dared look each other in the eye; they became aware of their nakedness. Innocence was gone, and a sense of guilt first became manifest in their sense of shame.1 The fact that in Adam and Eve a sense of shame over their nakedness had an ethical cause is further evident in that the sense of guilt in their case also manifested itself in still another way: in fear before God. When they heard the voice of the Lord, they “hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden” (Gen. 3:8). While as a result of their transgression they felt unfree in each other’s presence, they were much more ashamed vis-à-vis the One who had given them the commandment. Their conscience had awakened—the realization that they had sinned and deserved punishment. And that conscience gives them no peace; it drives them away from God, not toward him. It makes them fear, flee, and hide themselves from his presence. Shame over their nakedness and fear of God are both rooted in their violation of the divine law and are proof that both their communion with each other and with God has been broken by sin.
At the same time, they show that the human beings in question had not been hardened, that they had not become devils but remained human. With the angels, we find that when they fell, they fell all at once into hell (Jude 6); they immediately became hardened in evil and, in fact, irredeemable. But human beings are created such that when they fall, they can be raised up again: they remain capable of redemption. In the case of humans, God held back the full effect of the principle and power of sin. Moreover, God did not withdraw himself after the fall, nor does he even for a moment abandon the transgressors. If immediately after the transgression a sense of guilt, shame, and fear arose in humans, then that in itself is already an operation of God’s Spirit in them, indeed a revelation of his wrath but also of his grace, a revelation that is the foundation of all the religious and ethical life that still persists in humans after the fall.
But God reveals himself in still another way as well. When the human pair hide themselves from him, God finds them and calls out to them. Granted, God comes to them from afar, and they want to hide from him and distance themselves even further from him. There is no longer any communion between God and them but only estrangement and separation: the covenant is broken. Still, God comes to them and seeks them out. He no longer abandons them to their own folly and fears that prompt them to seek refuge in hiding from him. But of his own accord he himself calls them back to him. In so doing he does not take them by surprise and terrify them; he comes to them, as it were, from a great distance. He does not come to them in a hurricane or a thunderstorm but in the cool of the day, in the solemn rustling of the trees in the evening. And from that they recognize the voice of God and perceive his approach. This drawing near to them is grace. God gives people time to come to themselves and to consider how they will answer him.
This revelation of God’s grace is even more pronounced in the interrogation and words of punishment that follow (Gen. 3:9–13). The Lord specifically calls Adam, for he is the head and responsible party. The Lord does not immediately pronounce his verdict but makes an inquiry, interrogating the people and giving them every opportunity to defend themselves. When they take advantage of that opportunity and, though not denying all blame, do not fall humbly and penitently before God’s feet but instead try to excuse themselves, God does not erupt in anger but to a degree honors their apology. And then, although starting the interrogation with Adam, in pronouncing the verdict, he first turns to the serpent, then to Eve, and subsequently to Adam. And in that verdict mercy triumphs over judgment. The punishment (Gen. 3:14–15) first of all concerns the serpent as an ordinary animal. God humbles the serpent, putting enmity between it and humanity. Henceforth, in place of the earlier subordination of animals to human beings, there will be conflict between the two, a conflict in which human beings will have the upper hand but still have to suffer much from the animals, especially from the serpent. This punishment, further, passes through the serpent to the evil power whose instrument it was. With this power humanity had made a covenant and for its sake broken the covenant with God. God graciously annuls it, puts enmity between the seed of the serpent and the woman’s seed, brings the seed of the woman—humanity, that is—back to his side, hence declaring that from Eve will spring a human race and that that race, though it will have to suffer much in the conflict with that evil power, will eventually triumph. From this point on, the road for the human race will pass through suffering to glory, through struggle to victory, through the cross to a crown, through the state of humiliation to that of exaltation. This is the fundamental law that God here proclaims before the entrance into the kingdom of heaven.
The penalty for the woman (Gen. 3:16) strikes her both as mother and as wife. Precisely as wife she will have to bear much pain. Her dearest dream, that is, motherhood, will be attained in no other way than by various kinds of suffering, desire for and submission to her husband, and bringing forth children in pain. But thus in any case she will obtain her dearest wish and reach her destiny. She will be the mother of all living—although by her transgression and self-elevation over her husband she had deserved death—and she will be blessed in bearing children (1 Tim. 2:15).
The penalty for the man (Gen. 3:17–19) consists in the fact that the ground will be cursed because of him, that he will eat bread in the sweat of his face, and after a life of toil and trouble return to the dust. In that connection he is driven from paradise and sent out into the wide world (Gen. 3:22–24). But this punishment, too, is a blessing. There is nobility in labor. It preserves humans from moral and physical degradation, stimulates their energy, and heightens their activity. Though banished from paradise, humans are not consigned to hell. They are sent into the world in order to subdue and control it by burdensome and exhausting labor. Here lies the beginning and first principle of all culture. Human dominion is not totally lost but is expanded by labor (Ps. 8). Also in fallen humanity, the image of God, in which it was created, is still discernible. Even a temporal death is not just a punishment but also a benefit. God instituted death so that sin would not be immortal.2 After the fall, accordingly, a dual principle immediately takes effect: wrath and grace, justice and mercy. In light of this double principle alone, one can interpret the world as we know it. This is a world full of humor, laughter mixed with tears, existing in the sign of the cross, and given immediately after the fall to Christ, the Man of sorrows, that he might save and subdue it.
Thus, after hearing God pronounce his verdict, Adam and Eve humbly bow their heads. They have nothing left to say; in silence they accept the divine verdict without objection. Though that verdict sounds incredible and the truth of it can only be evident in a remote future, they believe it, blind to the future but seeing in the light of God’s Word. Leaning on God’s promise, Adam calls his wife Eve: life, source of life, mother of the living. Before the fall, he saw her primarily as the wife who had been given him as helper, and so he called her Woman (ishshah). But now he views her primarily as mother and calls her Eve. Though they have deserved death and decay, God’s blessing makes the woman fruitful and causes her to bring forth the humanity that, in her greatest son, the Son of Man, will conquer the evil power of sin. In the divine promise, Adam reads the guarantee of the propagation, the existence, the development and salvation of the human race, and accepts it as such in genuinely childlike faith. And this faith was reckoned to him as righteousness. In principle Genesis 3 contains the entire history of humankind, all the ways of God for the salvation of the lost and the victory over sin. In substance the whole gospel, the entire covenant of grace, is present here. All that follows is the development of what has been germinally planted here.
COVENANT IN SCRIPTURE
[344] Nevertheless, in Genesis 3 the word “covenant” has not yet been mentioned. There is no mention of it until Noah, Abraham, and Israel at Mount Sinai make their appearance. Modern critics think that also in these places it is antedated, and that Israel’s religion originally did not differ from that of other peoples. Yahweh’s relation to Israel, they say, is like that of Chemosh to Moab. The idea of a covenant existing between Yahweh and his people was totally foreign to ancient Israel. They had no idea that God—as the God of heaven and earth—had chosen Israel from among all the peoples, had made it his own possession, and placed it in a covenant with him. These ideas did not arise until much later. Even in Amos the covenant relation does not yet occur. Hosea only states that Israel’s unfaithfulness is comparable to a breach of covenant (6:7). The first true covenant book is Deuteronomy. It is introduced and accepted in the manner of a covenant (2 Kings 23:3; Jer. 34:8f.; Ezra 10:3; Neh. 9:38). But at its rise, that covenant was viewed very differently from later. That first time it was interpreted as Israel’s obligation to Yahweh to be a holy people and to observe his laws. So if Israel did not keep the covenant, it was canceled and Israel was burdened with a curse (Deut. 27 and 28). But, though in Josiah’s reformation Israel formally accepted the covenant, it did not adhere to it, was punished, and was sent into exile. Then, gradually, the idea arose that God’s covenant consisted in a law that he had given, that God obligated himself to remain faithful to Israel and not abandon it even if it fell away from him. Though he could punish Israel, he could not abolish the covenant. Upon its return from exile, Israel clung tightly to this covenant idea and retrojected it into its past, into the history of the patriarchs.3
True in this conception is that in prophecy the covenant idea did not achieve prominence until later, especially after Jeremiah. But there was a reason for this. For only after the people’s apostasy had assumed definitive form and made the exile necessary did the question whether or not God had permanently abandoned his people on account of it become urgent. To this the covenant God had made with Israel answered that the unfaithfulness of God’s people would not nullify the faithfulness of God. The free covenant that God in his loving-kindness made with Israel increasingly became the foundation of Israel’s faith and the ground for its hope in the future (Isa. 54:10). It became increasingly evident that the expectations Israel cherished were all exclusively grounded in the covenant God in his grace had established with his people. That covenant alone assured Israel of its continued existence, the appearance of the Messiah, and all the blessings of the future kingdom of God. Hence in Isaiah this Messiah acquired the name “covenant of the people” (Isa. 42:6; 49:8), for he would keep and confirm the covenant for the people and establish a new covenant (Jer. 31:31–34), and the blessings he bestowed would be covenant blessings (Isa. 55:3; Jer. 33:20–21; Ps. 89:29).
From this it does not follow, however, that this covenant idea was unknown in earlier times. Modern criticism can only maintain this view by a very arbitrary working procedure. For countless testimonies, which also according to this criticism belong to the older sections of the Pentateuch, make mention of such a covenant. In Genesis 15:18, for example, there is mention of a covenant that God made with Abraham; but without adequate grounds, it is said that this word is only a solemn name for the oath with which God obligated himself to give the land of Canaan to Abraham’s descendants. The words in Genesis 28:21 (“then the LORD shall be my God”) undoubtedly suggest the idea of a covenant relation, but they are considered a pure addition. Exodus 21–23 is called “the book of the covenant” (Exod. 24:7); the blood of the sacrifice with which it was confirmed is called “the blood of the covenant” (24:8), and in Exodus 34:27 there is reference to covenant words. But [according to the critics] these documents, even if they are pre-Deuteronomic, do not date from Moses’ time and in any case do not contain the covenant idea as it was later conceived. A criticism that operates in this manner gets no other result than what it wanted beforehand. First, on the basis of the alleged inauthenticity of the writings, it constructs a history of religious concepts, then it uses this history to demonstrate the inauthenticity of the documents that witness against it.4
But even with this arbitrary criticism, the critics do not end up where they want to be. For all the prophets proceed from the idea that there exists a special relationship between Yahweh and the people of Israel. Amos begins his prophecies with an oracle of doom against Damascus, on account of whose crimes the Lord will act on behalf of his people (1:3–5), and he will not spare Israel precisely because it alone he has known of all the families of the earth (3:2). Hosea pictures the relation between God and his people as a marriage and in 6:7 and 8:1 speaks of the covenant that Israel has broken. The prophets are not the founders of a new religion but, jointly with the people, stand on the foundation of the same covenant, therefore calling the people to repentance and conversion. Not only does Israel always trace its history to the patriarchs and the countries of Syria and Egypt (Deut. 26:5; Hosea 12:13), but the covenant established at Sinai is above all the basis on which Israel’s whole religion rests. This is the reason why many scholars who otherwise accept the principle of modern criticism still maintain the historical reality of Moses’ person and work.5
In the study of the meaning of the covenant in Israel, however, the main question is not whether the word used to designate it (ברית) originally meant “covenant” or “statute.” Some scholars, such as [Franz] Delitzsch, Gesenius, Dillmann, Schultz, Oehler, Wellhausen, Guthe, Bredenkamp, König, and Cremer, say the first, then assume as a second meaning that of “covenant condition” and so let it pass into the meaning of “statute,” “law,” inasmuch as a law acquires legal force in the way of a covenant. Others, such as Hofmann, Buhl, Friedrich Delitzsch, Orelli, Strack, Siegfried, Stade, and Nowack, believe that “regulation,” “statute,” is the most ancient meaning and that it gradually passed into that of covenant because the law governs a reciprocal relation. The scriptural data do not enable us to make a firm choice between these two opinions and to demonstrate historically the transition from the one meaning to the other. Sometimes the one meaning predominates, sometimes the other, and in that connection one cannot distinguish the earlier from the later sources.
The concept of covenant (ברית), accordingly, must be defined in another way. The derivation is not very helpful in this connection. According to most linguists, it comes from the verb ברה, “to cut,” and so refers to the ancient Eastern custom, followed in the making of a covenant, of passing between the parts of slain animals laid out on opposite sides from each other, to symbolize that the same fate as that of the animals may befall the violator of the covenant in question, hence the expression “to cut a covenant” (כרת ברית, ὁρκια τεμνειν, foedus ferire; cf. Gen. 15:8f., Jer. 34:19ff.). According to others, it derives from an Assyrian stem meaning “to bind.”6 However this may be, it is clear from Genesis 21:22f.; 26:26f.; and 31:44f. that a ברית is characterized by three features: an oath or promise that includes the stipulations agreed upon, a curse that invokes divine punishment upon the violator of the covenant, and a cultic ceremony that represents the curse symbolically. The making of a covenant, accordingly, was always a religious act. The word was admittedly first employed in the profane world of everyday for contractual provisions and agreements between people. Long before God established his covenant with Noah and Abraham, covenants had been made between humans. And this had to be the case for Noah, Abraham, and Israel to understand and appreciate religion as a covenant. This is also why the word does not yet occur in Genesis 3:15. Only when covenants were needed in a sinful and deceptive human society for the defense or acquisition of any good could the value of a covenant be appreciated and religion be regarded from this point of view. Still, though the word ברית was first used to denote human covenants, it always refers to a religious act. The main issue in the word ברית is not whether it denotes a covenant or a statute. What matters is that it refers in general to the kind of promise, agreement, treaty, covenant, ordinance, grant, and so on that is placed by a solemn ceremony under the protection of God and so achieves a kind of indissolubility.7
Whether ברית is a bilateral covenant or a unilateral [royal] grant depends neither on the word nor on the historical development of the concept but simply on the parties involved. To the degree that one of the two parties is inferior and has less “say,” the ברית automatically gets the character of a “grant” imposed by one party on the other. In that case, ברית becomes synonymous with חֹק (enactment, decree) (Exod. 34:10; Isa. 59:21; Jer. 33:20 [cf. 31:36]; 34:13); and כרת ברית is not only construed with עם (with) and בין (between) but also with ל (for the benefit of) (Josh. 9:6; Isa. 55:3; 61:8; Jer. 32:40). When a conqueror makes a ברית with the conquered, or a king with his subject, the whole emphasis is on the obligations the latter will have to fulfill in the context of that covenant (Josh. 9; 1 Sam. 11; 2 Sam. 5:3; 1 Kings 20:34; Ezek. 17:13). The meaning of grant, ordinance, and statute becomes even stronger when there is metaphorical mention of a ברית with the eyes (Job 31:1), with stones and animals (Job 5:22; 41:4), with death (Isa. 28:15), of God with nature (Gen. 8:22; Jer. 33:20, 25) or with animals (Gen. 9:12; Hosea 2:17–22; Isa. 11:6; etc.). But also when God makes a covenant with humans, this unilateral character comes repeatedly to the fore: the parties, after all, are not equal, but God is the sovereign who imposes his ordinances on his creatures. When in Genesis 15:8f. God makes a covenant with Abraham, it is not really a compact but a pledge. God gives his promise; he obligates himself to fulfill it and passes between the pieces of the sacrificial animal. Elsewhere he swears by himself (Gen. 22:16), by his life (Deut. 32:40), by his “soul” [nephesh] (Amos 6:8; Jer. 51:14) to show to people “the unchangeable character of his purpose” (Heb. 6:17).
This unilateral character had to come out with ever-increasing clarity in the course of history. True, the covenant of God imposed obligations also on those with whom it was made—obligations, not as conditions for entering into the covenant (for the covenant was made and based only on God’s compassion), but as the way the people who had by grace been incorporated into the covenant henceforth had to conduct themselves (Gen. 17:1–2; Exod. 19:5–6, 8; 24:3, 7; Lev. 26:14f.; Deut. 5:29; 27:10f.; 28:1f.; 30:1f.; etc.). But although Israel repeatedly accepted God’s covenant (Exod. 19:8; 24:3, 7; Deut. 29:10–13; Josh. 24:16; 2 Kings 23:3; 2 Chron. 15:12; 23:16; 29:10; 34:31; Neh. 8; etc.), it did not walk in the way of the covenant but consistently desecrated and broke it. Thus the question arose whether this covenant of grace was as unstable as the covenant of works had been before the fall. Replying to this question, revelation answered ever more forcefully and loudly as apostasy increased. No, this covenant does not falter; people may become unfaithful, but God does not forget his promise. This covenant is anchored solely in his compassion (Lev. 26:40–44; Deut. 4:31; 30:1f.; 32:36f.; Judg. 2:1; 2 Kings 13:23; Pss. 81:8, 11; 89:1–5; 105:8–10; 106:45; 111:5; Isa. 1:3; 5:13; 54:10; Jer. 18:5–10; Ezek. 33:10–16; Hosea 6:1–3; 11:7–9; 14:2–9; Joel 2:12–14). God cannot and may not break his covenant. Voluntarily, of his own accord, he bound himself to its provisions with a solemn oath; his name, his honor, his very being depend on it (Exod. 32–33; Num. 14:16; Deut. 32:26; 1 Sam. 12:22; Isa. 48:8–11; Jer. 14:7, 20–21; Ezek. 20:9, 14, 22, 43–44; Joel 2:17–19; etc.).
In this firmness and steadiness of the covenant of grace lies the glory of the religion we as Christians confess. Earlier already we indicated why true religion has to come in the form of a covenant.8 If religion is to be a true fellowship between God and humanity, fellowship in which not only God but also the human partner preserves his or her independence as a rational and moral being and along with his or her duties also receives rights, this can only come into being by God’s coming down to humans and entering into a covenant with them. In this action God obligates himself with an oath to grant the human partner eternal salvation despite his apostasy and unfaithfulness; but by the same token, the human partner on his or her part is admonished and obligated to a new obedience, yet in such a way that “if we sometimes through weakness fall into sins we must not despair of God’s mercy, nor continue in sin,” since we have an everlasting covenant of grace with God.9 The covenant of grace is unalterably grounded, not in our virtues and works, but in God’s mercies.
This indissolubility, which was inferred with increasing clarity from the covenant idea by Old Testament prophecy, is probably also the reason why the word is translated in the Septuagint, not by συνθηκη (covenant) but by διαθηκη (testament). According to Deissmann,10 the latter word always has the meaning of “testament,” never that of “covenant.” As this concerns the Old Testament and the New Testament, however, this may be questioned on good grounds. The unilateral divine origin and character attributed to the covenant in the Hebrew is sufficient reason why the Septuagint preferred διαθηκη to συνθηκη. Further, between the testamentary disposition made in the time of the Septuagint in accordance with Graeco-Syrian law and that made in accordance with Roman law, there was a notable distinction. According to the former, διαθηκη was a solemn act in which an irrevocable transfer of rights and goods took place, a transfer that, at least in part, went into effect immediately and was therefore not dependent on the death of the testator. By contrast, according to Roman law the execution of a testamentary disposition had to wait till the death of the testator. The Greek word διαθηκη could therefore readily serve as a translation of the Hebrew ברית, for in the covenant God had bequeathed benefits and goods to his people by which it was privileged above all other peoples of the earth.11 In this sense the word passed into the New Testament. Here, by comparison with the Old Testament, it occurs relatively rarely (only thirty-three times), and in only one place (Heb. 9:15–17) does it definitely have the meaning of testament, for the author alludes here to the Roman law, according to which a testament takes effect only upon the death of the testator. In Galatians 3:17–18, the meaning “testament” is admittedly probable, but despite this the execution of it is not connected with the death of Christ. In all other places, as so often also in the Old Testament, it is hard to tell which meaning—disposition or covenant—the authors had in mind. In the covenant of grace that God established in Christ, both elements are present as well. Noteworthy, finally, is that the authorized Dutch version, as also the [Authorized, or King James] English translation, renders the word as “covenant” when the reference is to the old covenant with Israel (Luke 1:72; Acts 3:25; 7:8; Rom. 9:4; 11:27; Gal. 3:15, 17; 4:24; Eph. 2:12; Heb. 9:4) and as “testament” when the reference is to the new covenant with the church of Christ (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25; 2 Cor. 3:6[14]; Heb. 12:24; 13:20), although in the latter case, for obvious reasons, the word “covenant” is retained in Hebrews 7:22; 8:6f.; Revelation 11:19. Underlying this difference in translation is the idea that the term “covenant” is more appropriate to the dispensation of the Old Testament and the term “testament” more to that of the New Testament.12 After the covenant with carnal Israel was broken, there came in its place the spiritual Israel, which according to God’s election was gathered from all peoples, receives the goods of salvation from the Son as by a testamentary disposition, stands in a child-Father relation to God, and expects salvation from heaven as an inheritance (Luke 22:29; Rom. 8:16; Gal. 3:15–17; Heb. 9:15–17; 1 John 3:1–2; 1 Pet. 1:4).
COVENANT IN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY
[345] From Scripture this covenant idea passed automatically into Christian theology. In the church fathers it occurs repeatedly, especially in their commentaries. But the doctrine of the covenant achieved dogmatic significance because the Christian religion had to be understood in its connection with, and simultaneously in distinction from, the religion of Israel. In this matter, from the days of the apostles on, there were two opposing schools of thought. The Judaism that in almost all the churches opposed Paul in person and doctrine, demanded the keeping of the Mosaic law—specifically the law of circumcision—also by Christians from among the Gentiles (Acts 15; Rom. 16:17f.; 1 Cor. 7:18; Gal. 5:3; 6:13; Phil. 1:15f.; 3:2f.; Col. 2:16, 21; Titus 1:10, 14; 3:9; 1 Tim. 1:7f.). After the break between Jews and Christians had become complete, Jerusalem was destroyed, the Christian church had fled to Pella, and a Gentile Christian church had been founded (AD 135) in Jerusalem, [this Judaizing party in the church] had increasingly become a sect (Nazarenes and Ebionites) that became Jewish in its doctrine of God and denied the deity of Christ.13 On the other side was Gnosticism, which had its origins already in the time of the apostles (Simon Magus, Cerinthus), but spread from East to West especially in the second and third centuries and in the person of Marcion aimed its sharp attacks on the Old Testament. Proceeding from an eternal dualism between God and matter, he believed the transition between the two was mediated by an assortment of aeons and attributed the creation of the world to a lower god, the demiurge, or the god of the Jews. This was not the supreme and true God, but a god of lower rank, the god of law, of righteousness, and of vengeance. The Old Testament was on a level far below that of the New Testament, for the god of the Old Testament was jealous, vindictive, the creator of evil; he hardened human hearts, ordered people to commit sins, such as robbing the Egyptians and killing the Canaanites. He gave laws that were bad and entered into covenant with people like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David, and others, men who were guilty of a wide range of sins, deception, lies, and so on. It is that god of the Jews who even had Christ nailed to a cross but was himself consigned to hell by Christ. In Christ a totally different god revealed himself, the god of grace and love. Consequently, the entire legalistic position is now passé. A Christian is free from the law and from the whole Old Testament. The only person who from the start understood this correctly is Paul; he is the only real and the only true apostle.14
Over against these two parties, the Christian church and theology saw itself commissioned to a double task. Over against Gnosticism it had to maintain the unity of, and over against Judaism the distinction between, the two Testaments.15 To that end it used Paul’s doctrine regarding the old and the new “covenant” (διαθηκη, 2 Cor. 3; Latin testamentum or instrumentum, words first applied to the economies, then to the Scriptures, of the Old Testament and the New Testament). The two are one in origin and content. God, or the Logos, is the author of both, and in both we are presented one faith, one covenant, one way of salvation. There is a difference between the two only in the form, and this had to be so. For, indeed, God is one, but people differ and therefore have to be brought up differently as well. God successively reveals his grace in ever richer and fuller ways. In the days of the Old Testament, there was servanthood, but now there is freedom; then there was the image, now the truth; then there was a kind of shadowy twilight, now there is light; then there was grace for one people, now for all; then fear, now love; then the Messiah was the one who was to come, now the Messiah who has come. This difference, however, does not at all diminish the essential unity between the two, for the law was especially given to Israel and given only because it was stiff-necked (Amos 5:17; Jer. 7:21; Ezek. 20:19). In addition it typically pointed to Christ, educated Israel for the Christ, and therefore also attained its end and goal in Christ.
The church fathers, accordingly, repeatedly said that though law and gospel can be distinguished, they cannot be separated from each other. Just as fruit is separated from seed even though it comes out of seed, so also the gospel is separated from the law, inasmuch as it proceeds from the law; the one comes from the other but is not alien to it, different though not opposed to it.16 Fear does belong more to the Old Testament and love to the New; yet the New is concealed in the Old Testament, and the Old is revealed in the New Testament.17 The Old Testament anticipates and interprets the New. The Old Testament is the concealment of the New and the New the revelation of the Old. The difference is not a matter of essence but a matter of chronological sequence.18 In the hierarchy, the priesthood, and the idea of sacrifice, the legalistic conception of the gospel, worship, and art, the Old Testament even gained great power over the church, which in many respects wanted to be an Old Testament theocracy and absorbed a strongly Judaistic element into itself.19 Still, the church in the new dispensation was also elevated high above the old. In scholastic and Roman Catholic theology, the distinction between the two testaments was described by saying that in the Old Testament the promises concerned earthly things but now heavenly things; that then the precepts were external regulations but are now fuller, governing not only the hand but even the mind; that then the sacraments were figurative but now confer grace.20 In connection with this the believers of the Old Testament went not directly to heaven but to the limbo of the fathers, from which they were only transferred to heaven by Christ.21
The Reformation saw emerging alongside itself all kinds of schools of thought, with respect to which it also had to define its position on this point. The Judaistic and Gnostic ideas that had propagated themselves in the Middle Ages also made their influence felt in the sixteenth century. Anabaptism was radical: it sought not only religious-ethical but also social and political reformation. Appealing to Scripture, it demanded the abolition of interest, polygamy, community of goods, and so on. The same dualism of nature and grace that initially prompted the desire for the introduction of all sorts of Old Testament and New Testament rules gradually led the movement to subordinate Scripture to the inner Word. Scripture was a dead letter; especially the Old Testament was devoid of evangelical content. Israel, like a herd of swine, was fed only with temporal goods; the law has lost all value and power for us.22 Socinianism, pursuing its own rationalistic principles, arrived at a similar result. The value of the Old Testament was far below that of the New Testament. It teaches polygamy, limits the love of neighbor, totally neglects to prescribe a great many virtues, and imposes disproportionate penalties for minor sins. It only knows slavish fear and earthly promises, no full righteousness and forgiveness. It has been abolished, therefore, and Christ came on the scene as a new lawgiver.23 Arminianism, though less bold in its language, nevertheless viewed the Old Testament as a covenant that promised only temporal goods.24 Even Luther often opposed the Old Testament and the New Testament to each other as law and gospel, but became more careful later and taught that the Old Testament also contained rich evangelical promises.25 Still, his view had its aftereffects in Lutheran theology. It does accept that there is but one Messiah, one faith, and one way of salvation in the Old and New Testaments but refuses to say that there is only one testament. In Lutheranism the word “testament” denotes the legalistic covenant established with Israel on Mount Sinai; and in this sense it essentially differs from, is opposed to, and is abolished by the New Testament. In the Old Testament there are indeed many promises given to Israel that still hold true for us today, but as a legalistic covenant of God with Israel, the Old Testament was not a covenant of grace. The gospel promises were given to Adam, Abraham, and others, though they may be summed up in the term “covenant of grace.” This covenant differs not only incidentally but also substantially from the New Testament, just as the promise differs from the fulfillment, and the shadow from the body.26
The doctrine of the covenant was most fully developed in Reformed theology. Covenant theology is not the brainchild of Cocceius, as Ypey thought, nor a peculiar feature of the German Reformed theology that is supposed to have been begotten by Melanchthon, as Heppe pictured it.27 The incorrectness of these sentiments has been demonstrated with a forceful array of arguments and is now also recognized by everyone.28 The doctrine of the covenant does not even originate with Olevianus, Calvin, or Bullinger but is found in principle already in Zwingli, who, in his polemic with the Anabaptists, maintained the essential unity of the Old and New Testaments.29 From Zwingli it passed to Bullinger and Calvin30 and from there found acceptance in the German Reformed theology of Olevianus, Ursinus, Sohnius, Eglin, Boquinus, Hyperius,31 and others; in the English theology of Rollock, Howie, Cartwright, Preston, Thomas Blake, Perkins, Ames, John Ball, James Ussher, the Westminster Confession (ch. 7), Francis Roberts, Thomas Boston, and others;32 in the Netherlands in the work of Snecanus, Junius, Gomarus, Trelcatius Sr. and Jr., Nerdenus, Rewensperger, and others. Long before Cloppenburg and Cocceius, therefore, the doctrine of the covenants was native to Reformed theology. But these latter figures made the covenant idea the fundamental premise and controlling principle of dogmatics as a whole and, by doing so, produced a basic change.33
The polemic against Cocceius did not at all directly concern the doctrine of the covenant, which was recognized by everyone, but the Sabbath (in the case of Essenius and Hoornbeek, 1655–59), the state of the church in the two economies (in Maresius, 1662), forgiveness (παρεσις, a casting aside) in the Old Testament (in Voetius, 1665). The thing to which his critics objected in Cocceius was not his concept of the covenant but his biblical theology and historical method. Like Descartes in philosophy, so Cocceius in theology protested against scholasticism and traditionalism, insisted on the study of the Scriptures, and wanted a “comprehensive survey of theology grounded in the Scriptures” (summa theologiae ex Scripturis repetita), as the title of his dogmatics reads. In order to obtain this, he did not, in his survey of the doctrine of the covenant, proceed from God and his eternal counsel but took his stance in history and the covenant of God with humans. His dogmatics, accordingly, became a history of redemption, a biblical theology in historical form, of which Scripture was the object and content but not its first principle and norm. He explored that covenant, that is, true religion, historically from its earliest beginnings to the present and especially pointed out the development and progress of that covenant in the various successive dispensations. There was therefore not just a difference in the clarity of the revelation, that is, in the lucidity of insight and clarity of consciousness, as the Reformed said. No, under the different dispensations of the covenant of grace, there was a difference in the objective benefits themselves. Salvation in the Old Testament was objectively more limited in scope than in the New Testament. In the Old Testament the Sabbath consisted in the cessation of work; Israel did not yet have true and permanent salvific goods but was a people of hope, yearning for a long life on earth and still caught up in the fear of death. It had no full forgiveness (ἀφεσις) but only “a casting aside” (παρεσις). Justification was incomplete inasmuch as an animal sacrifice could not effect atonement. The comfort of believers was still tenuous, their consciences not yet being at peace. Though in the Old Testament the circumcision of the heart was promised, in the New Testament it was actually granted. The law was administered by angels. In a word, though in the Old Testament all the benefits of the covenant were present, they were present only in the form of types and shadows; the reality of the thing itself was largely, if not totally, lacking. Not just subjectively but also objectively, not just in the incidentals but in the substance, the Old Testament differed from the New. Indeed, Cocceius even undermined the whole doctrine of the covenant when he construed the covenant of grace exclusively in negative terms, as a gradual, historical, and successively unfolding abolition of the covenant of works. In the end there was nothing left of the covenant; it was merely a temporary, human, and ever-changing form of religion.34
In writing as he did, Cocceius undoubtedly departed from the basic starting point of Reformed theology and broke with its continuity. This was immediately felt by many of his contemporaries and therefore more or less opposed by them. But it was rather an attack on subordinate points than a polemic on the level of principle. Cocceianism, soon allied with Cartesianism, found increasing acceptance and not only led to resistance against various dogmas but also contributed to a degradation of the Old Testament. Everywhere, though unintentionally, the opinion gained ground that the Old Testament still retained only historical value and no longer had any dogmatic importance. In time, out of this changed dogmatic outlook, the historical criticism of the Old Testament spontaneously sprang up, especially after B. Spinoza [1632–77] and R. Simon [1638–1712]. Rationalism and supernaturalism had no sense whatever of the significance and value of the Old Testament. According to Kant, Judaism was merely “the embodiment of purely statutory laws on which a state constitution was grounded”; the moral ordinances were a mere appendix and not essentially a part of it. Judaism desired to be not a church but only a state and consequently demanded only an outward observance of the commandments, no inner disposition. Christianity did not arise out of Judaism but constitutes the full abolition of it.35 On account of its particularism, says Schleiermacher, Judaism still has an affinity with fetishism and in its relation to Christianity is on the same level as paganism.36 Hegel put Judaism, as the religion of the sublime, even below the Greek religion of beauty and the Roman religion of utility.37 Vatke and Bruno Bauer, both of them pupils of Hegel, attempted to confirm this philosophical estimate of the Old Testament by the historical criticism of the Bible books. The scriptural criticism of the last century has not changed the worldview, but the changed worldview required an often very negative estimate of the great facts of Holy Scripture.38 In Old Testament biblical criticism today, accordingly, all the opinions have returned that in the past were advocated by the Gnostics, Anabaptists, Socinians, and Rationalists concerning the Old Testament. Yahweh is not the one true God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, but a nationalistic god of Israel, originally a sun god. The people of Israel were not chosen by God but were from ancient times a wild horde of various tribes who were committed to various forms of polytheism. The stories of the creation, the fall, the flood, the patriarchs, the judges, and so on are myths and sagas derived in part from other peoples. The law is on a level far below that of the prophets and often bears an external, sensual, eudaemonistic character. Old Testament saints such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and especially David do not deserve that designation and either never existed at all or were idealized by their descendants. The distinction between true and false prophets is entirely subjective. Paganism has been a preparation for Christianity at least as much as Judaism.
THE PACTUM SALUTIS
[346] For dogmatics as well as for the practice of the Christian life, the doctrine of the covenant is of the greatest importance. The Reformed church and theology have grasped this fact more clearly than the Roman Catholic and Lutheran churches. Basing itself on Scripture, it consistently viewed the true religion of the Old Testament and the New Testament as a covenant between God and humans, whether it was established with unfallen humanity (the covenant of works), or with the creation in general in the person of Noah (the covenant with nature), or with the chosen people (the covenant of grace). But it did not even stop there; instead, it sought and found for these covenants in time a stable, eternal foundation in the counsel of God, and again regarded this counsel—conceived as aiming at the salvation of the human race—as a covenant between the three persons in the divine being itself (pactum salutis, counsel of peace, the covenant of redemption). This last-mentioned covenant occurs, briefly and materially, already in Olevianus, Junius, Gomarus, and others39 and was then further developed at length by Cloppenburg and Cocceius.40 It subsequently received a fixed place in dogmatics in Burman, Braun, Witsius, Vitringa, Turretin, Leydekker, Mastricht, Marck, Moor, and Brakel, in order finally to be opposed by Deurhof, Wesselius, and others41 and gradually to be banished from dogmatics altogether.
The development of the doctrine of the pactum salutis [the intratrinitarian pact of salvation] among the Reformed was not free of scholastic subtlety. The classic text (Zech. 6:13) cited in support of this doctrine does not prove anything and only states that the Messiah, who unites in his person both the kingship and the priesthood, will consider and promote the peace of his people (Keil).
From Job 17:3; Isaiah 38:14; and Psalm 119:122 (none of which refer to the Messiah), and from Hebrews 7:22 (where we are told only that Christ, because he lives forever, is the guarantee that the new covenant will continue forever), it was inferred that in the pact of salvation Christ had from all eternity become the guarantor, not of God to us, as Crell and Limborch claimed42 (for God, being trustworthy, needed no guarantor), but of us before God, as Cocceius, Witsius, and others tried to argue.43 From the jurists, moreover, the disputants derived the distinction between a fideiussor (one who gives bail in advance, a guarantor) and an expromissor (one who promises to pay for another), and dealt with the question whether in the “pact of salvation” Christ took the sins of the Old Testament elect upon himself “conditionally” or “absolutely.” The former was the position of Cocceius, Wittichius, Allinga, van Til, d’Outrein, Perizonius, and others;44 the latter that of Leydekker, Turretin, Mastricht, Voetius, and others.45 Finally, they discussed whether this pact of salvation was more like a “testament” (with an appeal to Luke 22:19; John 17:24; Heb. 6:17; 8:6; 9:15; 13:20) as Cocceius, Burman, Heidegger, and Schiere46 claimed, or more like a “covenant” as Leydekker, Wesselius, and others maintained.47
Nevertheless, this doctrine of the pact of salvation, despite its defective form, is rooted in a scriptural idea. For as Mediator, the Son is subordinate to the Father, calls him his God (Ps. 22:2; John 20:17), is his servant (Isa. 49f.) who has been assigned a task (Isa. 53:10; John 6:38–40; 10:18; 12:49; 14:31; 17:4) and who receives a reward (Ps. 2:8; Isa. 53:10; John 17:4, 11, 17, 24; Eph. 1:20f.; Phil. 2:9f.) for the obedience accomplished (Matt. 26:42; John 4:34; 15:10; 17:4–5; 19:30). Still, this relation between Father and Son, though most clearly manifest during Christ’s sojourn on earth, was not first initiated at the time of the incarnation, for the incarnation itself is already included in the execution of the work assigned to the Son, but occurs in eternity and therefore also existed already during the time of the Old Testament. Scripture also clearly attests this fact when it attributes the leadership of Israel to the Angel of Yahweh (Exod. 3:2f.; 13:21; 14:19; 23:20–23; 32:34; 33:2; Num. 20:16; Isa. 63:8–9), and sees Christ also functioning officially already in the days of the Old Testament (John 8:56; 1 Cor. 10:4, 9; 1 Pet. 1:11; 3:19). For there is but one mediator between God and humankind (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 Tim. 2:5), who is the same yesterday and today and forever (Heb. 13:8), who was chosen as Mediator from eternity (Isa. 42:1; 43:10; Matt. 12:18; Luke 24:26; Acts 2:23; 4:28; 1 Pet. 1:20; Rev. 13:8), and as Logos existed from eternity as well (John 1:1, 3; 8:58; Rom. 8:3; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:6; etc.). As a result of all this, Scripture offers us a multifaceted and glorious picture of the work of redemption. The pact of salvation makes known to us the relationships and life of the three persons in the Divine Being as a covenantal life, a life of consummate self-consciousness and freedom. Here, within the Divine Being, the covenant flourishes to the full. Whereas the covenant between God and humankind—on account of the infinite distance between them—always more or less has the character of a sovereign grant (διαθηκη) here, among the three persons, it is a pact (συνθηκη) in the full sense of the word. The greatest freedom and the most perfect agreement coincide. The work of salvation is an undertaking of three persons in which all cooperate and each performs a special task. In the decrees, also in those of predestination, the one will of God occupied the foreground, and their trinitarian character was still blurred. But here, in the pact of salvation, the work of redemption stands out in its full divine splendor. It is the divine work par excellence. Just as at the time of the creation of humanity, God intentionally consults with himself in advance (Gen. 1:26), so, in the work of re-creation, each of the three persons even more clearly acts in his own distinct character, is a work of God alone: of, through, and unto him are all things. No human offered him advice or gave him a gift that he might be repaid [cf. Rom. 11:34–36]. It is the triune God alone, Father, Son, and Spirit, who together conceive, determine, carry out, and complete the entire work of salvation.
This pact of salvation, however, further forms the link between the eternal work of God toward salvation and what he does to that end in time. The covenant of grace revealed in time does not hang in the air but rests on an eternal, unchanging foundation. It is firmly grounded in the counsel and covenant of the triune God and is the application and execution of it that infallibly follows. Indeed, in the covenant of grace established by God with humanity in time, human beings are not the active and acting initiators, but it is again the triune God who, having designed the work of re-creation, now brings it about. It is a false perception that God first made his covenant with Adam and Noah, with Abraham and Israel, and only finally with Christ; the covenant of grace was ready-made from all eternity in the pact of salvation of the three persons and was realized by Christ from the moment the fall occurred. Christ does not begin to work only with and after his incarnation, and the Holy Spirit does not first begin his work with the outpouring on the day of Pentecost. But just as the creation is a trinitarian work, so also the re-creation was from the start a project of the three persons. All the grace that is extended to the creation after the fall comes to it from the Father, through the Son, in the Holy Spirit. The Son appeared immediately after the fall, as Mediator, as the second and final Adam who occupies the place of the first, restores what the latter corrupted, and accomplishes what he failed to do. And the Holy Spirit immediately acted as the Paraclete, the one applying the salvation acquired by Christ. All the change that occurs, all the development and progress in insight and knowledge, accordingly, occurs on the side of the creature. In God there is no variation or shadow due to change [James 1:17]. The Father is the eternal Father, the Son the eternal Mediator, the Holy Spirit the eternal Paraclete. For that reason the Old Testament is also to be viewed as one in essence and substance with the New Testament. For though God communicates his revelation successively and historically and makes it progressively richer and fuller, and humankind therefore advances in the knowledge, possession, and enjoyment of revelation, God is and remains the same. The sun only gradually illumines the earth, but itself remains the same, morning and evening, during the day and at night. Although Christ completed his work on earth only in the midst of history and although the Holy Spirit was not poured out till the day of Pentecost, God nevertheless was able, already in the days of the Old Testament, to fully distribute the benefits to be acquired and applied by the Son and the Spirit. Old Testament believers were saved in no other way than we. There is one faith, one Mediator, one way of salvation, and one covenant of grace.48
THE COVENANT WITH NATURE
[347] In regard to the execution of the pact of salvation in time, however, we must be careful to distinguish between the covenant of grace in a broader and in a more restricted sense. The universal idea of the revelation of salvation does not get its due when, in the discussion of the covenant of grace in time, we immediately proceed to Israel and the church of the New Testament. Scripture, after all, does not move all at once from Adam to Abraham either; it does not abandon humanity as a whole but in broad strokes describes its development up to the time of Abraham. Then, when out of the whole human race, Abraham and Israel are chosen, the bond with that mass of humanity is not severed. Israel does not float, like a drop of oil, on the sea of peoples but remains connected by numerous ties to those peoples and to the end keeps expectation alive also for them. In the fullness of time, Jew and Gentile were reconciled in the one Man: humanity as a whole gathers around the cross; and the church, chosen from that humanity, is closely united with it. Nature and grace, creation and re-creation, must be related to each other in the way Scripture relates them. And when we do, we note that the first promises of grace that are addressed by God to Adam and Eve after the fall are totally universal and concern the whole human race. Earlier we pointed out that all punishment pronounced on sin in Genesis 3 can be simultaneously recognized as a revelation of God’s grace. And that grace is there extended without any restriction to the whole of humanity. Common grace and special grace still flow in a single channel. In the punishment that God pronounced after the transgression on the serpent, the woman, and the man, we hear the voice of God’s mercy more than that of his wrath. It is both punishment and promise; it is a “gracious and joy-filled punishment” (Luther). In it, accordingly, lies the origin and guarantee of continued existence, the expansion and development, the struggle and victory of humankind as a whole. Religion and morality, cult and culture have their beginnings there. In the long period from Adam to Noah, all of them develop under the influence of God’s common and special grace. The original powers, instilled by God at the creation in the various creatures, though broken, continue to be effective even after the fall for a long time.
This comes to expression especially in the strength and the strikingly greater life expectancy of the people before the flood (Gen. 5:5f.) and in the dramatically more powerful operation of the natural elements, which was only curbed after that time (Gen. 8:22). This history in Scripture is confirmed by the tradition of peoples that refers, in their golden, silver, bronze, and iron age, to a gradual decline of humankind, as well as by geology, according to which, preceding our period, there was another in which a higher temperature prevailed throughout the earth, the seasons were not yet defined, and fire and water played a much more sensational role than today. In the transition from the Mesozoic to the Cenozoic era, a number of weighty changes took place, we are told: a vast expansion of continents by the elevation of extensive sections of the sea floor above the water; the formation of mountains such as the Alps, the Pyrenees, the Carpathians, the Himalayas, the Cordilleras, and others; a marked changed in climate; the extinction of the large prehistoric animals and plants, and so on.49 In connection with all this, the greater strength and longer life expectancy of humans in the period from Adam to Noah is not at all improbable. The simpler lifestyle, the less exhausting labor, the smaller number of malignant diseases, the continued operation of the situation before the fall offer sufficient explanation for this fact. Even today, by way of exceptions, we still hear of life spans from 120 to 150 years. We cannot conceive of any physical necessity as a reason why human vitality should be exhausted after 70 or 80 years.50 Religion, too, survived the fall and acquired fixed forms in sacrifice (Gen. 4:3), prayer, and preaching (Gen. 4:26). Culture got started with agriculture, cattle breeding, and the construction of cities (Gen. 4:17); the arts and sciences began to flourish (Gen. 4:20ff.).
But this first period in the history of humankind also soon became marked by the most fearsome wickedness. The corruption of the best proved the worst; the extraordinary powers and gifts were abused in the service of sin. This period was ushered in with fratricide. The Cainites, separating themselves from the Semites, concentrated on dominating the earth (Gen. 4:20ff.) and found their strength in the sword (Gen. 4:24). But only when the two, the Sethites and the Cainites, intermingled did wickedness explode: the imagination of the thoughts of their hearts were continually only evil (Gen. 6:5). It was a period so full of iniquity as would never come again until its return in the days of the Son of Man (Matt. 24:37). In a calamitous flood this whole generation disappears, except for Noah’s family, which then becomes the nucleus of a second humanity. The period after the flood is essentially different from that before the flood. In the time from Adam to Noah, nature—the world of plants and animals—as well as humankind bore a very different character from that of the time following. Powerful and copiously supplied with gifts, the world was, as it were, left to itself for a time; but it soon became evident that if God did not forcefully intervene, the world would perish in its own wickedness. With Noah, therefore, a new period begins. The grace that manifested itself immediately after the fall now exerted itself more forcefully in the restraint of evil. God made a formal covenant with all his creatures. This covenant with Noah (Gen. 8:21–22; 9:1–17), though it is rooted in God’s grace and is most intimately bound up with the actual covenant of grace because it sustains and prepares for it, is not identical with it.51 It is rather a “covenant of long-suffering” made by God with all humans and even with all creatures. It limits the curse on the earth; it checks nature and curbs its destructive power; the awesome violence of water is reined in; a regular alternation of seasons is introduced. The whole of the irrational world of nature is subjected to ordinances that are anchored in God’s covenant. And the rainbow is set in the clouds as a sign and pledge (Gen. 8:21–22; 9:9–17).
A humanity now appears that, by comparison with the preceding one, is much gentler in nature, diminished in power, and of a much shorter life span. The blessing of multiplication is again expressly stated (Gen. 9:1); the fear and the dread of humans is laid on every animal (v. 2); green plants and meat are given to humans for food (v. 3). Human life is safeguarded by the requirement of the death penalty for murder and by implication, in principle, by the institution of government (vv. 5–6). And later when humanity in building the tower of Babel conceives a plan to continue to live together in one location and to start a world empire, God frustrates the plan, disperses it in peoples and languages, and in that way, too, counters the development and explosion of wickedness. The grace of God, accordingly, manifests itself much more forcefully after the flood than before. To it is due the existence and life of the human race; the expansion and development of peoples; states and societies, which gradually came into existence; religion and morality, which were not completely lost even among the most degenerate peoples; and the arts and sciences, which achieved a high level of development. Everything that after the fall is still good even in sinful humans in all areas of life, the whole structure of civil justice, is the fruit of God’s common grace.52 Granted, God did allow the Gentiles to walk in their own ways (Acts 14:16), but he did not leave them; he did not leave himself without witnesses to them but revealed himself to them through the works of his hands (Acts 14:16–17; 17:27–28; Rom. 1:19; James 1:17). The Logos illumines every human coming into the world (John 1:9). The Holy Spirit is the author of all life, power, and virtue, also among the Gentiles (Gen. 6:17; 7:15; Pss. 33:6; 104:30; 139:2; Job 32:8; Eccles. 3:19). Humankind was led by this grace and under the dispensation of this covenant of nature before Christ and prepared for his coming.53 One can indeed speak in a positive sense of mankind’s education by God.54 A susceptibility for salvation was maintained and the need for it aroused.55
THE COVENANT IN OLD TESTAMENT SALVATION HISTORY
[348] Of an essentially different character was the preparation of salvation in Israel. In this connection we must not lose sight of the connection between the covenant of grace and the covenant of nature, between Israel and the peoples of the earth. Israel was taken from among the nations. It was neither different from nor better than other peoples. It even surpassed them in stubbornness and refractoriness and was chosen solely out of grace (Deut. 7:7; 9:13; 32:5f.; Jer. 5:23; Ezek. 16:3ff.; Amos 9:7; Matt. 11:21ff.). Neither is it the peculiar feature of Israel’s religion that all sorts of elements occur in it that do not occur in other religions. On the contrary, there is nothing in Israel for which analogies cannot be found elsewhere as well: circumcision, sacrifice, prayer, priesthood, temple, altar, ceremonies, feast days, mores, customs, political and social codes, and so on occur among other peoples as well, and, conversely, institutions that appeared only after the fall, such as polygamy, slavery, and so on, are found also in Israel. Even theophany, prophecy, and miracle have their analogy and caricature in paganism.56 It is not only the right but also the duty of Old Testament science to bring all these things into the light of day.
Yet we must not—for the sake of the kinship and connection between them—overlook the essential difference. This is the special grace that was unknown to the pagans. All pagan religions are self-willed and legalistic. They are all the aftereffects and adulterations of the covenant of works. Human beings here consistently try to bring about their own salvation by purifications, ascesis, penance, sacrifice, law observance, ceremony, and so on.
All this, however, is different in Israel.57 This is immediately evident from the fact that for Israel Yahweh was from the start also Elohim, the Creator of heaven and earth. Even the most ancient parts [of the Old Testament], according to modern criticism, clearly voice this belief (Gen. 2:4; Exod. 20:11). In Israel the God-world relation is never conceived other than as that between the Creator and the creature.58 With this one dogma alone, all paganism is in principle rejected; it is the foundation of true and pure religion. This Creator of heaven and earth, moreover, is also he who maintains and governs the world and who freely and graciously entered into a special relationship with Israel. Israel was taken from among the peoples; Abraham was a descendant of Shem, in whose lineage the knowledge and worship of God had been preserved most purely and for the longest period. The covenant with Abraham was prepared in history from the time of Adam. Israel’s religion was built on the broad foundation of the original religion of humankind. Yet the covenant with Abraham is a new and higher revelation that again totally proceeds from God alone. In this covenant it is he who takes the initiative; he establishes it and chooses Abraham. By the miraculous birth of Isaac, he proves himself both the Creator and the Re-creator of Israel. In the religion of Israel it is not humans who search for God but God who seeks out humans.
This covenant with the ancestors continues, even when later at Sinai it assumes another form. It is the foundation and core also of the Sinaitic covenant (Exod. 2:24; Deut. 7:8). The promise was not nullified by the law that came later (Gal. 3:17). The covenant with Israel was essentially no other than that with Abraham. Just as God first freely and graciously gave himself as shield and reward to Abraham, apart from any merits of his, to be a God to him and his descendants after him, and on that basis called Abraham to a blameless walk before his face, so also it is God who chose the people of Israel, saved it out of Egypt, united himself with that people, and obligated it to be holy and his own people. The covenant on Mount Sinai is and remains a covenant of grace. “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exod. 20:2) is the opening statement and foundation of the law, the essence of the covenant of grace. Yahweh is and perpetually remains Israel’s God before and aside from any dignity or worth that Israel may have. It is an everlasting covenant that cannot be broken even by any sins and iniquities on the part of Israel (Deut. 4:31; 32:26f.; Judg. 2:1; Pss. 89:1–5; 105:8; 111:5; Isa. 54:10; Rom. 11:1–2; 2 Cor. 1:20).
The benefits granted to Israel by God in this covenant are the same as those granted to Abraham, but more detailed and specialized. Genesis 3:15 already contains the entire covenant in a nutshell and all the benefits of grace. God breaks the covenant made by the first humans with Satan, puts enmity between them, brings the first humans over to his side, and promises them victory over the power of the enemy. The one great promise to Abraham is “I will be your God, and you and your descendants will be my people” (Gen. 17:8 paraphrase). And this is the principal content of God’s covenant with Israel as well. God is Israel’s God, and Israel is his people (Exod. 19:6; 29:46; etc.). Israel, accordingly, receives a wide assortment of blessings, not only temporal blessings, such as the land of Canaan, fruitfulness in marriage, a long life, prosperity, plus victory over its enemies, but also spiritual and eternal blessings, such as God’s dwelling among them (Exod. 29:45; Lev. 26:12), the forgiveness of sins (Exod. 20:6; 34:7; Num. 14:18; Deut. 4:31; Pss. 32; 103; etc.), sonship (Exod. 4:22; 19:5–6; 20:2; Deut. 14:1; Isa. 63:16; Amos 3:1–2; etc.), sanctification (Exod. 19:6; Lev. 11:44; 19:2), and so on. All these blessings, however, are not as plainly and clearly pictured in the Old Testament as in the New Testament. At that time they would not have been grasped and understood in their spiritual import. The natural is first, then the spiritual. All spiritual and eternal benefits are therefore clothed, in Israel, in sensory forms. The forgiveness of sins is bound to animal sacrifices. God’s dwelling in Israel is symbolized in the temple built on Zion. Israel’s sonship is primarily a theocratic one, and the expression “people of God” has not only a religious but also a national meaning. Sanctification in an ethical sense is symbolized in Levitical ceremonial purity. Eternal life, to the Israelite consciousness, is concealed in the form of a long life on earth. It would be foolish to think that the benefits of forgiveness and sanctification, of regeneration and eternal life, were therefore objectively nonexistent in the days of the Old Testament. They were definitely granted then as well by Christ, who is eternally the same. But the consciousness and enjoyment of those benefits were far from being as rich in the Old Testament as in the time of the New Testament. The reason why the covenant of grace in Israel assumed such a unique symbolic form is that this consciousness of the pious might gradually over the centuries open up to the riches of God’s benefits. Israel’s religion aligned itself with the religious forms—forms that occur among all peoples—of sacrifice, altar, temple, priesthood, ceremonies, and so on. The spiritual and eternal clothed itself in the form of the natural and temporal. God himself, Elohim, Creator of heaven and earth, as Yahweh, the God of the covenant, came down to the level of the creature, entered into history, assumed human language, emotions, and forms, in order to communicate himself with all his spiritual blessings to humans and so to prepare for his incarnation, his permanent and eternal indwelling in humanity. We would not even have at our disposal words with which to name the spiritual had not the spiritual first revealed itself in the form of the natural. Sensory creatures that we are, we can only express spiritual things analogically. If the eternal had not come within our reach in time, if God had not become a human, then neither could his thoughts have been conveyed to us in our language in Holy Scripture. God would have remained perpetually unknowable to us, and we would always have had to remain silent about him.
Just as Abraham, when God allied himself with him, was obligated to “walk before his face,” so Israel as a people was similarly admonished by God’s covenant to a new obedience. The entire law, which the covenant of grace at Mount Sinai took into its service, is intended to prompt Israel as a people to “walk” in the way of the covenant. It is but an explication of the one statement to Abraham: “Walk before me, and be blameless” [Gen. 17:1], and therefore no more a cancellation of the covenant of grace and the foundation of a covenant of works than this word spoken to Abraham. The law of Moses, accordingly, is not antithetical to grace but subservient to it and was also thus understood and praised in every age by Israel’s pious men and women. But detached from the covenant of grace, it indeed became a letter that kills, a ministry of condemnation. Another reason why in the time of the Old Testament the covenant of grace took the law into its service was that it might arouse the consciousness of sin, increase the felt need for salvation, and reinforce the expectation of an even richer revelation of God’s grace. It is from that perspective that Paul views especially the Old Testament dispensation of the covenant of grace. He writes that Israel as a minor, placed under the care of the law, had to be led to Christ (Rom. 10:4; Gal. 3:23f.; 4:1f.) and that in that connection sin would be increased and the uselessness of works for justification and the necessity of faith would be understood (Rom. 4:15; 5:20; 7:7f.; 8:3; Gal. 3:19). On the one hand, therefore, the law was subservient to the covenant of grace; it was not a covenant of works in disguise and did not intend that humans would obtain justification by their own works. On the other hand, its purpose was to lay the groundwork for a higher and better dispensation of that same covenant of grace to come in the fullness of time. The impossibility of keeping the Sinaitic covenant and of meeting the demands of the law made another and better dispensation of the covenant of grace necessary. The eternal covenant of grace was provoked to a higher revelation of itself by the imperfection of the temporary form it had assumed in Israel. Sin increased that grace might abound. Christ could not immediately become human after the fall, and grace could not immediately reveal itself in all its riches. There was a need for preparation and nurture. “It was not fitting for God to become incarnate at the beginning of the human race before sin. For medicine is given only to the sick. Nor was it fitting that God should become incarnate immediately after sin that man, having been humbled by sin, might see his own need of a deliverer. But what had been decreed from eternity occurred in the fullness of time.”59
THE NEW COVENANT
The necessity of this upbringing and preparation does not arise, objectively, in God as though he were variable; nor in Christ as though he were not the same yesterday and today and forever; nor in the spiritual benefits as though they did not exist and could not be communicated by God. But it arises, subjectively, in the state of the human race, which, precisely as a race, had to be saved and hence had to be gradually prepared and educated for salvation in Christ.60 Christ, accordingly, is the turning point of the times, the cross the focal point of world history. First, everything was led in the direction of the cross; subsequently, everything was inferred from the cross.
So when the fullness of time had come and Christ had completed his work on earth, the covenant of grace moved into a higher dispensation. Believers in Israel indeed knew that the Sinaitic dispensation was merely temporary and therefore anticipated the day of the new covenant with longing. And Jesus with the apostles who read the Old Testament in that way saw in it the same covenant of grace with the same benefits that now became fully manifest. The Old and the New Testaments are in essence one covenant (Luke 1:68–79; Acts 2:39; 3:25). They have one gospel (Rom. 1:2; Gal. 3:8; Heb. 4:2, 6; 2 Tim. 3:15); one mediator, namely, Christ, who existed also in the days of the Old Testament (John 1:1, 14; 8:58; Rom. 8:3; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:6; etc.), exercised his office of mediator (John 8:56; 1 Cor. 10:4; 1 Pet. 1:11; 3:19; Heb. 13:8), and is the only mediator for all humans and in all times (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 Tim. 2:5). It included one faith as the way of salvation (Matt. 13:17; Acts 10:43; 15:11; Rom. 4:11; Gal. 3:6–7; Heb. 11); the same promises and benefits of God’s communion (2 Cor. 6:16; Rev. 21:3), forgiveness, justification (Acts 10:43; Rom. 4:22), and eternal life (Matt. 22:32; Gal. 3:18; Heb. 9:15; 11:10; etc.). The road was the same on which believers in the Old and the New Testaments walked, but the light in which they walked was different.61
For all the unity between them, therefore, there is also difference. The Old and the New Testaments as different dispensations of the same covenant of grace are related as promise and fulfillment (Acts 13:32; Rom. 1:2), as shadow and substance (Col. 2:17), as the letter that kills and the Spirit that makes alive (2 Cor. 3:6ff.), as servitude and freedom (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:1ff., 22ff.; Col. 2:20; Heb. 12:18f.), as particular and universal (John 4:21; Acts 10:35; 14:16; Gal. 4:4–5; 6:15; Eph. 2:14; 3:6).
The new thing in the New Testament, therefore, is the shedding of the nonarbitrary but still temporary sensory national forms under which one and the same grace was revealed in the old day. The new dispensation already starts in a sense when, with the births of John the Baptist and Jesus, the promises of the Old Testament begin to be fulfilled. Yet the old dispensation still remained in effect up until the death of Christ.62 Jesus himself was an Israelite, fulfilled all righteousness, and still concerned himself only with the lost sheep of the house of Israel. But at his death, the curtain in the temple tore in two (Matt. 27:51), the testator himself died (Heb. 9:15–17), the New Testament was founded in his blood (Matt. 26:28), the bond that stood against us was canceled (Col. 2:14), the dividing wall was broken down (Eph. 2:14), and so on. Factually the old dispensation may long linger, but legally it has been abolished. Better still, nothing was abolished, but the fruit was ripe and broke through the husk. The church, carried like a fetus in Israel’s womb, was born to an independent life of its own and in the Holy Spirit received an immanent life principle of its own. The sun of righteousness rose to its zenith in the heavens and shone out over all peoples. The law and the prophets have been fulfilled and in Christ as their end and goal reached their destiny. The law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ (John 1:14). He is the truth (John 14:6), the substance (Col. 2:17) in whom all the promises and shadows have been realized. In him all things have been fulfilled. He is the true prophet, priest, and king; the true servant of the Lord, the true expiation (Rom. 3:25), the true sacrifice (Eph. 5:2), the true circumcision (Col. 2:11), the true Passover (1 Cor. 5:7), and therefore his church is the true seed of Abraham, the true Israel, the true people of God (Matt. 1:21; Luke 1:17; Rom. 9:25–26; 2 Cor. 6:16–18; Gal. 3:29; Titus 2:14; Heb. 8:8–10; 1 Pet. 2:9; Rev. 21:3), the true temple of God (1 Cor. 3:16; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21; 2 Thess. 2:4; Heb. 8:2, 5), the true Zion and Jerusalem (Gal. 4:26; Heb. 12:22), its spiritual offering, the true religion (John 4:24; Rom. 12:1; Phil. 3:3; 4:18; etc.). Nothing of the Old Testament is lost in the New, but everything is fulfilled, matured, has reached its full growth, and now, out of the temporary husk, produces the eternal core. It is not the case that in Israel there was a true temple and sacrifice and priesthood and so on and that all these have now vanished. The converse, rather, is true: of all this Israel only possessed a shadow, but now the substance itself has emerged. The things we see are temporal, but the invisible things are eternal.63
RELATION TO THE COVENANT OF NATURE
[349] This covenant of grace, which through various dispensations has now been fully realized in the New Testament, was from the first moment of its revelation and is still today surrounded and sustained on all sides by the covenant of nature God established with all creatures. Although special grace is essentially distinct from common grace, it is intimately bound up with it. After all, though the covenant with Noah is called—for the purpose of differentiation—the “covenant of nature,” it did not flow from God’s nature and was not given with the nature of things; it, too, rests on grace, proceeds from God’s patience, and grants all natural benefits and blessings out of God’s general goodness. It is a covenant of grace in the broad sense. Further, it is the Father who—not apart from the Son but specifically through the Logos and the Spirit—produces all the forces and gifts present in nature and unregenerate humankind (John 1:4–5, 9–10; Col. 1:17; Pss. 104:30; 139:7). And this Logos and Spirit who dwell and work in all creatures and humans are the same agents who as Christ and the Spirit of Christ acquire and apply all the benefits pertaining to the covenant of grace. Father, Son, and Spirit, then, prepare for the covenant of grace in the covenant of nature and reach back from it, as it were, into the covenant of nature.
The essential character of the covenant of grace, accordingly, consists in the fact that it proceeds from God’s special grace and has for its content nothing other than grace—undeserved and forfeited blessings. To that extent it is essentially distinct from the covenant of works, which was established before, and broken by, the fall. Granted, it is also true of the covenant of works that God was not obligated to introduce it. It was his condescending goodness, and thus also grace in a general sense, that prompted him to grant this covenant to human beings. He, accordingly, established it and determined every part of it: it is his ordinance and institution. Yet in that covenant of works God came to humanity with the demand of obedience and—only in that way and upon the accomplishment of it—promised to grant them the blessedness of heaven, eternal life, and the enjoyment of the beatific vision. The covenant of works, accordingly, factored in the free will of the first human pair; in part it depended on them and was therefore insecure and unstable. In fact, therefore, it was broken, not by God, but by [the first] human pair. God stands by the rule that those who keep the law will receive eternal life. He posits this in his law, attests it in everyone’s conscience, and validates the statement in Christ. But human beings broke the covenant of works; now they are no longer able to acquire life by keeping it. By the works of the law no human can be justified. In distinction from and contrast to the covenant of works, God therefore established another, a better, covenant, not a legalistic but an evangelical covenant. But he made it, not with one who was solely a human, but with the man Christ Jesus, who was his own only begotten, much-beloved Son. And in him, who shares the divine nature and attributes, this covenant has an unwaveringly firm foundation. It can no longer be broken: it is an everlasting covenant. It rests not in any work of humans but solely in the good pleasure of God, in the work of the Mediator, in the Holy Spirit, who remains forever. It is not dependent on any human condition; it does not confer any benefit based on merit; it does not wait for any law keeping on the part of humans. It is of, through, and for grace. God himself is the sole and eternal being, the faithful and true being, in whom it rests and who establishes, maintains, executes, and completes it. The covenant of grace is the divine work par excellence—his work alone and his work totally. All boasting is excluded here for humans; all glory is due to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Yet this still does not describe the full implications of the covenant of grace. To that end it must be elucidated, not only in distinction from but also in its connection with the covenant of works. After the covenant of works had been broken, God did not immediately conceive a totally different covenant unrelated to the preceding one and that has a different character. That simply could not be the case, for God is unchangeable; the demand posed to humans in the covenant of works is not arbitrary and capricious. The image of God, the law, and religion can by their very nature only be one; grace, nature, and faith cannot or may not nullify the law. Nor is it so. The covenant of grace is not, as Cocceius taught, the successive abolition of the covenant of works but its fulfillment and restoration. “Grace repairs and perfects nature.” God stands by the demand that eternal life can be obtained only in the way of obedience; and when a person violates his law, it is expanded with another: the law that the violation must be paid for by punishment. After the fall, therefore, God lays a double claim on humans: that of the payment of a penalty for the evil done and that of perfect obedience to his law (satisfaction and obedience). In a letter to Uytenbogaert, Arminius expresses the view that before the fall humans were indeed obligated to obedience but after the fall only to payment of the penalty, because the contract was now broken and the [human] party relieved of its obligation. But though in the covenant of works, obedience to God’s law had been cast in a special form and was directed to a special end (i.e., the securing of eternal life), it is, as such, grounded in the nature of humans and hence an obligation from which they can never be released. Otherwise, they could by one violation free themselves for all time from keeping all God’s commandments and so from all sins and penalties. Scripture, accordingly, not only pronounces God’s judgment on sinners (Deut. 27:26; Gal. 3:10; Rom. 6:23; Heb. 10:27), but also after the fall maintains for humankind the demand of perfect obedience as the way to eternal life (Lev. 18:5; Matt. 19:17; Luke 10:28).
The difference between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace therefore consists in the fact that in the latter God asserts not one but a double demand, and that with this double demand he approaches not humanity in Adam but humanity in Christ. The covenant of works and the covenant of grace primarily differ in that Adam is exchanged for and replaced by Christ. In Galatians 3:16–18, Paul states that the covenant with Abraham was not nullified by the law that came later but actually related to and essentially rested in Christ, who fulfilled the whole promise and bequeathed the inheritance. He goes back even further in Romans 5:12–21 and 1 Corinthians 15:22, 45–49. Sin and death accrue to humanity from Adam; righteousness and life from Christ. Christ is the second and last Adam who restores what the first Adam had corrupted and takes over what he had neglected. He is the mediator of the covenant of grace, the head of the new humanity. To this idea of Scripture, Reformed theology in its doctrine of the covenant has done more justice than any other.
The course of development in this connection, briefly, was this. The doctrine of the covenant of grace first emerged for the purpose of maintaining the essential unity of the Old and the New Testaments. In keeping with this, also the relation between God and humans before the fall was portrayed as a covenant, specifically a covenant of works. Reflection on the similarity and difference between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace then led to the insight that the covenant of grace, insofar as it was made with Christ, was essentially a covenant of works. It was then discovered that in the covenant of grace a further distinction had to be made between the covenant as it was made with Christ from eternity (the pact of salvation, the counsel of peace) and the covenant as it is made with the elect or believers in time as the implementation of that counsel of peace. Finally, this distinction was voided; the covenant of grace and the counsel of peace were now viewed as being essentially identical; the covenant of grace itself was shifted to eternity as being made there with Christ and in him with all his own. This last point, the identification of the counsel of peace with the covenant of grace, was first developed in England in the work of Rollock, Preston, Blake, and the Longer Westminster Catechism,64 and was later taken over from the English by Comrie, Brahe, and others.65 Many Reformed theologians, however, continued to object to this identification and to insist on the difference between the two.66
Indeed, there is a difference between the pact of salvation and the covenant of grace. In the former, Christ is the guarantor and head; in the latter, he is the mediator. The first remains restricted to Christ and demands from him that he bear the punishment and fulfill the law in the place of the elect; the second is extended to and through Christ to humans and demands from them the faith and repentance that Christ has not, and could not, accomplish in their place. The first concerns the acquisition of salvation, is eternal, and knows no history; the second deals with the application of salvation, begins in time, and passes through several dispensations.
Still, given this distinction, we must not overlook the connection between them and their unity. In Scripture there are only two covenants, two ways to heaven for human beings, the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. The covenant of works is the way to heaven for the unfallen, the covenant of grace that for fallen humans. The covenant of works was made with humankind in Adam; the covenant of grace was made with humankind in Christ. He, and he alone, is the substitutionary and representative head of humankind. So then, when it is said in Scripture that the covenant of grace was made with Adam, Noah, Abraham, Israel, and others, this must not be understood to mean that they were the actual parties and heads in this covenant. On the contrary, then and now, in the Old and the New Testaments, Christ was and is the head and the key party in the covenant of grace, and through his administration it came to the patriarchs and to Israel. He who existed from eternity and had made himself the surety, also immediately after the fall acted as prophet, priest, and king, as the second Adam, as head and representative of fallen humankind. In the covenant with Adam, Noah, Abraham, David, and others, he is the mediator, the guarantor who takes responsibility for the implementation of the covenant, realizes it in the hearts of humans by his Spirit, administers it to sinners, bestows its benefits, and incorporates his own in the covenant. From start to finish, the whole covenant is entrusted to him. In him alone it is secure and firm. Just as the Father had ordained the kingdom for him, so he ordains it for those who have been given to him. He distributes the benefits he has acquired as an inheritance. The covenant is certain as a testament; it is a covenant of testaments and a covenantal testament. It involves no principle and is relatively immaterial whether one highlights the duality or the unity of the pact of salvation and the covenant of grace, provided it is clear that in the pact of salvation Christ can never even for a second be conceived apart from his own, and that in the covenant of grace believers can never even for one second be regarded outside Christ. In both cases it is the mystical Christ,67 Christ as the second Adam, who acts as the negotiating party. Adam, Abraham, David, and others may be types, but the antitype is Christ. And since (as is evident from 1 Cor. 15:45ff). Adam was a type of Christ even before the fall, so the covenant of grace was prepared, not first by Noah and Abraham nor first by the covenant of grace with Adam, but already in and by the covenant of works. God, who knows and determines all things and included also the breach of the covenant of works in his counsel when creating Adam and instituting the covenant of works, already counted on the Christ and his covenant of grace.68
COVENANT AND ELECTION
[350] Thus in a marvelous way the doctrine of the covenant maintains God’s sovereignty in the entire work of salvation. It far surpasses the covenant of works to the degree that Christ exceeds Adam. God’s threefold being is manifest much more clearly in the re-creation than in the creation. It is the Father who conceives, plans, and wills the work of salvation; it is the Son who guarantees it and effectively acquires it; it is the Spirit who implements and applies it. And into that entire work of salvation, from beginning to end, nothing is introduced that derives from humans. It is God’s work totally and exclusively; it is pure grace and undeserved salvation. Despite, or rather because of, the fact that this doctrine of the covenant so purely and fully maintains God’s sovereignty in the work of salvation, however, it is all the more important to note that it at the same time beautifully allows the rational and moral nature of humans to come into their own. In the covenant of works, this point has already been explained in detail.69 But in the covenant of grace, it comes to even more striking expression. In this respect it is very different from election.70 Admittedly, the two are not so different that election is particular while the covenant of grace is universal, that the former denies free will and the latter teaches or assumes it, that the latter takes back what the former teaches. But the two do differ in that in election humans are strictly passive but in the covenant of grace they also play an active role. Election only and without qualification states who are elect and will infallibly obtain salvation; the covenant of grace describes the road by which these elect people will attain their destiny. The covenant of grace is the channel by which the stream of election flows toward eternity. In this covenant Christ indeed acts as the head and representative of his own, but he does not efface and destroy them. He vouches for them but does so in such a way that they themselves, instructed and enabled by the Spirit, also consciously and voluntarily consent to this covenant. Although the covenant of grace has been made with Christ, through him it nevertheless reaches out also to his own, completely embraces and incorporates them body and soul. The pact of salvation expands to become a covenant of grace. The head of the covenant of grace is at the same time its mediator. For that reason, from the moment of its public announcement, it comes with the demand of faith and repentance (Mark 1:15). In the beginning Reformed theologians spoke freely of “the conditions” of the covenant.71 But after the nature of the covenant of grace had been more carefully considered and had to be defended against Catholics, Lutherans, and Remonstrants, many of them took exception to the term and avoided it.72
In the covenant of grace, that is, in the gospel, which is the proclamation of the covenant of grace, there are actually no demands and no conditions. For God supplies what he demands. Christ has accomplished everything, and though he did not accomplish rebirth, faith, and repentance in our place, he did acquire them for us, and the Holy Spirit therefore applies them. Still, in its administration by Christ, the covenant of grace does assume this demanding conditional form. The purpose is to acknowledge humans in their capacity as rational and moral beings; still, though they are fallen, to treat them as having been created in God’s image; and also on this supremely important level, where it concerns their eternal weal and eternal woe, to hold them responsible and inexcusable; and, finally, to cause them to enter consciously and freely into this covenant and to break their covenant with sin. The covenant of grace, accordingly, is indeed unilateral: it proceeds from God; he has designed and defined it. He maintains and implements it. It is a work of the triune God and is totally completed among the three Persons themselves. But it is destined to become bilateral, to be consciously and voluntarily accepted and kept by humans in the power of God. This is the will of God, which so clearly and beautifully manifests itself in the covenant in order that the work of grace may be clearly reflected in the human consciousness and arouse the human will to exert itself energetically and forcefully. The covenant of grace does not deaden human beings or treat them as inanimate objects. On the contrary, it totally includes them with all their faculties and powers, in soul and body, for time and eternity. It embraces them totally, does not destroy their power, but deprives them of their impotence. It does not kill their will but frees them from sin; it does not numb their consciousness but delivers it from darkness. It re-creates the whole person and, having renewed it by grace, prompts it, freely and independently, with soul, mind, and body, to love God and to dedicate itself to him. The covenant of grace declares that God’s honor and acclaim is not won at the expense but for the benefit of human persons and celebrates its triumphs in the re-creation of the whole person, in his or her enlightened consciousness and restored freedom.
This at the same time implies still another idea, one that stands out in the covenant of grace in distinction from election. In election the elect appear as so many persons known to God by name. Granted, they are elect in Christ, and constitute an organism with him as their head. Still, in election this reality does not stand out. In the covenant of grace, however, this is very different. Here Christ appears on the scene as the replacement of Adam, as the second head of the human race. Here Christ with his church manifestly stands connected with humanity under Adam. Election calls attention especially to individuals; by itself it leaves open the possibility that each of the elect would individualistically and by leaps be taken out of the human race, born again, and transferred to heaven. But the covenant of grace says that that election is realized in a very different manner. It pronounces the deep and beautiful truth that Adam has been replaced by Christ, that the humanity that fell in the person of the first is restored in the second; that not just a few separate individuals are saved but that in the elect-under-Christ the organism of humanity and of the world itself is saved; that not only the persons of the elect but also the “structure of the organism” that they form in Christ is derived from the original creation in Adam. For that reason the covenant of grace does not leap from individual to individual but perpetuates itself organically and historically. It passes through a history and through different dispensations. It accommodates itself to times and occasions appointed by the Father as Creator and Sustainer. It is never made with a solitary individual but always also with his or her descendants. It is a covenant from generations to generations. Nor does it ever encompass just the person of the believer in the abstract but that person concretely as he or she exists and lives in history, hence including everything that is his or hers. It includes him or her not just as a person but him or her also as father and mother, as parent or child, with all that is his or hers, with his or her family, money, possessions, influence, and power, with his or her office and job, intellect and heart, science and art, with his or her life in society and the state. The covenant of grace is the organization of the new humanity under Christ as its head, as it links up with the creation order, and, reaching back to it, qualitatively and intensively incorporates the whole of creation into itself.
It is self-evident, therefore, that the covenant of grace will temporarily—in its earthly administration and dispensation—also include those who remain inwardly unbelieving and do not share in the covenant’s benefits. With a view to this reality, Reformed scholars made a distinction between an internal and an external covenant,73 or between “covenant” and “covenant administration,”74 or between an absolute and a conditional covenant.75 Some76 even went so far as to assume the existence of two covenants, one with the elect and true believers, the other with external, not genuinely believing members of the church, and thereby tried to justify the [church] membership of the latter and their access to the Lord’s Supper. But others77 rightly opposed this scheme. The covenant of grace is one, and the external and internal sides of it, though on earth they never fully coincide, may not be split apart and placed side by side. Certainly, there are bad branches on the vine, and there is chaff among the wheat; and in a large house, there are vessels of gold as well as vessels of earthenware (Matt. 3:12; 13:29; John 15:2; 2 Tim. 2:20). But we do not have the right and the power to separate the two: in the day of the harvest, God himself will do this. As long as—in the judgment of love—they walk in the way of the covenant, they are to be regarded and treated as allies. Though not of the covenant, they are in the covenant and will someday be judged accordingly. Here on earth they are connected with the elect in all sorts of ways; and the elect themselves, since they are members of the Adamic race, can as an organism only be gathered into one under Christ as their head in the way of the covenant.
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THE PERSON OF CHRIST
The necessity of a mediator between humanity and the divine is universally found in all religions. This phenomenon is not accidental but rooted in human nature and religion itself. The ideas of incarnation and apotheosis occur in virtually all religions. This had led many to treat Israel’s messianic expectations as simply borrowed from the nations surrounding it.
The history-of-religions school, however, mistakes analogy for identity and overlooks key differences. Prophecy in Israel includes divine judgment on God’s own people, and the Savior delivers them from sin and death rather than provide social and political deliverance. Prophecy, charting a new course in Israel’s history, includes divine promise and typological messianic fulfillment. King David’s great Son will found a kingdom that includes the Gentiles; he will be prophet and priest as well as king. He will be the Lord’s anointed; the Spirit of God will be upon him.
In the fullness of time, Jesus the Christ appears, proclaiming the presently coming kingdom of God. He introduces a new understanding of the kingdom: it is religious-ethical and not political; it is present in repentance, faith, rebirth, and it is yet to come as a full eschatological reality. The one idea of the kingdom of God is realized in two sweeping moments. Jesus knows himself to be both the apocalyptic Son of Man from Daniel 7 and the royal Son of God, the one whom the Father loved and sent as his emissary. It is as the Son who alone knows the Father and is known by the Father that Jesus exercises his special authority to forgive sins, to reveal the Father’s will.
All the things that the apostles and the Christian church later taught about the person of Christ are already contained in principle in the Synoptic Gospels. The resurrection illumined, clarified, and confirmed what the Synoptics teach: Jesus is the unique Son of God, God himself in the flesh. This glorious truth was too rich and too deep to be immediately absorbed into the Christian consciousness and reproduced in a clear formula to provide proof against all error. Ebionitism regarded Jesus as only a superior man; Gnosticism sharply divided the material from the divine. In neither case did the full union of the human and divine receive proper treatment. Not until Chalcedon did the Nestorian tendency to separate the divine and the human and the Eutychian tendency to commingle them get definite formulation: “One person in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation.” The formula did not, however, prevent the East from tending toward Monophysitism, nor was the West free from mysticism and deification of the human.
The two natures of Christ, according to Roman and scholastic theology, remained distinct though there was communication of properties from the divine to the human nature. This led to the idea that Jesus was never really a child; in him, from the beginning, the human nature was divinized and therefore to be worshiped. Lutheran theology, though it regarded the communication of properties as taking place from the divine nature to the person rather than the human nature, also mingled the divine and the human, elevating the human nature above the boundaries set for it.
In contrast, Reformed theology, insisting that “the finite is not capable of [containing] the infinite,” clearly distinguished without separation the human and divine natures, making room for genuine human development on the part of Jesus and also a real change from the state of his humiliation to his exaltation. Reformed theologians insisted that it was the person of the Son who became flesh, not the divine nature itself.
Many modern thinkers are no longer satisfied with Chalcedon’s boundaries. They consider Chalcedon a fruit of Greek rationalism and seek to redefine the person of Christ in a new religious-ethical direction. For Immanuel Kant, since the moral imperative “you shall” necessarily implies “you can,” Jesus can only be a moral model, a teacher of virtue. The historical Jesus and his ministry, death, and resurrection are unimportant; it is the ideal Christ that counts. In different ways, the same basic approach is taken by Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Schleiermacher, on the other hand, rejected this speculative philosophical approach and sought Jesus’ significance for the church in his powerfully developed God-consciousness, which he passed on to his followers. The person of Jesus and his religious life are the key to Christianity.
While theology after Schleiermacher did place a great deal of emphasis on the historical personality of Jesus and stimulated a great deal of creative christological reflection in the nineteenth century, the results did not satisfy many, and, following the lead of Albrecht Ritschl, theologians turned back to ethical concerns. For Ritschl, Jesus was an ordinary man whose will was completely in tune with God’s will. This enabled him to found the kingdom of God on earth. In this approach, Ritschl was followed by others such as Herrmann and Harnack. The Jesus of history, especially of the Synoptics and the Sermon on the Mount, had to be recovered from the additions and distortions of Paul, John, and the early church.
New Testament scholarship, however, including among the radical critics themselves, did not permit theologians to assert the simple, ethical Jesus portrayed by the Ritschlians. Johannine and Pauline ideas are found in nuce in the Synoptics themselves with Jesus highly self-conscious of his messianic role, speaking as an apocalyptic figure, doing miracles, and taking on divine prerogatives such as forgiving sins. The real historical Jesus proved to be elusive and the church’s confession not unreasonable. Furthermore, it became clearer that the revisionist portraits of Jesus were woefully inadequate in explaining the rise of the Christian church and the strength of its confession about Jesus the Christ, the Son of God. To suggest all this as the fantastic creation of the church itself stretched credulity. The conclusion of the matter: the historical Jesus of the Gospels is one and the same as the confessed Christ of Paul, John, and the early church.
The doctrine of Christ is the central point of the whole system of dogmatics. Here, too, pulses the whole of the religious-ethical life of Christianity. Christ, the incarnate Word, is thus the central fact of the entire history of the world. The incarnation has its presupposition and foundation in the trinitarian being of God. The Trinity makes possible the existence of a mediator who himself participates both in the divine and human nature and thus unites God and humanity. The incarnation, however, is the work of the entire Trinity. Christ was sent by the Father and conceived by the Holy Spirit. Incarnation is also related to creation. The incarnation was not necessary, but the creation of human beings in God’s image is a supposition and preparation for the incarnation of God. Given with and in creation is the possibility of revelation and also incarnation. In fact, creation itself must be conceived in infralapsarian fashion and Adam seen as a type of Christ. The world was so created that when it fell, it could again be restored. While the notion that the incarnation could have taken place apart from sin’s entry has much about it that is attractive—sin cannot be accidental; true religion needs a mediator; Christ precedes the church—there is no need for the hypothesis. The scriptural teaching of God’s decree and counsel is sufficient.
The incarnation did not take place immediately after the fall but was prepared for by a long history of divine revelation. Revelation, like the eternal generation of the Son and the creation of man, is another presupposition and preparation for the incarnation. The Logos, who was with God and by whom all things were made, is the One who became flesh. Revelation and incarnation are both based on the communicability of God. The history of revelation as preparation for the incarnation is concentrated and comes to completion in the election and favoring of Mary the mother of Jesus, the blessed one among women. Mary is thus held in high esteem by all Christians, though the veneration paid to her by Rome is excessive and unscriptural, tied more to tradition and the Roman hierarchical system.
Opposition to the doctrine of the incarnation usually begins with an appeal to Scripture, but such an illusory ground cannot last long. The seeds of later church doctrine are truly present in the New Testament. Finally, the Christian religion itself, that is, true communion between God and humans, can be maintained in no way other than by confessing the deity of Christ. Modern attempts to permit the name “God” for Jesus while denying the incarnation are in the final analysis a pantheistic mixing of Creator and creature and a return to pagan idolatry. The irony here is that, like Roman notions of divinization, modern theology denies the deity of Christ while positing the possibility of human apotheosis as a reasonable conclusion to the process of evolution.
According to the Scriptures, the incarnation takes place through a virgin birth. This doctrine, too, has been attacked throughout the history of the church and again in the late nineteenth century by textual critics who claim, from the evidence of a Syrian text, that the reference to virgin birth in Matthew 1 was not original. The textual evidence does not warrant this conclusion, and though it is found in only the two Gospels of Matthew and Luke, we can be certain that Jesus’ supernatural conception was part of the original message of the gospel. The doctrine has been part of Christian confession from the time of the earliest symbols of the faith. All Gospels consistently portray Jesus as the eternal Son of God who is also the Son of David. For this to be possible, that the eternal Son of God could simultaneously be human, descended from other human beings, it was necessary for him to be supernaturally conceived by the Holy Spirit. Our Lord was not born by the will of man.
It needs to be said that the importance of the virgin birth does not depend on the theological construct that Mary in and after the birth remained a virgin. This is a later notion, and debates about whether Mary had more children, though interesting and contentious, are dogmatically of secondary importance. The supernatural conception by the Holy Spirit is crucial, however, and it does not stand alone. The power of the Holy Spirit in Christ continued throughout his entire life, even into the state of exaltation. As Scripture prophesied, the Messiah would be anointed in a special way with the Holy Spirit, and the New Testament teaches us that Christ received that Spirit without measure (John 3:34). The exclusion of the man from his conception meant that Jesus was not included in the covenant of works and thus, in the judgment of God, remained exempt from human sin. By the Holy Spirit’s power, he remained free from sin.
In this way the Son of God became a true and complete human person. In the history of the church, there have been any number of strange and bizarre attempts to deny the full and true humanity of Jesus. Scripture, however, clearly portrays his full humanity, growing up and developing, experiencing hunger and thirst, anger and grief, and then suffering and dying. Denials of Christ’s humanity were rightly opposed by the early church for pastoral and soteriological reasons with the formula “What is not assumed is not saved.” Objections are for the most part rooted in a dualism that is antithetical to the Christian religion. Whether it is found in ancient or modern Gnosticism, in Reformation-era Anabaptism, or in nineteenth-century speculative philosophy, the dualist conviction that the finite and the infinite are mutually exclusive must be repudiated. There is one mediator between God and humanity, the true God-man Jesus Christ. This is the heart of the gospel.
The scriptural teaching was drawn together in the church’s language of the “two natures.” In Scripture both divine and human predicates are attributed to the same personal subject, the one person, Jesus Christ. Modern attempts to reduce the divinity to a mere moral unity with God utterly fail to do justice to biblical givens. Thus, Chalcedon correctly pronounced that the union of the two natures was without division or separation and without confusion or change. Both Monophysitism and Kenoticism in all their varieties are unacceptable because they are at odds with the immutability of God and with the nature of a finite being. A deity or divine attribute that is purely a “potentiality” is inconceivable, and a human being who by development appropriates the divine nature ceases to be a creature. Such a being cannot be the mediator between God and man since he is neither.
The language of Chalcedon is not sacrosanct and is open to reformulation. However, up to now all efforts to improve on it have failed, and the church can do no better at this time than to maintain the two-natures doctrine. Since the essence of religion is communion with God, the two-natures doctrine is integrally connected to the heart of religion. If the incarnation is impossible, then religion cannot consist in communion between God and human creatures. Because sin ruptured that communion, the Son’s union is with an impersonal human nature. Christ is the second Adam, the head of a new humanity, not just another individual person. That is why the distinction between “nature” and “person” is so important. Ancient and modern thinkers—from Nestorius and Eutyches to Hegel and Dorner—fail to grasp this. Yet, we too can never fully understand this most profound mystery of godliness, which exceeds all our thinking and speaking of it.
The objection that a union of two-natures doctrine fails to do justice to the full humanity of Jesus does carry some credibility in some versions of Roman Catholic and Lutheran theology where the communication of properties of the divine to the human nature seems to overwhelm the latter. Here the doctrine of communication of properties is itself destroyed; why should such gifts be needed when they are already shared? Here we clearly find elements of Docetism. Reformed theology, however, insisted that Christ as the second Adam was nonetheless different from Adam, particularly here in the fact that Adam was an adult while Christ came as an infant, not to a paradise but to a sinful world where he faced its temptation and evil in every way. Unlike Adam, Christ came in the form of sinful flesh, susceptible to suffering and death.
It is for that reason alone that the incarnation was an act of humiliation. Christ grew in wisdom and knowledge; on earth he too was a pilgrim. He too lived in faith and hope by the promises of God. His divine and human consciousness were united in that he knew the Father’s will perfectly but not exhaustively. Jesus also grew morally. Though he was not able to sin, his sinlessness had become manifest through response to temptation and struggle. His power, too, was limited in his human nature. It is by his resurrection that he becomes Lord over all and is given a name above all other names. It is as Lord of all, as the mediator who is God with us and for us, that Christ is worshiped.
UNIVERSAL NEED FOR A MEDIATOR
[351] The covenant of grace also differs from the covenant of works in that it has a mediator who not only unites God and humanity but prior to this reconciles the two, so restoring the broken fellowship between them. Also with respect to this doctrine of a mediatorship, Holy Scripture does not stand alone but is supported and confirmed on all sides by ideas concerning such a mediatorship in the religions of all peoples. Generally speaking, the words and deeds of great men, as such, already have extraordinary significance for the life and development of the nations. Granted, among historians there is vast disagreement over the role to be attributed to these great men. Whereas some view them merely as conduits for ideas or as exponents of the people’s soul, others ascribe to them great creative power and all-controlling influence. The truth undoubtedly is that there is interactivity here: on the one hand, heroic figures in history are the products of their own time, and on the other, they transcend their own time and change its direction.
Every exaggeration, therefore, results in a reaction. After Hegel, Max Stirner made his appearance; after Marx, Nietzsche became prominent; after Bentham and Mill, we heard from Carlyle.1 Particularly in religion the person of the founder and mediator plays a large role. Mediators between humanity and the deity, messengers of God who convey his blessings and revelations to humans and, conversely, lay their prayers and gifts before his throne, occur in all religions. Sometimes it is subordinate deities or lower spirits, at other times people who—dedicated to God and animated by his spirit—are favored with special revelations and endowed with supernatural powers. But between humanity and the deity there is always another who effects and maintains fellowship between the two. Belief in mediators is universal.2
In the religions of the races who have strayed the farthest, such as, for example, the aborigines of Australia, the American Indians, and others, medicine men perform this service. In the religions of more highly developed peoples, soothsayers, priests, and kings take their place. Soothsayers made the will of the deity known by interpreting external signs (the constellation of the stars, the flight of birds, sacrifices, and so on), or, like the Pythian oracles in ancient Greece, by internal inspiration (Deut. 18:10–14).3 Priests, who frequently form a very distinct class or caste of their own, delivered the people’s sacrifices and prayers and distributed God’s blessing to them.4 Kings were often regarded as the sons or emissaries of the gods, who in turn were themselves represented as kings, the bearers of their wisdom and power, the founders and protectors of righteousness.5 History does not tell us how all these sacred persons acquired their rank and status; but their universal presence serves to show that we are here dealing with a phenomenon that is not accidental but rooted in the characteristic essence of religion itself and corresponds to a profound need in human nature. Many historic religions, moreover, are linked to the names of certain founders who were later elevated above the rank of ordinary people and to some extent deified. The ideas of incarnation and apotheosis occur in virtually all religions. The distinction Tiele makes between theocratic and theanthropic religions, accordingly, cannot be strictly maintained. In the final analysis, the difference is one of degree.
In many religions there is even not merely a general expectation that one day good will overcome evil, but that expectation is connected with a specific person: in Indian religion, for example, to Krishna; in Persian religion, to Saoshyant; in Egyptian religion, to Osiris; in Norse religion, to Balder. In recent years documents and inscriptions have come to light that indicate that, first in the East but later also in the West, the expectation of a kingdom of peace was especially based on the figure of a king. Of Cyrus (cf. Isa. 45:1), and the Assyrian kings Ashurbanipal I, Merodach-baladan, Ashurbanipal II, and so on, it is stated that with their rule years of righteousness and prosperity began. Like the gods, so kings were addressed and greeted as σωτηρ (savior). In Thucydides this name is applied to Brasidas; in Polybius to Philip of Macedon; it was applied to the Ptolemies and the Seleucids and especially to Roman emperors such as Caesar, Augustus, Claudius, Vespasian, Hadrian, and so on. In this connection also the myth of Hercules, Plato’s familiar statement about the just man in book VII of his Republic, and especially the fourth eclogue of Virgil and the Sibylline books acquire a new meaning.6 One can with some reason speak of an “unconscious prophetic tendency” in paganism. In its most beautiful and noble expressions, it points to Christianity.7 Jesus Christ is not only the Messiah of Israel but also, as the Authorized Version puts it in Haggai 2:7, “the desire of all nations.” Though this translation may be incorrect—for the meaning of the original is that the Gentiles, as a result of the Lord’s disturbing them, will bring their treasures to the temple in order that the Lord may fill it with glory—the idea expressed in the name “desire of all the Gentiles” is completely scriptural. The Gentiles hope for the arm of the Lord, and the coastlands await the instruction of his Servant (Isa. 42:4; 51:5; 60:9).
ISRAEL’S MESSIANIC HOPE
[352] Surprised by the discovery that such striking expectations for the future occur also among the peoples around Israel, many [scholars] have related all the messianic prophecies in the Old Testament to these expectations and attempted to explain them completely in light of those expectations. In this attempt there is an element that brings us cheer and confirms the credibility of Scripture. For it offers proof that the purely literary criticism of the Old Testament has had its day. As long as it was in the saddle, scholars were inclined to view all messianic prophecies as vaticinia ex eventu [prophecies made after and on the basis of the event] and to remove them as later interpolations wherever they occurred in preexilic writings. Hope for the restoration of the Davidic dynasty, it was thought, could only arise in the time after the exile, and when this hope was repeatedly dashed, it gradually became concentrated in the expectation of a future Messiah born of David’s lineage.8 This construal was already highly improbable as such and led to extraordinarily arbitrary criticism,9 but has now been almost completely abandoned as a result of the above-mentioned discoveries. In the place of it, it is now recognized that the preexilic prophets themselves not only cherished such messianic expectations but also assumed their existence among their people. Nor did they dream them up and proclaim them to the people for the first time but derived them from the past and continued to build on expectations that had already existed from ancient times and were widely popular in Israel. This new trend among Old Testament scholars, consequently, has almost completely given up the earlier interpolation hypothesis. It now attributes great antiquity to all eschatological ideas concerning the day of the Lord, the destruction of Israel’s enemies, the salvation of the people, the appearance of the Messiah, the completion of the kingdom of God, and so on, and in the image of the Messiah, as the Old Testament pictures it, again allows to come into their own such supernatural traits as the miraculous birth (Isa. 7:14; Mic. 5:2), the divine names (Isa. 9:6), and so on. Countless texts and pericopes viewed by earlier critics as postexilic are now again regarded as authentic, and the so-called Christology of the Old Testament has again been more or less vindicated in its validity and value.
The followers of the history-of-religions school, however, are now swinging to another extreme. The messianic expectations did not first arise after the exile, they claim, but date back to the dim past and have their origin in Babylonia, Assyria, Persia, and Egypt. This position too contains an element of truth, which Scripture fully recognizes. God did not let the human race start its history without instilling in its heart the hope that some day the offspring of the woman would achieve victory over the seed of the serpent (Gen. 3:15). As Eve did at the birth of Cain (Gen. 4:1), so Lamech saw in Noah a man whom the Lord had given him and would give him relief from the work and toil of his hands (Gen. 5:29). After the flood Canaan was indeed cursed, but Shem was blessed, and this blessing was also extended to Japheth (Gen. 9:25–27). According to the Old Testament itself, the messianic promises given to the people of Israel are broadly based in the promises that God gave to humanity as a whole and after the flood specifically to the Semitic peoples. But then, with the election of Abraham, the human race is split up, and Israel is separated from the other nations. This is what the history-of-religions school overlooks: from the analogy it finds between messianic expectations outside Israel and those within Israel, it immediately infers identity; for the sake of the external similarity between them, it denies the deep internal difference.
After all, when in the expectations we encounter in Egypt and elsewhere there is mention of a great disaster that precedes the ultimate rescue, it is never understood as a judgment that God conducts over the people’s sins, but only as a political or social catastrophe that strikes the nation. The king who effects the rescue, though he is given a series of splendid attributes, remains a ruler like all his predecessors, limited in his dominion to the boundaries of his own people and country as well as in duration. And the salvation he brings is not primarily religious and ethical in character but mainly consists in—or is any case consistently accompanied by—a number of cultic, magical, and political changes. It is true that the name σωτηρ (savior) may also frequently have been accorded to kings and emperors; but when in the New Testament it is given to Christ, it has a totally different meaning and becomes the term for a savior who delivers people from sin and death and grants them righteousness and life. It is indeed possible, therefore, that in the New Testament, say in the Pastoral Letters, the name is applied to Christ with an additional antithetical and apologetic twist. Just as Paul can say in 1 Corinthians 8:5–6 that “even though there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth—as in fact there are many gods and many lords—yet for us there is one God, the Father, … and one Lord, Jesus Christ,” so the apostles may on occasion have attributed the name σωτηρ to Christ to bring out that, although others may call a king or emperor their σωτηρ, Christ alone in truth is the Savior for believers. From this it does not by any means follow, however, that the New Testament authors derived this name from the speech of pagans and transferred it from there to Christ. For in the circle of the disciples, this name evidently arose in connection with Jesus’ Hebrew name (Matt. 1:21; cf. Luke 1:47, 2:11; Acts 5:31; 13:23). Much less was the Hebrew name for the king expected from the house of David taken over from Gentile peoples, for whereas there the name σωτηρ is customary for the king, the Messiah is only rarely designated with the name מוֹשִׁיעַ and usually with very different names. In all this, we have still left unchallenged that the documents that have come to light in fact say the things people read in them, but one must not forget, finally, that many of these pronouncements stand by themselves and often, in the environment in which they originated, contain a meaning very different from what is now read in them; further, that there is a great temptation to look at them and to explain them in the light that the Old Testament itself has furnished us; and that in many cases one cannot determine whether the Israelite prophecy in earlier or later times perhaps exerted influence on Gentile expectations for the future.10
[353] Subject to this provision, one cannot doubt, however, that prophecy in Israel is linked with the promises that, according to Scripture’s own witness (Gen. 3:15; 8:21; 9:9f., 25–27), were already given to the human race beforehand and preserved there in a more or less pure form. Perhaps this connection is even much closer than we can establish at this time. Indeed, the idea advanced in recent years by numerous scholars that the Israelite prophets, in their description of the Messiah and his kingdom and in their eschatological expectations in general, employed notions and expressions, similes and imagery that had already existed for a long time and date back to a remote past is far from improbable. It occurred in the giving of the law, for temples, altars, priesthood, sacrifices, circumcision, and so on occur among many peoples, and prophecy is similarly rooted in the history of Israel and that of the surrounding nations.
On the other hand, it is equally certain that prophecy in Israel went far beyond that history and developed in a manner and direction of its own. This uniqueness is proven by the fact that, while the prophets shared with all of Israel a common basis of law and promise, when the people abused their covenant with the Lord in order to elevate themselves above all other peoples on earth and to assure themselves of a happy future, these prophets radically opposed such abuse and portrayed the day of the Lord as a day of darkness and judgment (Amos 5:18; Mic. 3:5; Joel 2:2; Isa. 5:19; Jer. 5:12; etc.). And this independent character belonged to prophecy in Israel from the beginning. The patriarchs were already promised that in their descendants all the families of the earth would be blessed (Gen. 12:2–3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 27:29; 28:14), and from the patriarch Jacob this promise passed to Judah, from whom the scepter would not depart until Shiloh came, whom the peoples would obey (Gen. 49:10).11 Prophecy does not limit its field of vision to the people of Israel and the land of Canaan but extends it to the whole earth and promises the blessing of Abraham to all of humankind; and the central content of that blessing is that God will be his God and the God of his children. It is a universal spiritual kingdom that God promises to his people at the end of human history.
This promise was not nullified by the law that was later added when the covenant was made with the people of Israel, but further unfolded and guided to its fulfillment. The Old Testament does not contain just a few isolated messianic texts; on the contrary, the entire Old Testament dispensation with its leading persons and events, its offices and institutions, its laws and ceremonies, is a pointer to and movement toward the fulfillment in the New Testament. There is a “symbolism in creation,” a typology in nature that, as is evident from Jesus’ parables, finds its realization in him and his kingdom. There is an unconscious expectation and hope in the religion and history of the nations, which is realized in Christianity. There exists a direct and intentional preparation and adumbration of the λογικη λατρεια [“spiritual worship,” RSV, NIV] in the institutions and events of the Old Testament. Temple and altar, priest and sacrifice, Zion and Jerusalem, prophet and king—they are all models and shadows of a higher spiritual and genuine reality.
Especially the office of king achieved such typical significance in Israel. The theocratic king, embodied especially in David with his humble beginnings, many-sided experience of life, deep emotions, poetic disposition, unflinching courage, and brilliant victories,12 was a son of God (2 Sam. 7:14; Pss. 2:6–7; 89:27), the anointed one par excellence (Pss. 2:2; 18:50). People wished for him all kinds of physical and spiritual blessings (Pss. 2:8f.; 21, 45, 72), and he was even addressed as “Elohim” (Ps. 45:6). The king is the bearer of the highest—of divine—dignity on earth. Theocratic kingship, as suggested above, found its purest embodiment in David; for that reason the kingship will remain in his house (2 Sam. 7:8–16). This promise of God to David, accordingly, is the foundation and center of all subsequent expectation and prophecy. Prophecy, which is added to interpret the typology, looks out from the past and present to the future and ever more clearly portrays the—to be expected—son of David in his person and work. To the degree that kingship in Israel and Judah answered less to the idea of it, to that degree prophecy took up the promise of 2 Samuel 7 and clung to it (Amos 9:11; Hosea 1:11; 3:5; Mic. 5:1–2; Isa. 9:6–7; 11:1–2, 10; Jer. 23:5; 30:9; 33:17, 20–22, 26; Ezek. 34:23–24; 37:22–24). This anointed king will arise from the dynasty of David when—in utter decay and thrust from the throne—it will resemble a hewn trunk (Isa. 11:1–2; Mic. 5:1–2; Ezek. 17:22). God will cause him to grow as a branch from David’s house (Jer. 23:5–6; 33:14–17), so that he himself will bear the name “Branch” (Zech. 3:8; 6:12). Despite his humble birth, he will be the true and authentic theocratic king. Coming from despised little Bethlehem, where the royal house of David originated and to which, driven from the throne, it withdrew (Mic. 5:2; cf. 3:12; 4:8, 13), the Messiah will nevertheless be a ruler over Israel; his origins as ruler—proceeding from God—go back to the distant past, to the days of old. He is God-given, an eternal king, bears the name Wonderful, Counselor, mighty God (cf. Isa. 10:21; Deut. 10:17; Jer. 32:18), everlasting Father (for his people), Prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6–7).13 He is anointed with the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, of counsel and courage, of knowledge and the fear of the Lord (Isa. 11:2) and laid as a tested, precious foundation stone in Zion (Isa. 28:16). He is just, victorious, meek, a king riding on a donkey; as king he is not proud of his power but sustained by God (Jer. 33:17, 20, 22, 26; Zech. 9:9f.), a king whom the people call and acknowledge as “the Lord our righteousness” (Jer. 23:6—cf. 33:16, where Jerusalem is called the city in which Yahweh causes his righteousness to dwell). He will be a warrior like David, and his house will be like God, like the angel of the Lord who at the time of the exodus led Israel’s army (Zech. 12:8; cf. Mal. 3:1). He will reign forever; found a kingdom of righteousness, peace, and prosperity; and also extend his domain over the Gentiles to the ends of the earth (Pss. 2, 45, 72; Ezek. 37:25; Zech. 6:13; 9:10; etc.).
The splendid profile of the Messiah is then further augmented by the portrayal of the future king as prophet and priest. Granted, these features are not highlighted, for in the kingdom of God the Spirit of God will be poured out upon all (Joel 2:28; Zech. 12:10; 13:2f.; Jer. 31:34), and all the people will be priestly and “holy to the Lord” (Isa. 35:8; Joel 3:17; Zech. 14:20–21). Still, the Messiah is also represented as a prophet on whom the Spirit of the Lord rests to an unusual degree and who will bring good news to Israel and the Gentiles (Deut. 18:15; Isa. 11:2; Isa. 40–60; Mal. 4:5), who will unite in himself both priestly and royal dignity (Jer. 30:21; Zech. 3; 6:13; Ps. 110). In Isaiah all three offices come to light in the servant of the Lord: he is the priest who by his suffering atones for the sins of his people; he is a prophet who, anointed with the Spirit of God, announces the acceptable year of the Lord; and he is the king who is glorified and enjoys the fruit of his labor. The deep-rootedness of this messianic expectation in Israel is evident from the psalms. Many of them are based on the kingship of David and are messianic in a restricted sense (Pss. 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 61, 72, 89, 132). Others only speak of God or Yahweh as king (Pss. 10, 24, 29, 44, 47, 48, 66, 68, 87, 93, 95–100, 145–150). All of them, nevertheless, point to a future in which the Lord himself will establish his kingdom in Israel and from that base expand it to the nations.14
[354] Messianic expectation lived on in the heart of the people of Israel also after the demise of prophecy. In [Jewish] apocryphal literature, we indeed encounter the expectation of Israel’s future deliverance and rule but without more than a few references to the Messiah (1 Macc. 2:57; 4:46; 9:27; 14:41). Nor does Philo say anything about the Messiah. Generally speaking, the self-righteousness of Judaism was not favorable to messianic expectation. Israel, after all, had the law; it was righteous by its observance of the law and needed no Savior. At most there was room for an earthly king who rewarded the Jews in accordance with their merits and led them to a position of dominance over the peoples of the world. The Messiah became solely a political person. But among the people, messianic expectation lived on and kept resurfacing, especially in times of stress. This current of expectation was maintained and fed by the reading of the Old Testament. Any number of texts, as the Septuagint proves, were interpreted messianically. In the Scriptures, the Jews found as many as 456 messianic promises: 75 in the Pentateuch, 243 in the prophets, and 138 in the Hagiographa. Especially the apocalyptic literature of 1 Enoch, the Psalms of Solomon, 2 Apocalypse of Baruch, the Sibylline Oracles, and 4 Ezra [2 Esdras] again took up the messianic expectation and elaborated it. Generally it was expected that the Messiah would appear at the end of the present age, following anxious times, the so-called messianic woes; this would occur after Elijah or another prophet like Moses or Jeremiah had heralded his coming. He was usually described as the Messiah, the Son of Man, the Chosen One, or the Son of David and a few times also as the Son of God. He was viewed as a human being who already existed beforehand and was hidden with God, as a person who would come forth from Bethlehem; was righteous, holy, and endowed by God with many gifts; and would establish God’s kingdom on earth. This, in the main, corresponds to the expectation that, according to the New Testament witness (Luke 1:48, 74; 2:25; etc.), was found in lower-class circles.15
THE PRESENT AND COMING KINGDOM
In the context of these expectations, Christ himself appeared, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God and saying: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15). The kingdom of God, which was foretold and expected by the prophets, in which God would be king and his will the delight of everyone, which in origin and character is a heavenly kingdom and already present in heaven now (Matt. 6:10)—that kingdom is now coming on earth and is near (Mark 1:15). But tying in with those expectations, Jesus immediately introduced a big change. From the Jewish tradition he went back to Scripture and interpreted that kingdom, not first of all as a political but as a religious-ethical dominion. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Mark 12:26), the God of Israel (Matt. 15:31) whom Jesus recognizes and confesses as his God, is also and before all else king (Matt. 5:35; 18:23; 22:2), the Lord of heaven and earth (Matt. 11:25). At the same time, he is the Father in heaven, who in his kingdom wants to rule as a Father over his children. His kingdom is simultaneously a family, a community (Matt. 6:4, 6, 9; 7:11; Mark 3:34–35); and these two ideas, that of the kingship and the fatherhood of God, do not compete with but reinforce each other. Further, entrance into that kingdom occurs, not by Pharisaic observance of the law, but by repentance, faith, rebirth (Matt. 18:3; Mark 1:15; John 3:3), and for that reason is open above all to the poor, the lost, publicans, and sinners (Matt. 5:3; 9:11–12; 11:5, 28–30; Luke 19:10). That kingdom is, on the one hand, something that must be sought, is far greater than the righteousness taught by the Pharisees (Matt. 5:20; 6:33; 13:44–46), and is presented as a reward stored in heaven (Matt. 5:12; 6:20; 19:21; 20:1–7; 24:45). On the other hand, it is a gift that far exceeds all human work and merit (Matt. 19:29; 23:12; 24:47; 25:21, 34; Luke 6:32f.; 12:32, 37; 17:10; 22:29) and has as its content the forgiveness of sins (Matt. 9:2; 26:28; Luke 1:77; 24:47), righteousness (Matt. 6:33), and eternal life (Matt. 19:16; 25:46; Mark 9:43). Accordingly, to the extent that the rule of God is not immediately fully realized in believers here on earth, and they on their part do not yet fully receive and enjoy the goods of that kingdom—eternal life, the vision of God, complete salvation—the kingdom is indeed still in the future (Matt. 5:3f., 20; 6:10, 33; 7:21; 18:3; 19:23–24; 25:34; 26:29; etc.). But insofar as it is established here on earth by the person and works of Christ and is planted in human hearts by rebirth, faith, and repentance, that kingdom is present (Matt. 11:11–12; 12:28; 13:11, 19, 24, 31, 52; Mark 4:26–29; 9:1; Luke 10:9; 17:21), and believers are already citizens of and participants in it (Matt. 7:13–14; 13:23, 30; 28:18, 20; Mark 10:15; Luke 7:28). In Paul, in the same way, the kingdom of God is at one time a description of a presently existing dominion (Rom. 14:17; 1 Cor. 4:20; 15:24–25; Col. 1:13; 4:11) and then again a name for God’s government in the future (1 Cor. 6:9; 15:50; Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5; 1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Thess. 1:5). Christ is king now and makes his own into kings and priests as well (Rev. 1:6, 18; 3:21; 5:10). Yet the kingdom of God is only made complete at the time of his return (Rev. 19–21).
Schmoller, Johannes Weiss, and others were therefore mistaken when they attributed to the kingdom of God an exclusively eschatological meaning.16 In the words of Jesus and the apostles, it is not merely a future good, preserved in heaven and granted as a reward for a righteous life; it is also provisionally realized on earth in the benefits of repentance, faith, rebirth, renewal. It is something that gradually grows and permeates the whole of life. At the same time, it is a religious-ethical concept; that is, Jesus takes over the idea of the kingdom of God as it was developed in Scripture, and especially later in apocalyptic literature, in an eschatological sense. But with it he unites the thought—later neglected by Judaism—that, though the kingdom of God in an eschatological sense will only be realized at the end of time by an act of divine intervention, it must be preceded and prepared for by a religious-ethical renewal: the kingdom of God in that sense. In the prophets of the Old Testament, these two ideas coincide and are interwoven. They know only of one coming of the Messiah. The kingdom of God is the sum of all spiritual and natural benefits. It simultaneously brings repentance and return (the restoration of Israel as a people and a kingdom). But Jesus makes a distinction between the two. According to him, it is present in a religious-ethical sense; it is coming in an eschatological sense. The one idea of the kingdom of God is realized in two sweeping moments. The single coming of the Messiah divides into two: one for the purpose of salvation, the other for judgment; one for preparation, the other for completion. “The work of the Messiah becomes the work of redemption: it extricates itself from eschatology and becomes part of soteriology.”17 Regardless of how long a period would pass—to Jesus’ mind and that of the apostles—between his present and his future kingdom, it is a fact that the two are temporally distinct as well.18
[355] Jesus did not arrive at this distinction because his work, begun with hope in Galilee, later remained without effect and he could therefore only remain faithful to his calling by simultaneously revealing his messiahship and his program of suffering.19 For from the very beginning, Jesus was completely clear about his role in that kingdom whose gospel he preached. Aside from John’s designation of Jesus in his baptism (Matt. 3:11ff.; John 1:26ff.), this is evident from the fact that Jesus from the start presented himself as the “Son of Man” and the “Son of God.” Jesus consciously derived the first designation—as is now almost universally recognized, especially after Baldensperger’s important study on Das Selbstbewusstsein Jesu20—from Daniel 7:13. He did this in order to make clear both that he was the Messiah without whom the kingdom of God could not come and that he was the Messiah in a sense quite different from the way his contemporaries, in their earthbound expectations, pictured it. In Daniel 7:13, the designation “one like a son of man” is a description of the Messiah. Many exegetes, certainly, relate this term to the “saints of the Most High” because verses 18, 22, and 27 say that the kingdom would be given to the people of “the saints of the Most High” in the same way as this kingdom was given to the son of man in verse 14. But this view is untenable. For the “son of man” came with the clouds of heaven and positioned himself before the Ancient of Days, but the people of the saints are on earth, suffer, and look longingly for redemption. Moreover, while in verse 17 it is indeed said that the four beasts are four kings, concerning the “son of man,” who receives the kingdom already in verse 14, there is no further explanation. Finally, in verse 21 there is mention of a war waged against the saints, but nothing is said of the “son of man.” Evidently, the “son of man” is the Messiah who receives the kingdom of God (v. 14), and the future Ruler of the people of the saints. Thus, accordingly, the text of Daniel 7:13 was understood in the apocryphal literature of 1 Enoch and 4 Ezra [2 Esdr.].21
If the name “son of man” was derived by Jesus from the Old Testament, it is self-evident that it cannot be a symbol for the future kingdom (Hoekstra) or a designation of Jesus as the true ideal human (Herder, Schleiermacher, Neander, Lange, Ebrard, Thomasius, Godet, Beyschlag, and others), or as the fragile, humble human (Grotius, De Wette, Ewald, Baur, Strauss, Kuenen, Schenkel, Stier, Nösgen, and others). On the contrary, it has to be a designation of his surpassing messianic dignity as he himself understood it. Now, just as earlier the rationalist Paulus (Commentary on the New Testament, on Matt. 8:20) and Uloth (Theol. Essays, 1862), so in recent times Lagarde, Wellhausen, Brandt, Oort, and especially Lietzmann indeed claimed that Jesus never called himself בר נוש (in Aramaic) or made exclusive use of that name, in order to describe himself in the third person as “the human,” that the Aramaic words were later mistakenly translated as “son of man” (υἱς του ἀνθρωπου) and understood in Christian apocalyptic literature, in connection with Daniel 7:13, of the Messiah and then put on Jesus’ lips in that sense.22 But on further inquiry this opinion proved highly improbable. For, in the first place, the ordinary Aramaic word for “man” (generic) was אנש and never, at least in Jesus’ time, בר נוש. In the New Testament, the term “sons of men” occurs only once in the plural (Mark 3:28), but otherwise a human is always referred to with the single word ἀνθρωπος. The term “son of man” was therefore unusual; it was reminiscent of Daniel 7:13, and understood in the apocalyptic literature of that time as a reference to the Messiah. In the second place, the above opinion fails to explain why the Aramaic expression was rendered in Greek not simply by ἀνθρωπος but by υἱος του ἀνθρωπος, understood in a messianic sense, and put on Jesus’ lips.23
Although research into the meaning of the term “son of man” is still far from finished,24 it may be considered highly probable at this point that Jesus derived it from Daniel 7:13 and used it for a specific reason. To understand this reason, we need to note that though Jesus repeatedly used the term with reference to himself, others—with the exception of Stephen (Acts 7:56)—never referred to him by that name. The term never occurs in the letters, although expressions in 1 Corinthians 15:47 and Hebrews 2:6 are closely related to it. Furthermore, Jesus called himself by that name, not just after Peter’s confession in Caesarea Philippi (Matt. 16:13f.), but already long before that time. In the Gospel of Matthew, the name is found nine times before this weighty event, in Mark twice, and in Luke four times; and when Jesus began to apply this name to himself, no one expressed surprise at it and no one inquired about its meaning. Finally, the name occurs in connection with Jesus’ descent from heaven (John 3:13) and communion with heaven (John 1:51); with the authority and power that is his in the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 9:6; 10:32; 12:8, 32; John 6:27, 53f.); in connection with his humble state (Matt. 8:20; 11:19), his suffering and death (Matt. 16:21; 17:12, 22; 20:18, 28; 26:2, 24, 45; John 3:14; 12:23; 13:31), but also with his resurrection, ascension, seating at the right hand of God, and coming again to judge (Matt. 10:23; 13:41; 16:27–28; 24:27, 30, 37; 25:31; 26:64; John 3:13; 6:62).
Taking all this into consideration, we realize that with this name Jesus intends to distinguish himself from and position himself above all other humans. The name also undoubtedly implies that he was truly human, akin not only to Israel but to all humans; yet it simultaneously expresses the fact that he occupies an utterly unique place among all humans. He was conscious from the start that he came from above, from heaven, and had a most special calling to fulfill on earth. He is the Christ, the Son of the living God, as Peter later confesses. But he does not thus identify himself or let others thus identify him in public, lest people mistake his person and work. He therefore chose the name “Son of Man,” a name that in Daniel 7:13 refers to the Messiah and is so understood in apocryphal literature as well. But it does not follow that the people in general, or that even the disciples, on hearing the name, immediately thought of the Messiah. The opposite is likely the case, because he was never attacked on account of this title. People perhaps understood by it only that he was special, that he was an extraordinary human being, a fact that was immediately substantiated by his words and works. But for that very reason this name afforded Jesus an opportunity to cut off in advance all misunderstanding about his person and work, and to gradually inject into that name and unite with it the peculiar meaning of the messiahship that, in accordance with the Scriptures, was inherent in it to his mind. And this meaning comes down to the fact that the Christ, who came from above, had to suffer many things and after that enter his glory. So then Jesus chose this name for himself to make known: (1) that he was not just the Son of David and King of Israel but the Son of Man, connected with all humans and giving his life as a ransom for many; (2) that he nonetheless occupied an utterly unique place among all humans, because he had descended from above, from heaven, lived in constant communion with the Father during his stay on earth, and had power to forgive sins, to bestow eternal life, to distribute to his own all the goods of the kingdom; (3) that he could not grasp this power by violence, as the Jews expected their Messiah to do, but that as the Servant of the Lord, he had to suffer and die for his people; and (4) that precisely by taking this road he would attain to the glory of the resurrection and the ascension, the elevation to God’s right hand, and the coming again for judgment.25
As stated above, Jesus did not just identify himself as the Son of Man toward the end of his life but was conscious of his messiahship from the first moment of his public activities and began to do so by virtue of that consciousness. Already at the age of twelve, he knew he had to be in the things of his Father (Luke 2:49). In his baptism by John, he received the divine sign and seal of his calling (Luke 3:21). And he immediately acted under the name “Son of Man,” long before the incident in Caesarea Philippi (Mark 2:10, 28). From the beginning he gave himself an utterly unique place in the kingdom of God, performed works that presuppose his messiahship, and demanded a status that was his due only if he was the Messiah (Matt. 5:11; 10:18, 32, 37; 12:6, 41; 19:29). It is true that in the early period he used the name sparingly and that he used it more frequently when after the incident in Caesarea he could link his messiahship with his program of suffering. Jesus had to train his disciples in such a way that, while recognizing him as the Messiah, they did not project on him all those earthly, political expectations that were associated at the time with the idea of the Messiah. Also implied in this is that Jesus’ self-consciousness as Messiah cannot be explained in historical or psychological terms. It is present from the moment of Jesus’ public appearances and cannot be inferred from the influence of the apocalyptic literature. Its importance is undoubtedly overestimated by Baldensperger in general as well as in relation to Jesus. The latter therefore sees himself compelled to go back further, that is, to Jesus’ God-consciousness, and to say that at the baptism, along with his God-consciousness, he immediately became aware of his messiahship. At that moment, he perceived God’s nearness as never before and heard within himself the voice that said: “You are my Son.”26 To a certain extent, this is true. Jesus’ realization that he was the Messiah flowed from the knowledge that he enjoyed an utterly unique relationship to God. He, accordingly, called himself the Son of Man but also “the Son of God.”
In the Old Testament it was first the people of Israel who were described by that name, then the king, and especially the Messiah.27 The name “Son of God” perhaps still has this theocratic meaning when it was used by the demoniacs (Matt. 8:29), the Jews (Matt. 27:40), the high priest (Matt. 26:63), and even the disciples in the early period (John 1:49; 11:27; Matt. 16:16). But Jesus invests it with another and deeper meaning. He is the Son of God not because he is Messiah and king, but he is king because he is the Messiah, because he is the Son of the Father. God is his Father (Luke 2:49); he is the only Son, whom the Father loved and whom he sent as his last emissary (Mark 12:6). At the baptism (Matt. 3:17) and later at the transfiguration (Matt. 17:5), God calls him his “beloved son with whom he is well pleased.” In Matthew 11:27, he states that all things needed for the realization of God’s gracious will (εὐδοκια) have been delivered to him and that only the Father knows the Son and only the Son knows the Father. This sonship is the source of his whole life, all his thinking and acting. In that consciousness he puts himself on a level above the elders (Matt. 5:18ff.), above Jonah and Solomon (Luke 11:31–32), above the angels even (Mark 13:32). Knowing that he stood in a totally unique relationship to the Father and was king of the divine kingdom, he pronounced people blessed (Matt. 5:3ff.; Luke 10:23), forgave sins (Mark 2:10), demanded that his disciples leave everything for his sake (Matt. 5:11; 10:18, 22; etc.), and linked with it entrance into eternal life.
The Synoptics already contain in principle all the things that the apostles and the Christian church later taught about the person of Christ. True, before Jesus’ resurrection, the disciples did not yet have the right insight into his person and work. The Gospels themselves tell us that. It is for this reason that Jesus in his teaching also took account of the disciples’ capacity to understand, gradually introduced them to the knowledge of his sonship and messiahship, and left a great deal to the instruction of the Spirit (John 16:12). But the resurrection already marvelously illumined the person and work of Christ. From that time on, he was to all the disciples “a heavenly being”; the teaching of Paul and John concerning the essential character of Christ was in no way opposed by any of the other disciples.28
What they added to it is not anything new but only expansion and development. Jesus became human—“flesh”; he came into the flesh (John 1:14; 1 John 4:2–3) from the loins of the patriarchs according to the flesh (Rom. 9:5); he is Abraham’s offspring (Gal. 3:16), from the tribe of Judah (Heb. 7:14), a descendant of David (Rom. 1:3), born of a woman (Gal. 4:4; Heb. 2:14), a human in the full and true sense of the word (Rom. 5:15; 1 Cor. 15:45; 1 Tim. 2:15) who was tired, thirsty, sad, happy as we are (John 4:6ff.; 11:33, 38; 12:27; 13:21; Heb. 4:15); he was under the law (Gal. 4:4), learned obedience unto death (Phil. 2:8; Heb. 5:8; 10:7, 9), suffered, died, was buried, and so on.
This same person, however, was simultaneously free from all sin (Matt. 7:11; 11:29; John 4:34; 8:29, 46; 15:10; Acts 3:14; 2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 4:15; 7:26; 1 Pet. 1:19; 2:22; 1 John 2:1; 3:5); he also rose again, was glorified, and is seated at God’s right hand (Acts 2:34; 5:31; 7:55; etc.). He already existed before his incarnation (John 1:1; 17:5; 1 Cor. 10:4, 9; Heb. 11:26) and was then “in the form of God” (Phil. 2:6), the firstborn of all creation (Col. 1:15), superior to angels (Heb. 1:4), the one by whom God created all things and in whom all things hold together (John 1:3; 1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:16; Eph. 3:9), the Son of God in an utterly unique sense (John 1:14; 5:18; Rom. 8:3, 32; Gal. 4:4), and himself God (John 1:1; 20:28; Rom. 9:5; 1 Thess. 1:1; Titus 2:13; Heb. 1:8–9 [1 John 5:20], 2 Pet. 1:1).
CHRISTOLOGICAL CONFLICTS
[356] This apostolic witness concerning Jesus the Christ was too rich and too deep for it to be immediately absorbed into the Christian consciousness and reproduced in a clear formula such that it would be proof against all error. In the case of the Apostolic Fathers, accordingly, though they assign to Christ an utterly unique place and call him by an array of glorious and sublime names, this does not happen.29 First, the errors of Ebionitism and Gnosticism on the left and the right made it obligatory for the church to think through the content of the apostolic witness and to give a clear account both of Christ’s relation to God and of his relation to humankind. Ebionitism, though it did hold Jesus to be the Messiah and sometimes also believed that he was supernaturally conceived and endowed at his baptism with divine power, saw in Jesus nothing more than a human being, a descendant of David, anointed with the Spirit of God and appointed king over an earthly realm to be established at his return.30 Gnosticism, despising matter and ascribing the creation of the world to a demiurge, drew a sharp line of separation, also in the case of Christ, between the divine and the human. The highest aeon, namely, Christ, descended from heaven and for a time united himself with the earthly man Jesus, or brought a psychic body with him from heaven, or for a time assumed a seeming body with a view to liberating humankind from the bonds of matter.31 Whereas Harnack thinks that the recognition of Jesus as a divinely osen and Spirit-endowed human was not Ebionite but Christian and also states that the doctrine of the two natures of Christ was originally Gnostic,32 he nevertheless has to admit that in the most ancient tradition Jesus was also confessed as Son of God and never considered a “bare human being” (ψιλος ἀνθρωπος).33
Though there may have been different conceptions as to how one and the same subject could be simultaneously Son of God and a human being, this nevertheless was how all Christians from the beginning saw Christ. This confession had to lead and—under Justin, Irenaeus, and Tertullian34—did lead to the doctrine of the two natures. The expression “the two essences of Christ” (δυο οὐσιαι χριστου) first occurs in a fragment of Melito, the genuineness of which, however, is called into question.35 Irenaeus, though he does not yet have the two-natures formula, clearly teaches that Christ is truly the Son, the Logos, and himself God; that as such he became a human; and that this incarnate Logos constitutes an unbreakable unity. He is truly man and truly God (Adv. haer., IV, 6, 7); it is one and the same Christ who created the world and who was born and died (Adv. haer., III, 9, 3, 16, 6, 19, 1, etc.). Tertullian teaches the same thing but speaks even more forcefully of two substances in Christ, a fleshly and a spiritual substance; of two conditions, a divine and a human (De carne chr., 5); and assumed there was in him a double state, not confused but conjoined in one person, truly God and truly human (Adv. Pr., 27). Soon afterward, in the West, the formula used for this doctrine of Christ is that he was one person with two natures. Augustine regularly expresses himself as follows: “Thus there appeared a mediator between God and humans that, combining the two natures in the unity of the person, he might elevate what is earthly to the heavenly and temper the heavenly with the earthly” (Ep. ad Volus, 3). In the East, however, the terminology—like the doctrine of the Trinity—for a long time remained unstable and therefore susceptible to all kinds of misunderstanding. The words οὐσια, φυσις, ὑποστασις, προσωπον, still lacked strict definition and were therefore used interchangeably. Even Cyril still frequently describes the human nature of Christ as ὑποστασις instead of as φυσις and then still speaks of one nature in Christ: μια σεσαρκωμενη φυσις (one enfleshed nature). The union of the two natures was described by Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa as a “mixture” or a “mingling” and by Cyril as a “natural union” or a “uniting according to nature”; and what came about as a result of the hypostatic union was repeatedly called not εἱς (one [masculine]) but ἐν (one [neuter]).36 Pope Leo the Great’s “dogmatic epistle,” however, helped a great deal to bring about also in the East clear insight and precise word usage in the doctrine of Christ.37 And at Chalcedon, after the rejection of Nestorianism, patripassianism, Eutychianism, and others, the confession of Christ was defined as being about one and the same Son and Lord, “the same perfect in Godhead, the same perfect in humanhood, truly God and truly man … one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, made known in two natures [according to the original reading; not out of two natures], without confusion [ἀσυγχυτως], without change [ἀτρεπτως], without division [ἀδιαιρετως], without separation [ἀχωριστως].”38
With Chalcedon, clear-cut boundaries had been drawn within which the church’s doctrine of Christ would be further developed. It was far from being the case, however, that with it, in earlier and later times, unanimity had been achieved. The question, What do you think of the Christ? has evoked a wide assortment of answers in the Christian life as well as in theology. All through history it has divided the heads and hearts of people. Even within the churches that accept the Chalcedonian symbol, for all their agreement, there is also still substantial difference.
In the theology of the East, the basic idea remained that God himself had to become a human so that human beings might become partakers in the divine nature, immortality, eternal life, divinization (θεωσις).39 The consequences of sin are much more physical than ethical in nature; consequently, a current of mysticism always flows alongside rationalism in the Greek church. The result of this mysticism had to be that, though the human nature of Christ was recognized as well, the major emphasis fell on his deity, on the penetration of the divine into the human nature, on the union of the two, on Christ’s essential being more than on his historical appearance, on his incarnation rather than on his satisfaction. Hence, with respect to the person of Christ, what mattered most was his divine essence, which was communicated in human form and thus received and enjoyed by human beings. No particular need was felt, therefore, for a sharp distinction between the two natures. It is lacking in Athanasius, the Cappadocians, even in part in Cyril. The Greek reading of the Chalcedon decree is a correction of the original text: the expression “in two natures” has been replaced by “out of two natures.” Monophysitism was a power in the East. However condemned and suppressed, it kept surfacing in the teaching of the Theopaschites, the Aphthartodocetists, the Aktistetai, and the Monothelites. It tended to erase the boundary line between the divine and the human and increasingly to make the churches in the East ready for their dissolution into paganism.40
By contrast, the West made a sharp distinction between the divine and the human nature of Christ. Already since Tertullian, the terminology of the one person and the two natures had been fixed. The emphasis was more on the ethical than on the physical; on Christ’s satisfaction, his suffering and death, than on his incarnation. Yet not all danger of deifying the human nature of Christ was averted here either. The East hardly took any notice of the West and—to be specific—in no way even underwent the influence of Augustine. Conversely, the West did take over the theology and particularly the mysticism of the East. As a result the idea of a deification of the human also penetrated the Latin church and Latin theology. Mystical contemplation, the doctrine of the superadded gifts, the theory of transubstantiation, all rest on the idea that the finite is capable of participating in the infinite. This idea could not but have an impact on Christology, for in Christology human nature is more tightly united with the deity than any other creature. If Adam already participated in the divine nature by the superadded gift, if believers participated in it by infused grace, if mystics participated in it by contemplation and were in a sense divinized,41 then this had to be true in much greater measure of the human being Christ, in whom the fullness of God dwelt bodily.
THE TWO NATURES OF CHRIST
[357] Entirely in accordance with John of Damascus,42 scholastic and Roman theology therefore taught that, though each nature in Christ remains itself and the communication of the divine attributes to the human nature must not be conceived realistically, yet the divine nature completely permeates and sets aglow the human nature, as heat does iron, and makes it participatory in the divine glory, wisdom, and power (περιχωρησις, θεωσις). From this premise it was then inferred that Christ as a human being on earth already possessed the blessed knowledge, the beatific vision of God. Even on earth Christ was already both a pilgrim and one who fully understood (comprehensor ac viator), walking not by faith but by sight. In his case, therefore, we cannot and may not speak of faith and hope. Moreover, all the gifts of which the human nature of Christ was capable were given him, not gradually but all at once, at his incarnation. As a human he remained indeed finite and limited; in the state of his humiliation, he also had a variety of defects (susceptibility to suffering and death) and affects (sensations of grief, hunger, cold, and so on). Still, at his incarnation he all at once received all the wisdom of which his human nature was capable. His increase in wisdom (Luke 2:52) must be understood not objectively but subjectively. It seemed so to others; also, when he prayed he did not pray out of need, but only for our sake, to give us an example. Actually Jesus was never a child; he was a man from the start. And because his human nature was thus glorified and divinized by God, it too is entitled to be worshiped. Indeed, every part of the human nature of Christ, his holy heart in particular, is deserving of divine veneration.43
In Lutheran theology we encounter the same basic idea. Its development and application, however, is different. Greek and Roman theology indeed taught a communication of divine gifts, but not of divine attributes, to human nature. They also taught a true and real communication of divine attributes, not to human nature as such, but to the hypostasis (the person) of the two natures. Luther, however, taught that even already in the state of humiliation, the humanity of Christ was where his deity was, and that the two natures were “united and commingled” with their attributes, not only in the person but also mutually.44 Consequently, Roman theologians could unanimously oppose Lutheran Christology and especially the doctrine of ubiquity.45 Still, here as well as in the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, there is kinship. Lutherans, after all, expressly teach that the two natures of Christ are never mixed or transmuted into each other, but that each remains itself in perpetuity and preserves its essential attributes and never receives the attributes of the other nature as its own.46 Nor do they say that all the divine attributes are imparted to the human nature in the same sense and the same measure. The quiescent attributes of infinity and so on were never given to it directly but only through the mediation of the other attributes. The operative attributes, however, such as omnipresence, omnipotence, and omniscience, were immediately and directly a possession of the human nature. People even frequently attributed to it not just the multivolipresence [presence in as many places as he wished] or ubiquity, as Chemnitz spoke of it, but specifically omnipresence.47 Materially, Roman and Lutheran theology agree in the sense that both elevate the human nature above the boundaries set for it and dissolve into mere appearance both the human development of Jesus and the state of his humiliation.
In the course of the development of Lutheran theology, this became all too apparent. In the case of Christ’s becoming a man, a distinction was made—not temporally but logically—between the incarnation (the assumption of flesh) and the exinanition (self-emptying: conception in the womb). Of the former, only the Logos is the subject; it consists in making the human nature, which is inherently finite, fit for the indwelling of the fullness of the deity and imparting to it the above-mentioned divine attributes. But in this way not only the distinction between the divine and the human nature was in danger of being lost but also that between the state of humiliation and that of exaltation. For that reason it was assumed that in the second moment, in the self-emptying (exinanition), of which not the Logos but the “God-man” was the subject, the latter had in a sense again divested himself of the attributes first imparted to him. But concerning the nature of this “exinanition,” there was much disagreement. Between the Giessen and the Tübinger theologians a lengthy controversy (1607–24) was even conducted over this issue. According to the Tübingers, Christ only refrained from the public use of these attributes. He retained them, mind you, and also used them (for the distinction between potentiality and act does not apply to the divine attributes; a potential omnipresence, omniscience, and so on is an absurdity), but in the state of his humiliation, Christ used the attributes imparted only in a latent or hidden manner; the state of exaltation is nothing other than a visible display of what existed invisibly already from the hour of his conception. In this fashion, however, Jesus’ whole human development, his growth in knowledge and wisdom, his hungering and thirsting, suffering and dying, became mere appearance. For that reason the Giessen theologians, as well as the later Lutherans, preferred to say that in the moment of exinanition Christ totally ceased to use the attributes communicated to him. Though he retained them, he retained them only as a capacity but did not use them. Only after his exaltation did he also exercise them.48
Reformed theologians were, from the very beginning, in a much more favorable position. They had fundamentally overcome the Greek-Roman and Lutheran commingling of the divine and the human, also in Christology. While rigorously maintaining the unity of the person, they applied the rule “the finite is not capable of [containing] the infinite” also to the human nature of Christ and maintained this rule not only in the state of humiliation but even in that of Christ’s exaltation. In that way Reformed theology secured space for a purely human development of Christ, for a successive communication of gifts, and for a real distinction between humiliation and exaltation. Still, in the process, it seriously avoided the Nestorianism of which it was always accused. The reason for this is that in Greek, Roman, and Lutheran theology the emphasis always fell on the incarnation of the divine being, the divine nature. If that nature does not become flesh, the work of salvation, communion with God, seems to be at risk. But Reformed theology stressed that it was the person of the Son who became flesh—not the substance [the underlying reality] but the subsistence [the particular being] of the Son assumed our nature. The unity of the two natures, despite the sharp distinction between them, is unalterably anchored in the person. As it does in the doctrine of the Trinity, of humanity in the image of God, and of the covenants, so here in the doctrine of Christ as well, the Reformed idea of conscious personal life as the fullest and highest life comes dramatically to the fore.49
MODERN CHRISTOLOGY: KANT, SCHLEIERMACHER, RITSCHL
[358] All these developments in the doctrine of Christ are based on and occur within the boundaries of the Chalcedon symbol. But—to put it mildly—not all Christians were comfortable with this confession. At all times there were those who deviated from it either to the right or to the left and again pursued the tracks of the old Ebionitism or Gnosticism. Gathered on the one side are Arianism, Nestorianism, Socinianism, Deism, rationalism, and others; and presenting themselves on the other are patripassianism, Sabellianism, Monophysitism, Anabaptism, and pantheism in all its different forms.50 Particularly in modern theology, the dominant view is that, though the doctrine of the two natures fits Greek theology and the Greek church, for us it has lost all religious value; that it has irrevocably succumbed under the criticism of Socinianism and rationalism, and should therefore now be redefined in a totally new, religious-ethical direction.51 The most significant representatives of this new Christology are Kant, Schleiermacher, and Ritschl.
Kant, for one, could not accept the biblical and ecclesiastical doctrine of Christ because he denied the knowability of the supernatural and, reasoning from the imperative “you shall” to the “you can,” had no need of a Redeemer. To Kant, Christ could therefore function only as a model of morality and a teacher of virtue. All that Scripture and the church said about Christ beyond this had a merely symbolic value. The Christ of the church is the symbol of a humanity pleasing to God: it is the true, only-begotten, much-beloved Son for whom God created the world. The incarnation of Christ symbolizes the origination of a truly moral life in humans. His substitutionary suffering signifies that the moral person in us has to pay for the evil done by the sensual person. Faith in Christ means that for their salvation people must believe in the idea of a humanity that is pleasing to God. In short, the historical person called Jesus is neither a mediator nor a savior. All the church confesses about that person fully applies to the idea of humankind as a whole.52 In the new philosophy, Kant began—like the ancient Gnostics—to separate the historical Christ from the ideal Christ, and others have since followed him in this regard. Fichte proceeded from the idea that God and humanity are absolutely one. Christ, however, was the first to recognize and clearly articulate this oneness in himself: that is his great historical significance. Thousands of people have come to this recognition, this communion with God, through him. But though this has been historically the case, it is not to say that humans cannot arrive at this communion by themselves, cannot achieve this in any way other than through Christ. If Jesus were to come back, he would be completely content to find that Christianity ruled in people’s hearts even though his person had been completely forgotten. Only the eternal metaphysical truth, the recognition of our oneness with God, saves us. The historical dimension is an independent passing reality.53
For in Schelling, in his first period, the absolute is no unchanging existent but an eternal becoming that, accordingly, comes to manifestation in the world as its logos and son. Theology believes that Christ is the only begotten incarnate Son of God. But that is a mistake. God is eternal and cannot have assumed human nature in a specific moment of time. As historical fact, Christianity is of passing significance. The idea, however, endures forever: the world is the son of God. The incarnation of God consists in the fact that the absolute, in order to be itself, becomes manifest in a world, a multiplicity of individuals, an enormously rich history, and a historical process. The world, accordingly, is God himself in the process of becoming. The incarnation of God is the first principle of all life and history. The finite is the necessary form for God’s self-manifestation. All things must be understood in terms of the idea of incarnation. This is the esoteric truth of Christianity as well: the outward historical expression is but the form for this eternal idea.54
Hegel, too, said that what theology conveys symbolically in graphic representation, philosophy converts into concepts. Christ is not the only divine-human figure; humans are basically one with God and, at the apex of their development, also become conscious of this fact.55 On the basis of these philosophical premises, Marheineke, Rosenkranz, Göschel, Daub, Conradi, and others still tried to maintain the incarnation of God in Christ, but Strauss, taking the logical next step, said in his Life of Jesus56 that the idea does not empty its fullness in a single exemplar but only in a plethora of individuals. Humanity itself is the incarnate God who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, lives a sinless life, rises from the dead, ascends to heaven, and so on. In the modern systematic theology that is based on this philosophical idea, there is therefore no room left for Christ other than as a religious genius, a teacher of virtue, a prophet who had a deeper understanding of religion than anyone else, disclosed the love of God most vividly, and expressed the unity and community of God and humankind most clearly. The person of Christ himself, however, is actually not a part of basic Christianity.57 With a view to this modern theology, therefore, Hartmann spoke with good reason of a crisis and the “self-replacement” of Christianity.58
Another road was taken by Schleiermacher. Although he too rejected the church’s doctrine of Christ, he nevertheless sought to avoid the mistake of speculative philosophy, the mistake of looking for the essence of Christianity in an abstract idea and detaching it from the historical person of Christ. To that end, he based his view on the experience of the church, on the Christian consciousness, whose content is reconciliation and fellowship with God. The ultimate cause of it can be found nowhere but in the founder of the Christian church, in whom, accordingly, God-consciousness must have been present with absolute power. And this power of God-consciousness was God’s being in him, so that he is the religious archetype of humankind, sinless, the supreme product of the human race, simultaneously brought forth by an act of divine creation as the perfect subject of religion. What is above all important is not his doctrine but his person, not what he did but what he was, not his ethical example but his religious life.59 By thus locating the realization of the religious idea not in Christ’s humanity but in his person, Schleiermacher exerted enormous influence and again secured for Christology a place in dogmatics.
Schleiermacher’s influence became perceptible, first, in that, in contrast to Kant, Fichte, and Hegel, theologians tried to maintain that Christ was a most extraordinary and wholly unique revelation of God. If God-consciousness in Christ was absolute and never disturbed by any sin, God must also have dwelt in him in an entirely unique way. These theologians could, of course, construe this in various ways, depending on their view of the Trinity. Those who rejected the ontological Trinity assumed that in Christ we have a special manifestation of God, a perfect indwelling of God, the realization of God’s eternal idea of the world or of humanity.60 Others, though acknowledging an ontological Trinity, construed the relation of the Son to the Father in more or less subordinationist fashion and so arrived at an Arian Christology.61 Still others made the Son coordinate with the Father and in so doing approximated the doctrine of the church.62
Second, as a result of Schleiermacher’s work, an unaccustomed interest in the historical human development of the person of Christ occurred in the newer Christology. Hence the doctrine of the communicatio idiomatum [the communication of proper qualities] was virtually abandoned, and the human nature of Christ moved to the fore; the doctrine of the two states became a life of Jesus, and that life was traced in its preparation, development, and influence. A favorite object of study became the history of Israel, of the classic world of antiquity, and especially of Jesus’ own time.63 Furthermore, the incarnation had to be viewed, not as incidentally necessary on account of sin, but as flowing from the idea of God and given with the creation itself.64 And Jesus’ development as a human being then had to be traced in its development until he became the second Adam, the head of humanity, the central individual.65
Finally, in the recent Christology that still held to the confession of Christ as the “God-man,” there came a trend to maintain the unity of these two in another, better way than was done in the Chalcedon Confession and the dogmatics of the church. To that end, the idea of becoming was applied in part to God himself but especially to the God-man. Schelling started this trend in his second period.66 Granted, in a sense the Son existed eternally in the Father; but as generated by the Father, as Son existing outside (praeter) the Father, he first made his appearance in the creation. Even then, however, the Son does not exist as a real person but as a potency that can and must realize itself. But as a result of human sin, the world becomes “extra-divine,” something existing outside God, and the Son, who was generated for the sake of that world and remains united with it, acquires an existence that is externally (not internally) independent of the Father.67
He was in an intermediate state, “in the form of God”; he becomes the Christ, remains attached to the fallen world that the Father leaves in his hands, leads it back—in the way of self-annihilation and obedience—to the Father, and thereby himself becomes Son in a perfect sense at the end of the world.68 This idea of the “God-man’s” becoming exerted great influence in theosophic circles, for example, on Baader, Steffens, and others. And even Rothe and Dorner adopted the notion that God or the Logos began to indwell the historical person of Jesus to the degree that Jesus himself developed into a religious personality, into “spirit”; the humanization of God here increases in proportion to the divinizing of the human. In another yet related manner, the explanation of the God-man was attempted by means of the kenosis doctrine, that is, by the assumption that at the incarnation the Logos emptied himself of all or some of his properties down to the level of the human development attained and then gradually won them back in the way of development.69
Corresponding to Schleiermacher’s Christology is that of Ritschl. Only Ritschl’s Christology, adhering, as it does, more closely to the philosophy of Kant, stresses the work of Christ more than the person and, in describing the nature of Christianity, assigns a larger role to the ethical dimension. In the doctrine of Christ, Ritschl, too, rejects all metaphysics and everything that is condemned by natural science and historical criticism, such as the preexistence of Christ, his supernatural conception, resurrection, ascension, and second coming. In that respect Christ is an ordinary human being. But his uniqueness lay in his calling, the work he did, that is, the founding of a kingdom of God. As an ethical person, Christ is on a level far above all [other] humans. His will was completely one with the will of God, with the plan and purpose God had in mind for the world and humanity. For that reason, however, enormous religious significance is due to Christ. In him God himself, his grace and faithfulness, his will and purpose for humankind have become manifest. Christ has shown us and confirmed by his death that the kingdom of God is the destiny of all humans, that his will must become the will of all humankind. Therein consists his royal power, his world dominion, and therein consists his deity as well. Christ is not God in a metaphysical sense; rather, in his case the name “God” denotes his rank and status in the kingdom of God. It is not a reference to his being, but to his office. Christ may be called “God” because in his relation to us he occupies the place and value of God.70
RETURN TO THE HISTORICAL JESUS
[359] The Christology of the nineteenth century, as it took shape under the influence of Schelling and Hegel, Schleiermacher and Ritschl, was generally characterized by the fact that, in reaction to rationalism and moralism, it returned to the person of Christ and attempted to assign to his appearance in history permanent significance for the religious life. This purpose was also characteristic of Ritschl’s followers. Herrmann, for example, made a distinction between the ground and the content of faith and counted as the first only what even the most rigorous historical criticism has to recognize and respect in Jesus, namely, his “inner life,” his moral grandeur and goodness. However little this may be, in Hermann the Christian faith still remains somewhat tied to the historical person of Jesus and regards his moral goodness as proof of the indwelling and revelation of God in him.71 Kaftan, adopting a much more conservative position, does not at all consider himself bound by “science” to restrict the historical image of Jesus to his inner life. On the contrary, the exalted Lord whom the church confesses is none other than the historical Savior who walked about on earth. But because God was with him in a totally unique manner, because the perfect revelation of God came to us in him, and God communicates his spirit and life to us in him, the church rightly speaks of his deity and confesses him as its Lord and God.72 Häring does not consider it particularly necessary to speak of Jesus’ deity because this term creates all sorts of misunderstanding and division, but he does maintain the [church’s] right to use it because Christ is the full self-revelation of God; and he sees this revelation in the historical Jesus as the Gospels describe him, a revelation that among other things also includes his resurrection.73 Among the followers of Ritschl, therefore, there is all sorts of disagreement about what may be deemed certain in the historical Jesus. Some allow the image of Christ to impact people straight from the Gospels (Herrmann, Haupt); others think more in terms of a mediation by the Word and the church, by the example of Christians and the working of the Holy Spirit (Joh. Weiss, O. Ritschl, Max Reischle, Gottschick); some (O. Ritschl, Max Reischle, Häring) are more averse to philosophy and metaphysics; some less (Kaftan, Wobbermin, Wendt).74 All nevertheless assume a special revelation of God in the historical person of Christ, and all exert themselves to preserve a place for Christology in dogmatics.
These features distinguish them from the modern theologians who, like Biedermann, separate the principle of Christianity from its founder and therefore have to eliminate Christology from dogmatics. At the same time, however, they also separate themselves from the theological schools that find in the confessions or at least in the New Testament a faithful reproduction of the historical person of Christ. For all of them consider themselves compelled by the natural and historical sciences of modern times to make a distinction between the historical Jesus and the Christ of dogmatics. Greek philosophy and eastern metaphysics, they say, have corrupted and falsified the original gospel of Jesus. There is disagreement about the time when this harmful synthesis began. Some years ago Lagarde already claimed that Paul had corrupted the religion of Jesus by making Christ into its content and object. This falsification consisted specifically in the following four points. First of all, he introduced “the deification of the man Jesus” and made of the historical Jesus a preexistent being who appeared for a time on earth and then again returned to heaven. Second, he incorporated into the original gospel a “supernatural redemption” consisting in the idea that the redemption of humanity was effected objectively, apart from these human beings themselves. Third, he attributed to the sacrificial death of Jesus an “atoning significance” and thereby laid the groundwork for the Catholic sacrifice of the Mass. Fourth, he added to all this a doctrine of the sacraments as objective, self-operative mysteries.75 Not all of them, however, go this far, and especially Harnack and Kaftan still try to appreciate Paul as a person who understood Jesus correctly.76 In virtue of their starting point, however, they feel forced to admit that Paul “shifted” the original gospel of Jesus. For Jesus the gospel was a matter between God and the soul, and redemption was a subjective experience, but in Paul’s thinking Christ comes to stand between God and humans and brings about our salvation apart from us. For that reason all followers of Ritschl have in common the motto “From Paul and John we have to go back to the Jesus of the Synoptics, especially to the Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount.”
[360] This view, however, totally contrary to what these people expected, led to great uncertainty concerning the person and work of Christ. In the winter of 1899–1900, Harnack, speaking in Berlin, gave his lectures about the essence of Christianity, which, though tremendously successful and given high praise by his theological friends,77 aroused great unrest among others and highlighted the vast distance between the confession of Christ according to the Scriptures and the modern theory of Jesus. For, according to Harnack, the essence of Christianity consists in the assurance that, by the appearance, the doctrine, and the life of Jesus, people can incur the experience that God is their Father and that they are his children. For the moral person, he says, there is a deep chasm between the visible and the invisible world, between the external and the internal, between flesh and spirit, between the here-and-now and the beyond, between God and the world. But the Christian religion raises people up and above this painful dichotomy. It puts human beings on the side of God, furnishes them eternal life in the midst of time, and brings God and the soul together in union and communion. And it does this by consistently preaching the fatherhood of God and the nobility of the human soul and exhaustively pouring itself out in these two great truths. In the original gospel as Jesus himself proclaimed it, accordingly, not the Son but the Father is central. Jesus did not preach himself; he did not demand faith in his own person. He did not have a Christology: the wretched publican, the woman by the treasury, the prodigal son all conspire to make this very plain.
This does not alter the fact, however, that Jesus by his unique knowledge of God, by his person, his word, and his deeds, is nevertheless in truth the guide to God and the way to the Father. Thousands of people have come to God by him. He was and still remains today the personal realization and power of the gospel. The personal life that exists in us derives its existence solely from his personal powers. How Jesus obtained this totally unique knowledge of God, the knowledge by which he achieved his eminence, is not explained by Harnack. For this claim he appeals exclusively to the mystery of personality. But we attain to communion with God, to peace of soul, to victory over the world, only in the way of faith in the gospel of Jesus. This faith, however, does not consist in accepting a doctrine, for the gospel is not a doctrine but good news and consists in a moral experience, in doing the will of the Father, in a life in keeping with the gospel of Jesus, in a personal “experience” of the soul, which Jesus effects in us by his appearance, word, and life.
As everyone can immediately tell, the description that Harnack offered in his lectures on the nature of Christianity differed appreciably from what had been given throughout the ages in the church confessions. And it was no small sign of arrogance when the Ritschl school counterposed this Jesus image as a purely historical portrait of him to the Jesus image of the churches and cried out through Wernle: “Christianity had for thousands of years forgotten who its Master was,” as if over against all sorts of sects the churches had not done their utmost to confess no other Christ than the Christ depicted before their eyes in the Scriptures. But the slogan “back to Jesus” led to still a very different set of conclusions than people had initially suspected. Once a dichotomy has been created between the so-called historical Jesus and the apostolic Christ, one instantaneously faces the double question of who, then, that historical Jesus had actually been and how in the hands of the apostles he had been malformed into the Christ. Though Kähler had warned against this position and clearly stated that such a dichotomy was not possible and that, for example, also Christ’s atoning death and the resurrection were included in the story of the historical Jesus,78 people nevertheless went further down this path, ending up in the greatest difficulty with respect to these two questions.
For to the degree that the study of the “historical” Jesus continued, it became all the more clear that the Christ figure does not first occur in Paul and John but is already present in the Synoptics. The glory of the Christ may not be as brilliantly highlighted in the first three Gospels as in the fourth, but it is fundamentally the same Christ who is being described in all four. Also attributed to the Synoptic Jesus is a lofty, self-consciousness, messianic dignity, divine sonship, the power to do miracles and forgive sins, an unparalleled position in the kingdom of God, the atoning power of his suffering and dying, the resurrection and glorification with the Father, and the coming again unto judgment.79 And all this is not said of him by others but, from his first public appearances on, he himself is borne up by this high self-consciousness and he himself continually speaks and acts in accordance with this royal power. It is the same Christ who comes out to meet us throughout the New Testament. What else can we expect? The Synoptic Gospels are no less apostolic than the letters of Paul and were written down even later than the letters. Of controversy concerning the person of Christ, there was never any sign among the apostles. They all confessed their faith and found their salvation in the same Christ, even though it is true that—depending on their character and experiences—they picture him from various perspectives. By shoving Paul and John aside, therefore, these theologians absolutely failed to find the original “historical” Jesus. Instead, in the Synoptic Gospels they again had to distinguish between the features that had originally belonged to Jesus and those his disciples had later added. They had to penetrate deep into the strata of the tradition until they reached the nethermost and oldest layer; the reduction had to continue until only the human being called Jesus remained.
But this process proved endless and led to boundless caprice. Everyone fashioned a Jesus on his own and in the end found the Jesus whose image he had concocted earlier in his own mind. To Carlyle he was a hero, to Strauss a religious genius, to Renan a liberal reformer and preacher of humanity, to Schopenhauer a herald of the negation of the will to live, to Proudhon a social reformer.80 Kalthoff was not altogether mistaken when he scoffed at the Christ of the professors, who looks very different from one university to the next and was nevertheless still held up to the common people as the way, the truth, and the life.81 On the character and work of Jesus, on his relation to the Jewish people and the law, to culture and humanity, there is maximal disagreement; even on the question whether he considered himself the Messiah, opinions are highly divergent. Many scholars still favor an affirmative answer to that question but then frequently view messiahship as the temporary national form in which Jesus had to clothe his special calling vis-à-vis the kingdom of God but which in fact has lost its value for us (Harnack, Schürer, Jülicher, Holtzmann, and others), and others are inclined to answer that question more or less decisively in the negative (Lagarde, Wrede, Merx, and others).82 Given such a wide range of disagreement, one is not surprised at the conclusion—drawn by some—that on account of the faulty and tendentious character of the sources, we will probably never get to know anything with certainty concerning Jesus and that even his existence is subject to serious doubt.
[361] This radicalism, however, does not clear away the objections but entails even graver difficulties. For in that case the second of the two questions mentioned above arises with even greater intensity, namely, to what does the Christ figure in the New Testament writings owe its existence? On this point the ideas are even farther apart—if that is possible—than in the inquiry into the existence and character of the “historical” Jesus. Some believe that even before the Christian era there existed a sect of Nazoreans that venerated a certain deity under the name of Jesus, that is, Savior or Liberator, and gradually began to link this cult with the Messiah, the anointed King expected by the Jews as their Messiah.83 Others picture the situation differently. As a result of oppressive social conditions in Jerusalem, a church had formed there that was constructed along communistic lines and that, under the influence of the ideas of the time, attributed to Jesus—a person they venerated, who had died a martyr’s death—all sorts of noble predicates such as a supernatural conception, miraculous powers, resurrection, elevation to the right hand of God, and a speedy return for judgment.84 As to the ideas that formed the Christ figure, some favor Old Testament prophecies85 or the apocalyptic expectations of the Jews then living;86 others the Buddhist teachings that then gradually began to penetrate the West87 or, more generally, the syncretistic blend of a variety of Eastern and Western, Jewish and Greek ideas that characterized the first centuries of the Christian era.88
All these attempts are most unsatisfactory if for no other reason than that they eliminate the personality and replace it with the creative fantasy of the church. In addition, however, they have led to a horrifying conclusion. For if the features of the Christ figure—divine sonship, his supernatural birth, messiahship, the resurrection, and so on—are the products of the church’s fantasy and must be explained from an assortment of alien ideas then current, then, though one can for a while construe them symbolically and so smooth them over, the reality is that they were basically false notions and pernicious errors. The moment one has taken this position, reverence for the person of Jesus is lost. Attempts to hold Paul, John, or the church in general responsible for the creation of the dogmatic Christ all still proceed from a certain piety toward the person of Jesus. Scholars still try to safeguard him from the errors the disciples formed concerning his person and thereby to excuse even those errors somewhat. But, as things evolve, also that need disappears. Reverence toward the person of Jesus no longer holds people back. Jesus himself was already complicit in the errors of his church. The so-called historical explanation leads to the mythological and symbolic explanation, and these in turn lead to the psychological and pathological explanation. So it happens that in recent times there have arisen men who regard Jesus as a victim of heredity who suffered from epilepsy, paranoia, and hallucinations, who fostered megalomaniacal ideas about himself, and when he became disillusioned in his expectations with respect to people, he sought to get back on top by a tour-de-force.89
But this coarse and even violent treatment of the “Christ problem” has again opened the eyes of others and triggered a remarkable reaction. It has clarified the insight that the historical Jesus and the apostolic Christ cannot be separated in the manner the Bible critics had initially pictured to themselves. The Christ of Paul and John is no other than the Christ of the early church and corresponds in all respects to the Son of Man drawn for us in the Synoptic Gospels.90 One cannot honor Jesus without accepting him as the Christ, the Son of the living God. In modernist circles of recent years, there has even arisen a need for a Christology, not just in a subjective symbolic sense,91 but one that is related to the historical Jesus and the apostolic witness.92 Among others, people who have been influenced by Schleiermacher and Ritschl, one senses an endeavor to maintain Jesus not just as a prophet, teacher, and example but specifically also as a revelation of God, as a person who lived in communion with God in an entirely unique sense, in whom God dwelt as in no one else, and through whom God therefore revealed himself in a particular and absolute way.93 But if Christ is to be maintained in this role and rank, if he is going to be not the subject but the object and center of the Christian religion, and if this Christian religion is to preserve its uniqueness and not degenerate into an idolatrous Jesus cult,94 it is not enough for Christ to be in God (ἐνθεος), but he must himself be God (θεος), the only begotten of the Father. Thus the truth and value of the deity of Christ has again been rightly placed in the foreground by others.95 With that, finally, the connectedness of dogmatics with the confession of the church has again been restored, for throughout all the centuries the latter has confessed the crucified and risen Christ as its Lord and its God.
THE CENTRALITY OF THE INCARNATION
[362] The doctrine of Christ is not the starting point, but it certainly is the central point of the whole system of dogmatics. All other dogmas either prepare for it or are inferred from it. In it, as the heart of dogmatics, pulses the whole of the religious-ethical life of Christianity. It is “the mystery of godliness” (1 Tim. 3:16). From this mystery all Christology has to proceed. If, however, Christ is the incarnate Word, then the incarnation is the central fact of the entire history of the world; then, too, it must have been prepared from before the ages and have its effects throughout eternity. Schelling rightly says that it has to be hard for a person “to ascribe to a personality whom he did not know prior to the moment when that person appeared in human form—which to him is a purely historical one—it must be exceptionally hard for him afterward to ascribe to such a personality a prehuman, indeed even a precosmic, existence. He will, of course, be inclined to view this only as an idea with which, as history advanced, the person of the great founder of a religion was surrounded and glorified.”96 All this changes, like any other fact of revelation, when also the person of Christ is viewed theologically in accordance with the Scriptures as the one who is ordained by God to display his attributes in this world of sin, particularly the attributes of righteousness and grace and, against all opposition, to maintain his honor as God.
Incarnation and Trinity
In that case, first of all, the incarnation has its presupposition and foundation in the trinitarian being of God. In Deism and pantheism there is no room for an incarnation of God. In the former, God is abstracted and separated from the world and humanity; in the latter, God loses himself in his creatures and has no being and life of his own. It is quite natural, therefore, when on this position the incarnation is rejected as absurd. The Socinians were quite candid about this and made their exegesis serviceable to this dictate of reason.97 They called the incarnation a human fantasy and a monstrous dogma and deemed it easier for a human to become a donkey than for God to become a human.98 Spinoza similarly commented that the incarnation of God is as absurd as saying that “a circle assumes the nature of a square.”99 Only the theistic and trinitarian confession of God’s characteristic essence opens the possibility for the fact of the incarnation. For here God remains who he is and can yet communicate himself to others. If, as Vinet says, one must first possess oneself to be able to give oneself, then absolute love is only conceivable as the perfection of a triune divine being. In that case alone there is a distinction between “being” and “person” and therefore communion of a human being through the person with the being of God, without this being being identified with the human or flowing over into that human. In a word, the Trinity makes possible the existence of a mediator who himself participates both in the divine and human nature and thus unites God and humans. However aberrant the theosophy of Böhme and Schelling may be when it attempts to infer the incarnation from the essence of God, yet God’s trinitarian essence is the presupposition and condition of the incarnation of God.100
It is also important, therefore, to maintain that not the divine nature as such but specifically the person of the Son became a human. The patripassianism of Praxeas, Hermogenes, Noetus, Beron, Beryll, and Sabellius101 has at all times been condemned by the church (at the Synod of Aquileia, for example) and no longer occurs in this form. But in terms of its basic idea, it is inherent in all pantheistic systems, especially that of Hegel, Schelling, Hartmann, and others, who conceive the absolute not as being but as becoming and who allow the divine to pour itself out in the world and to finitize itself. In that case the world and humanity with all its sorrow and misery is a moment in the life of God, and the history of revelation is the history of God’s suffering.102 Even though one can acknowledge an element of truth in this account—as will be shown in a moment—still Holy Scripture also ascribes the incarnation to the Son (John 1:14; Phil. 2:6; Heb. 2:14–15). The Reformed even preferred to say that the person of the Son, rather than that the divine nature in the Son, as the Lutherans said, had become human. In putting it this way, they did not wish to deny that the fullness of deity dwelt bodily in Christ (Col. 2:9), that the Son shared in the same essence with the Father and the Spirit, and that to that degree also the divine nature had assumed our flesh. Yet—against every tendency to mix the two natures—they emphasized that the person of the Son, in whom the divine nature existed in a manner of its own, had assumed human nature.
The difference is certainly not very important, as Mastricht and Moor commented;103 yet it is remarkable that many Lutherans preferred to say that the divine nature in the person of the Son became human, a formulation that is undoubtedly connected with their basic idea. But the Reformed favored the formulation that the person of the Son was immediately united with the human nature, and the divine nature was [therefore] mediately united with it.104 This is how the church fathers had taught earlier and how the church confessed it. The sixth Synod of Toledo (AD 638) declared that although the entire Trinity cooperates in the incarnation, inasmuch as all the works of the Trinity are inseparable, nevertheless “only (the Son) assumes human nature in the singularity of the person, not in the unity of the divine nature: in what is peculiar to the Son, not what is common to the Trinity.”105 Questions such as those were treated in scholasticism;106 whether the Father and the Holy Spirit could have become a human, therefore, need not detain us. The Father could not be sent, for he is the first in order and is self-existent; the Spirit proceeds from the Son, succeeds him, and is sent by him. But the Son was the one suited for the incarnation. In the divine being he occupies the place between the Father and the Spirit, is by nature the Son and image of God, was mediator already in the first creation, and as Son could restore us to our position as children of God.107 Yet though subjectively and as it pertains to its end, the incarnation is peculiar only to the Son, still with respect to its origin, beginning, and effectiveness, it is a work of the whole Trinity. Christ was sent by the Father and conceived by the Holy Spirit. Reformed theology already expressed this truth in its doctrine of the pact of redemption (pactum salutis). The entire work of re-creation is not just a decree of God; it is rooted in the free and conscious consultation of the three persons. It is a personal, not a natural, work. In the Son, the Father is from all eternity the Father of his children; the Son is eternally their guarantor and mediator; the Holy Spirit is eternally their Comforter. Not just after the fall, not even first at the creation, but in eternity the foundations of the covenant of grace were laid. And the incarnation is not an incidental decree that emerged later: it was decided and determined from eternity. There was no time when the Son did not exist; there was also no time when the Son did not know he would assume and when he was not prepared to assume the human nature from the fallen race of Adam. The incarnation was prepared from eternity; it does not rest in the essence of God but in the person. It is not a necessity as in pantheism, but neither is it arbitrary or accidental as in Pelagianism.
Incarnation and Creation
[363] The incarnation, aside from its rootedness in the Trinity, also has its presupposition and preparation in the creation. Creation gives existence to finite, limited beings; it is absolutely impossible for God to create something that would be identical with himself in essence and itself God. God, accordingly, from all eternity, conceived finite creatures and gave them existence within the necessary boundaries of space and time. In those creatures, therefore, he has, as it were, limited his eternal thoughts and infinite power. Specifically, the creation of humans in God’s image is a supposition and preparation for the incarnation of God. Under the influence of a pantheistic doctrine of identity as well as in connection with the Lutheran [idea of the] “communication of proper qualities,” modern theology has greatly abused this reality. For the old rule “the finite is not capable of the infinite,” it substituted “humans are capable of the divine nature.” This new rule, though pointing to the kinship between God and humans, wiped out the distinction between the two and proceeded from the idea that the incarnation (humanization) was necessary for the perfecting of both.108 This line of thought is prohibited by Christian theism. Still, man [generis] is akin to God; man is his image, his son, his offspring. Thus the incarnation of God is a possibility,109 and the question whether God can take on the nature of a stone, a plant, or an animal—which Occam answered in the affirmative110—is out of order. When God creates humans in his image and dwells and works with his Spirit in them, exerts influence on their heart and head, speaks to them, and makes himself known to them and understood by them, that is an act of condescension and accommodation to his creature, an anthropomorphizing of God and so, in a sense and to that extent, a humanization of God. Given with and in creation is the possibility of revelation and also of incarnation. Those who consider the incarnation impossible must, on further reflection, also at some point deny creation. Those who accept the latter have fundamentally lost the right to combat the former.111 Earlier we saw that the possibility of creation is given with the generation of the Son:112 if God were incommunicable, he would not have been able to give life either to the Son or to any creature. Now we must add that if God was able to create (and could reveal himself to) beings essentially distinct from him, then he must also be able to become human. For while the incarnation is certainly different from all other revelation, it is also akin to it: it is its climax, crown, and completion.113 All revelation tends toward and groups itself around the incarnation as the highest, richest, and most perfect act of self-revelation. Generation, creation, and incarnation are closely related, even if the latter ones do not necessarily flow from the preceding.
But there is more. Creation itself already must be conceived in infralapsarian fashion, and Adam was already a type of Christ. This view is unacceptable from the standpoint of those who think that God proceeded to the work of creation without a plan or decree and at the creation passively awaited to see what humans would do. But Scripture teaches us otherwise. In the act of creation, God already had the Christ in mind. In that sense the creation itself already served as preparation for the incarnation. The world was so created that when it fell, it could again be restored; humanity was organized under a single head in such a way that, sinning, it could again be gathered together under another head. Adam was so appointed as head that Christ could immediately take his place; and the covenant of works was so set up that, broken, it could be restored in the covenant of grace. People were therefore wrong in thinking that the incarnation of the Son of God would also have taken place without sin. This sentiment does not yet clearly occur in the church fathers,114 but in scholasticism the question was actively discussed! In addition to the Trinity, the incarnation was an article of faith also before the fall and necessary to bring humans to their supernatural goal.115 The question was therefore answered in the affirmative by Rupert von Deutz, Duns Scotus, Alexander of Hales, Albert the Great, John Wessel, Catharinus, Pighius, Suárez,116 further by Osiander and Socinus,117 and later by many modern theologians such as Steffens, Göschel, Baader, Nitzsch, Martensen, Liebner, Lange, Rothe, Schöberlein, Ebrard, and others.118
One can understand how these theologians, taking one deductive step after another, arrived at this opinion. A fact like the incarnation of God cannot be accidental and cannot be grounded in sin as an accidental and arbitrary act of humans; sin may be able to modify the plan of God, but it cannot destroy it; the incarnation, accordingly, has to be certain apart from sin. What sin brought about is only that the incarnation has to occur for the redemption of the sinner. Add to this that religion before the fall cannot differ in essence from religion after the fall. If a mediator is needed now, then such a mediator was also needed in religion before the fall. Christ’s person and work, accordingly, is absolutely not exhausted in the atonement of sin, in the acquisition of salvation. He is not only the mediator but also the head, not a means but also an end, an end in himself (1 Cor. 15:45–47; Eph. 1:10, 21–23; 5:31–32; Col. 1:15–17). He does not just exist for the church; the church also exists for him: the predestination of Christ to glory has precedence over that of humans. These considerations contain so much truth that the agreement elicited by the hypothesis of the incarnation of God apart from sin is not surprising. If one assumes a Pelagian freedom of the will, and sin, therefore, is something accidental and a disappointment to God, there is no better way to harmonize free will with the plan of God than by saying that the incarnation was in any case determined and only modified on a subordinate point.
On the basis of Augustine’s standpoint and more specifically on that of Reformed theology, however, there is no need for this entire hypothesis. There is but one plan and decree of God; with a view to the counsel of God, there is no room for any reality other than the existing one. Accordingly, however much sin entered the world by the will of the creature, it was nevertheless included in God’s counsel from eternity and to him was not contingent or unforeseen. In that eternal counsel the incarnation on account of sin also has a place; it depends only on God’s good pleasure, not on human beings. What is more, the Son was also the mediator of union for humanity apart from sin, as many Reformed scholars recognized with Calvin.119 Inasmuch as Quenstedt120 did not correctly understand this point, he could count Zanchius, Bucanus, and Polanus among the proponents of the incarnation apart from sin. The idea was only that religion is essentially identical in the covenant of works and that of grace, and that salvation, accordingly, always has to consist in communion with the triune God. Only Comrie—as a result of his rigorous supralapsarianism—arrived at the theory that the predestination of the human Christ was antecedent to that of the fall.121 For the rest, most theologians stuck to Scripture, which always and exclusively connects the incarnation of Christ with sin and regards it as the most magnificent proof of God’s compassion (Matt. 1:21; 9:13; 20:28; Luke 1:68; 2:30; John 1:29; 3:16; Rom. 8:3; Gal. 4:4–5; 1 Tim. 3:16; Heb. 2:14; 1 John 3:8; etc.). The opposite view also very readily leads to the idea that the incarnation as such was appropriate and necessary for God, that is, to the pantheistic teaching of the eternal self-revelation of God in the world.122
Incarnation and the History of Revelation
[364] A third and final preparation for the incarnation is the history of revelation from the time of paradise. The incarnation did not take place immediately after the fall; in fact many centuries passed between the first sin and the coming of Christ in the flesh. Scripture, in speaking of the fullness of time (Eph. 1:10; Gal. 4:4), shows that this delay was not an accident or an arbitrary thing, but thus determined by God in his wisdom. By all sorts of means and ways, the groundwork for the incarnation first had to be laid in the preceding history. Just as the incarnation presupposes the generation [of the Son] and the creation [of humans in the image of God], so now there is added still another presupposition and preparation: revelation. It is especially John in his prologue who brings out for us this preparation for the incarnation in a preceding history. Not only was the Logos in the beginning with God and himself God and not only were all things made by him, but from the moment of creation this Logos also communicated his life and light to creatures. For in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. Even after the fall, this revelation did not stop. On the contrary, the light of that Logos shone in the darkness and enlightened everyone coming into the world. He revealed himself particularly in Israel, which he had chosen for his own inheritance and led and blessed as Angel of the covenant. He came continually to his own in theophany, prophecy, and miracle. In that manner the Son prepared the whole world, including Jews as well as Gentiles, for his coming in the flesh. The world and humanity, land and people, cradle and stable, Bethlehem and Nazareth, parents and relatives, nature and environment, society and civilization—these are all components in the fullness of the times in which God sent his Son into the flesh. It was the Son himself who thus immediately after the fall, as Logos and as Angel of the covenant, made the world of Gentiles and Jews ready for his coming. He was in the process of coming from the beginning of time and in the end came for good, by his incarnation making his home in humankind.123 The incarnation links up with the preceding revelation, both the general and the special. It stands and falls with them. For if God was able to reveal himself in the way Scripture testifies with respect both to the Gentile world and to Israel, then the possibility of the incarnation is inherently included in that revelation; and if the incarnation were not possible, then neither could the revelation be maintained. Revelation, after all, is based on the same idea as the incarnation: on the communicability of God, both in his being to the Son (generation) and outside his being to creatures (creation).
Now this entire preparation of the incarnation in the preceding centuries is concentrated, as it were, and completed in the election and favoring of Mary as mother of Jesus. Mary is the blessed one among women. She received an honor bestowed on no other creature. In the undeserved favor granted her, she far exceeds all other people and all angels. Rome was right in maintaining this; those who deny it are not taking the incarnation of God seriously. However, from this acknowledgment alone Rome proceeded without any ground to the doctrine of the immaculate conception of the Blessed Virgin. What led it in this process and brought it to this point was not the authority of Scripture or of tradition; nor was it the attempt thereby to explain and guarantee the sinlessness of Jesus, for this sinlessness rests causally in his divine nature and instrumentally in his conception by the Holy Spirit. But the driving force behind this dogma is again to be found, for Rome, in the idea of hierarchy. The closer a creature is to God, to that degree that creature must also participate in his nature and attributes, share in the process of deification. Now no creature is greater than Mary; she is most intimately united with God, the God bearer (θεοτοκος), who bore God’s own Son beneath her heart, and was indwelt by God himself. Whether or not Scripture or tradition affords us evidence for this is not the point. The Catholic Christian can only conceive the mother of the Savior as being exalted above all the members of the human race and above all the angels in heaven, pleasing to God, pure and immaculate. Was she not united with the “God-man,” hence with the divine Person of the Word, with holiness itself, by means of the closest and most tender ties? Has not God, by the very fact of her election to so high a dignity and so intimate a familiarity, demonstrated most clearly that he loved this pure virgin above all creatures? And for that reason, aside from any proof from Scripture and tradition, is it not most plausible that God should endow the holy virgin with his charismata above all other creatures? The honor of the Savior required that his elect mother should remain exempt even from any hint or shadow of sin. It is fitting that a creature who had to have such intimate dealings with God and enjoyed such a tender relationship with him should be safeguarded from the least taint of sin. It is fitting for the house of the Lord to be holy.124
The doctrine of the immaculate conception and sinlessness of Mary fits into the hierarchical system of the Roman church and theology and was therefore gradually incorporated into it. Even the doctrine of Mary’s ascension to heaven is only a matter of time. For that reason, the predicates attributed to Mary keep increasing in number and rank: she is the daughter of the Father, the bride of the Son, the temple and organ of the Holy Spirit, the completion of the Trinity. She is the instrumental and, in part, the meritorious cause of our eternal election, the chief reason for the natural and supernatural creation, coredemptrix. She is the wise, all-wonder-working governess of the church, equipped with unlimited dominion, all-powerful, like God who governs the world, and so on.125 In Rome, Mariolatry increasingly crowds out the true Christian worship of God. Professor Schoeler sees this superstition characteristically expressed in a Vatican mural that features the Madonna, placed high in the middle, while the Father and the Son are seated to the right and to the left as instruments of her almighty will.126 It is against this idolization of the human that the Reformation rose up in protest. It would not have been surprising if out of fear of such idolatry it had not always paid to Mary the honor due to her. But even that is not the case, though it was, of course, cautious in its praise. Among all Protestants who confess the incarnation of the Word, Mary is held in high esteem. She was chosen and prepared by God to be the mother of his Son. She was the favored one among women. Christ himself desired her to be his mother, who conceived him by the Holy Spirit, who carried him beneath her heart, who nursed him at her breast, who instructed him in the Scriptures, in whom, in a word, the preparation of the incarnation was completed.
Incarnation and Testimony of Scripture
[365] Nevertheless, though in his incarnation Christ connected with preceding revelation and prepared his own coming by way of nature and history, he is not a product of the past nor the fruit of Israel or humanity. To some extent it is true of all human beings that they cannot be explained in terms of their parents and environment. For that reason also Kuenen,127 after he had described the conditions and building materials for the emergence of Christianity, had to admit that this did not yet explain the person of Christ. But it is true of Christ in still another and higher sense than Kuenen had in mind. For, according to Scripture, in Christ that Word became flesh who was in the beginning with God and himself God. At all times and from all sorts of directions, this deity of Christ has been denied and opposed. But Scripture teaches no other doctrine. As Chantepie de la Saussaye once remarked, we are used to the superlatives of Scripture and frequently no longer understand the force of its expressions. But if a person spoke of himself in the way Jesus regularly did; if others venerated a person the way prophets and apostles do Christ, then everyone would consider it insane fanaticism or horrendous blasphemy. Scripture attributes to Christ—not in few rare instances but repeatedly—personal eternal preexistence (John 1:1; 8:58; 17:5; Rom. 8:3; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:6), divine sonship in a supernatural sense (Matt. 3:17; 11:27; 28:19; John 1:14; 5:18; Rom. 8:32), the creation and sustaining of all things (John 1:3, 1 Cor. 8:6; Eph. 3:9; Col. 1:16–17; Heb. 1:3; Rev. 3:14), the acquisition for all and everyone of all weal and salvation (Matt. 1:21; 18:11; John 1:4, 16; 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 Cor. 1:30), kingship in the church (Matt. 3:2; 5:11; 10:32, 37; John 18:37; 1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 1:22; Col. 1:18), dominion over all things (Matt. 11:27; 28:18; John 3:35; 17:2; Acts 2:33; 1 Cor. 15:27; Eph. 1:20–22; Phil. 2:9; Col. 2:10; Heb. 2:8), and judgment upon the living and dead (John 5:27; Acts 10:42; 17:31; Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10); it calls him directly and unambiguously by the name “God” (John 1:1; 20:28; Rom. 9:5; 2 Thess. 1:12; Titus 2:13; 2 Pet. 1:1; Heb. 1:8–9).128
Granted, all opposition to the deity of Christ begins with an appeal to Scripture against the confessions. But this illusion only lasts a very short time. Impartial exegesis soon shows that the doctrine of the church is more firmly grounded in Scripture than one had originally expected. So then the critics find themselves forced to go back from the Christ of apostolic proclamation to the Jesus of the Synoptics and to criticize the latter as long as it takes to strip him of all that is supernatural. The deity of Christ can then be explained as a fruit of profound theological or philosophical speculation that was originally totally foreign to the church.129 This always lasts only as long, however, as one sets store by and has an interest in presenting one’s own faith as Christianity in its original purity. The moment that standpoint has been abandoned, impartiality again recovers its voice and agrees with the church confession. “It cannot be denied that in the words of Holy Scripture there are really present some seeds of the doctrines of the church.”130 “It is undeniable that also what the doctrine of the church teaches about the divine nature of Christ has points of support in the New Testament.”131 With that, then, the explanation of this dogma in terms of later theological or philosophical speculation again collapses.
As does the study of Scripture, so also does dogma-historical research always again set the seal of truth on the church’s confession of the deity of Christ. The development of christological dogma exhibits a logical progression that in the end is noted and recognized by all research scholars.132 The faith with which the church appeared in the world was a simple one, but of one thing it was sure: in Christ, God himself had come to it and taken it into his fellowship. That was certain; that was something it would not let itself be deprived of and that it defended against a wide range of attacks and formulated plainly and clearly in its confession. In the doctrine of the deity of Christ, it maintained the character of the Christian religion, the reality of its fellowship with God. In Christianity, Christ occupies a very different place than Buddha, Zarathustra, and Muhammad do in their respective religions. Christ is not the teacher, not the founder, but the content of Christianity.133 For that reason, judged by the doctrine of Scripture and the faith of the church, men like Irenaeus, Athanasius, and Augustine are finally always vindicated again over against their opponents. People count it an honor to be in agreement with them; no one is eager to be named after Arius, Pelagius, or Socinus. It is also clear that the Christian religion, that is, the true fellowship between God and humans, can be maintained in no other way than by the confession of the deity of Christ. For if Christ is not truly God, he is only a human being. And however highly he may be placed, he can neither in his person nor in his work be the content and object of the Christian faith. Then whether with respect to himself Christ stood in unbroken fellowship with God (Schleiermacher), was the first to have voiced the unity of God with humans (Hegel), had fully realized within himself the sonship of God (Lipsius), had revealed the love of God and founded the kingdom of God (Ritschl), Christianity, now that it exists, is certainly not dependent on him. Yes, he is its founder. Historically his significance remains great and his example still influences people, but he himself exists outside the essence of Christianity. Arian Christology, the moral Christology of rationalism, the symbolic Christology of Kant, the ideal Christology of Hegel, the aesthetic Christology of De Wette, the anthropological Christology of Feuerbach—none of them leave a place for Christ in dogmatics. “If one retains the personality of Christ as a human one, however idealized it may be, it cannot as personality itself be the redeeming power for believers.”134
Ritschl and some of his followers, like Schultz and Kaftan, still tried to maintain the title of God for Jesus, though [they considered him] merely human, because to the church he occupies the place of God and has the value of God. Earlier this had been tried in the same way by the Socinians. They opposed the deity of Christ as strongly as possible and said that Christ, in the few passages where he is called God (such as John 1:1; 20:28; Rom. 9:5), was so named on account of his rank, dignity, and rule, to which he had been elevated especially after his resurrection.135 Christ by divine power works the same things “that God himself does, just as God himself does.136 This name ‘God’ is not the name proper to any substance or to a person, but is the name proper to an authority, a power,” just as the angels and authorities in Scripture, according to Jesus’ own saying (John 10:34), are sometimes called gods.137 This same view is currently propagated by Ritschl and his school. The name “God,” though used in Scripture and in the church for Christ, is in that case a reference to his office, not to his characteristic essence. This view, however, is altogether untenable. While angels and authorities in Scripture are sometimes called “gods,” the metaphorical, office-related sense in these cases is obvious. With Christ the case is very different. To him a personal eternal preexistence is attributed; of him it is said that he was God, existed in the “form” of God, was the effulgence of God’s glory, the only-begotten Son of God, the image of the invisible God, indeed, God above all, to be praised forever. How can anyone possibly understand this of a human being who acquired the honorary title “God” only in virtue of the office he discharged and the work he did?
Furthermore, the Christian church, in calling Jesus “God,” meant it to be a reference never to his office but always to his characteristic essence. When people begin to use the same word and the same name in a totally different sense, they deliberately sow misunderstanding and confusion and act unfairly toward the church. Further, if Christ is not God in any essential sense, then neither may he be called “God” or venerated as God. To say that he perfectly manifested the love of God, that he completely incorporated within himself God’s plan for the world and for humanity, that he fully made the will of God his own is no warrant—from a scriptural and Christian viewpoint or on logical and philosophical grounds—for conferring on the human person Jesus the name “God.” To be one with God in a religious and ethical sense is something totally different from being one with God in a metaphysical sense. A value judgment is false unless it is grounded in a factual judgment.
Finally, naming Jesus “God” and venerating him as God, if he is in fact only a human, is a pantheistic mixing of the Creator with the creature, a return to pagan idolatry and Roman Catholic creature deification, both of them things that are diametrically opposed to the principle of Protestantism. If Jesus, though he is [considered] only a human, may be called upon and venerated as God, then by that token we have in principle justified also the Catholic veneration of Mary, the saints, and the angels, and all pagan idolatry. While they deny that God can become a human, people simultaneously teach that humans can elevate themselves to the rank and dignity of God.138 Incarnation is said to be impossible, but apotheosis is considered perfectly possible. The incarnation of God is [said to be] absurd, but the process of humans becoming God is supposed to be reasonable—as though the product of evolution can ever be God. “For what is evolving is not God.”139
THE VIRGIN BIRTH
[366] This Son of God became human, according to Scripture, as a result of being conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. This supernatural conception was already denied in ancient times by the Jews;140 by Ebionites; by Cerinthus, Carpocrates, and Celsus;141 by Deists and rationalists in the eighteenth century such as Morgan and Chubb;142 by later critics such as Strauss, Bruno Bauer, Renan, and others; and, most recently, by Harnack.143 His opinion that the words “conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary” were not part of the original gospel message triggered a serious controversy in which many sided with him144 but others took a firm stand against him.145 This controversy became even more important after the discovery in the summer of 1892 of a Syrian translation of the Gospels, a discovery made by Mrs. Lewis and her sister Mrs. Gibson, in a palimpsest belonging to the St. Catherine monastery on Mt. Sinai.146 The text that this translation offered as a reading of Matthew 1:16 produced a lively discussion in which Conybeare, Sanday, Charles, and others took part and which was mainly conducted in The Academy of November 1894 to February 1895. Many of the participants took the Syrian reading to be older than the text found in our Gospel of Matthew and deduced from this that Jesus’ supernatural birth from the Virgin Mary was something that had emerged later and that Jesus was originally viewed as the natural son of Joseph and Mary.147 In America, interest in this question significantly increased when Dr. Crapsey, minister in the Episcopal Church, rejected the confession of Jesus’ supernatural conception and was condemned by his church on that ground. When in November 1906 the Protestant Episcopal Diocese of New York held its 123rd annual convention, Bishop Potter defended this verdict and said that a minister who contradicted the confession of his own church was obligated to resign from office. This circumstance explains why the virgin birth emerged again and was discussed by various scholars.148
The Syrian translation of Matthew 1:16 reads: “Jacob begot Joseph; Joseph, to whom the Virgin Mary was betrothed, begot Jesus who was called Christ.” Now if this Syrian translation had been meant to deny Jesus’ supernatural conception, this fact would have stood by itself in the history of the Gospel among the Syrians and remained without influence. For the Syrian Diatesseron of Tatian, the Syrian Gospel fragments published by Cureton in 1858, plus all later Syrian editions, clearly teach this doctrine. Furthermore, the newfound translation of this same verse, Matthew 1:16, clearly calls Mary a virgin and describes her as being betrothed to Joseph, has the same text in verse 18 as our Gospel, and therefore definitely teaches the conception of the Holy Spirit, as it does also in verse 20 and in Luke 3:23. Hence there is not the slightest evidence that the Syrian translator with his text of Matthew 1:16 sought to deny the supernatural conception [of Christ].149
Further, there is here no support for the opinion that the reading in the Syrian version represents a text other than that found in our Gospel of Matthew. Indeed, of Matthew 1:16 there are a number of readings that differ from those found in our own and the Syrian translation. Some minuscules read: “Jacob begot Joseph, to whom being betrothed, a virgin [named] Mary, begot Jesus, who was called Christ.” The Syrian Gospel published by Cureton here reads: “Jacob begot Joseph, to whom was betrothed Mary the virgin, who gave birth to Jesus Christ.” The Armenian translation has the text: “Jacob begot Joseph, husband of Mary, to whom was betrothed Mary the virgin, to whom was born Jesus, who was called Christ,” and this text is also found (with the omission of the words “the virgin”) in the dialogue, published by Conybeare, between the Christian Timothy and the Jew Aquila. Comparison of these different texts makes very clear that most of the changes in the original text have been introduced with the intent to highlight the virginity of Mary. For that reason the expression “Mary’s husband” is sometimes omitted, and the word “virgin” is sometimes added to Mary. The newfound Syrian translation betrays the same intent when it omits the addition of “Joseph, Mary’s husband,” and replaces it with the words “to whom the virgin Mary was betrothed.” But this change prompted the translator to repeat the name “Joseph” and to make it the subject of the predicate clause “begot Jesus.” This could be done in all innocence because in Matthew 1:1, Jesus was called “the son of David,” and he is repeatedly mentioned elsewhere as “the son of Joseph” (Matt. 13:55; Luke 2:27, 41, 48; 4:22; John 1:45; 6:42). Legally and in the civil domain, he had to be called that as well.150
It may, moreover, be considered certain that Jesus’ supernatural conception was part of the original message of the gospel. The two accounts left to us in Matthew and Luke bear their Palestinian character on their face and doubtlessly have their origin in the circle of Jewish Christians and further on the lips of Joseph and Mary. It is natural that they first kept the secret of Jesus’ conception to themselves and only later disclosed it to a small circle of friends after Jesus had been resurrected and was confessed as the Christ in the church. From there it may readily be inferred that this supernatural birth did not have prominence in the apostolic message and does not explicitly occur in most New Testament writings. Still, this is something very different from saying that this truth was denied or was put aside as worthless. For that thesis there is not even one shred of evidence. On the contrary, the reports in Matthew and Luke—the former derived perhaps from Joseph and the second from Mary—assume that Jesus’ supernatural birth was known in the Jewish-Christian church around the middle of the first century, and they were never subject to any contradiction or opposition by believers in general. The ancient Roman symbol, which certainly existed before the middle of the second century and was probably already extant toward the end of the first, contains the words “who was born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary,” words later somewhat modified in the interest of greater clarity. Critics of the supernatural conception, also Cerinthus, a contemporary of John, never claimed that this doctrine was of later origin. In their time it must therefore have been a part of the universal Christian faith. It is groundless and also very strange to regard, with Harnack, the heretics Cerinthus and others as the pure transmitters and custodians of the faith of the primitive Christian church. Further back the doctrine can already be found in the letters of Ignatius, who died a martyr’s death around the year 117,151 as well as in the Apology—found some time ago—of the philosopher Aristides of Athens, who handed it to Emperor Hadrian in the year 125. It must all the more certainly have been a part of the apostolic message because pagan fables about the sons of the gods would certainly have frightened Christians away from a teaching that seemed so closely akin to them. There is nowhere any trace of the influence of these pagan fables on the genesis of the evangelical story of the supernatural conception, as Usener, Hillmann, Hilgenfeld, Soltau, van den Bergh van Eysinga, and others assume there is.152 For that matter, while there is some superficial external similarity, there is profound essential difference. The shameless glorification of sensual lust attributed to the gods in the teaching of the fables is a million miles removed from the simplicity, the delicacy, and the sanctity one marvels at in the Gospel stories.153 Harnack,154 accordingly, sought to explain them from Jewish data, specifically from an incorrect exegesis of Isaiah 7:14. However, there is no evidence that Isaiah 7:14 was applied by the Jews to the Messiah and understood to refer to his birth from a virgin.155
Finally, while it is true that the conception by the Holy Spirit is related in the New Testament only by Matthew and Luke, that which is pivotal in the narratives of Matthew and Luke is the doctrine of all evangelists and apostles. Jesus, that is, is first of all genealogically a son of David. This is what he is universally regarded to be by the multitudes that kept crowding around him and by all his disciples (Matt. 1:1, 20; 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30–31; 21:9, 15; 22:42–45; Mark 10:47; 11:10; 12:35–37; Luke 1:27, 32, 69; 18:38–39; 20:41–44; John 7:42; Acts 2:30; 13:23; Rom. 1:3; 9:5; 2 Tim. 2:8; Heb. 7:14; Rev. 3:7; 5:5; 22:16). Further, he is the Holy One who never committed or knew sin (Matt. 7:11; 11:29; 12:50; Mark 1:24; Luke 1:35; John 4:34; 6:38; 8:29, 46; 15:10; 17:4; Acts 3:14; 22:14; Rom. 5:12f.; 1 Cor. 15:45; 2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 4:15; 7:26; 1 Pet. 1:19; 2:21; 3:18; 1 John 2:1; 3:5). Finally, he is the One born of Mary, the Son of God in a wholly unique sense, who did not just begin to exist at his coming in the flesh, but who was with the Father from eternity (John 1:1; 8:58; 17:5; Rom. 8:3; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:6; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3). To obtain the result that the eternal Son of God would simultaneously be the Son of David, a human being descended from human beings, like us in all things, sin excepted, it was necessary for him to be supernaturally conceived by the Holy Spirit in Mary. It was the Son of God himself who in this way prepared for himself a human nature in Mary’s womb. Though sent by the Father, he at the same time came by his own will and deed (John 3:13; 6:38). The supernatural conception, therefore, is not a matter of indifference and without value. It is most intimately tied to the deity of Christ, to his eternal preexistence, his absolute sinlessness, and is therefore of great importance for the faith of the church.156
Before we expand our discussion of this point, let us briefly indicate that such a religious interest does not depend on the theological construct that in and after the birth, Mary remained a virgin. We do not yet find this idea of Mary’s continuing virginity during and after the birth of Jesus in the church fathers before Nicea.
Tertullian, Origen, and Irenaeus do not yet attest a virginity in childbirth,157 and Tertullian also rejects the virginity after the birth.158 The virginity in childbirth surfaces for the first time in the Protevangelium of James (not before AD 150), and was also known to Clement of Alexandria as the opinion of some.159 But after Nicea, Mary’s virginity both in and after childbirth was ever more clearly taught in connection with her motherhood of God (θεοτοκος, deipara) by Epiphanius, Jerome, Gregory of Nyssa, Ephraem, Ambrose, Augustine, and others and defended against the Apollinarians, Helvidius, Jovinian, and Bonosus.160 The fifth ecumenical council (can. 6) took over from Epiphanius the title “perpetual virgin” (ἀειπαρθενος) for Mary, and the Lateran synod of 649 also established (can. 3) her virginity during and after the birth of Jesus.161 The term “perpetual virgin” (semper virgo) was also included in the Smalcald Articles, yet Lutheran and Reformed theologians still taught that the birth of Jesus had taken place in the usual way and that Mary’s virginity after childbirth, though acceptable by reason of piety, was no article of faith and in any case had not been assumed by Mary by way of a vow. For the idea that Mary had given birth to Jesus while her womb remained shut (utero clauso), there is not a single word of evidence in Scripture. That she committed herself to virginity by a vow cannot be inferred from Genesis 3:15; Isaiah 7:14; Luke 1:34, and from certain so-called types (Judg. 6:36; 11:29; Dan. 2:34; Ezek. 44:2). Opinions are divided even today on the question whether Mary had still more children. Lightfoot162 divided these opinions in three categories, calling them after Jerome, Epiphanius, and Helvidius. According to the first sentiment, the brothers of Jesus must be regarded as the sons of Clopas or Alphaeus, who was married to the sister of Jesus’ mother, and were therefore his cousins. But this view seems hard to maintain against the strong statements of Scripture in Matthew 1:18, 25; 12:46–47; 13:55; Mark 3:21, 31; 6:3–4; Luke 2:7; 8:19; John 2:12; 7:3, 5; Acts 1:14; 1 Corinthians 9:5; and Galatians 1:19. According to the second sentiment, the brothers of Jesus were the sons of Joseph from a previous marriage and therefore his stepbrothers. According to the third sentiment, that of Helvidius, the brothers of Jesus were born after him from the marriage of Joseph and Mary. The issue is too complex to be treated here and dogmatically of secondary importance. Remarkable, however, is that while Catholics generally follow Jerome’s opinion, numerous Protestants still today either lean to the same opinion or favor that of Epiphanius over that of Helvidius.163
[367] Things stand very differently with respect to the supernatural conception. It is of supreme importance for the person of Christ and therefore also of religious importance. Scripture attributes the conception of Jesus to the Holy Spirit or to “the power of the Most High” [Luke 1:35]. The Holy Spirit, the author of all physical, psychic, and pneumatic life,164 is deemed—in Matthew 1:18, 20, as is evident from the preposition ἐκ—to be the efficient cause of that conception, while it is attributed in Luke 1:35 to the power that will proceed from God the Most High and come over Mary. From this it is evident that the activity of the Holy Spirit with respect to this conception did not consist in the infusion of any heavenly or divine substance in Mary but in a demonstration of power that made her womb fertile in the act of overshadowing her as with a cloud (cf. Exod. 40:34; Num. 9:15; Luke 9:34; Acts 1:8). When the ancient argument between “spermatists” and “ovists” is settled in favor of the latter—which, however, is as yet far from being the case165—then this activity of the Holy Spirit would also be physiologically more transparent. But however this may be, what is begotten in Mary is of the Holy Spirit as efficient cause, has its cause in the activity of the Holy Spirit, and not in the will of a man or of the flesh. Aside from Mary’s impregnation, the Holy Spirit also brought about the sanctification of the child that would be born of her. It is something holy that is born of her and will be called Son of God, Son of the Most High (Luke 1:35).
At this point it is important to note that this activity of the Holy Spirit with respect to Christ’s human nature absolutely does not stand by itself. Though it began with the conception, it did not stop there. It continued throughout his entire life, even right into the state of exaltation. Generally speaking, the necessity of this activity can be inferred already from the fact that the Holy Spirit is the author of all creaturely life and specifically of the religious-ethical life in humans. The true human who bears God’s image is inconceivable even for a moment without the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.166 In addition, in Christ the human nature had to be prepared for union with the person of the Son, that is, to a union and communion with God as that to which no other creature had ever been dignified. If humans in general cannot have communion with God except by the Holy Spirit, then this applies even more powerfully to Christ’s human nature, which had to be unified with the Son in an entirely unique manner. This special union, which far exceeds and differs essentially from the immanence of God in his creatures, the manifestation of God in his people, makes a priori probable and even necessary a very special activity on the part of the Holy Spirit. But Scripture also expressly teaches it. Prophecy already announced that the Messiah would be anointed in a special sense with the Holy Spirit (Isa. 61:1), and the New Testament tells us that Christ received that Spirit without measure (John 3:34). Not only did he receive the Spirit, but the Spirit descended on him at the baptism (Matt. 3:16), completely filled him (Luke 4:1, 18), led him into the wilderness and to Galilee (Matt. 4:1; Luke 4:14), gave him power to cast out demons (Matt. 12:18), to offer himself up to God without blemish (Heb. 9:14), to be designated Son of God in power by his resurrection as Lord with a glorified body (Rom. 1:4), just as he had become Son of David in the way of the flesh, thus to vindicate himself as such before the eyes of all (1 Tim. 3:16), to leave the earth and to ascend to heaven (1 Pet. 3:19, 22), and to manifest himself to his own as life-giving Spirit who is the Spirit and who works by the Spirit (1 Cor. 15:45; 2 Cor. 3:17–18).167
Put in this context, the conception by the Holy Spirit becomes abundantly meaningful. In terms of his human nature, from the very first moment, throughout his entire life right into the state of exaltation, Jesus had to be shaped into the Messiah, the Christ, Son of God Most High. He could not become this except κατα σαρκα, in the way of the flesh, by being born of a woman (Rom. 1:3; 9:5; Gal. 4:4), and precisely to this end, he could not be the product of the will of a human or of the flesh. What is born of flesh is flesh. Given that scenario, Jesus would perhaps have been David’s son and heir of David’s earthly kingdom, but not David’s Lord, the Messiah, Son of God, designated to be king in the kingdom of God. And that he had been, hadn’t he, from all eternity. Paul says that by the resurrection he had been designated Son of God and Lord (Rom. 1:4), but this does not rule out that already at and before his conception, he was the Son of God (Rom. 1:3), any more than that the sonship to which believers aspire in the future (Rom. 8:23) rules out that they already possess it now (Rom. 8:15). Christ was Son of God from eternity. He was in the beginning with God: he is the firstborn of all creatures. In that way, accordingly, he could not be procreated and brought forth by the will of a man. He was himself the acting subject who by the Holy Spirit prepared a body for himself in Mary’s body. In the Old Testament, for that reason, he is therefore promised especially as the seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15), as the one given by God (Isa. 9:6), as the one raised up by the Lord (Jer. 23:5–6; 33:14–17), as a shoot from the trunk of Jesse (Isa. 11:1), as the son of an עַלְמָה (a young woman in general, specifically an unmarried one, Gen. 24:43; Exod. 2:8; Ps. 68:25; Song of Sol. 1:3; 6:8; Prov. 30:19) who will be called Immanuel (Isa. 7:14).168 In that connection nothing further is said in the Old Testament about the manner of his conception—only that he will be the son of a woman and at the same time a gift and revelation of God. This is thus fulfilled in Christ. We will leave aside the difficult question whether Luke presents the genealogy of Mary and whether Mary herself was of Davidic descent;169 Jesus was counted a son of David by the reckoning of Joseph’s lineage, not by that of Mary’s. All the emphasis is on Joseph’s Davidic descent, not only in Matthew (1:16, 20) but also in Luke (1:27; 2:4). Although Jesus was not the natural son of Joseph, through Mary, who was engaged to Joseph, he was civilly and legally the son of Joseph (Luke 2:27, 41, 48) and inherited from him the rights to David’s throne. Also for that reason Joseph was warned by God to take Mary as his lawful wife, to act as head and father of the family, and in that capacity to give the child the name “Jesus” (Matt. 1:18–21). Thus Christ became David’s son and simultaneously remained David’s Lord.
The exclusion of the man from his conception at the same time had the effect that Christ, as one not included in the covenant of works, remained exempt from original sin and could therefore also be preserved in terms of his human nature, both before and after his birth, from all pollution of sin.170 As subject, as “I,” he did not descend from Adam but was the Son of the Father, chosen from eternity to be the head of a new covenant. Not Adam but God was his father. As a person he was not the product of humankind but himself came to humankind from without and entered into its ranks. And since he thus, in God’s righteous judgment, remained exempt from all original sin, he could be conceived by the Holy Spirit and by that Spirit remain free from all pollution of sin. Conception by the Holy Spirit was not the deepest ground and final cause of Jesus’ sinlessness, as many theologians say,171 but it was the only way in which he who already existed as a person and was appointed head of a new covenant could now also in a human way—in the flesh—be and remain who he was: the Christ, Son of God the Most High.172
CHRIST’S TRUE HUMANITY
[368] As a result of this conception by the Holy Spirit and birth from Mary, the Son of God became a true and complete human person. His humanity, however, was no less vigorously contested than his deity. The Gnostics, in virtue of their dualism, could not recognize it and therefore stated that the aeon Christ had only assumed a phantom body (Saturninus, Marcion). Or that he had brought with him from heaven a glorious spiritual body and had only passed through Mary like water through a conduit (Valentinus, Bardesanes). Or that at his descent he had indeed formed a body for himself from the elements of the earth and suffered therein, but that upon his return to heaven, he had dissolved and abandoned it (Apelles). Or that he had only temporarily at his baptism descended on the man Jesus and before his suffering again abandoned the latter (Cerinthus). Or that he had exchanged himself with Simon of Cyrene before the suffering and abandoned the latter to death by crucifixion (Basilides). Or that Christ, the impassible Jesus who had already descended from the realm of light to Adam and only appeared on earth in a phantom body, must be clearly distinguished from the passible Jesus, who was the son of a poor widow and an emissary of the devil and, since he opposed Christ, was nailed by the latter to the cross (Mani).
All these ideas were propagated in medieval sects and, under the influence of pantheistic mysticism, kabbalistic theosophy, and modern nature philosophy, in the age of the Reformation came to new and extensive dominance among the Anabaptists. They, too, taught that Christ could not assume his human nature from Mary, from Adamitic humanity, because he would then necessarily have to be a sinner. But he assumed it from eternity out of himself, hence brought his body with him from heaven, and passed through Mary as through a channel (Hoffmann, Menno Simons; cf. the related idea of an eternal divine corporeality in the Kabbalah with its Adam Cadmon in Swedenborg, Dippel, Detinger, Petersen). Or he formed for himself this heavenly invisible corporeality from eternity out of the eternal maiden, the Divine Eve, the wisdom of God, and in that way already immediately after the fall dwelt in Adam, Abel, and others and then made it visible and mortal through conception and birth from Mary (Weigel). Or he assumed that glorious human nature immediately at the creation from Adam before the fall, who at that point still possessed a refined heavenly corporeality, in order later to clothe it from Mary with a weak and mortal humanity (Antoinette Bourignon, Poiret, Barclay). Or he formed his human nature from Mary, not from the carnal but from the regenerate Mary, who by her union with divine wisdom had received a holy divine element within herself and had recovered the maidenly essence from Adam before the fall (Schwenckfeld and others).173 To us these ideas seem bizarre. Yet in other forms they express nothing but what modern philosophy since Kant and Hegel, with their split between the ideal Christ and the historical Christ, has proposed. The ideal Christ is the eternal Logos, absolute reason, the one substance, which eternally realizes itself in the world and cannot pour out its fullness in a single individual, but assumes human nature in humankind as the Son of God. The historical Jesus, however, is not the true essential Christ; in the process of incarnation, he forms an admittedly important, yet a merely passing, moment. He was a weak, mortal, sinful human who, though he revealed the idea of the true Christ, absolutely did not coincide with him and is not one with him.174
It requires no long argument to demonstrate that Scripture is diametrically opposed to the above views. Promised under the Old Testament as the Messiah who is to come as a descendant of a woman of Abraham, Judah, and David, he is conceived in the fullness of time by the Holy Spirit in Mary (Matt. 1:20) and born of her, of a woman (Gal. 4:4). He is her son (Luke 2:7), the fruit of her womb (Luke 1:42), a descendant of David and Israel according to the flesh (Acts 2:30; Rom. 1:3; 9:5), sharing in our flesh and blood, like us in all things, sin excepted (Heb. 2:14, 17–18; 4:15; 5:1); a true human, the Son of Man (Rom. 5:15; 1 Cor. 15:21; 1 Tim. 2:5), growing up as an infant (Luke 2:40, 52), experiencing hunger (Matt. 4:2), thirst (John 19:28), weeping (Luke 19:41; John 11:35), being moved (John 12:27), feeling grief (Matt. 26:38), being furious (John 2:17), suffering, dying. For Scripture it is so much an established fact that Christ came in the flesh that it calls the denial of it anti-Christian (1 John 2:22). And it teaches that Christ assumed not only a true but also a complete human nature. Arius, denying this, said that the Logos, itself a creature after all, could not become human but merely appeared in human form and to that end assumed a body but not a soul.175 Apollinaris, on the other hand, wanted above all to maintain that Christ was not merely a Logos-illuminated human but that he was himself God and his work divine. So he arrived at the doctrine that the Logos had assumed an animated human body without a spirit (pneuma) and that he himself took the place of that spirit (pneuma).176 But Scripture clearly states that Jesus was completely human and ascribes to him all the constituents of human nature, not only a body (Matt. 26:26; John 20:12; Phil. 3:21; 1 Pet. 2:24), flesh and blood (Heb. 2:14), bones and a side (John 19:33–34), head, hands, and feet (Matt. 8:20; Luke 24:39) but also a soul (Matt. 26:38), spirit (Matt. 27:50; Luke 23:46; John 13:21), consciousness (Mark 13:32), and a will (Matt. 26:39; John 5:30; 6:38; etc.). Apollinarianism, accordingly, has at all times been condemned by the Christian church and Christian theology. They understood the important issue involved in the matter: “For the whole Christ assumed the whole me that he might grant salvation to the whole me, for what is unassumable is incurable.”177
The denial of the true and complete human nature always results from a certain dualism. The σαρξ, “matter,” is then by nature sinful and cannot be a constituent of the true Christ. Christ, accordingly, derived his substance not from the sensible, material world but from the invisible heavenly essential being that is in God, in himself, in the divine wisdom, in the unfallen Adam or the regenerate Mary. The connection between this ideal Christ and the historical Jesus, therefore, can only be accidental and mechanical. No true unity is achieved; neither, therefore, is there true communion between God and humanity, God and the world, creation and re-creation, nature and grace, the eternal and the temporal. The heavenly and the earthly remain forever caught up in a dualistic relationship.
Among the Gnostics and the Anabaptists all this is clear. But however strange it may sound, this same dualism is also integral to the modern pantheistic philosophy, which loves to trick itself out with the name monism. It is an axiom of this philosophy, after all, that the idea cannot fully pour itself out in a single individual; that is, no oneness, no communion between God and a human is possible. To attain to communion with God, the individual must lose himself, must erase his personality, must dissolve like a wave in the ocean of the All. God and humans, eternity and time, especially holiness and finiteness, are at odds with each other. The finite is by its very nature deficient, imperfect: sin is a necessity. It is for that reason that Hegel, Strauss, Baur, and others cannot maintain the sinlessness of Jesus.178 A finite individual cannot be perfect and enjoy full communion with God. This pantheism believes, however, that it can make up in another way for what it took away earlier. It attributes to the whole what it took away from the parts: not one single human being but humankind is the true Christ, the Son of God. Humankind enjoys supreme union and communion with God; in it God assumes human nature. This compensation, however, is merely apparent and actually futile. Not only does the human race consist solely of individuals and is the All no different than the sum of its parts, but neither is it true that the All, that humanity as a whole, is closer to God than the individual person. Though Goethe wrote: “If you want to familiarize yourself with the infinite, immerse yourself in all the dimensions of the finite,” the endless is something very different from the infinite; eternity is something totally different from the inexpressible sum of all the moments of time, and perfection something totally different from the totality of all imperfections. Even if pantheism trades off the individual for humanity, and the part for the whole, it has not gained a thing. It leaves completely unexplained the transition from the infinite to the finite, from eternity to time, from God to the world, and for explanation offers nothing but words and images.179 If God cannot become man in one person, neither can he do so in all persons. Against this dualistic and atomistic viewpoint, Scripture posits the organic one. In the one, God comes to all, not in appearance but in reality. There is one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human [1 Tim. 2:5]. But for that very reason his true and complete humanity is as important as his deity. If even one essential constituent in the human nature of Christ is excluded from true union and communion with God, there is an element in creation that remains dualistically alongside and opposed to God. Then there is an eternal ὑλη—“matter.” Then God is not the Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth. Then the Christian religion is not truly catholic. For what is unassumable is incurable.
DIVINE AND HUMAN UNITED
[369] Thus God and man are united in Christ. While Scripture does not speak the language of the later theology, materially it contains what the Christian church confesses in its doctrine of the two natures. “Pauline Christology,” says Holtzmann, “is of course a first approach to the church doctrine of the two natures.”180 For according to Scripture, the Word that was with God and was himself God became flesh (John 1:14). He who was the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being has become partaker in our flesh and blood and like us in all things (Heb. 1:3; 2:14). God sent his own Son into the world, who was born of a woman (Gal. 4:4). Though existing in “the form of God,” he “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave” (Phil. 2:7). From the fathers, according to the flesh (κατα σαρκα), comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever (Rom. 9:5). Though the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation, he is nevertheless also the firstborn from the dead (Col. 1:13–18); though son of David, he is simultaneously David’s Lord (Matt. 22:43); even though walking about on earth, he still continues to be “in the bosom of the Father” (John 1:18), “the one who is in heaven” (John 3:13),181 and existed before Abraham was (John 8:58); in a word, the fullness of deity dwells in him bodily (σωματικως, Col. 2:9). Every moment in Scripture, divine as well as human predicates are attributed to the same personal subject: divine and human existence, omnipresence and [geographical] limitation, eternity and time, creative omnipotence and creaturely weakness. What else is this but the church’s doctrine of the two natures united in one person?
Modern theology, however, has a profound aversion to a part of this doctrine of the two natures, considers it the height of absurdity, and replaces it with “two-sidedness,”182 with a “duality of perspectives,”183 with the doctrine of two successive states before and after the resurrection,184 with that of idea and appearance,185 and especially with the doctrine of immanence, according to which God dwells in Christ in a special manner and reveals himself to us through him. This view can in turn be developed in either a more theistic or a more pantheistic direction. In the former, all the emphasis falls on the uniqueness of Jesus’ person, sometimes so strongly that the revelation that comes to us in nature and history is denied and religion is rigorously divorced from all metaphysics. In the other, the person of Christ is put in the context of evolution, which offers a view of the whole world and sees him as the flower and crown of humankind. The first trend can be observed in Ritschl and his school and is under Kantian influence. The other trend found its voice especially in The New Theology of R. J. Campbell and underwent the influence of Hegel and Darwin. These two schools are both interested in making Jesus known not only as teacher and example but specifically as a special revelation of God. They try to maintain, not his deity, except as a value judgment, but his divinity: although Christ was not God in the sense of the church’s doctrine, he was in God, full of God, and God dwelt in him as in no other creature. Hence this divinity of Christ did not consist in that he was the Logos, the Son of God in a metaphysical sense, who was with the Father from eternity, nor that in his person he shared in the metaphysical attributes of omnipresence, omnipotence, omniscience, and so on. Rather, his divinity consisted in the fact that he was one with the Father in a moral sense, fulfilled God’s will, founded his kingdom on earth, and manifested to us God’s love in his person and work.186 In that sense, as they put it, prototypical humanity and ectypical divinity are one.187 “Humanity is divinity viewed from below; divinity is humanity viewed from above.”188 “Every son of man is potentially also a son of God, but the union was deepest and completest in the Galilean. The humanity of God, the divinity of man is the essence of the Christian revelation. It was truly a manifestation of Immanuel.”189
But all these views seriously diverge from what Scripture teaches about the person of Christ. One may feel some sympathy for the attempt to do justice to the person of Christ—more than occurred in eighteenth-century rationalism—but one cannot for that reason close one’s eyes to the profound difference that exists between this doctrine of the divine human being Jesus and the scriptural confession of Christ as the only begotten Son of God. Although it is true, especially in Paul, that only through his resurrection did Christ enter into full sonship (Rom. 1:4; cf. Acts 2:36; 5:30), become Lord from heaven and life-giving Spirit (1 Cor. 15:45; 2 Cor. 3:17), and receive a name above every name (Phil. 2:9), Paul does not for that reason in any way deny that also before his incarnation Christ already possessed a personal divine existence (2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:6; Col. 1:15–17) and was God’s own Son (Rom. 1:3; 8:32; Gal. 4:4). The doctrine of the two natures is something very different from the doctrine of two dimensions or two states in the life of Christ. In Scripture Jesus does not bear all those glorious attributes because, on the one hand, as a human being he devoted himself completely to God and thus proved himself a true human and, on the other hand, as that same human being he perfectly revealed the love of God,190 but because he really was God and human in one person. Human beings, however elevated they may be in a religious and ethical sense, cannot and may not—surely according to the rigorous monotheism of Holy Scripture—bear the divine attributes that Scripture ascribes to Christ. It is telling, therefore, that those who replace the doctrine of the two natures with that of the two dimensions or that of the two states cannot and dare not in any way speak of Christ as Scripture does. The names “God,” “God’s Son,” “Logos,” “image of God,” “firstborn of all creatures,” and so on are therefore all robbed of their scriptural meaning and either construed very differently or completely abandoned.191 When modern theology assumes Jesus to have only a human nature, it can honor him neither on his religious side as the revelation of the love of God, nor in the state of exaltation in which he is said to have been made Lord, with the names that Scripture attributes to him. Its exegesis, supposing it were correct, would not be of the least benefit to its own Christology. For the subject no longer exists if Jesus is only a human being and not the eternal and only Son of God as well.192
In order to do justice to all the scriptural data concerning the person of Christ, [Christian] theology arrived gradually at the two-natures doctrine. It did not put this doctrine forward as a hypothesis, nor did it intend it as an explanation of the mystery of Christ’s person. In it, it only summed up, without mutilation and diminution, the whole scriptural doctrine of Christ and thereby maintained it against the errors that cropped up both to the left and to the right: in Ebionitism and Gnosticism, Arianism and Apollinarianism, Nestorianism and Eutychianism, Adoptionism and Monotheletism, and in modern times in the doctrine of Rothe and Dorner on the becoming “God-man” and in the kenosis doctrine of Gess and others. Nestorianism was a product of the Antiochian school. It had its start in the thinking of Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia, and was later developed by Nestorius so that the eternal and natural Son of God was distinct from and other than the son of David who was born of Mary. For, as Nestorius argued, there is a difference between the temple and he who lives in it; between him who was in the form of God and him who went about in the form of a servant; between God and man in Christ, both of whom exist personally. Mary, therefore, cannot be called “mother of God” (θεοτοκος), and the human being born of her is not the eternal Son of God but his adopted Son (Adoptionism). The union between God and man in Christ is not a natural but a moral union, like that between a man and a woman in marriage, not a union (ἑνωσις) but a conjunction (συναφεια) of two natures. The indwelling of God in Christ does not differ in kind but only in degree from that in believers; it increased to the degree that the man Jesus advances in virtue and increasingly becomes an organ and instrument, a temple for and garment of deity to the extent that it is God-possessed (θεοφορος).193 Related to this view in recent times is Dorner’s teaching that the Logos gradually and increasingly communicates himself to the man Jesus and enters into a more organic union with him to the degree the latter develops morally under the former’s influence.194
This entire view is condemned by Scripture. Scripture ascribes all kinds of and very different predicates to Christ but always to one and the same subject, the one undivided “I” who dwells in him and speaks out of him. It also specifically says, not that the Logos dwelt in a human being, but that the Logos became flesh (John 1:14). A person is what he or she has become. If the Son of God became a human being, he is himself human. Many things can be predicated of a person but never another person. In one respect or another, one can say of a multiplicity of humans that they are one, but one can never say of one person that he or she is the other. A husband and a wife are one flesh, but the husband is never the wife or vice-versa. Therefore, if the human subject in Christ was another than the Logos, Scripture could never have said that the Logos became, and therefore is, flesh. In Nestorius, accordingly, the union between God and man in Christ is not a personal and a natural one but a moral union; however increasingly the two become morally one, they perpetually remain two distinct subjects. And even this moral union is not a starting point but an ultimate goal and result. It is not even, as in Origen, the fruit of the merits of the preexistent soul (one that did not fall but in its preexistence achieved union with the Logos),195 but gradually comes about in the earthly life of Jesus and depends on a variety of conditions. It only differs in degree from God’s union with other people; that is, Christ loses his wholly unique place: he is only a person in whom God manifests himself more than in others. The idea of the “God-man” is lost, and the work of redemption is undermined. Nestorianism is akin to Deism and Pelagianism.
Chalcedon, accordingly, correctly pronounced that the union of the divine and the human nature in Christ was without division (ἀδιαιρετος) and without separation (ἀχωριστος). But over against the opposing school, it maintained with equal firmness that the union was without change (ἀτρεπτος) and without confusion (ἀσυγχυτος). Over against Nestorius, Cyril maintained that the union in Christ was not a moral one, but a union in “nature” or in “substance,” a “natural union.” But since he did not yet distinguish the words προσωπον (person), ὑποστασις (substance), and φυσις (nature) as clearly as later theologians did, he did not hesitate to speak of “two natures” in Christ while also occasionally saying that “out of two natures” Christ had become one, that in fact he is one nature (μια φυσις), and that the divine and the human natures have united in him “into one thing,” “into one being.” This was open to misunderstanding and in fact misunderstood by Eutyches, according to whom, after and through the union, each of the two natures lost its own peculiar properties, and they were changed and transformed into one new divine-human nature.196
Related to this Monophysitism, in modern times, is the kenosis doctrine. It had its origin in the Lutheran doctrine of the communication of proper qualities (communicatio idiomatum), was further developed by Count von Zinzendorf,197 and then, in the nineteenth century, under the influence of the philosophy of Schelling and Hegel (who adopted the idea of “becoming” in God), defended with ardor by many theologians as the only possible explanation of the person of Christ. It means that at his incarnation the Logos divested himself of all his divine attributes, including the immanent ones, or at least the transcendent ones, descended to the level of pure potentiality, and from there again gradually in union with the human nature developed into a divine-human person.198 But this theory as well is as unacceptable as that of Dorner. Scripture knows only one person, one subject, one Christ, yet ascribes to him two kinds of attributes, divine and human. He is Logos and became flesh; according to the flesh, he is stock of Israel, yet God overall, forever praised [Rom. 9:5]. Now whether, as was done in the past, one lets the human nature change into the divine, or, as is done today, one lets the divine nature empty itself down to the level of the human, or lets the two natures merge in whole or in part into a third, a mixed something—always, in pantheistic fashion, the boundary between God and humanity is erased and the idea of the “God-man” falsified. The Monophysite and kenotic doctrine is at odds with the immutability of God, with all the attributes and the essence of God, and similarly with the nature of the creature, of the finite human being. A deity or a divine attribute that is purely a “potentiality” and not “actual” is inconceivable; and a human being who by development can appropriate the divine nature ceases to be a creature and passes out of time into eternity, the finite into the infinite. Even the very idea of a “God-man” in whom the union of two natures has been replaced by the mingling of the two is an anomaly, with which no one can make any association whatever. Such a being cannot be the mediator between God and humankind, since he is neither. He cannot truly bring about union, reconciliation, and communion between the two, since by the mixing of the two natures, he himself is different from both and a “third kind” of being (tertium genus).199
“NATURE” AND “PERSON”
[370] Theology, if it truly wants to be scriptural and Christian, cannot do better for now than to maintain the two-natures doctrine. In the process it may thoroughly convince itself of the inadequate character of its language, specifically also in its doctrine of Christ. But all other attempts undertaken up until now to formulate christological dogma and to bring it home to us fail to do justice to the riches of Scripture and the honor of Christ. Yet to be on its guard for these riches and that honor is theology’s primary task. Whatever the objections that have been advanced in earlier and later times against the two-natures doctrine, it has the advantage that it does not neglect any of the scriptural data, maintains the name of Christ as the only mediator between God and humankind, and in addition still offers the plainest and clearest understanding of the mystery of the incarnation. This incarnation, after all, does not stand by itself in history. Granted, it is essentially different from all [other] facts and occupies a place uniquely its own, yet it is intimately connected with everything that took place before, alongside, and after itself. As we found earlier, its preparation and presupposition is the generation [by the Father], creation [in the image of God], revelation, and inspiration. Now it must be added, finally, that it is also integrally connected with the essence of religion. Religion is communion with God. Without it humans cannot be truly and completely human. The image of God is not a superadded gift but belongs to human nature. That communion with God is a mystical union. It far exceeds our understanding. It is a most intimate union with God by the Holy Spirit, a union of persons, an unbreakable and eternal covenant between God and ourselves, which cannot be at all adequately described by the word “ethical” and is therefore called “mystical.” It is so close that it transforms humans in the divine image and makes them participants in the divine nature (2 Cor. 3:18; Gal. 2:20; 2 Pet. 1:4).
When this communion with God and humankind is truly—not as a fiction but as true reality—understood, its kinship with and analogy to the incarnation leap out at us. Those who truly confess generation, creation, immanence, revelation, inspiration, religion—that is, the communicability of God—have fundamentally also recognized the incarnation, not in the sense that the incarnation is a natural implication of the essence of religion but in the sense that the recognition of the one takes away all right to deny the other. For if the incarnation is impossible either from the side of God or from the side of humankind, then neither can religion truly consist in communion between God and human creatures.
But since religion in this sense has been disturbed by sin, there is no true, blessed communion between God and humanity. For that reason the union forged in Christ between the divine and the human nature had to be of a very special kind. It could not be identical with the religious relation between God and humanity, for its specific nature had to be the beginning, the first principle, the objective realization of true religion. A covenant is not something that can be improvised; it has to be made with a people in the person of its king or representative. Similarly, God, to make his communion with humankind a reality, united himself with it in Christ as its head. Christ, accordingly, is not an individual beside other individuals, but the head and representative of humanity, the second and last Adam, the mediator between God and humanity. Hence the union of the divine and the human nature in Christ also differs essentially from God’s indwelling in his creatures and in believers. It is not a union of persons; it is a personal and substantial union; it is not a moral union like a marriage, not a matter of agreement in disposition and will, no communion of love alone. It is, however, a natural union (ἑνωσις φυσικη), as Athanasius and Cyril called it.200 This is not to say that that union was necessary and automatically resulted from one of the two or from both natures; rather, it is so called because it is not moral in nature, but a union of natures in the person of the Son, not a natural but a personal union.201 And the result of that union is not a new nature, nor even a new personality, but only the person of Christ as Christ. He who existed in the form of God from that time on existed also in the form of a man.
In virtue of its wholly unique nature, this union can only be conceived as a union of the person of the Son with an impersonal human nature. For if the human nature in Christ had its own personal existence, no union other than a moral one would have been possible. Then, too, Christ would be not personally divine but only a human living in close fellowship with God. Then Christ would also have been a specific human being with an individuality of his own, not the second Adam, head of the human race. He, however, could not be an individual beside others. His work did not consist in bringing back to communion with God the one individual person with whom he united himself; on the contrary, his assignment was to assume the seed of Abraham, to be head of a new humanity and the firstborn of many brothers. To that end he had to assume an impersonal human nature. This is not to be construed, with Athanasius and others, in the sense that Christ assumed human nature in its generality, in the sense of a Platonic idea, for this nature, though existing in humankind as a whole, does not exist by itself in numerical oneness.202 On the contrary, the human nature in Christ is very definitely an individual one to the degree that by it, though sharing in the same nature, he was distinguished from all other humans by certain characteristics. Yet this does not make Christ an individual alongside others, for the human nature had no personal existence in him alongside the Logos but was from the very beginning so prepared by the Holy Spirit for union with the Logos and for his work that in that Logos it could represent the entire human race and be the mediator of God for all humans of all the races and classes and age groups of all times and places.203
It is precisely this distinction between “nature” and “person,” however, that encounters most resistance in both the doctrine of the Trinity and the doctrine of Christ and is therefore also the curse of most errors in both of these doctrines. Neither Nestorius nor Eutyches was able to appreciate this distinction and consequently reasoned either from the two natures to two persons or from the one person to one nature.204 Christian theology, however, was led to this weighty distinction in both the doctrine of God and that of Christ. In God, they said, there is one nature and three persons; in Christ there is one person and two natures. The unity of the three persons in the divine being is in the full sense natural, consubstantial, coessential; the unity of the two natures in Christ is personal. This distinction is philosophically justified as well. “Nature” and “person” are not related, as in Hegel’s philosophy, as essence and appearance, as potency and act, so that “nature,” which is essentially one in all creatures, by an immanent force develops into “persons” in humans. But “nature” is the substratum, the presupposition, that by which a thing is what it is, the “principle by which”; and “person” is the subject not of a given nature in general but of a rational nature, the individual substance of a rational nature, the “principle which.” “Person” is what exists in and for itself, the owner, possessor, and master of the nature, a completion of existence, sustaining and determining the existence of a nature, the subject that lives, thinks, wills, and acts through nature with all its abundant content, by which nature becomes self-existent and is not an accident of another entity.205 This, now, is how Christ’s human nature is united with the person of the Son. The Son does not just become a person in and through human nature, for he was that from eternity. He needed neither the creation nor the incarnation to arrive at himself, to become a personality, a spirit, or a mind. The incarnation does mean, however, that the human nature that was formed in and from Mary did not for an instant exist by and for itself, but from the very first moment of conception was united with and incorporated in the person of the Son. The Son increated it within himself and, by creating, assumed it in himself.
Yet that human nature is not for that reason incomplete, as Nestorius and nowadays still Dorner assert.206 For though it did not complete itself with a personality and selfhood of its own, it was nevertheless from the start personal in the Logos, who as subject lived, thought, willed, acted, suffered, died, and so on in and through it with all its constituents, capacities, and energies. The fact that it did not receive a distinct completion of existence of its own in an independent self was not the result of a deficiency but resulted from its purpose of being the human form of existence belonging to the Logos. “The assumed nature does not have its own proper personality, not because some perfection of human nature is wanting, but because something surpassing human nature is added, i.e., union to a divine person.”207
Accordingly, the human nature in Christ is not coordinated with the Logos by a personality of its own but subordinated to the Logos. The two natures, indeed, are and remain “one thing and [then] another” (ἀλλο και ἀλλο), but not “one person and [then] another” (ἀλλος και ἀλλος). It is always the same person, the same subject, the same “I,” who lives and thinks, speaks and acts through the divine and the human nature. The human nature is the tent in which the Son assumes residence; the garment that he himself prepared and put on; the form (μορφη) in which he has appeared to us; the instrument and organ that he has consecrated for himself and that, with divine wisdom, he employs for his office and work. “The human nature in Christ must be considered as though it were a kind of organ of the divine nature.”208 There is nothing here to which we need to take exception. Without in any way failing thereby to do justice to the self-activity of creatures, we confess that the whole world is an instrument of the revelation of God in which he simultaneously reveals himself to us and conceals himself from us. The church and all believers have no higher goal than to be at the service of God with their whole soul, their whole body, and all their strengths and to be an instrument in his hand. Then what objection would there be to the idea that in an even much greater measure—in an absolute sense—the human nature in Christ is the splendid, willing organ of his deity? How utterly the mystery of the union of the divine and human nature in Christ exceeds all our speaking and thinking of it. All comparison breaks down, for it is without equal. But it is, accordingly, the mystery of godliness, which angels desire to look into and the church worshipfully adores.
COMMUNICATION OF PROPERTIES
[371] Yet, as a serious objection to the two-natures doctrine, it is forever being advanced that it fails to do justice to the human nature of Christ and makes any human development in him an impossibility. Both Catholic and Lutheran Christology, in fact, give some ground for this objection. In the earlier dogmatics, the union of the two natures in Christ carried with it three consequences: the communication of proper qualities (communicatio idiomatum), the completion of a work (apotelesmatum), and the charismata. The first implied that in the incarnation the two natures along with all their attributes were communicated to the one person and the one subject who can therefore be described with divine and human natures. Accordingly, one can say that the Son of God was born, suffered, and died (Acts 20:28; 1 John 1:7) but also that the man Jesus Christ exists from eternity and descended from heaven (John 3:13). The second meant that the true works of the mediator or of redemption all bore a divine human character, that is, they all have as their efficient cause the one undivided personal subject in Christ; they were all performed by Christ with the cooperation of his two natures and with a double working (ἐνεργεια), and in the result nevertheless again form an undivided unity inasmuch as they are the work of one person. The third indicated that from the first moment of its existence the human nature of Christ was adorned with all kinds of splendid and copious gifts of the Holy Spirit.
These three effects of the union (effecta unionis) prompted significant disagreement.209 The Lutherans took the communication of proper qualities to mean that not only the attributes of the two natures were communicated to the one [divine] person but those of the divine nature were also communicated to the human nature. By its union with the divine nature, the human nature was elevated to a position of divine omnipotence and omnipresence;210 it received “singular, most excellent, super-great, supernatural, untraceable, unutterable, and heavenly prerogatives of majesty, glory, virtue, and power, which were not just created, finite gifts but divine and infinite endowments, such as the ability to make alive, omnipotence, omniscience, and discretionary omnipresence.”211 It is plain that this view of the communication of proper qualities completely robs the communication of gifts of its meaning: why should gifts be needed when divine attributes are shared! While Lutheran Christology still speaks of gifts,212 it actually does not know what to do with them213 and no longer has room even for Christ’s anointing with the Holy Spirit.214
Catholic scholars, on the other hand, while indeed teaching a communication of gifts and opposing the Lutheran doctrine of the communication of proper qualities, say that in virtue of the hypostatic union, the human nature of Christ, at the first moment of its conception, received a “copious supply of the Spirit of God and an abundance of spiritual gifts.”215
The union of the two natures in Christ, after all, is so intimate that they interpenetrate and inwardly impact each other. The communication of proper qualities, accordingly, does not at all mean only that the attributes of the two natures may be ascribed as predicates to one and the same subject; it is not exclusively grammatical and logical in nature, but true and real. The concomitance of the two natures and their proper qualities is intrinsic and substantial, so that they do not run parallel to each other but as it were coinhere. As a result, God is humanized in Christ, and, conversely, the human nature in Christ is deified. It is indeed not the case that the attributes of the divine nature formally become the properties of the human nature, as is the position of Rome according to the Lutherans. These attributes do, however, inwardly impact human nature; flow over into human nature as a result of their excess energy; take that human nature to its apex; equip it with a plenitude of grace and truth, with all spiritual gifts and virtues; and thus make it a participant in the divine dignity, glory, and power and worthy of divine worship and veneration.216 Both Lutheran and Catholic Christology, consequently, contain within them a docetic element. The purely human development does not come into its own in them. In reaction, theologians in the nineteenth century swung over to the other extreme and denied the deity of the Lord.
Reformed theologians, however, have so construed the communication of the gifts as to make possible a human development in Jesus. Although he was the second Adam, Christ was nevertheless another person. Adam was created as an adult, was given paradise as place of residence, and was not subject to suffering and death; Christ, however, was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born as a helpless baby. He was not placed in a paradise but came into a world that lies in the evil one; he was vulnerable to temptation on every side. He bore a nature that was susceptible to suffering and death. His was not the human nature of Adam before the fall; rather, God sent his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, that is, in flesh that was the same in form and appearance as sinful flesh (Rom. 8:3).
In virtue of this splendid doctrine of the communication of proper qualities, Reformed theology was able, better than any other, to maintain in addition to Christ’s deity also his true and genuine humanity. In this regard it renders excellent service.
But among the Reformed there was lingering disagreement over the question whether the incarnation as such, aside from the condition of sin in which it occurred, was already an act of humiliation. On the one hand, one could appeal to the idea that the distance between God and humankind is so enormous that the assumption of human nature as such is already humiliating. But on the other, one could advance that in that case Christ would even now, glorified at the Father’s right hand, be in a state of humiliation.217 The controversy can best be settled by saying that the incarnation as such, without any further qualification, always was and remains an act of condescending goodness but not, strictly speaking, a step in the state of humiliation. It became this as a result of the fact that it was an incarnation, the assumption of a weak human nature. There was no disagreement, after all, over the fact that Christ assumed a weak human nature, a nature that was subject to suffering and death, and that for the Son of God this was an act of humiliation. Scripture certainly establishes this point beyond the shadow of a doubt (Isa. 53:2–3; John 1:14; 17:5; 1 Cor. 2:8; 2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:7–8; etc.). However, the moment we try to add up the things that are included in that weak human nature, the question becomes more difficult. Jesus most certainly needed a great variety of things: food, drink, rest, sleep, and so on, but these needs also characterized Adam before the fall. Conversely, it is hard to think that in his human nature Jesus was of himself susceptible to illness and death. He himself, after all, had the power to lay down his life (John 10:17) and was not automatically—aside from his will—subject to death. From ancient times, therefore, opinions on this issue were divided.
There was disagreement even over Jesus’ external appearance. Some, like Origen, Chrysostom, Jerome, Ambrose, Augustine, and others, appealing to Psalm 45:2 [“You are the most handsome of men”], ascribed to him very good looks; others, such as Justin, Clement, Tertullian, and Basil, thought that he was physically without form or comeliness (Ps. 22:7; Isa. 53:2–3). Still others took an intermediate position or abstained from judgment.218 Similarly, with respect to Jesus’ susceptibility to suffering and death, the Aphthartodocetae and the Phthartolatrae took opposing positions.219 Now in this connection there was no doubt that the Son of God assumed a human nature that was susceptible to suffering and death. Otherwise his suffering and death would have been mere appearance, not real. Even Catholics and Lutherans have to acknowledge this. On the other hand, it is also true that Christ assumed this human nature altogether voluntarily and, abstractly speaking, always retained the right to lay this weak human nature down again or change it into a glorious nature that was above all suffering and death. To that degree, suffering and dying always remained a matter of his own free choice. He had and kept the power to take up or lay down his life. No one could cause him any sorrow or deprive him of his life unless he himself gave that person power to do this. He decided the hour and the power of darkness. But presupposing this will, we have to say that suffering and death for him were a natural given of the human nature he assumed. Hilary and others, however, frequently pictured the situation in reverse, seeing the unnatural in Christ’s sorrow and suffering, and the natural in Christ’s miracles.220
Although this can be construed in a positive sense, it does not take sufficient account of the fact that Jesus assumed a weak human nature and in that respect differed from Adam. But one may not infer from this that Christ was also susceptible to all kinds of illness, for though he did take upon himself the general consequences of sin—suffering and death—that now belong to human nature, he did not assume every particular illness, which is the consequence of special circumstances, a weak constitution, an irregular or imprudent lifestyle.221 Also, the human nature in Christ was much more highly developed than was Adam’s, for in the state of integrity there was simply no occasion for many emotions, such as anger, sadness, pity, compassion, and so on. But Christ did not just visit us with the inner movements of God’s mercy; rather, in his human nature he opened for us the abounding world of the mind and the heart that did not and could not yet exist in Adam.
[372] In addition, there was in Christ a human faculty of knowing, intellectual development, an increase in wisdom and knowledge. Arians and Apollinarians, according to whom the Logos occupies the place of the spirit (πνευμα) in Christ, could not accept the presence of human knowledge in Christ. Monophysites, too, had to reject this presence but could equally well teach a kind of omniscience in Christ (that is, when Christ’s human nature had been absorbed into the divine) as (in the opposite case) a kind of ignorance (Themistius, leader of the Agnoetae)222 with an appeal to texts such as Matthew 20:32; 21:19; Mark 5:9; 13:32; Luke 2:52; 8:30; John 11:34. Over against these parties, the church fathers tended increasingly to present the human knowledge of Christ as perfect from the first moment on and insusceptible to increase. From them this sentiment passed over into Scholastic, Catholic, as well as Lutheran Christology. In consequence, they came into conflict with the clear pronouncements of Scripture cited above and had to resort to a docetic explanation. The true ground for this doctrine, accordingly, is only the “fittingness” that requires that God in fact had to give the human nature, which was so closely united with him, this gift of knowledge.223 The Scripture passages to which they appeal (such as John 1:14; 2:24–25; 6:64; 13:3; Col. 2:3, 9) do not prove the contrary, inasmuch as they speak of the whole Christ, not specifically of his human nature, much less of the latter in its historical development.
The reaction of Reformed theologians was, first of all, that Christ’s infused and acquired knowledge was not immediately complete but gradually increased; and, second, that Christ on earth was a pilgrim, not a comprehensive knower, that he walked by faith and hope, not by sight, that he did not yet share the “beatific knowledge” (scientia beata) here on earth. Naturally faith for Christ was not, as it is for us, trust in the grace and mercy of God, for this feature is something faith only obtained as a result of the state of sin in which we find ourselves. By nature, faith for Adam and Christ was nothing other than the act of clinging to the word and promises of God, a holding on to the Invisible One. And that is what Jesus did as well (Matt. 27:46; Heb. 2:17–18; 3:2). In the case of Christ, that faith and that hope were not wavering and hesitant but firm and strong. They kept him, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, standing in the midst of temptation, enabling him, for the joy awaiting him as the reward for this labor, to endure the cross and to despise the shame (Heb. 12:2). Thus, there was an increase in wisdom and knowledge in Christ, as Scripture also clearly teaches, not only in Luke 2:40, 52 but in all situations in which Jesus asks about or investigates something (Mark 5:30; 6:38; 9:21; 11:13; etc.). The human consciousness in him, though having the same subject as the divine consciousness, only to a small degree knew that subject, that “I,” indeed knew it as a whole but not exhaustively. Just as behind our limited consciousness there also lies within us a world of being, so behind the human consciousness of Christ there lay the depths of God, which could only very gradually and to a limited degree shine through that human consciousness.224 From this, one may not infer, however, that in various domains Jesus could err. This, admittedly, is currently being taught in broad circles to escape Jesus’ authority in the matter of his view on demon possession, his eschatological predictions, and especially in relation to the Old Testament. But in so doing one violates the Christ himself. Granted, Jesus did not give instruction in any human science, nor did he come on earth for that purpose. He came to make known to us the Father and to carry out his work. But to that end he also needed to know that Father in his revelation and works and hence whether the Old Testament was, or was not, the Word of God. This was knowledge not of a purely scientific but of a religious nature, one that was of the greatest importance for the faith of the church. One who in this respect charges Jesus with error comes into conflict not only with his divine nature but also with his prophetic office and with all the testimonies in which he ascribes his teaching to the Father (John 7:16; 8:26, 28, 38; 12:49–50).225
In Christ, moreover, there is also moral development. Theodore of Mopsuestia, Nestorius, and all who take their point of departure in the human nature of Christ assume that through all kinds of struggle and temptation he perfected himself. Jesus was not positively holy. He did not bring with him the inability to sin (non posse peccare); on the contrary, they said, such an innate holiness is impossible and without ethical value. Instead, Jesus was a human being who brought with him the possibility of sinning, but by moral exertion and struggle actually kept himself free from all sins, developed himself ethically to the highest level, and made himself worthy of union with God.226
This conception is rooted, however, in a failure to take account of the deity of Christ. It proceeds from the mistaken idea that there is no virtue other than what is acquired by struggle, and at most achieves a factual, historical sinlessness, which is insufficient for Jesus as Mediator. Attempts to prove Jesus’ sinlessness solely on historical grounds,227 though not without value, are inadequate.228 Historical certainty, which is before long again made uncertain by others, is not enough for us. However much we appreciate that so many scholars, such as Daub, Marheineke, Rosenkranz, Vatke, Schleiermacher, Beyschlag, Hase, Schenkel, Lipsius, and others—from whom in terms of their first principles one would expect otherwise—still have a profound sense of Jesus’ moral perfection, yet faith that is not based on the witness of Scripture is unstable and therefore always burdened and threatened by an assortment of philosophical and historical objections. Scripture, however, prompts us to recognize in Christ, not just an empirical sinlessness, but a necessary sinlessness as well. He is the Son of God, the Logos, who was in the beginning with God and himself God. He is one with the Father and always carries out his Father’s will and work.229 For those who confess this of Christ, the possibility of him sinning and falling is unthinkable.230 For that reason Christian theology maintained, against Arians, Pelagians, and nominalists such as Duns Scotus, Biel, Durandus, Molina, and others that Christ could not sin. For in that case either God himself would have to be able to sin—which is blasphemy—or the union between the divine and the human nature is considered breakable and in fact denied.231
Still, this is not to cancel the essential distinction between the holiness of God and the holiness of Christ as a human being. With reference to this distinction, Jesus could say that no one is good, no one is goodness itself but God alone (Matt. 19:16–17; Mark 10:17–18; Luke 18:18–19).232 The goodness or holiness of Christ according to his human nature is not a divine and original goodness but one that has been given, infused, and for that reason it must also—in the way of struggle and temptation—reveal, maintain, and confirm itself. Infused goodness does not rule out acquired goodness. The latter presupposes the former; good fruit grows only on a good tree, but the soundness of the tree still has to be shown in the soundness of the fruit. Similarly, Christ had to manifest his innate holiness through temptation and struggle; this struggle is not made redundant or vain by virtue of the inability to sin (non posse peccare). For although real temptation could not come to Jesus from within but only from without, he nevertheless possessed a human nature, which dreaded suffering and death. Thus, throughout his life, he was tempted in all sorts of ways—by Satan, his enemies, and even by his disciples (Matt. 4:1–11; Mark 1:13; Luke 4:1–13; Matt. 12:29; Luke 11:22; Matt. 16:23; Mark 8:33).233 And in those temptations he was bound, fighting as he went, to remain faithful; the inability to sin (non posse peccare) was not a matter of coercion but ethical in nature and therefore had to be manifested in an ethical manner.
The same is true of Christ’s power. Although as the Son of God he was omnipotent, he was nevertheless limited as it concerns the power of his human nature. The Monophysites do not distinguish the two and permit the two natures, the two wills, and the distinct powers to dissolve into each other. But Scripture and the church made a distinction between the two and view the two natures as being united in such a way that in the one divine-human work each nature does the thing that belongs to it. And for that reason the performance of miracles, the forgiving of sins, the granting of eternal life, and all that belongs to the work of the mediator is attributable not only to his deity but also to his humanity. Christ as Son of Man, as Messiah, therefore, ascribes to himself this power to forgive and to come in judgment (Matt. 9:2–8; John 5:27). Upon his being touched, power comes forth from him (Luke 6:19). His flesh is the bread that gives life to the world (John 6:51). The Father has given all things into his hand (John 3:35; 13:3; 17:2). No one can snatch the sheep out of his hand or his Father’s hand (John 10:28–30). Like the Father, he answers prayer (John 14:13; cf. 16:23), sends the Spirit (John 15:26; cf. 14:26), and gives eternal life (John 10:28; 17:2). Still, all this does not rule out that his power, as human power, is susceptible to increase. He was born as a tiny child, weak and helpless; he needed food and drink; he was exhausted by travel and sat down by the well (John 4:6). Even in the performance of miracles, he was dependent on the faith of people (Matt. 13:58). In the garden he was strengthened by an angel (Luke 22:43). Only after the resurrection does he say that all power in heaven and on earth has been given him (Matt. 28:8; Mark 16:20; Luke 24:19). Then as Mediator he receives the glory he had beforehand with the Father as the Son (John 17:5) and causes his human nature to share in it. By his resurrection Christ—also as a human being—became Lord over the living and the dead, received a name that is above every name and power over all creatures (Matt. 28:18; Col. 2:3, 9; Phil. 2:9; Heb. 2:7–8).
WORSHIP OF THE CHRIST
[373] The confession concerning Christ has its practical application in the veneration extended to him, in the honor of adoration. For those who with Arius deny the deity of Christ, or with Nestorius separate it from his human nature, or with Socinus see in Jesus only a human being, all ground for the worship of the mediator vanishes. Still, in all sorts of ways, people try to maintain it. Nestorius stated that also the human Jesus as confessor and defender of the honor of God might be worshiped: “Though I separate the two natures, I bring them together in worship.”234 Socinus defended it by saying that Christ had been elevated to the status of Lord and had received all power and could therefore help us in distress. Many members of his faction, however, such as Davidis, Francken, and others, opposed the idea because God alone should be worshiped and the power of Christ was in any case limited. Socinus, accordingly, saw himself compelled to make a distinction between the worship of God as the primary cause of our salvation and that of Christ as the secondary cause.235 Also, the Remonstrants derived the ground for the worship of Christ from the fact that he was Mediator, King, and Lord and as such had received from the Father an “honor of adoration” that, though “true” and “divine,” was not supreme.236 Ritschl and his school’s defense of the worship of Christ materially agrees with that of Socinus: Christ, as a human in relation to God, though he may be honored, may not be worshiped; but Christ, viewed religiously, as a revelation of God, as the person in whom the church possesses God, should be worshiped, for in that case we do not worship him alongside God but worship God in him. This worship of Christ, moreover, though it is appropriate in public worship, does not belong in the private prayer of individuals. The latter is unhealthy, makes Christ a subject distinct from God, fosters sentimentalism, and leads to creature deification.237 Just as among the Socinians, so also among the followers of Ritschl, there are those who totally reject the worship of Christ. They call him an object of faith and an example to be followed but not an object of religious veneration.238 In that way both Socinianism and Ritschlianism culminate in Unitarianism, which robs Christ of all religious veneration. To the degree they still want to maintain a kind of worship of the human being named Christ, however, they are akin, and offer support to those who, though recognizing Christ’s deity, also derive from his human nature a ground for worship.
Among these, in the first place, are the Monophysites, against whom the fifth ecumenical council (ch. 9) decreed239 that the worship of Christ does not rest on a “commingling of the deity and the humanity” but must be directed toward God, the incarnate Logos with his flesh. But also Scholastic and Roman Catholic theologians gradually decided to offer religious worship to Christ’s human nature as such. The basis, in this connection, was the universal teaching of the church fathers that the person of Christ had to be honored, in the undivided unity of the two natures, as the Incarnate Word, as God and man in conjunction, with one and the same kind of worship. From this it was inferred that the human nature of Christ himself, by itself, could and must also be the object of divine worship (λατρεια); not, however, for its own sake, but on account of its hypostatic union with the Son of God. To this it was further added that, though the human nature is to be worshiped by itself and hence is a material object of adoration, it is nevertheless always a partial and not the total object; that is, those who worship it always worship along with it him who united himself with that human nature. In that manner it was considered permissible and possible to make not only the human nature of Christ as such but even a part of that nature, as, for example, the holy heart of Jesus, an object of worship. Such worship, after all, does not just concern the heart only but the whole Christ, who indwelled that heart with his love. And, finally, many theologians added that the human nature of Christ could be not only the object of worship (λατρεια) on the ground of its hypostatic union with the Logos but also, on the basis of the numerous and abundant gifts given to it, the object of veneration (δουλεια), and then further the object of high veneration (ὑπερδουλεια) according to the hierarchical rule: “Worship is diverse in proportion to the diversity of the excellence that is its formal object.”240 In virtue of their doctrine of the communication of the divine attributes to the human nature, the Lutherans also taught that the human nature of Christ is to be worshiped.241 And finally among the Herrnhuter, the human Christ almost completely took the place of God. He is not the mediator but the vicar of God and virtually the only object of religious worship.242
By contrast, entirely in keeping with their doctrine of Christ, the Reformed said that the Mediator was indeed the proper object of worship but that the ground for that worship lay solely in his divine nature. Yet among them there was still some disagreement. All were agreed that Christ had to be worshiped and venerated also as Mediator, but some believed that the ground for that worship lay solely in the deity of Christ,243 whereas others judged that the formal object was not only Christ’s deity but also his mediatorship.244 Now, Scripture leaves no doubt about whether Christ, as he may be the object of our faith and trust (John 14:1; 17:3; Rom. 14:9; 2 Cor. 5:15; Eph. 3:12; 5:23; Col. 1:27; 1 Tim. 1:1; etc.), so he may also be the object of our religious veneration and worship (John 5:23; 14:13; Acts 7:59; 9:13; 22:16; Rom. 10:12–13; 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 12:8; Phil. 2:9–11; Heb. 1:6; Rev. 5:12; 12[:10–11]; 22:17, 20).245 Still, the ground for the worship of Christ can, according to the Scriptures, be derived only from his deity. The word of Scripture is firm: “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” That is the word that in principle condemns all pagan and Roman Catholic creature deification. If the royal power of Christ or his mediatorship is also advanced as ground for religious worship, then this divine command is weakened and violated. As mediator, king, priest, and prophet, Christ is not absolutely supreme but subordinated to God. In that capacity he has another glory and power than what he has as the Son with the Father and the Spirit. In that capacity he is not the efficient cause of our salvation, which God alone is, but the instrumental cause. If, then, the ground for worshiping the Mediator consists, aside from his deity, also in his mediatorship, then that ground also in fact lies in his human nature, for as the mediator Christ cannot be conceived without it. Then the Father and the Spirit, who are not mediators, have one ground less for being worshiped than the Son, and so the Son achieves a position higher than the Father and the Holy Spirit.
Then there are two grounds for adoration: one derived from the deity [of Christ], the other from something else, something creaturely; in principle the Catholic distinction between worship (λατρεια) and veneration (δουλεια) has been introduced, and creature deification has been legitimated. Christ, accordingly, is most certainly to be worshiped as our mediator, just as God is also venerated and invoked as Creator and so on, but the ground for it lies solely in his deity. He is not God because he is the mediator, but he is the mediator because he is God, with the Father and the Spirit the one and only God, to be praised over all forever. The dignity and the works of the mediator can and may be motives for worship and adoration, just as all sorts of benefits prompt us to worship God. They may also be called “grounds” for worship insofar as the divine being works and reveals himself in them. But the foundation of worship is the [mediator’s] being God alone.
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PART III
THE WORK OF CHRIST
7
CHRIST’S HUMILIATION
The universal sense of sin and misery among the peoples of the world is accompanied by the felt need and hope for redemption and reconciliation. Culture, satisfying many needs, creates others and is inadequate for quenching the thirst for eternity, for redemption. This longing can only be met by religion, the basis of all culture. People take various roads toward redemption, but the virtual universality of sacrifice requires explanation. The Vedic religion, for example, speaks of sacrifice as the navel of the world.
There is no one single explanation of sacrifice. Likely, a notion of sacrifice as a gift of communion to God existed before the fall; sin changed its character and linked sacrifice to reconciliation and expiation. A special class of priests to offer sacrifices and serve as mediators also gradually arose in all religions. Israel’s priests instructed the people in God’s law, performed the sacrifices, and blessed Israel on Yahweh’s behalf. The key to Old Testament sacrifice is atonement, covering for sin by means of shed blood. These were, however, incomplete, needed to be endlessly repeated, and anticipated the coming Suffering Servant, who would make himself an offering for the sins of the people.
According to the New Testament, Christ fulfills the Old Testament law and prophets with its sacrificial system. He is the true covenant sacrifice, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. By his sacrifice he acquired his own exaltation and, for his own, the blessings of salvation, notably the forgiveness and removal of our sins, peace with God.
The history of the doctrine of Christ’s work lacks the sharp controversy and clear-cut formulation that characterizes the trinitarian and christological dogmas. The rich diversity of Scripture’s teaching yields an array of views, all of which contain a core of truth. Christ is prophet, priest, and king; his death is ransom, sacrifice, satisfaction, payment, healing, reconciliation. Nonetheless, some views, such as those that consider Christ’s work as primarily exemplary or as a mystical reality in believers, are inadequate and to be rejected. Others include Stancarus’s teaching that Christ is our mediator only in his human nature and Johannes Piscator’s denial of Christ’s actual obedience.
The most serious challenge came from the rationalist Socinians, who denied the doctrine of satisfaction as well as that of the Trinity and the deity of Christ. In their view satisfaction is unbiblical, unnecessary, and impossible—an innocent cannot die for the guilty. Though orthodox theologians raised serious objections against them, the Socinians greatly influenced modern theology. For Schleiermacher, a mystical reconciliation is effected by Christ in us, while Ritschl made of Christ the perfect man who brings the moral kingdom of God to humanity. Where dissatisfaction with modern theology arose, notably in the English-speaking world, and the atonement was reemphasized, the vicarious substitutionary understanding of Christ’s death was still rejected.
In the biblical view, Jesus is the Christ, the anointed mediator who fulfills the office of prophet, priest, and king. He is the perfect mediator between God and man because he is himself true God and true man. All who are in communion with Christ are named “Christian” and anointed to be prophets, priests, and kings in him. Even within this framework, Reformation theologians debated questions such as whether Christ was the mediator in both natures or only in his human nature (Stancarus). Others rejected the distinction between the three offices or acknowledged only one at the expense of the others. For example, rationalists acknowledge only Christ’s prophetic office; mystics only his priestly; millennialists only his royal office.
In the entirety of Christ’s person and work, this Christ is a revelation of God’s love. This means, on the one hand, that it is a mistake to regard Christ’s work solely as a revelation of God’s punitive justice. This would turn God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ into a pagan deity whose wrath must be averted by sacrifice. Yet Christ’s death is also an act of God’s justice. Was Christ’s death thus necessary? Was it arbitrary (Duns Scotus)? The incarnation as well as the satisfaction of Christ’s death are not necessary in any absolute sense; they are not a necessity imposed on God from without or from which he cannot except, but they are necessary as actions that are in agreement with his attributes and display them most splendidly to his glory.
A long-standing position in broader Christian circles sets justice and love, gospel and law, Old Testament and New Testament, over against each other. God, in this view, is only a loving Father, never a judge who punishes sin. The Christian religion has nothing to do with law and satisfaction or justice; it is a spiritual-moral program of salvation. Only the state is the sphere of law and punishment, and this is separated entirely from the gospel of grace. This Marcionite juxtaposition of opposites has always been rejected by Christianity. If sin does not deserve punishment, there is no grace either. In fact, there is no need for forgiveness at all. God wills that we love him and his law, even apart from sin, as the norm for our lives.
It is Christ whose active work of complete obedience accomplished his own exaltation and the salvation of his own. His entire life and work, from his conception to his death, was substitutionary in nature. In its entirety, Christ’s life was an act of self-denial, an offering presented to the Father as head of the new humanity. The redemption he obtained for us is also complete redemption of the whole person, body and soul. The whole renewal of all things is the fruit of his obedience though we now experience it only in part, particularly as deliverance from sin’s guilt and power.
Modern theology also misjudges or denies Christ’s passive obedience by repudiating all notions of satisfying God’s righteousness and seeing his life merely as an exemplary instance of holy, moral obedience. Others, such as Hegel, see the incarnation and God becoming human so that humans might become divine as the real redemptive act. Schleiermacher stressed the perfect God-consciousness of Christ and his holy life as the means by which we too achieve communion with God. Still others reduce the death of Christ to an exemplary instance of solidarity with all humanity.
This variety of views on Christ’s death is sometimes justified by the claim that Scripture itself has no one definitive understanding and thus legitimates different theories of the atonement. It is better to acknowledge that while there is indeed a rich variety of images in the New Testament to explain Christ’s death and no one single formula suffices, there is a consistent explanation. Christ Jesus was sent by the Father, entered our existence, took on himself the guilt of our sins, gave his life as the Lamb of God for the sins of the world, as a ransom, and having completed his priestly work continues to intercede for us. The many diverse theories are thus not untrue as such; only when they become exclusive and particularly when they are used to deny the propitiatory character of Christ’s death are they incomplete and in error.
It is in this connection that some theologians refuse to speak about an “office” for Christ and speak only of a “vocation” or calling. There is a vast difference between these terms. The latter does not acknowledge the divinely appointed character of Christ’s mission and reduces him to a mere human person of great gift or genius who senses a duty to God and humanity. He does not then have a special revelation and unique mission from God himself. This view, however, does not adequately explain the death of Christ or do justice to the biblical givens concerning our Lord’s own consciousness of his office. According to the Apostle Peter at Pentecost, Jesus was handed over to those who killed him “by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23). Jesus’ death was not an accident; it had to happen. At the same time, seeing the death of Christ as satisfaction for sin, as divine punishment, does not mean that there is a rift in the Godhead between an angry Father and the loving Son he punishes. Through Christ’s death, expiation of sins, righteousness, and eternal life are secured for believers. God’s grace does not nullify the satisfaction and merit of Christ but is the ultimate ground for that merit. It is the love of God that sent the Son into the world (John 3:16), and on the cross Jesus remained the beloved Son. Mystical and moral theories of the atonement, though they contain elements of scriptural truth, cannot stand detached from this foundation.
The full scriptural teaching concerning the connection between Christ’s death and our salvation comes into its own only when his full and complete obedience is viewed as vicarious satisfaction. Christ came not only to bear our punishment but also to obtain for us the righteousness and life Adam had to secure by his obedience. Christ’s obedience returns us not to the beginning but to the end of the road Adam had to walk. Christ’s active and passive obedience stand side by side. His activity was suffering and his suffering an act. It was not only a satisfaction but a vicarious satisfaction.
Serious objections have been raised against the doctrine of vicarious substitution. This substitution must not be understood in a pantheistic-physical or mystical sense; it bears a legal character. The understanding of Christ’s paying for human sin must never be taken in a purely quantitative sense; the sin for which Christ atones is not something that can be weighed and measured. Vicariousness concerns Christ as our representative; his obedience and death are in our place. The moral objection that one cannot suffer and die for another is contradicted by the human reality of loving sympathy and “suffering with.” All human analogies, however, pale in significance before the great love of Christ for us in his obedience and death. Christ took on himself the unimaginable burden of all human sin and guilt under God’s punishment.
In order to link the teaching about Christ’s human and divine nature with his humiliation, theologians began to speak of the two states—humiliation and exaltation. These must always be seen together; Christ’s whole life was in the service of his office as mediator. The life of Jesus, beginning with the incarnation, begins his suffering, which culminates on the cross. The creedal statements about his burial and descent into hell have elicited much discussion. Does this refer to a stay in the abode of the dead? This idea surfaced rather early in the Christian church as a comfort to believers concerning those who had already died, including Old Testament saints. However, since the biblical passages adduced as warrant for this view are not very convincing, Reformation theologians, even when they disagreed with Rome, also disagreed among themselves. It is best understood as referring to the state of death in which Christ existed between his dying and rising again to bear the punishment of sin to the end and to redeem us from it. “Christ descended into hell so that we would not have to go there.”
RELIGION, CULTURE, AND REDEMPTION
[374] Among all peoples of the world, we encounter a sense of sin and misery, and all feel the need and a hope for redemption. Optimism is powerless to override the first fact and to completely reconcile human beings to themselves and the world. Pessimism, however, never succeeds in undoing the second fact and in eradicating hope for the future from the human heart. We saw earlier, moreover, that expectation of a coming redemption is bound up in many religions with a coming person and specifically built on the appearance of a king.1 Here we may add that the idea of redemption is almost always coupled with that of reconciliation.2 Redemption, we must say, is primarily a religious concept and, accordingly, occurs in all religions. Granted, human beings have at their disposal many means to maintain themselves in the struggle of existence and to protect themselves against the forces of violence. They are not alone but live in communities. They can combine forces with others and seek strength in union. They have brains to think with, hands to work with, and can by labor and struggle conquer, establish, and expand a place for themselves in the world. It is noteworthy, however, that all theses aids and supports are not enough for them. However much people may have achieved culturally, they are never satisfied with it and do not attain the redemption for which they are thirsting. For while all culture satisfies needs, it also creates and arouses needs. While, on the one hand, culture prompts them to take pride in the great progress they have made, on the other, it gives them a progressively clearer sense of the long road they still have to travel. To the degree people subdue the world under their feet, to that degree they feel more and more dependent on those heavenly forces against which, with their limited power and puny means, they avail nothing. To the extent they solve problems, to that extent they see the riddles of the world and of life multiply and increase in complexity. As they dream of progress and civilization, they at the same time see opening up before them the instability and futility of the existing world. Culture has great, even incalculable, advantages but also brings with it its own peculiar drawbacks and dangers. “The more abundantly the benefits of civilization come streaming our way, the emptier our life becomes.”3
This is why, in addition to culture, there has always been religion. Rather, religion preceded culture, and culture everywhere came to birth and maturity under the influence of religion. If the ills of humanity were caused by culture, they could certainly be cured in no way other than by culture.4 But the ills we have in mind are native to the human heart, which always remains the same, and culture only brings them out. With all its wealth and power, it only shows that the human heart, in which God has put eternity [Eccles. 3:11], is so huge that all the world is too small to satisfy it. Human beings are in search of another and better redemption than culture can give them. They are looking for lasting happiness, an enduring eternal good. They are thirsting for a redemption that saves them physically as well as spiritually, for time but also for eternity. And this only religion, and nothing else, can give them. God alone can give it to them, not science or art, civilization or culture. For that reason redemption is a religious concept, is found in all religions, and is almost always coupled with the idea of reconciliation. For the redemption that humans seek and need is one in which they are lifted up above the whole world into communion with God.
To the degree that the evil from which human beings want to be redeemed and the deity with whose help they hope to obtain redemption are construed differently, they naturally also take another road to redemption. If they take physical evil (diseases, disasters, and so on) to be the greatest evil and equate the deity with the power of nature, they will have recourse—not only among crude and uncivilized peoples but also in the centers of culture and among the most civilized classes—to the practices of theurgy and magic. If the deity is equated with the unity of the All and evil is found above all in finiteness and particularity, there arises in religion the mystical trend that seeks to deliver humans from their finiteness by asceticism and to bring them to communion with the deity by ecstasy (meditation, contemplation). And if the deity is conceived as distant from the world, and nature and the moral order are viewed as independent, humans seek their redemption in a way that involves imitating nature or keeping the commandments. Polytheism (in its different forms: animism, spiritism, polydaemonism, pluralism, and so on), pantheism, and Deism, each in its way, give to the idea of redemption a peculiar modification of their own.
There is one phenomenon in religions, however, that, in respect to redemption, particularly deserves our attention, and that is sacrifice. If one does not want—in a confusing way—to expand its meaning to every act in which a person devotes something of his or her person, services, or possessions to the deity, one should understand by sacrifice the religious act in which a person offers a material gift to the deity and destroys it in the service of that deity in order to secure that deity’s favor. Almost all the names customarily used for it point to the voluntary gift that in sacrifice is offered to the deity or to the destruction that takes place with it (מִנְחָה, עֹלָה, זֶבַח, אִשֶּׁה; δωρον, ἱερειον, προσφορα, θυσια, τελετη; oblatio, sacrificium) but shed little light on the origin and nature of sacrifices.
SACRIFICE
For that reason a wide range of hypotheses have been framed to somewhat explain them. In earlier times scholars especially stressed the destructive element in sacrifice and hence attributed to all sacrifices a conciliatory character (the expiatory theory),5 or regarded the sacrifice as a gift that people offer to the deity in token of their reverence and submission, self-denial and devotion (the symbolic theory).6 These two theories proceed tacitly from the assumption that human beings from the beginning had some knowledge of God and were prompted, either by a sense of guilt or by feelings of gratitude, to bring sacrifices. But the theory of evolution does not give us liberty to equip the first humans with such knowledge and has therefore given rise to the formulation of a very different set of hypotheses. Some scholars explain sacrifice in terms of the disposition of people to propitiate a leader, a ruler, and hence also the deity by some gift or other and thus to secure their assistance (the do-ut-des, the “I give that you may give” theory).7 In addition many also believe that originally humans thought the gods to be totally like themselves and therefore in their sacrifices offered them especially foodstuffs (the food theory).8 Others favored the mystical or sacramental theory, thinking that the essence of a sacrifice does not consist in a gift but in the exercise of communion with the gods, with whom one sits down at the same table and partakes of the same food and drink.9 This last theory is then developed still further by relating it to the primitive belief—present among many peoples—that eating the meat (kidneys, fat, and so on) and drinking the blood of an animal or, in the case of cannibalism, of another person is the means by which one appropriated the psychic, intellectual, or moral properties of that other being. Since in the case of many tribes there was also the practice of totemism, that is, the veneration of animals as sacred beings who participated in the divine nature, people gradually came to believe that eating the flesh and drinking the blood of an animal (or a human) was a means of fortifying oneself with the divine powers present in the animal and simultaneously, by offering the best parts of the sacrifice to the gods and letting them take part in the meal, to placate them and win their favor. “The person who believes that by eating the flesh of other humans or of animals he can gain their powers seeks in the sacrifice to propitiate the demons or gods or to win favors from them by letting them share in the enjoyment of the sacrifice. Accordingly, a bloody sacrifice originally always combined both sides: the offering of a sacrificial animal or a sacrificed human as food for the god and the enjoyment of the sacrificial meat on the part of the sacrificer.”10 After the idea of a propitiatory sacrifice had emerged in this fashion, it in turn retroactively affected the character of the sacrifices: it became the reason why people gradually began to prefer a bloody sacrifice, why the blood became increasingly important in connection with the sacrifices, why in many special cases animal sacrifice began to replace human sacrifice.11
About the origin, nature, and purpose of sacrifices, therefore, opinions vary widely. One scholar considers the bloody, another the unbloody sacrifices the most ancient. According to some, the sacrifices were originally completely consumed by fire; according to others, only in part. In the opinion of one group, sacrifices originated from the sacrificial meals; in the opinion of others, the reverse is true. Some consider the substitutionary character as integral to the sacrifice, but others believe it is a later addition. In light of this state of affairs, it is not hard to understand that Lagrange refrains from making a firm choice12 and that Tiele makes the comment that in the study of this subject one must not proceed from one specific category of sacrifice, for there have always and everywhere been widely different sacrifices existing side by side.13 This comment is undoubtedly correct: human beings sacrifice a variety of objects (grains, fruits, animals, humans, and so on), are guided by a variety of motives (reverence, gratitude, feelings of guilt, fear, and so on), and in each case seek to reach different goals (propitiating the wrath of the deity, the aversion of some evil, the acquisition of some specific favor). Just as this is true in the case of religion, so in respect to sacrifices it will be extremely hard to find a theory that embraces them all and explains them all in terms of a single principle. But however this may be, remarkable in any case is the universal, profound, and powerful urge that at all times and places drives people to offer sacrifices. That urge arises from the ineradicable sense that human beings are related in some fashion to an invisible divine power, whether reconciled or unreconciled, and that by their sacrifice they can exert some influence on the deity. Sacrifice is so central and prominent in worship that the Vedic religion can speak of it as the navel of the world.14
Scripture, accordingly, tells us that sacrifice existed from the earliest history of humanity. Before the fall it makes no mention of it. Yet there is nothing absurd in the notion that then too sacrifice in a broad sense, like prayer, belonged to the elements of worship. Sacrifice in a broad sense, as Augustine describes it, is “every work that unites us in a holy communion with God.”15 As such it also befits humans in the state of integrity. They were created, after all, after God’s image in true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness. Adam was prophet, priest, and king, and as such was called to glorify God’s name, to consecrate himself with all he had to God, and to govern and direct all things in accordance with the will of God. In the Sabbath he was given a special day for the service of God and to that end needed certain forms of worship. There is nothing strange in the idea that, in addition to prayer, sacrifice also belonged to it. Granted, humans cannot really give anything to God, for the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof (Ps. 24:1). Yet God gave the earth to humanity and appointed it to be its ruler. And, therefore, in a symbolic sense, humans can offer something to God in token of reverence and dependence. If sacrifice originally belonged to the religion of humanity—religion that cannot in essence be different before and after the fall—then it is also easy to explain why soon after the fall there is mention of Cain’s and Abel’s sacrifices without any reference to God expressly instituting sacrificial worship.
Protestants and Catholics used to debate the question whether sacrifice was rooted in a divine command or in an inward religious impulse of humans.16 But if sacrifice already existed before the fall, that settles the argument. Sin admittedly introduced a great change in sacrifice, not only in the sense that expiatory sacrifice was mechanically added to the existing sacrifice but especially in the sense that the nature of sacrifice itself was changed. Fallen humans experience fear before God and hide themselves before his face. They live much more under the impression of his wrath than of the sense of having his goodness. Not reverence and gratitude alone but especially fear and dread impel them to bring sacrifices as they also impel them to pray. The idea of redemption is therefore wedded to that of reconciliation, and the two are so closely coupled to each other that we cannot draw a sharp distinction between ordinary and expiatory sacrifices. In all sacrifices there is a certain acknowledged expiatory power.17 To the degree that a sense of guilt and misery increases, the actual expiatory sacrifice increasingly becomes the center of the liturgy. And it is true that sacrifices are then frequently followed by sacrificial meals at which humans are, as it were, the guests of the deity, sit down with the deity at the same table, and are full of delight;18 but those sacrificial meals are always based on the preceding sacrifices. As further development occurred, the expiatory sacrifices tended increasingly to make use of animal sacrifice. Animals were the most precious things humans could give of their possessions, for the blood was the seat of the soul. Pursued by fear and desiring to obtain the favor and peace of the deity, they even resorted to offering up human lives.19 This gruesome error was further strengthened by the physiological idea that eating the flesh and drinking the blood of the one sacrificed imparted the latter’s physical and mental power to the person who partook of it. And this, on the one hand, again led to the idea of the sacrifice as a meal for the anthropomorphically conceived gods and, on the other, to anthropophagy, which has its origin not in the animal nature of humanity but in degenerate religion.20
Finally, in all religions, there gradually arose a special class of priests. Holy persons who effect and maintain communion with God for others occur among all peoples and tribes; magicians and fortune-tellers are found everywhere. Especially kings, prophets, and priests act as such mediators in religion as well. The word “priest” comes from “presbyter” (elder) and originally, therefore, had no hieratic meaning at all. The names in other languages (such as כֹּהֵן, ἱερευς, sacerdos) describe the priests as persons who stand before God, are active in his service, and are specifically charged to perform the sacrifices. Though such a priesthood occurs in almost all religions,21 its origin is unknown to us. In the earliest times, according to Scripture, there was not yet a special class of priests. Abel, Cain, Noah, and the patriarchs still bring their sacrifices themselves (Gen. 4:3–4; 8:20; 12:7; etc.). It is only as the sense of sin among peoples grows stronger and the consciousness of separation from God deepens that everywhere the idea of a mediatorship arises. Human beings, who themselves lost the image of God and could no longer act as prophets, priests, and kings, felt a need for special persons, who, invested with these offices, could take their place, plead God’s cause with them and their cause with God. In that way, all human priesthood and sacrifice points—directly in Israel, indirectly also among other peoples—to the one perfect sacrifice that was brought in the fullness of time by Christ, the mediator between God and humankind, on Golgotha.22
[375] The change that sin introduced in sacrifice only gradually manifested itself. First, the offering was simply called מִנְחָה, “gift” (Gen. 4:3); and the offerings were made by the offerers themselves. But from very early times there nevertheless were already different sacrifices: covenant sacrifices (Gen. 15:9), burnt offerings (22:13), libations (28:18), peace offerings (31:54). The offerings consisted of the fruits of the soil (4:3), sheep (4:4), cattle and birds (8:20; 15:9), but human sacrifices were prohibited (22:12). When the sacrificial cult and the priesthood had already become developed among other peoples, they were regulated for Israel as well. Like the prophetic and kingly, so also the priestly office was based, according to the law, on election by Yahweh (Num. 16:7; Heb. 5:4). The task assigned to the priests was a dual one: it was to instruct the people of Israel, in part by the Urim and Thummim, concerning the rights and the laws of the Lord (Exod. 28:30; Deut. 17:9; 33:8–10; Jer. 18:8; Ezek. 7:26; 44:23–24; Hag. 2:12; Mal. 2:7), further to approach Yahweh with the sacrifices of the people (Lev. 21:8; Num. 16:5; etc.) and then to bless the people on Yahweh’s behalf (Lev. 9:23; Num. 6:23).
The offerings Israel had to bring were of different kinds. The paschal offering (Exod. 12) occupies a place of its own, is simultaneously a peace offering and a burnt offering, a sacrifice and a sacrament. The covenant offering (Exod. 24:3–11) served, as in the case of Abraham (Gen. 15:9; Jer. 34:18ff.), to confirm the covenant; it therefore consisted of burnt offerings of bulls, whose blood was sprinkled, in part on the altar and in part on the people, as a covering of sin and for sanctification by Moses as mediator of the covenant, and was concluded with thank offerings. The burnt offering and thank offering (Lev. 1; 3) served to maintain covenant-based communion with God. The sin and guilt offering (Lev. 4–6) presupposed that communion with God had been disturbed by a sin of weakness [committed unwittingly] and, by the sprinkling of the blood of the slain animal, offered a cover for sin and restoration of communion with God. Atonement occurred when by the laying on of hands, the offerer transferred his sin to the animal. Admittedly, this is often denied, but wrongly so: in Scripture the laying on of hands always implies some kind of transmission: of a blessing (Gen. 48:13; Matt. 19:13), of a curse (Lev. 24:14), of an office (Num. 27:18; Deut. 34:9), of the Holy Spirit (Acts 8:17), and so on, and similarly in the case of bloody sacrifices as well as burnt and thank offerings (Lev. 1:4; 3:2) for sin that has been acknowledged and confessed (Lev. 4:4, 15; 16:21; 2 Chron. 29:23). The sacrifice itself was called חטאת [sin offering] or אשׁם [guilt offering]. Consequently, the sacrificial animal was now worthy of death. But since the sacrifice was not only a way of undergoing the punishment for the offerer, but above all a way to make atonement for his sin, the killing of the animal was always called a slaying. The idea was not a death for the sake of death but to obtain by it the blood that had to effect atonement. God had intentionally given the blood of the animal on the altar to bring about atonement and this because the blood is the bearer of the soul, the carrier of a life that had again been made free from sin after and by the slaying (Lev. 17:11). Now when this blood on the altar or on the mercy seat came into God’s presence, the offerer or his sin was thereby covered before the holy face of God; or rather, it was God himself (Deut. 21:8; Jer. 18:23; Mic. 7:19) and the priest as his deputy (Lev. 5:13; 10:17; 15:15) who by the sacrifice—conceived as a ransom (כֹּפֶר, λυτρον)—covered the persons of the offerers from their sins or even covered those sins themselves before his face (כִפֵּר with the preposition על or בעד).23
It needs to be said, however, that the sacrifices for atonement absolutely atone not for all but only for a few specific unintentional sins. The penalty for sins committed “high handedly” (sins of defiance) was death (Num. 15:30). Even though the sins of aberration were taken very broadly (Lev. 5; 6), the atonement effected by the sacrifices for atonement remained highly restricted. For that matter, the covenant of grace that God made with Israel was not based on the sacrifices for atonement but preceded them and had its basis exclusively in the promise: “I am the Lord your God.” The sin and guilt offerings served only to atone for inadvertent violations that did not entail a breach of the covenant, and to restore the communion with God, which had been disturbed by them. This is also evident from the fact that they were enacted for cases of Levitical impurity but not of subjective guilt (Lev. 5:2; 12:6–7; 15:14). Countless sins remained, therefore, for which the law did not indicate any atonement by sacrifices: not only a few sins committed “high handedly” (sins of defiance), which were punished with death, but also a wide range of spiritual and carnal sins, sins by thoughts and words, sins of pride and self-seeking. For all these sins, no prescribed sacrifices existed.
Admittedly, certainly not only sin and guilt offerings but also burnt and thank offerings bore an atoning character (Lev. 1:3–4; 9:7), and on the great Day of Atonement all the sins of the people were atoned for (Lev. 16:16; 23:26–32; Num. 29:7–11). It remains remarkable, nonetheless, that in that connection no mention is made of all the above sins and that the real sin and guilt offering made provision only in certain cases. On special occasions when the people had sinned grievously and broken the covenant, atonement was obtained by extraordinary means: by Moses’ intercession (Exod. 32:30–35; Num. 14; Ps. 106:23) or by extraordinary sacrifices (Num. 16:45–50; 2 Sam. 24:25; 2 Chron. 29:8–11). This was something the pious in Israel knew; they knew that sacrifice for atonement opened a way of atonement in only a very few cases; and for that reason they repeatedly reached behind those sacrifices and appealed to the mercy of God. And that, too, is what the Old Testament sacrificial cult was designed to teach Israel. The few sacrifices prescribed in the law did not cover the whole of life; they did not bring about true atonement; they served only to arouse a sense of sin and were types that pointed to another and better sacrifice. The sacrificial cult of the Old Testament was incomplete. The priests themselves were sinners. The blood of bulls and goats could not take away sins. The sacrifices had to be endlessly repeated. Everything indicated that the ceremonial dispensation of the Old Testament merely had passing, symbolic, and typological significance. And therefore, according to prophecy, there is on its way another covenant, a covenant that will be not broken but kept by everyone (Jer. 31:31); another prophet, who will be anointed in extraordinary measure with the Spirit of God and bring good news to Israel and to the Gentiles (Deut. 18:15; Isa. 11:2; Mal. 4:5). There will come another priest who will not be appointed in the manner of Aaron but according to the order of Melchizedek and therefore unite in himself both priestly and royal dignity and bear the two forever (Ps. 110; Jer. 30:21; Zech. 6:13); another king who will come out of the house of David and be a ruler in Israel (Mic. 5:1–2). And in that way another and better sacrifice will come as well. Animal sacrifices are not the true sacrifices (Pss. 40:6; 50:8; 51:17; Amos 4:4; 5:21; Hosea 6:6; 8:11; Isa. 1:11; Jer. 6:20; 7:21; etc.).24 The true sacrifices to God are obedience (1 Sam. 15:22), mercy (Hosea 6:6), a broken spirit (Ps. 51:19), listening to the voice of God (Jer. 7:23). And that sacrifice will be brought by the Servant of the Lord who will take Israel’s place, do its work, be a covenant to the people and a light to the Gentiles (Isa. 42:6; 49:6), and make himself an offering for the sins of his people (Isa. 53:10).
In the Old Testament this promise of the Suffering Servant and that of the anointed king still in part run parallel. Both promises are rooted in the firmness of God’s covenant. Despite Israel’s unfaithfulness and apostasy, God cannot forget his covenant. He cannot forget it for his name’s sake. It is an everlasting covenant that cannot be shaken. Israel, therefore, however fallen into misery on account of its sin, still again gets a king out of David’s house. That king will be of humble birth (Isa. 11:1–2; Micah 5:1–2; Ezek. 17:22). He will not only be a king but also a priest (Jer. 30:21; Zech. 3:1; 6:13; Ps. 110) and execute righteousness for his people (Jer. 23:6), make the sacrifices superfluous (Isa. 60:21; Jer. 24:7; 31:34; Ezek. 36:25, 27), and make all of them priests (Isa. 61:6). Parallel to this runs the other promise, namely, that this righteousness will only be obtained in the way of suffering. The sacrificial cult symbolized the necessity of the sacrifice of atonement. In so many examples, in Moses, David, Job, the prophets, and in the small group of the faithful who did not bow their knees before Baal, history has shown that the best suffer most, that they who represent God’s cause and are to that extent righteous must pass through suffering to glory. In the exile and thereafter as a religious community, Israel became the servant of the Lord who in distress and misery, and oppressed on every side, would still be redeemed by the Holy One of Israel (Isa. 41:8f.).
Yet Israel is not the true servant of the Lord either. Israel itself needs redemption (Isa. 41:14; 42:19f.) Where in the past or present could the prophet find a collective or individual person, a prophet, a martyr, who was so marvelously equipped by Yahweh, who remained so unfalteringly faithful, who in proclaiming the truth to the Gentiles experienced the most severe suffering and the most disgraceful death? Modern exegesis exerts itself in vain when in the few pious persons in Israel, in the prophets, in Jeremiah, Zerubbabel, Jehoiachin, or some other sufferer, it tries to find the model for Isaiah’s portrait of the servant of the Lord and itself offers the proof for this when it ascribes the Ebed-Yahweh songs to different authors or explains the figure of the servant of the Lord in terms of Oriental ideas. The truth is, the servant of the Lord receives a message particularly for the Gentiles, while Israel itself with all its pious people and prophets ranges itself in Isaiah 53 against the servant of the Lord, acknowledges that it despised him on account of his suffering, and confesses that he was wounded especially for their transgressions and bruised for their iniquities. Although it is not expressly stated, the servant of the Lord cannot be any other than the Messiah, who, remember, will also be a priest and execute righteousness for his people.25 It is doubtful, however, whether Jewish theology before Jesus’ coming saw these two lines in prophecy as coincident and thus expected a suffering Messiah.26 Though in some circles this was certainly the case, the expectation of a suffering Messiah was not the content of popular belief. Jesus’ disciples show themselves to be completely unreceptive to it (Matt. 16:22; Luke 18:34; 24:21; John 12:34).
THE SACRIFICE OF CHRIST
[376] According to the New Testament, all these different testimonies of the law and the prophets culminate in Christ. The whole Old Testament is basically fulfilled in him. In him all the promises of God are yes and amen (Rom. 15:8; 2 Cor. 1:20). He is the true Messiah, the king of David’s house (Matt. 2:2; 21:5; 27:11, 37; Luke 1:32; etc.); the prophet who proclaims good news to the poor (Luke 4:17f.); the priest who, according to the Letter to the Hebrews, in his person, office, appointment, sacrifice, and sanctuary far exceeds the priesthood of the Old Testament. He is the Servant of the Lord who as a slave (δουλος, Phil. 2:7–8) came to serve (Mark 10:45), submitted to the law (Gal. 4:4), fulfilled all righteousness (Matt. 3:15), and was obedient to the death on the cross (Rom. 5:19; Phil. 2:8; Heb. 5:8). As such Jesus made a distinction between the kingdom of God as it was now being founded by him in a spiritual sense and as it would one day be revealed in glory; between his first and his second coming, events that in Old Testament prophecy still coincided; between his work in the state of humiliation and that in the state of exaltation. The Christ had to enter glory through suffering (Luke 24:26).
The work that Christ now accomplishes in the state of humiliation is described in the New Testament from many different angles. It is a work that the Father gave him to do (John 4:34; 5:36; 17:4); generally speaking, it consisted in doing God’s will (Matt. 26:42; John 4:34; 5:30; 6:38) and specifically included the “exegesis” of God (John 1:18), the revelation and glorification of his name (17:4, 6, 26), the communication of God’s words (17:8, 14), and so on. Christ is a prophet, mighty in words and deeds (Luke 24:19); he is not a new legislator but interprets the law (Matt. 5–7; 22:40; Luke 9:23; 10:28; John 13:34; 1 John 2:7–8), proclaims the gospel (Matt. 12:16–21; Luke 4:17–21), and in both preaches himself as the fulfiller of the former and the content of the latter. He is the law and the gospel in his own person. He is not a prophet only by the words he speaks but primarily by what he is. He is the Logos (John 1:1), full of grace and truth (John 1:17–18), anointed without measure with the Spirit (John 3:34), the revelation of the Father (John 14:9; Col. 2:9). The source of his message is himself, not inspiration but incarnation. God did not even speak with him as he did with Moses, face to face, but was in him and spoke through him (Heb. 1:3). He is not one prophet among many, but the supreme, the only prophet. He is the source and center of all prophecy; and all knowledge of God, both in the Old Testament before his incarnation and in the New Testament after his resurrection and ascension, is from him (1 Pet. 1:11; 3:19; Matt. 11:27). The will of God that Jesus came to do further included the miracles he performed. The one work (ἐργον) is differentiated in many works (ἐργα, John 5:36), which are the works of his Father (5:20; 9:3; 10:32, 37; 14:10). They prove that the Father loves him and dwells in him (5:20; 10:38; 14:10), bear witness that the Father sent him (5:36; 10:25), and manifest his divine glory (2:11; 11:4, 40). He not only performs miracles but in his person is himself the absolute miracle. As the incarnate Spirit-conceived, risen and glorified Son of God, he is himself the greatest miracle, the center of all miracles, the author of the re-creation of all things, the firstborn of the dead, preeminent in everything (Col. 1:18).
The will of God further and especially includes that the only Son of the Father should lay down his life for his own (John 10:18). The New Testament views Christ’s death as a sacrifice and the fulfillment of the Old Testament sacrificial cult.27 He is the true covenant sacrifice; just as the old covenant was confirmed by the covenant sacrifice (Exod. 24:3–11), so the blood of Christ is the blood of the new covenant (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Heb. 9:13f.). Christ is a sacrifice (θυσια, זֶבַח), the sacrificial victim for our sins (Eph. 5:2; Heb. 9:26; 10:12), an offering (προσφορα, δωρον; מִנְחָה קָרְבָּן; Eph. 5:2; Heb. 10:10, 14, 18); a ransom (λυτρον, ἀντιλυτρον; Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45; 1 Tim. 2:6; a translation of the Hebrew words גְאֻלָּה, פְּדוּיִם, כֹּפֶר) and therefore denoting the price of release, a ransom to purchase someone’s freedom from prison, and hence a means of atonement, a sacrifice by which to cover other people’s sin and so to save them from death. He is a payment (τιμη, 1 Cor. 6:20; 7:23; 1 Pet. 1:18–19), the price paid for the purchase of someone’s freedom; a sin offering that was made to be sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 John 2:2; 4:10); the paschal lamb that was slain for us (John 19:36; 1 Cor. 5:7), the Lamb of God28 who takes away the sin of the world and is slain to that end (John 1:29, 36; Acts 8:32; 1 Pet. 1:19; Rev. 5:6; etc.). He is an expiation (ἱλαστηριον, Rom. 3:25, not the mercy seat, but that which serves as a means of expiation),29 a sacrifice of atonement (θυμα),30 a curse (καταρα, Gal. 3:13) who took over from us the curse of the law, like the serpent in the wilderness lifted high on the cross (John 3:14; 8:28; 12:33) and like a grain of wheat dying in the earth in order thus to bear much fruit (John 12:24).
The relation in which Christ’s sacrifice stands to us and our sin is likewise expressed in very different ways. He gives or lays down his life (Mark 10:45; John 10:15), consecrates himself (John 17:19), was made sin and a curse (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13), was delivered up (Rom. 4:25), gave himself (Gal. 2:20), suffered (1 Pet. 3:18), was crucified and died (John 11:50–51; Rom. 5:6; 2 Cor. 5:15; 1 Thess. 5:10). All of this is a ransom for many (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45), in the place of many (with gen. of the person; John 10:15; 11:50–51; Rom. 5:6, 8; 2 Cor. 5:15, 21; Gal. 3:13; Eph. 5:2; Heb. 2:9), on our behalf, on behalf of his people (cf. Philem. 13, ὑπερ σου, on your behalf, so that you don’t have to do it). Or ὑπερ with the genitive of the thing (John 6:51; 1 Cor. 15:3; Heb. 10:12), for the sake of the sins to remove them, or for the life of the world in order that by Christ’s death it might gain life. Or περι with the genitive of the person (Matt. 26:28; 1 John 2:2), for the sake of many or of the whole world; or περι with the genitive of the thing (Rom. 8:3; Heb. 10:6, 18; 1 Pet. 3:18; 1 John 2:2; 4:10), for or on account of sin; or δια with the accusative of the thing (Rom. 4:25), on account of sin, for sin.31
What Christ acquired by this sacrifice is beyond description. For himself he acquired by it his entire exaltation, his resurrection (Eph. 1:20), his ascension to heaven (1 Pet. 3:22), his seating at the right hand of God (Eph. 1:20; Heb. 12:2), his elevation as head of the church (Eph. 1:22), the name that is above every name (Phil. 2:9–11), the glory of the mediator (John 17:5; Heb. 2:9), power over all things in heaven and on earth (Matt. 28:18; Eph. 1:22; 1 Cor. 15:24f.), the final judgment (John 5:22, 27). In addition he acquired for his own, for humanity, for the world, an interminable series of blessings. In his person he is himself the sum of all those blessings: the light of the world (John 8:12), the true bread (6:35), the true vine (15:1), the way, the truth, the resurrection, and the life (11:25; 14:6), our wisdom, our righteousness, holiness, and redemption (1 Cor. 1:30), our peace (Eph. 2:14), the firstborn and the firstfruits who is followed by many others (Rom. 8:29; 1 Cor. 15:23), the second and last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45), the head of the church (Eph. 1:22), the cornerstone of the temple of God (Eph. 2:20); and for that reason there is no participation in his benefits except by communion with his person.
Yet from him flow all the benefits, the whole of salvation (σωτηρια,32 Matt. 1:21; Luke 2:11; John 3:17; 12:47), and more specifically the forgiveness of sins (Matt. 26:28; Eph. 1:7); the removal of our sins (John 1:29; 1 John 3:5); the cleansing or deliverance of a bad conscience (Heb. 10:22); justification (Rom. 4:25); righteousness (1 Cor. 1:30); sonship (Gal. 3:26; 4:5–6; Eph. 1:5); confident access to God (Eph. 2:18; 3:12); God’s laying aside his wrath in virtue of Christ’s sacrifice, that is, the sacrifice of atonement (Rom. 3:25; 1 John 2:2; 4:10; Heb. 2:17); the disposition in God that replaced it, the new reconciled—no longer hostile but favorable—disposition of peace toward the world (καταλλαγη, Rom. 5:10f.; 2 Cor. 5:18–20); the disposition of people vis-à-vis God (Rom. 5:1); further, the gift of the Holy Spirit (John 15:26; Acts 2; Gal. 4:6); the second birth and the power to become children of God (John 1:12–13); sanctification (1 Cor. 1:30); participation in Christ’s death (Rom. 6:3f.); the dying to sin (Rom. 6:6f.; Gal. 2:20); the being crucified to the world (Gal. 6:14); the cleansing (Eph. 5:26; 1 John 1:7, 9) and the washing away of sins (1 Cor. 6:11; Rev. 1:5; 7:14) by being sprinkled with the blood of Christ (Heb. 9:22; 12:24; 1 Pet. 1:2); walking in the Spirit and in the newness of life (Rom. 6:4); participation in the resurrection and ascension of Christ (Rom. 6:5; Eph. 2:6; Phil. 3:20); the imitation of Christ (Matt. 10:38; 1 Pet. 2:21f.); increased freedom from the curse of the law (Rom. 6:14; 7:1–6; Gal. 3:13; Col. 2:14); the fulfillment of the old and the inauguration of a new covenant (Mark 14:24; Heb. 7:22; 9:15; 12:24); redemption from the power of Satan (Luke 11:22; John 14:30; Col. 2:15; 1 John 3:8; Col. 1:13); victory over the world (John 16:33; 1 John 4:4, 5:4); deliverance from death and from the fear of death (Rom. 5:12f.; 1 Cor. 15:55f.; Heb. 2:15); escape from judgment (Heb. 10:27–28); and, finally, the resurrection of the last day (John 11:25; 1 Cor. 15:21); ascension (Eph. 2:6); glorification (John 17:24); the heavenly inheritance (John 14:2; 1 Pet. 1:4); eternal life already beginning here with the inception of faith (John 3:15, 36) and one day fully manifesting itself in glory (Mark 10:30; Rom. 6:22); the new heaven and new earth (2 Pet. 3:13; Rev. 21:1, 5); and the restoration of all things (Acts 3:21; 1 Cor. 15:24–28).
THE DOCTRINE OF CHRIST’S WORK
[377] The history of the doctrine of Christ’s work is markedly different from that of the dogmas of the Trinity and Christ’s person. No particular controversy concerning it has led to a clear-cut formulation. The truth is Scripture is so many-sided in its description of that work that in the history of theology there has emerged an array of views on the work of Christ, all of which contain a core of truth. The Apostolic Fathers, following the language of Scripture, say only that Christ suffered and sacrificed himself for us out of love.33 Soon, however, people attempted to gain a clearer picture of the work of Christ. As a result a number of different views immediately surfaced side by side. From the beginning Christ was viewed not only as prophet but also as king and priest.34 Sometimes these three offices are also expressly listed side by side. Eusebius speaks of Christ as being “of the world the only High Priest, of all creation the only king, of the prophets the only archprophet of the Father,”35 and similar statements occur also in Lactantius, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, and others.36 This is not to deny that sometimes one or another view comes one-sidedly to the fore. At one time it is stressed that Christ is the Logos who appeared on earth to reveal to people the full truth and to give them an example of virtue.37 Or sin is perceived more as power than as guilt, and, correspondingly, Christ’s work is viewed more as redemption than as reconciliation. God became human in order that he might redeem humans from sensuality, mortality, and demon-control and make them like God, participants in eternal life and immortality.38 Another familiar and—despite Gregory of Nazianzus’s objections39—widely held view was that Christ had delivered himself up to Satan as a ransom, bait, or snare and (Job 40:24) thus conquered him by cunning and snatched people from his control.40 Finally, there was the idea—also in circulation from the beginning—that in his suffering and dying he had offered himself up to God on our behalf and in our place to secure atonement, forgiveness, sanctification, and salvation as a whole. This thought is most beautifully expressed already in the Epistle to Diognetus.41 According to Justin Martyr, Christ did not become man only to share in our suffering and to bring healing, to put a stop to the disobedience that had come into the world, to overcome the power of Satan and death, but his death is also a sacrifice for all sinners who want to repent, the Passover [lamb] slain for all, the cause of the forgiveness of sins.42 Irenaeus, in much clearer language, states that Christ, who by his incarnation is in communion with us and entered our entire condition,43 by his suffering and death reconciled us to God,44 restored us in the favor of God, against whom we had sinned, reconciled the Father on our behalf, made good our disobedience by his obedience, and granted us the forgiveness of sins in the [fellowship of] faith.45 A similar view of Christ’s suffering as a sacrifice for our sins that secured for us righteousness and life occurs also in Origen, Athanasius, Cyril, Gregory of Nyssa, and John of Damascus.46
In the West, too, these ideas were taken over and further developed. Tertullian regarded religion as a juridical relationship in which humans are subject to God’s law and have to make up for transgressions by penance to God. As in the doctrine of the Trinity, so in that of penance, Tertullian introduced a number of terms (“to satisfy an offended God,” “to placate an angry God,” “to reconcile,” “to win God’s favor,” and so on) that were already applied, though not yet by himself, by Cyprian, Hilary, Ambrose, and others to Christ and his sacrifice.47 Augustine enumerated the different fruits of Christ’s sacrifice, all of which come down to two things: on the one hand, they deliver us from guilt, pollution, death, and the devil; on the other, they confer on us illumination, life, and blessedness. Besides the ethical, the mystical, and the ransom function, also the juridical or satisfaction function occurs in him. Christ is the mediator, reconciler, redeemer, savior, healer, pastor, and so on. He is both priest and sacrifice. He is the true and only sacrifice for sins;48 being himself without guilt, he took upon himself our punishment in order thereby to pay our debt and end our punishment.49 “He made our faults his faults, so that he might make his righteousness our righteousness.” His curse is our blessing. “Christ was taking to himself flesh from you, and from himself gave salvation to you; was taking death to himself from you, and from himself gave life to you; was taking to himself insults from you and from himself conferred honors on you.”50
The ideas about Christ’s suffering that we encounter in the church fathers reemerge in [medieval] scholasticism.51 But it is especially Anselm’s work Cur Deus homo [why God became man] that gave the “satisfaction” view predominance over all others. Anselm’s innovation was not that he viewed Christ’s death as a sacrifice for our sins. It was that, whereas earlier the predominant emphasis had been that incarnation and satisfaction were not absolutely necessary but only “fitting,”52 Anselm looked for a ground with which to prove the opposite. He found it in the position that sin always has to result either in punishment or in satisfaction and that if God wants to forgive and save humanity, no other than a “God-man” can give God that satisfaction and restore his honor. Because Christ was that “God-man,” his totally voluntary death was of such immense value that he not only delivered people from punishment but in addition earned merit; and since he himself did not need that merit, he relinquished it for the benefit of humankind, in whose place he had restored God’s honor.53 No one took over Anselm’s view unaltered. As a rule the absolute necessity of Christ’s incarnation and satisfaction was denied. Duns Scotus, who was diametrically opposed to it, rejected the infinity of the guilt and the infinity of Christ’s merit, denied that Christ’s sacrifice as such was sufficient, taught that God counted it as sufficient, and traced the incarnation and satisfaction to pure arbitrariness, to “absolute dominion” in God.54 But also Aquinas did not believe it was absolutely necessary, calling it “fitting.”55 Moreover, the odd person, specifically Abelard, one-sidedly stressed that Christ’s incarnation and suffering were a revelation not of God’s justice but only of his grace and love, that from the beginning to the end of his life, Christ taught us by his word and example and thereby excites in us a love that liberates us from sin and makes us into God’s children, and that the redeeming and reconciling power of Christ’s person consists in these things.56
A number of elements in Anselm’s conception were later rejected by all. Included in this are the private-law character he assigns to Christ’s satisfaction, the notion of sin as insult and of satisfaction as the restoration of honor; the one-sided emphasis he puts on Christ’s death at the expense of his life; the dichotomy he construes between punishment and satisfaction; the mechanical connection he assumes between satisfaction and merit, between Christ’s merit and the reason why it helps the human race. All this does not alter the fact, however, that in its essential constituents—such as Christ’s satisfaction of God’s justice for the guilt of humanity’s sins in order thereby to gain righteousness and life—Anselm’s teaching nonetheless achieved permanent significance in later theology. Anselm was the first to understand, and to understand most clearly, that the redemption accomplished by Christ was a deliverance, not primarily from the consequences of sin, from death and Satan’s power, but above all from sin itself and sin’s guilt. Christ’s redemption, according to Anselm, consists mainly in reconciliation between God and humanity.
Yet in scholastic and Roman Catholic theology this truth has come into its own much less than in Protestant theology. Aquinas does not, with Anselm, restrict the satisfaction mainly to Christ’s death but extends it to all his suffering and his entire obedience.57 He also explains—better than Anselm—the transmission of Christ’s merit to his own from the fact that Christ is the head and his church his body.58 But in Christ’s suffering Aquinas fails to see its unity, views it successively as merit, satisfaction, sacrifice, and redemption,59 and then lists as its fruits deliverance from sin, from the power of the devil, from the punishment of sin; reconciliation; and entrance into paradise.60 Reconciliation here does not yet stand out in the foreground, and it is also fully realized only when Christ as a model of virtue and humility spurs us to imitate him, moves us by his love and grace to love, and, in faith, delivers us from sin. The objective and subjective sides of reconciliation, as also forgiveness and renewal, are not kept sufficiently distinct.61 Many Catholic theologians later follow suit along these lines,62 but others subsume the entire work of Christ under the concept of redemption or of satisfaction (and merit) or deal with it under the rubric of the three offices.63
The Reformation originally had no doctrine concerning the work of Christ other than Rome’s and so defended Christ’s satisfaction tooth and nail against the Socinian attacks. Yet, in virtue of its own principle, it placed this doctrine in a new perspective and within another context. Inasmuch as the Reformation had learned to know sin primarily as guilt, atonement became central in the work of Christ. Sin was of such a nature that it aroused God’s wrath. Needed above all to still that wrath, to satisfy God’s justice, was the satisfaction accomplished by the “God-man.” He achieved it by putting himself in our place as the guarantor of the covenant, taking upon himself the full guilt and punishment of sin, and submitting to the total demand of the law of God. Hence the work of Christ consists not so much in his humility, nor only in his death, but in his total—active as well as passive—obedience. He accomplished this work in his threefold office, not only as prophet by teaching us and giving us an example and exhorting us to love but also as priest and king. Calvin already spoke of this threefold office in his Genevan Catechism, subsequently treated the work of Christ under the rubric of the three offices in the 1539 edition of the Institutes,64 and was in time followed in this approach by numerous Reformed, Lutheran, and Roman Catholic theologians. The objective and subjective sides of reconciliation, accordingly, are clearly distinguished. Christ accomplished everything. All the benefits are objectively contained in his person. Since by his sacrifice Christ met the requirements of God’s justice, he objectively changed the relation between God and humankind and, consequently, all other relations between humankind to sin, death, Satan, and the world as well. The primary benefit, therefore, is the forgiveness of sins and consequently also deliverance from pollution, death, law, and Satan. Christ is the only mediator between God and humankind, the all-sufficient Savior, the highest prophet, the only priest, the true king.65
[378] The work of Christ, like his person, was very differently understood, however, by others. The Ebionites regarded Christ only as a prophet who by his teaching and example gives people power for the struggle against sin. To Gnostics, Christ was an aeon of divine wisdom who had appeared on earth in phantom human form in order, by enlightenment and knowledge, to free humans from the bonds of matter and to make them into πνευματικοι (spirituals). Over against this speculative rationalism the Montanists maintained the supernatural, transcendent character of Christianity, not only in the person of Christ but also in the continued Spirit-mediated revelation that still comes to believers now and advances the Christian religion from the stage of childhood into that of adulthood. Similarly, in the dualistic, pantheistic, apocalyptic, and libertinistic sects of the Middle Ages, there remained for Christ no other significance than that in his time he had revealed to people their true nature and destiny, thereby enabling people in the age of the Spirit to become what Christ was. What Scripture tells us of Christ is realized in every Christian. The true death and resurrection of Christ takes place in the rebirth of every human.
All these ideas were still fermenting in the age of the Reformation and triggered strong opposition to the teaching of Luther and Calvin. Not the Christ for us but the Christ in us, not the Word but the Spirit, was [considered] the essence of religion. Osiander taught that in his human nature Christ brings with him his eternal and essential divine righteousness, infuses this righteousness into his own people by faith, and thus justifies them.66 Carlstadt, Franck, Schwenckfeld, Weigel, and others regarded trust in Christ’s imputed righteousness a dangerous error; our salvation, they said, lies not in what Christ does outside of and for us but in what he does in and through us, in mystical communion with God.67 This mystical view of redemption by Christ was also accepted by many people later. Böhme viewed the wrath of God and death as real, physical powers that Christ overcame with his death and in whose place he now infuses a new divine life in humankind.68 Among Quakers, while redemption has its cause in Christ, Christ himself is nothing other than the sum of the grace and light existing in humankind: the real and true redemption is that which occurs in us.69 Antoinette Bourignon and Poiret called Christ’s substitutionary suffering impossible and improper. Christ came on earth not to make satisfaction for us but to preach God’s forgiving love and, by his teaching and example, to purify us from sin.70 Similarly, J. C. Dippel viewed Christ’s suffering and death as an example of his spiritual mediatorship by which he kills the old “man” in us and brings about the resurrection of the “new.” Redemption is something that happens in us; no objective atonement is needed, for there is no wrath in God.71 According to Zinzendorf, Christ is the creator and maintainer of all things, the Yahweh of the Old Testament who especially revealed God’s love in his becoming so very small, poor, and humble and in suffering so much. His suffering is not so much punishment and satisfaction to God as voluntary and loving martyrdom. This is how his blood and his death became the source of life for humankind. The martyr’s wounds in Christ’s side are the matrix of the human race, the origin of the Spirit, who, deriving from Christ, pours himself out in everyone.72 Swedenborg considered the belief that Christ’s suffering on the cross is redemption as a fundamental error that, along with the doctrine of the Trinity, ruined the church. Christ’s suffering on the cross was not redemption but Jesus’ last temptation and, since he remained firm, the means of his glorification. Then the human in him was united with the divine of his Father, God became truly human, and he could approach and overcome the hostile sensual powers of hell. Redemption is an ongoing subjugation of hell and ordering of heaven effected by God in human form.73
The church’s doctrine concerning the work of Christ came under attack not only from the side of mysticism but also from that of rationalism. As belonging in this category, we may count the teaching of Stancarus that Christ is our mediator and our righteousness only in his human nature,74 as also the denial of Christ’s active obedience by Karg (Parsimonius) and by Johannes Piscator, who first set forth his ideas in a letter in 1604.75 Karg retracted his sentiments in 1570, but Piscator, getting support from Martinius, Crocius, Pierius, Pareus, Wendelin, H. Alting, and others, later, through Cameron, Placaeus, Capellus, and others, had a harmful influence on Reformed theology.
THE SOCINIAN CHALLENGE
But the most serious and substantial opposition to the doctrine of vicarious satisfaction came from the side of the Socinians. Though they still refer to Christ as prophet, priest, and king,76 they in fact make his priestly office a mere appendix to his kingly office. When Christ was on earth, he was only a prophet who, before the start of his public ministry, was taken up into heaven by God (John 3:13, 31; 6:36, 62; 8:28; 10:18),77 was there instructed in the truth by God himself, and thus enabled to perfect the law with new commandments and to promise to the keepers of those commandments eternal life and the sanctifying power of the Spirit.78 Christ confirmed his teaching by his sinless life, by his miracles, and especially by his death and resurrection.79 His death was necessary to prompt his followers to persevere to the end in their piety and holy manner of life and to confirm God’s love to us with unmistakable clarity;80 the purpose of his resurrection was to show by his example that those who obey God are freed from all death and to give to Christ himself the power to bestow eternal life on all who obey him.81 Here the death of Christ, accordingly, has a totally different meaning from what it has in the doctrine of the church. It did not constitute an independent component in the work of Christ but served only, on the one hand, to confirm his teaching and, on the other, to bring him to the resurrection, without which he could not become king and Lord in heaven.82 And this he actually only became as a result of his ascension. The resurrection was still a part of the state of humiliation, for even afterward he still had a mortal body.83 But at the ascension he received a glorified body and was exalted to being king, Lord, and God. As such he received from God the power to sustain in all kinds of distress those who follow his example and, in the end, to reward them with immortality. That he is able to do this is his royal office; that he wills to do this is his high priestly office.84 Hence on earth he was not yet a priest;85 his death was not the actual sacrifice but the introduction to and preparation for it. He now offers the true sacrifice in heaven just as the high priest in the Old Testament finally only brings about atonement in the holy of holies.86 And that sacrifice consists in effecting reconciliation, that is, delivering us from the service and punishment of sin.
Based on this standpoint, the Socinians had to oppose the doctrine of satisfaction just as vigorously as that of the Trinity and the deity of Christ.87 First of all, in their judgment this doctrine is contrary to Scripture. Those who advocate it cannot advance a single text that unmistakably supports their opinion. Scripture clearly says that God forgives sin out of grace, and forgiveness rules out satisfaction. The statement that Christ suffered for us has no substitutionary significance but only says that Christ suffered for us, not to satisfy God but to free us from sin. The words “redemption,” “reconciliation,” and so on only indicate that Christ has shown us the way in which we may be freed from the service and punishment of sin, but definitely not that God had to be reconciled by a sacrifice, for God was graciously disposed toward us and has made this known to us by Christ.
Second, satisfaction is not necessary. God’s righteousness and mercy are not opposed to each other, and these attributes are not characteristic of God’s nature but the effects of his will and dependent on his will. Whether or not God wants to punish or forgive sins is determined not in any way by his nature but by his will. God can just as well—and better than a human being—forgive sins without satisfaction. In fact, his justice is nullified by satisfaction, because it punishes the innocent and acquits the guilty; and his mercy loses its value if it can only manifest itself after satisfaction. God, accordingly, has always promised forgiveness to the penitent and wants us to follow him in that respect.
Third, satisfaction is also impossible. Passive obedience is impossible because, unlike money debts, personal moral debts cannot be transferred from one to another. To punish an innocent for the sin of another is unjust and cruel. Even if it were possible, that other would at most be able to undergo the punishment of sin (i.e., eternal death) for one individual, but never for many or for all people. As for active obedience, this is even much less possible, for each individual is personally responsible for keeping God’s law, something a person can never do for someone else. Moreover, passive and active obedience are in conflict with each other. Those who carry out the one are free from the other. Christ, accordingly, did not fulfill them. He did not suffer eternal death but was raised from the dead on the third day. However severe, his suffering was finite; his divine nature could not make it of infinite value because it could not suffer and die, or it would make every moment in that suffering infinite and thereby make all the other suffering superfluous. In any case, how could that benefit us, since it is humanity that sinned, and how could God (the Son) offer satisfaction to God himself (the Father)?
Finally, the doctrine of satisfaction is also harmful because it elevates Christ with his mercy above God with his demand for satisfaction. It obligates us to be more grateful to Christ than to God and opens the door to carelessness and ungodliness. All sins, after all, have been atoned for: now we can sin as much as we please. After all, the death of Christ was especially intended to free us from sin and to prompt us to pursue a new and God-fearing life!
The criticism by Faustus Socinus was so sharp and complete that later dissenters could do little other than repeat his arguments. The Remonstrants still tried to maintain the doctrine of Christ’s satisfaction but in fact adopted all the objections lodged against it. They not only taught, with Catholics and Lutherans, that Christ had made satisfaction for all humanity but also denied that Christ suffered all the penalties that God had placed on sin, that he suffered eternal death, that his active obedience was vicarious. Even his suffering and death were not a full satisfaction for sins, not a payment of debts, which, after all, would make forgiveness on God’s part and faith on our part superfluous, but a sacrifice, a total consecration of Christ to God maintained into death, considered by God as sufficient for all sins. Now on the basis of that sacrifice, God causes the forgiveness of sins to be offered to all by means of the gospel, so that everyone who believes may be saved. But Christ secured not actual salvation for his own but only the possibility of being saved. Whether or not a person is actually saved depends on himself or herself.88 Hugo Grotius also made an attempt to justify the doctrine of Christ’s satisfaction.89 To that end he derived it not from the will of God, nor from his punitive justice, but from his “governmental” justice, that is, from the necessity for God, in a world of law and order, to uphold justice and law and to take account of the common good. By viewing that juridical order as a world order existing outside God, however, he made God’s justice subordinate and serviceable to it, changed Christ’s satisfaction into undeserved suffering, exemplary punishment designed to deter others, a measure of governmental wisdom. In addition he left unexplained why Christ had to be God for this and how God could thus make an innocent person suffer and regard his suffering as a satisfaction for others.
Still, however many objections the Socinian and Remonstrant teaching could provoke, it gradually gained the upper hand. Supernaturalists such as Michaelis, Storr, Morus, Knapp, Steudel, Reinhard, Muntinghe, Vinke, Egeling, and others—sometimes even in the belief they were defending the doctrine of the church—materially presented no other teaching than that of the Remonstrants or Hugo Grotius.90 The same was true in New England theology. The older Jonathan Edwards still defended the orthodox doctrine,91 but Edwards Jr., Smalley, Maxey, Burge, Dwight, Emmons, and Spring promoted the governmental theory of Grotius.92 Many went further and rejected the entire doctrine of satisfaction. Ernesti fought the doctrine of the three offices by saying that the names of prophet, priest, and king were vague Old Testament notions and that each office already included the two others.93 Töllner revived all the Socinian objections, not only against Christ’s active obedience but against the entire doctrine of satisfaction.94 And along with him, Bahrdt, Steinhart, Eberhard, Löffler, Henke, Wegscheider, Hobbes, Locke, Chubb, Coleridge, John Taylor, Priestley, and others all argued that Christ was a revelation, not of God’s justice, but of his love and mercy; that God only punishes sin with such natural penalties as arise automatically from the sin itself and have a pedagogical character. They regarded the doctrine of substitution as an absurd idea going back to Augustine and Anselm and claimed that it either does not occur in Scripture at all or occurs, by way of accommodation, in Old Testament symbols, and that the active obedience of Christ, if it were vicarious, would make unnecessary all faith, repentance, and moral improvement on our part. Finally, above all, they objected that the forgiveness of sins, being made children of God, and justification cannot precede moral renewal or sanctification, but must follow them and are all dependent on them.95 Religion was constructed on the basis of morality; the focus shifted from the objective to the subjective. Atonement became dependent on redemption. God became the servant of man. The death of Christ could only still be an example of virtue and confirmation of the truth (Eberhard, Löffler), or an act of self-offering for the benefit of humanity and a demonstration of God’s love (Schwarze), or a factual declaration from God that he wills to forgive the sins of those who repent (Morus, Köppen, Klaiber, Stäudlin). Alternatively, it could be a means of eliciting trust in God and of deterring sin (Töllner, Egeling), or of delivering us from the mistaken idea that God is angry and punishes people (Steinhart), or a symbolic representation of the voluntary assumption by moral persons of the punishment they have deserved in their sinful state (Kant).96
[379] In modern theology there has been no lack of attempts to modify the doctrine of Christ’s office and work in line with the many objections lodged against it and to maintain it in a new form. Generally speaking, this theology was guided by the endeavor to replace the juridical doctrine of satisfaction, in which Christ fulfilled the demand of God’s righteousness in our place, by that of a personal religious ethical activity of Christ by which he effected a moral change, not in God, who is always love, but in us—be it more in our mind, or in our heart, or in our will. Schelling and Hegel attributed only a passing value to Christianity as a historical phenomenon. The idea that God becomes man in a specific person and subsequently suffers and dies for the sin of others is unthinkable. But interpreted symbolically, said these thinkers, the Christian doctrine of atonement contains profound truth. The person and work of Christ are the historical embodiment of the idea that the world as son of God, proceeding from him and returning to him, necessarily has to suffer and thus enter its glory. The world and humanity, subject as they are to time and finiteness, are the suffering and dying God.97 The reconciliation of God is a necessary objective moment in the cosmic process: God reconciles himself to himself and returns to himself from a state of estrangement.98 Further pursuing this line of thought, Hartmann said: God cannot save me, but I can save God. God can only be saved through me. Actual existence is the incarnation of the deity; the cosmic process is the story of God’s passion and at the same time the way to the redemption of the One crucified in the flesh.99 According to A. Drews, a mediator of redemption is not even a possibility, for all redemption is self-redemption by God in us, for God is the essence of a human being, and in humans he himself achieves self-consciousness and spiritual freedom.100
Liberal theology, though it still attempts to reserve a place in its dogmatics for the historical Jesus (inasmuch as it allows itself to be controlled in its philosophical assumptions by Hegel or Kant), does not get beyond saying that it views Jesus as the liberator from legalistic religion and the founder of a free Christian religion; that it sees in him the archetypal realization of the sonship of God; or that it honors him primarily as the preacher of the fatherly love of God and a model for his disciples.101 In the case of men like Hartmann and Drews, this liberal theology is as hard put to justify itself as orthodoxy is. The latter, in their opinion, is in a strong position because it views the redemptive principle in Christianity as divine and eternal, makes Jesus into God, and ascribes the whole renewal of humankind to the Holy Spirit. But it is mistaken in that it equates this divine redemptive principle with the historical Jesus. The weakness of liberal theology, on the other hand, is that it wants to return to the (untraceable) historical Jesus, has no eye for the metaphysical principle of redemption, and only ascribes—which is all it can do—a historical and psychological significance to the personality of Jesus as it exists in its imagination.102 The philosophers cited above, for their part, insist that theologians should stop trying to unite what cannot be united and make a radical split between the man Jesus, who perhaps never existed and is in any case unknowable, and the eternal Christ-idea, between the divine redemptive principle and the so-called historical facts. We are saved not by Jesus but by Christ, that is, the immanent deity who indwells all humans and brings them to salvation through suffering and death. The life of the world as the life of God; the painful development of humanity as the divine passion story; the cosmic process as the process of a God who suffers, struggles, and dies in each individual creature in order, in the religious consciousness of humans, to overcome the limits of finiteness and to anticipate their future triumph over all the suffering of the world: that is the truth of the Christian doctrine of redemption.103
MODERN VIEWS OF THE ATONEMENT
Nonetheless, both before and after the publication of Drews’s work, there has been no lack of attempts to secure a permanent place in religion for the person and work of Christ. In Germany this was first attempted by Schleiermacher, subsequently by Ritschl. The former tries to effectuate redemption in the way of a mystical union between humans and Christ. Christ participated in communion with God at all times and was consequently holy and blessed. As such he came to us and entered into communion with us. He partook of our suffering, suffered with us in priestly compassion, and upheld his holiness and blessedness down into the deepest sorrow, even to death on the cross. But after thus entering first into communion with us, he then—not only by his word and example but by the mystical effect that emanates from his whole person—takes us up into communion with him and causes us to share by his redemptive activity in his holiness and by his reconciling activity in his blessedness. Hence in Schleiermacher, as it does in Rome, redemption, consisting in regeneration and sanctification, precedes reconciliation, the forgiveness of sins, and both occur not so much outside us, in Christ, as within us.104 This mystical theory became the fundamental idea of the doctrine of reconciliation in mediation theology,105 and also exerted strong influence outside it on, among others, Hofmann.106 But, though Schleiermacher adopted the terminology of the church’s theology and also took over the doctrine of the three offices, it soon became clear that at many points he deviated from the teaching of Scripture and the church, did not do sufficient justice to sin and the sense of guilt, and viewed redemption too one-sidedly from the aesthetic perspective as harmony with the world.
Ritschl, therefore, took another tack. Averse to theological and philosophical speculation, he returned from the Christ of the church to the person of Jesus and substituted for the mystical unity between Christ and the church the ethical view of his person and work. According to Ritschl, reconciliation too must not be related to God as judge, his retributive justice or wrath, a legal order of reward and punishment, for that is a juridical and pharisaic construal of the God-humanity relation, one that does not belong in religion. God is essentially love, and his justice consists in his constant will to bring humans to salvation and to realize a divine kingdom in them. On account of sin, however, humanity is now far from God. It is weighed down by the consciousness of guilt. It has the feeling that it exists in a state of punishment. It fears God and does not dare approach him. It does not live in communion with God. Christ has come, therefore, to reveal to us the love of God. The doctrine of the three offices triggers resistance in Ritschl. According to him, the word “office” belongs only in a juridical community. In a moral community of love, it is better to speak of a calling. In the case of Christ, moreover, the three offices cannot be kept distinct; they blend into one another. If one wants to keep this terminology, however, one has to give preeminence to the royal office. Christ was appointed king to found a believing community, a realm of God, on earth, and to that end, as a prophet, he revealed God to us, and as a priest he consecrated himself to God on behalf of his own. Christ, says Ritschl, stood in a very special relation to God. He made God’s purpose to unite humankind into a realm of God his life’s calling. His entire life, his suffering and death, must be viewed from this perspective: as a moral calling that he fulfilled, not as a surety or mediatorship, as a way of substituting for us. Jesus was totally absorbed in the pursuit of that moral life task; to it he devoted himself completely—remaining faithful to death. By thus living his life, he fulfilled the will of God, realized God’s purpose for humanity, revealed God’s love, grace, and faithfulness, and at the same time, in pursuing this life task even to the point of death, he offered himself up and consecrated himself to God for the benefit of his own. What Jesus achieved by his moral obedience was not some effect in God—a change of God from being angry to being gracious—nor did he bring about the redemption of believers from Satan’s power or from death. On the contrary, what he obtained was that all who, like Christ, make God’s will their own may in communion with him lay aside the sense of guilt, unbelief, distrust—the mistaken idea that God was angry and wanted to punish them—and may, despite their sins, believe in God’s love and faithfulness, boast of the forgiveness of sins (justification), and afterward also themselves enter positively into the new relation in which God stands to them and so be able to put aside all hostility to God.107
No long argument is needed to see that in the theology of Ritschl the person and work of Christ came even less into their own than in that of Schleiermacher. For his whole soteriology comes down to the thesis that Christ—who had a unique knowledge of the Father, lived continually in communion with him, and made the Father’s moral purpose with humanity his own—in his life and especially in his death made known, confirmed, and guaranteed to us this purpose of God. There cannot be and need not be any question of a punishment of sin borne by him or of an atonement effected by him, for God is love. The only thing needed was that by his perfect obedience and vocational faithfulness to the point of death, Christ should take away from us all distrust, fear, sense of guilt, and estrangement from God, thus giving us free access to God (justification) and directing our will to the purpose God had in mind with humankind (reconciliation).108
The school of Ritschl did not advance beyond this religious-ethical assessment of the work of Christ.109 Kaftan, for example, though sticking even more closely to the orthodox terminology than Ritschl, completely agrees with him in his fundamental approach.110 The work of Christ was a divine work, that is, a work qualified by his deity or by his union with God. At the same time, it was from start to finish the personal active work of the man Jesus. Salvation, therefore, is simultaneously the gift of God and the fruit of Christ’s obedience. It was not that Christ, by bearing the punishment for our sins, satisfied God’s justice and obtained his forgiveness for us; on the contrary, it bore the character of a faithfulness and obedience to God, maintained to the very end. In this sinful world, holy love could not manifest itself in any way other than in an obedience that was true to death. If God indeed wanted to reveal the will of his holy love in Christ, this had to arouse—in the Jews, in the humanity represented by them, in us all—all the hatred and hostility that fills the human heart. In that sense, it is really true: we nailed him to the cross; our sin was the cause of his death. But when Kaftan comes to the question how that death of Christ, which was caused by our sin, is a means of our justification and rebirth and, as such, necessary, he can only say that in fact the knowledge of God’s holy love has developed, the church has sprung into being, repentance and faith have been engendered, the benefits of justification and rebirth have been received thanks to the death and resurrection of Christ. In a word, the death of Christ was necessary not as punishment but only as a pedagogical means.111 But how it could serve and had to serve as such remains totally in the dark. An appeal to the facts of the church’s origin, of conversion and faith, justification and rebirth, is not sufficient, for from the beginning these have all been based on an assessment of Christ’s death that is totally different from that which Kaftan offers.112 Even more bluntly than in Kaftan, it was later said by Harnack that for the salvation of the church the death of Christ has no meaning higher than a historical and psychological one. For the gospel that Jesus proclaimed did not say a word about his own person; its only content was the fatherly love of God and the infinite value of the human soul. Granted, for others he is a guide to the Father, the personal realization and power of the gospel, but he himself is not a constituent of the gospel.113
[380] Similar attempts at mystically or ethically reconstructing the doctrine of the atonement were made in other countries as well. In the Netherlands, the theologians of the Groningen school opposed the theory of satisfaction as a blood theology that is inconsistent with the nature of God. They viewed the death of Jesus—a death inflicted on him by humans, undergone by Jesus himself, not willed but permitted by God—as a revelation of God’s love, a proof of Jesus’ perfection and of human sin. It worked as a means of salvation in that it startled people into an awareness of their own wickedness and so led them to remorse and amendment of life.114 Sometimes Chantepie de la Saussaye still spoke of the doctrine of the atonement in an orthodox sense, but soon, under the influence of Schleiermacher and the theology of mediation, he came to the conclusion that it had to be divested of its juridical-scholastic form and ethically reconstructed. Certainly, Christ could not be regarded as a mediator who underwent the punishment of sin in our place and thereby satisfied God’s justice. On the contrary, he was a mediator because in his person he united God and humanity. To that union he remained faithful even to death. In communion with God and humankind, a communion he maintained to the end, he did not so much “satisfy”—that expression is far too weak—as fully glorify the justice of God and thereby secured also resurrection and life for all who enter into fellowship with him. It is not so much by Christ as in Christ that we enjoy forgiveness and peace, resurrection and life. In the thought of Chantepie de la Saussaye, substitution is not—to put it in Ritschl’s words—exclusive but inclusive.115
At first modern theology had little interest in the doctrine of the atonement (verzoening).116 In terms of its origin, this theology was much more a scientific than a religious phenomenon, having been birthed under the impact of the new science of nature and the historical criticism of Scripture. With respect to sin and atonement it was marked by great sobriety, for it had a high view of the moral disposition of humans and was content with Jesus as prophet, example, and moral ideal.117 Sin, it claimed, is not the result of a fall and does not pass down from parents to children, but is a necessary defect that will gradually be surmounted. It is a phase in human development, a “not-yet-being” what humans should and will become in line with their true nature. No need was felt, therefore, for atonement: God himself had willed sin as an element in his program of bringing up human beings and would therefore as Father automatically forgive them in the life of every person who with seriousness and perseverance pursued the moral ideal. And this, actually, is true of all people. They are all traveling the same road, one being just a little ahead of another on that road.
Given this moralism, no justice was done to religion, and soon this shallow optimism saw itself sadly disappointed. The power of sin, both in one’s own heart and in the human race, proved to be much greater than people initially imagined. With the progress of culture, wickedness and human wretchedness increased as well. The common people proved to have no stomach for the preaching of morality and turned their back on the church or gathered around the proclamation of the gospel of Scripture. Consequently, there emerged from modernist circles a large number of malcontents who, dissatisfied with a frigid preaching of law, again yearned for the language of orthodoxy, ecclesiastical organization, the confession and dogmatics, and who in view of the guilt and power of sin began to feel a need for atonement and redemption.118 But there is no modernist way of meeting that need. For if the person of Jesus is no more than a human being, be it a completely holy one, he can have no other or higher significance for the religious life than is essentially due—though there may be a difference in degree—to all prophets, apostles, and pious people.119 If, nevertheless, one still continues to honor him as the Christ, the Son of God, the Lord of the church, and so on, one becomes guilty of the sentimental Jesus cult that has been rightly condemned by Hartmann, Drews, Kalthoff, Schnehen, Naumann, and others.120 For that reason many among the young moderns, led by Hegel and Bolland, go back from the unknown Jesus figure to the never-aging Christ idea, which under other names occurs in virtually all religions, to which also Christianity owes its existence, and which gives expression to the eternal idea that in the world and in humanity, God is gradually freeing himself, by suffering and dying, from sin and misery and thus enters into his glory.121
Much more than in Germany and the Netherlands, however, the doctrine of the atonement is a favorite topic in the English-speaking world. Not a year passes without new studies on it seeing the light of day. Right into the beginning of the nineteenth century, the old Protestant view of a covenant made in eternity among the three persons of the Trinity generally continued to hold sway. Especially in Scottish theology the work of Christ was connected with and regarded as the implementation of that covenant.122 But little by little this doctrine of satisfaction had to yield to newer views. The hypothetical universalism of Amyraut, according to which Christ died for all humans on condition of faith and repentance on their part, also found acceptance among many Presbyterians in England and Scotland. It paved the way for Grotius’s theory that forgiveness is not really based on Christ’s satisfaction; rather, Christ’s exemplary suffering creates the possibility of its application. This theory was embraced as scriptural and orthodox not only by Wesleyan Arminians but also by many Reformed theologians. Even R. W. Dale, who otherwise very strongly opposed the moral theory, stated that Christ did not really satisfy God’s justice with his suffering and death, inasmuch as in Christ God himself paid the ransom, which therefore cannot be paid to him. But he made a distinction between abstract eternal justice and the will of God and attempted to argue that that eternal justice, which strongly resembles the governmental justice of Grotius, made Christ’s suffering necessary for the violation of the law.123
Others, however, traveling much farther down this road, increasingly shifted the point of gravity from the objective work of Christ to the subjective change that takes place in humans through faith and repentance. Horace Bushnell tried to explain Christ’s suffering entirely in light of the substitutionary character of all love and further attributed to the love that Christ in his life and suffering exhibited to us an effect that changes and renews persons.124 Dr. John McLeod Campbell likewise inferred Christ’s suffering from God’s love, not from his justice. Christ did not secure God’s love but was himself a gift, a demonstration, a manifestation of that love. He, accordingly, was our representative with God inasmuch as, entering into fellowship with us, he experienced the deepest sorrow over sin as guilt before God and as the source of all our misery. His suffering was not a punishment laid on him by God; he suffered because he saw sin with the eyes of God, condemned sin in full agreement with the Father, and showed us in his life and death what human sin means to the fatherly heart of God. While on the one hand, in virtue of his union with God, he condemned sin and pronounced his amen on God’s judgments, on the other hand, in his acceptance of suffering and in virtue of his oneness with humankind, he confessed our sins before the face of God and in so doing offered to God perfect vicarious repentance, although, of course, the subjective element of a sense of guilt was not present in it. By this vicarious repentance, Christ acquired for us atonement, an atonement that is moral and spiritual, not legal, in nature and not imputed to us juridically but communicated to us mystically and ethically.125
Closely related to this view is the doctrine of atonement later proposed by Moberly. He first examines the concepts of punishment, repentance, and forgiveness. In the process he explains that all three are perfect and fulfill their intent only when the sinner himself accepts the punishment as punishment, remorsefully breaks with his sinful past, and by his forgivableness makes the forgiveness of his sins possible and real; in other words, when the new “man” arises from the old. But the natural “man” is incapable of doing this by his own power. Therefore, Christ appeared on earth in order, by his “penitential holiness” and his “sacrifice of supreme penitence,” to completely accept the punishment of sin and [thus] to change it into atonement, to make a perfect confession of sin and break with it completely, and to acquire the forgiveness that God can only grant in the way of a perfect confession. Being one with God, he could assess sin in that way and take it upon himself; but by his union with humankind, he could also in that way atone for them on our behalf, and by his Spirit, by means of church and sacrament, communicate to his people the acquired benefits of atonement, repentance, and forgiveness.126
The point of gravity was even more emphatically shifted from the objective to the subjective side of atonement by Thomas Erskine, Maurice, Kingsley, F. W. Robertson, and others. They in fact viewed the life and death of Christ especially from the vantage point that he, the true and holy human being, immersed himself in our sorrows, took all our diseases upon himself, became sin for us, and identified himself with sinners. In this entire process he completely surrendered himself to the holy will of God but also gave a demonstration of love such that it had to induce people to love God in return and to consecrate themselves to him.127 Similarly—but with much less warmth and depth—for R. J. Campbell, the value of Jesus’ life and death is that he, the holy and divine human, to the end remained faithful to his calling and gave himself completely to his Father. The essence of atonement consists “in the assertion of the fundamental unity of all existence, the unity of the individual with the race and the race with God.” All sacrifices and all acts of self-denial give expression to this idea. But Jesus’ life and death is the focal point and crown of the age-long process of humankind’s atonement in which human selfishness is overcome and the human race is lifted toward God. Now this process of atonement must also be repeated in us. The same spirit that resided in Jesus is [potentially] the spirit of the human race as a whole. The Christ nature, that is, the ideal of the holy and divine human, is potentially present in every human and must—under the influence of Jesus’ example and the operation of his Spirit—be aroused in us all and generate a life of love and self-sacrifice.128
Similarly, in France and Switzerland the doctrine of vicarious satisfaction gradually made way for the mystical, ethical, or moral view of the work of Christ.129 According to Ménégoz, for example, the death of Christ was a necessary consequence of his faithfulness to his messianic calling and at the same time a revelation of the seriousness of sin and of the solidarity of the human race. But the idea that that death was demanded by God and necessary for the atonement of sins is not a part of the original gospel of Jesus—which proclaims the gracious forgiveness of sins—but was only added later by Paul. Yet, says Ménégoz, the death of Christ is a source of blessings for the human race, and we may share in it when we unite ourselves with him and become one organism with him by faith.130 Despite all these modern reconstructions, the confession of Jesus’ vicarious suffering and death remains alive in the church and is still frequently and more or less decisively advocated in theology as well.131
JESUS THE MEDIATOR
[381] From the beginning the belief that Jesus is the Christ was the heart and core of the Christian confession. Jesus himself publicly asserted the claim that he was the Christ. As a result of this belief, Christians came to be a particular sect over against Jews and Gentiles. On account of the name “Christ,” believers in Antioch were first called “Christians” (Acts 11:26). In the apostolic writings, accordingly, the names “Jesus” and “Christ” were very soon linked in the closest possible way and were mutually explanatory, just as the person of Christ is known from his work and the work of Christ is known from his person. The name, which is reproduced in Greek by Ἰησους and in Latin by Jesus, Jhesus, or Hiesus, was a common name among Israelites and occurs in the Old Testament in no fewer than four forms. Sometimes the name is spelled out as יְהוֹשׁוּעַ (Deut. 3:21; Judg. 2:7) or written as יְהוֹשֻׁעַ (Exod. 17:9; Num. 13:16; Josh. 1:1; Judg. 2:6; 1 Sam. 6:14, 18; 2 Kings 23:8; Hag. 1:1; Zech. 3:1); and sometimes it also occurs in the abbreviated form of הוֹשֵׁעַ (Num. 13:8; 2 Kings 15:30; Hosea 1:1; Neh. 10:23) or of יֵשׁוּעַ (Ezra 2:2, 6; Neh. 7:7, 11, 39; etc.).
It has not yet been fully explained how the longer form “Jehoshua” can be abbreviated to “Jeshua,” nor how the yod could drop out completely in the name Hosea. Nor as yet has the derivation of the name been scientifically established. In the past scholars usually read the name “Jehoshua” as the third-person imperfect hiphil (alongside the form יְהוֹשִׁיעַ, Ps. 116:6) of the verb ישׁע, so that the meaning would be “he (i.e., Yahweh) will help or save.” Nowadays many scholars view the name as composed of יהוֹ and שׁוּעַ, so that its meaning is “Yahweh is help or salvation” (cf. approx. the same combination, in the reverse order, in the name יְשַׁעְיָהוּ, Isa. 1:1).132 However this may be, from ancient times the name was related to the verb יָשַׁע, “to help, to save.” Moses intentionally gave to Hoshea the son of Nun the name Joshua (Num 13:8, 16), and in Matthew 1:21, Joseph, at the express command of the angel, gave to his son the name Jesus, because he would save his people from their sins. Although occasionally the name was later also borne by other persons (Acts 7:45; Heb. 4:8 KJV; Col. 4:11), it belongs to Jesus in an utterly unique sense. Granted, the Jesuits later also called themselves by that name but in so doing assumed a title no one has a right to claim, inasmuch as Christ alone is the Savior. Furthermore, by their system and conduct they have on many occasions seriously disgraced their own name. Believers, therefore, all call themselves by the name of Christ, since this is not the personal and historical name but the official one, and in communion with this Christ they are themselves anointed as prophets, priests, and kings. In addition to this historical and official name, Christ is given many other names in Scripture. He is called the Son of God, the only-begotten, beloved Son of God, the Word, the image of God, the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, the firstborn of all creation, the true God and eternal life, God to be praised above all (or perhaps more correctly: God overall, to be praised forever [Rom. 9:5]), Immanuel. In addition, he is called the Son of Man, the son of Joseph and David, the Nazarene [Matt. 2:23], the Galilean, the holy and righteous one, the second Adam, the Lord from heaven, the firstborn of all creatures, and the firstborn of the dead. Finally, in terms of his office and work, he is called Prophet, Master, Teacher, Priest, the Great Priest, the High Priest, the Servant of the Lord, the Lamb of God, the King, the King of the Jews, the King of Israel, the King of kings, the Lord, the Lord of glory, the Lord of lords, the head of the church, the bridegroom of the church, the shepherd and guardian of souls, the pioneer and perfecter of the faith, the pioneer of salvation, the way, the truth, and the life, the bread of life, the prince of life, the resurrection and the life, the shepherd of the sheep, the door of the sheepfold, the light of the world, the shining morning star, the lion of the tribe of Judah, the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end, the judge of the living and the dead, the heir of all things by whom, in whom, and for whom all things have been created. All these names sufficiently prove the incomparable dignity and entirely unique place that belong to Christ.133 He is the mediator of both creation and re-creation.
The word μεσιτης occurs in the Septuagint, Job 9:33. It denotes the rescuer or helper (umpire, arbitrator) whom Job wished would stand between God and himself. In the New Testament the name is given only to Moses (Gal. 3:19–20) and to Christ (1 Tim. 2:5; Heb. 8:6; 9:15; 12:24) while the verb μεσιτευειν [act as go-between, intervene] is once used of God (Heb. 6:17). In general, the word denotes a person who takes a position between two parties with a view to bringing them together or to reconciling them (Deut. 5:5) and is therefore eminently suited to describe the place of Jesus’ person and the character of his work. The idea of a mediatorship, as we found earlier already, is integral to all religions but does not—in the soothsayers and magicians, the priests and the kings—achieve realization. Even Moses only bears that name provisionally, in a temporary and exemplary sense, for, though he was faithful in the house of God, he was there only as a servant to testify to the things that God would tell his people later (Heb. 3:5); though he received the law, he received it not even directly from God but by means of angels (Gal. 3:19). Though a mediator, he actually stood with the people and over against God and received the law, not for Israel alone, but also for himself (John 1:17). Christ, however, is over God’s house as the Son (Heb. 3:6), because he is the Son by whom God himself speaks to us, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the world (Heb. 1:1–2). He is not a third party who, coming from without, intervenes between God and us but is himself the Son of God, the reflection of his glory and the exact imprint of his very being, a partaker in God’s essence, in the attributes of his nature, and at the same time the Son of Man, head of all humanity, Lord of the church. He does not stand between two parties: he is those two parties in his own person.
About this mediatorship of Christ a not insignificant dispute arose in the century of the Reformation. Over against Osiander, who held the ontological righteousness of God in Christ to be the “matter” of justification, Stancarus, professor at Königsberg, defended the proposition that Christ was the mediator only according to his human nature and could therefore justify us only on the ground of his humanly acquired righteousness.134 For this position he could appeal to Augustine, Lombard, Aquinas, and others, who all said that Christ was the mediator only “insofar as he is human, for insofar as he is God he is not a mediator but the equal of the Father,”135 and these theologians were much more highly esteemed by Stancarus than by the Reformers. “One Peter Lombard,” he said, “is worth more than a hundred Luthers, two hundred Melanchthons, three hundred Bullingers, four hundred Peter Martyrs, and five hundred Calvins—who, if they were all crushed together in a mortar, would not yield one ounce of true theology.” Lutherans and Reformed theologians, opposing this view with the utmost vigor, asserted that Christ was a mediator in both natures, that he had been appointed as such from eternity, and that he had also fulfilled the office of mediator already in the days of the Old Testament.136 Catholic scholars, on the other hand, though they maintained that Christ was only a mediator in his human nature, nevertheless had to admit that for Christ to be a mediator, he had to be both God and man, that both natures together constituted the presupposition and basis of the mediator. They could only still say, therefore, that Christ accomplished his mediatorial works—his self-offering, suffering, and death—in his human nature and hence that this nature was only the “principle by which,” the “formal principle” of the mediator’s works.137 This split between the person and the work of the mediator, however, cannot be maintained. The peculiar feature of the mediatorial works is precisely that they are performed by one person possessing both natures. That is not to say—as Petavius charges the Lutherans and Calvinists with doing138—that they ascribe the work of the mediator to the divine nature of Christ by itself and in isolation from the human. The Son is a mediator, not according to his divine nature as such, as being one with and equal to the Father and the Spirit, but according to that divine nature by dispensation, “to the extent that by a voluntary dispensation of grace it submits to it.”139 Scripture, accordingly, repeatedly calls Christ in his divine nature the subject of humiliation (John 1:14; 2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:6), and the church fathers expressed themselves in a similar spirit.140 Augustine, Lombard, and Aquinas believed nothing other than that Christ was and could be a mediator, not by his divine nature as such (in isolation from his human nature), but only as the incarnate Son of God. In the end Catholic theologians themselves again had to defend this view against Stancarus.
CHRIST’S THREEFOLD OFFICE
Concealed, here, is still another difference. For if Christ is only a mediator in his human nature, as Bellarmine and Petavius claimed, he could not have been a mediator before his incarnation, but only began to be this in the moment of his conception. In effect, therefore, the Old Testament [period] was without a mediator.141 But though it is true that Christ became flesh only in the fullness of time, he was chosen and appointed as the mediator from eternity. One cannot object to this by saying that also David, Solomon, and others were chosen and in that sense anointed from eternity. For the big difference here is that before their conception David, Solomon, and all elect persons existed only in the mind and decree of God, while the Son was in the beginning with God and himself God. His election as the mediator did not occur apart from him but bears the character of a “pact of salvation” (pactum salutis). The work of redemption is a joint work of the Father, Son, and Spirit and began to be implemented immediately after the fall by all three persons. In the same sense in which the Father was the Father of his children from eternity and the Holy Spirit was the comforter of believers from eternity, the Son was appointed the mediator from eternity and began his work as mediator immediately after the fall. Already under the Old Testament [dispensation], he was active as prophet, priest, and king.142 The fallen world was immediately handed over to the Son as the mediator for the purpose of atonement and redemption. And in the fullness of time, he who was already the mediator, was made manifest in the flesh (1 John 1:2; 3:5, 8). This explains why Christ’s royal office stands out: in the Old Testament, he is especially sketched and predicted in his kingship, and with that title especially he acts among his people. But that kingship of Christ is very different from that of earthly rulers. It is prefigured in the theocratic Davidic kingship, which is essentially different from that of other kings. It is a kingship in God’s name, subject to God’s will, designed to direct all things to God’s honor. It is not a kingship of violence and weapons; it is exercised and governs in a very different and superior way. It rules by Word and Spirit, by grace and truth, by justice and righteousness. This king, accordingly, is at the same time a prophet and priest. His power is designed to be used in the service of truth and righteousness.
Because Christ’s kingship is utterly unique, however, many theologians object to speaking of his kingly office or, in the case of Christ, use the royal title metaphorically.143 In fact, many deem it better, in the case of Christ, to speak not of office but of a personal calling, for [the idea of] office belongs in a juridical community, whereas Christ’s kingdom is a realm of love, not of justice.144 “Office” is indeed distinguished from profession, trade, or position by the fact that it presupposes a government, is based on an appointment by that government, and involves someone serving that government personally, not for pay. Precisely for this reason, however, “office” is the word that must be used with respect to Christ. For he did not assume the dignity of the mediator himself: God chose, called, and appointed him (Pss. 2:7; 89:19–21; 110:1–4; 132:17; Isa. 42:1; Heb. 5:4–6). The name “Christ” is not a professional name but the name of an office, a title, a dignity Jesus can claim because he has been chosen by God himself. Under the old covenant especially kings were anointed (Judg. 9:8, 15; 1 Sam. 9:16; 10:1; 16:13; 2 Sam. 2:4; 5:3; 19:10; 1 Kings 1:34, 39; 2 Kings 9:1–3; 11:12; 23:30), probably with holy oil (1 Kings 1:39; Ps. 89:20). “Anointed one” was the title of the theocratic king (Pss. 20:6; 28:8; 84:9; 89:38; etc.). The anointing with oil was a symbol of divine consecration, of being equipped with the Spirit of God (1 Sam. 10:1, 9–10). And this was the anointing—not in an external and symbolic sense, but in a truly spiritual sense—that Christ received (Isa. 11:2; 42:1; 61:1; Pss. 2:6; 45:7; 89:20; Luke 4:18; John 3:34; Acts 4:27; 10:38; Heb. 1:9) on the occasion of his conception by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35) and at his baptism by John (Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:32). His kingship was also as real as his anointing, of which that of the Old Testament was only a shadow. The theocratic Davidic kingship was only a weak prefiguration of it and received its true fulfillment in the kingship of Christ. Christ is king in a greater, much truer sense than David and Solomon. For integral to the idea of a theocratic king was that he had to be a man after God’s heart and might not lift himself up like a despot above his brothers (Deut. 17:14–20). Inasmuch as Israel’s kings did not conform themselves to this royal law, prophecy expected another and better king who, himself the anointed of the Lord and servant of God, would govern his people by truth and righteousness and conquer his enemies. As such a king, Christ assumes his public ministry. He founds a kingdom of God that, though now it only still exists spiritually and morally, is destined one day to manifest itself also externally and bodily in the city of God, from which all the ungodly are banished and in which God will be all in all. And because he is such a king, a king in the true and full sense, his kingship also includes the prophetic and priestly offices.
[382] Many theologians, however, object to the threefold office of Christ on the ground that one office cannot be distinguished from the others.145 True, no single activity of Christ can be exclusively restricted to one office. His words are a proclamation of law and gospel and thus point to the prophetic office; but he speaks as one having authority, and all things obey his command (Mark 1:22; 4:41; Luke 4:32; etc.); he calls himself king, comes into the world to bear witness to the truth (John 18:37). His miracles are signs of his teaching (John 2:11; 10:37; etc.) but also a revelation of his priestly compassion (Matt. 8:17) and his royal power (Matt. 9:6, 8; 21:23). In his intercessory prayer not only his high priestly but also his prophetic and royal offices are evidenced (John 17:2, 9–10, 24). His death is a confession and an example (1 Tim. 6:13; 1 Pet. 2:21; Rev. 1:5), but also a sacrifice (Eph. 5:2) and a demonstration of his power (John 10:18). Dogmatics has been perplexed, therefore, as to what things from Jesus’ life and works had to be assigned to each office in particular. Usually treated under [the heading of] Christ’s prophetic office were his teaching, predictions, and miracles; under [the heading of] his priestly office, his acts of sacrifice, intercession, and blessing. Remaining, then, for his royal office in the state of humiliation there was no more than the tribute offered by the magi, the entry into Jerusalem, the appointment of the apostles, the institution of the sacraments—isolated facts that can in part just as well be assigned to the other offices. Even more difficult became the description of the difference in the state of exaltation. For though Jesus’ prophetic activity is continued in teaching his church by Word and Spirit, he rules and protects his church by these two as a king also, and his high priestly intercession is not an entreaty but an expression of royal will (John 17:24). It is, accordingly, an atomistic approach, which detaches certain specific activities from the life of Jesus and assigns some to his prophetic and others to his priestly or royal office. Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever. He does not just perform prophetic, priestly, and kingly activities but is himself, in his whole person, prophet, priest, and king. And everything he is, says, and does manifests that threefold dignity. Granted, in the one activity it is more his prophetic office that is evident to us, and in another it is his priestly or his kingly office that stands out; and it is also true that his prophetic office comes to the fore more in the days of the Old Testament and during his days of traveling around on earth, his priestly office more in his suffering and death, his kingly office more in his state of exaltation. But actually he bears all three offices at the same time and consistently exercises all three at once both before and after his incarnation, in both the state of humiliation and that of exaltation.
However, speaking of Christ’s three offices is not for that reason arbitrary, nor is it Oriental imagery that can be abandoned without scruple, nor can the one office be reduced to one of the other two. While it is not possible to separate them, the distinction between them is most certainly there. To be a mediator, to be a complete savior, he had to be appointed by the Father to all three and equipped by the Spirit for all three offices. The truth is that the idea of humanness already encompasses within itself this threefold dignity and activity. Human beings have a head to know, a heart to give themselves, a hand to govern and to lead; correspondingly, they were in the beginning equipped by God with knowledge and understanding, with righteousness and holiness, with dominion and glory (blessedness). The sin that corrupted human beings infected all their capacities and consisted not only in ignorance, folly, error, lies, blindness, darkness but also in unrighteousness, guilt, moral degradation, and further in misery, death, and ruin. Therefore Christ, both as the Son and as the image of God, for himself and also as our mediator and savior, had to bear all three offices. He had to be a prophet to know and to disclose the truth of God; a priest, to devote himself to God and, in our place, to offer himself up to God; a king, to govern and protect us according to God’s will. To teach, to reconcile, and to lead; to instruct, to acquire, and to apply salvation; wisdom, righteousness, and redemption; truth, love, and power—all three are essential to the completeness of our salvation. In Christ’s God-to-humanity relation, he is a prophet; in his humanity-to-God relation he is a priest; in his headship over all humanity he is a king. Rationalism acknowledges only his prophetic office; mysticism only his priestly office; millennialism only his royal office. But Scripture, consistently and simultaneously attributing all three offices to him, describes him as our chief prophet, our only [high] priest, and our eternal king. Though a king, he rules not by the sword but by his Word and spirit. He is a prophet, but his word is power and [really] happens. He is a priest but lives by dying, conquers by suffering, and is all-powerful by his love. He is always all these things in conjunction, never the one without the other: mighty in speech and action as a king and full of grace and truth in his royal rule.146
GOD’S JUSTICE OR LOVE?
[383] In the entirety of his person and work, this Christ is a revelation of God’s love. The Gnostics and especially Marcion drew a sharp contrast between the God of wrath, of vengeance and justice, who revealed himself in the Old Testament, and the God of love and grace, who in the New Testament made himself known in Christ.147 But such a contrast is unknown to Scripture. Yahweh Elohim in the Old Testament, though just, holy, zealous for his honor, and full of ire against sin, is also gracious, merciful, eager to forgive, and abounding in steadfast love (Exod. 20:5–6; 34:6–7; Deut. 4:31; Ps. 86:15; etc.). In the New Testament God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is the God of all grace and mercy (Luke 6:36; 2 Cor. 1:3; 1 Peter 5:10). There is no antithesis between the Father and Christ. As full of love, merciful, and ready to forgive as Christ is, so is the Father. It is his words that Christ speaks, his works he does. The Father is himself the Savior (σωτηρ; Luke 1:47; 1 Tim. 1:1; Titus 3:4–5), the One who in Christ reconciles the world to himself, not counting its trespasses against it (2 Cor. 5:18–19). Christ, therefore, did not first by his work move the Father to love and grace, for the love of the Father is antecedent and comes to manifestation in Christ, who is himself a gift of God’s love (John 3:16; Rom. 5:8; 8:32; 1 John 4:9–10).
In Romans 3:25–26, Paul does say that God put Christ Jesus forward, for all to see, as an expiation, by faith, in his blood, as a demonstration of God’s righteousness. In this connection we must undoubtedly think of righteousness as an attribute of God that—because of his passing over, without expiation, of the sins committed in the past by Jews and Gentiles under the regime of God’s forbearance—seemed not to come to manifestation and therefore to be nonexistent. In the present time, in the fullness of time, it was necessary, accordingly, for God to put Christ forward as an expiation by his blood to prove that he himself is righteous and could justify those who believe in Jesus. But here, too, the righteousness of God is not viewed as being in conflict with his grace and love. After all, the righteousness of God was demonstrated not in that by it sinners were punished for their transgressions but in that by it Christ was put forward as an expiation by his blood, so that in the forgiveness of sins God himself nevertheless proved righteous and at the same time could justify the believer. The righteousness of God in Scripture consists, first of all, in the fact that he judges justly, does not hold the guilty to be innocent and the innocent guilty; and further, in that he helps, saves, and recognizes the just cause of the poor, the wretched, those who, though personally guilty, materially have the right on their side. In the latter sense, righteousness is akin to mercy, faithfulness, and truth, but is nevertheless always distinct from these qualities in that it focuses on the anomaly that exists between a person’s rights and the state in which that person finds herself or himself.148 Here, too, in Paul, God’s righteousness, though not identical with his goodness, mercy, faithfulness, or truth, is even much less opposed to it. In fact it is precisely the attribute of God that gave Christ as an expiation, so that God could forgive sins out of grace while preserving justice. Hence there is no such thing as a conflict between God’s justice and his love. In our sinful state it may appear to us that way, but in God all attributes are one and fully consistent with one another.
So, on the one hand, we must reject the notion that Christ was solely a revelation of God’s punitive justice. The God of revelation, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is not a pagan God whose spite and hatred against people must be averted by an array of sacrifices. Sacrifice in Scripture, also in the Old Testament, bears a very different character: it presupposes the covenant of grace. If the God of revelation were a pagan God, there would inevitably arise a Gnostic contrast between the Father and the Son that would elevate the Son as the God of grace far above the Father as the God of vengeance and rip apart the Old and the New Testament, creation and re-creation, nature and grace. On the other hand, Christ must not be viewed as solely a demonstration of God’s love, at least not love as we frequently conceive it and which is totally different from the love of God in Scripture.149 In that case, after all, not only the suffering and death of Christ, which Scripture undoubtedly portrays as a punishment for our sin, would remain completely unexplained, but the word of Paul—that God put Christ forward as an expiation that he might prove himself righteous and could justify those who believe in Jesus—would be directly contradicted. For in Romans 3:21–26, the core idea is that in the gospel God has now manifested his righteousness apart from the law, independently of the law. According to the law, God can only manifest his righteousness by condemning all people, for they are all guilty and objects of his wrath. For no human being can be justified by works of the law (3:19–20, 23). But the miracle of the gospel consists in that God manifests his righteousness apart from the law in a way that enables him to remain righteous and in virtue of (not in spite of) that righteousness justifies those who believe in Jesus and who in themselves, judged according to the law, are ungodly (4:5). And that has now been made possible by God’s putting Christ forward as an expiation, by faith, in his blood. In this connection, therefore, in speaking of God’s righteousness we must not think of the attribute of God according to which God condemns and punishes the sinner according to the law (although in dogmatics God’s vindictive justice is usually also counted as his righteousness) but, on the contrary, of that property of God according to which, in the gospel, he acquits and justifies those who believe in Jesus. God’s righteousness shines out most brilliantly in that in the gospel, apart from the law, he righteously forgives [sinners]. It is not opposed to grace but in a sense includes it; in the expiatory sacrifice of Christ, by faith, it opened a way to justify the ungodly out of grace; and the grace by which we are justified realized itself in the way of justice and righteousness. “Hidden behind the wrath, as final agent, is love, just as the sun is hidden behind thunder clouds” (Delitzsch).150
[384] This automatically leads to the often-discussed question whether this way of justice was necessary for God to reveal his grace or whether he could also forgive without satisfaction. Duns Scotus proceeded from the “absolute dominion of God” and held that incarnation and satisfaction were solely determined by God’s arbitrary will. Athanasius, Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin, Musculus, Zanchius, Twisse, and others deemed them not absolutely necessary but, in keeping with God’s wisdom, as highly fitting and appropriate. Irenaeus, Basil, Ambrose, Anselm, Beza, Piscator, Voetius, Turretin, Owen, Moor, and others inclined to view them as strictly necessary.151 One can understand that many theologians prefer to take a middle road rather than enthrone arbitrariness in God or limit his omnipotence by an absolute necessity. Still, there is no objection in this connection to speaking of necessity, provided this concept is properly understood. The will in God is neither a formal arbitrariness divorced from all his attributes and from his being as a whole nor a capacity for choice that is bound by all those attributes and that being as a whole and therefore unfree. For us the will of God is often the final ground of things, and we have to acquiesce in it, even though we do not know why God acts thus and not otherwise. But in God that will always has those wise and holy reasons for his acting thus and not otherwise, for he never acts except in harmony with all his attributes, his love, wisdom, righteousness, and so on. And this agreement of the will of God with all his attributes is not coercive, not a restriction for that will, but precisely the true and highest freedom. To will and to act as his holy, wise, almighty, and loving nature itself wants is for God both the highest freedom and the highest necessity. This, also, is how it is with the incarnation and satisfaction: they may be called “necessary,” not as a necessity that is imposed on God from without and from which he cannot escape, but as actions that are in agreement with his attributes and display them most splendidly.
For, in the first place, Scripture teaches that God does all things for his own sake (Prov. 16:4; Rom. 11:36). The final ground and ultimate purpose, also of Christ’s incarnation and satisfaction, cannot lie in a creature, in the salvation of the sinner, but has to lie in God himself. For his own sake, he sent his Son into the world as an expiation for our sins that his attributes and perfections might thus be manifested. And indeed, there is no fact that so powerfully brings those perfections of God to the fore as Christ’s incarnation and satisfaction. Not just one attribute is brilliantly illumined by these events but all of them together: his wisdom, grace, love, mercy, long-suffering, righteousness, holiness, power, and so on. Although as a rule we hear mention only of God’s grace and justice, the other attributes may not be forgotten either. Christ in his own person, word, and work is the supremely perfect, comprehensive revelation of God: his servant, his image, his Son. He has made known to us the Father. If God wanted to reveal himself in his consummate glory, then the creation and re-creation, Christ’s incarnation and satisfaction, were necessary. His perfections were already made manifest in creation, but they are much more richly and superbly displayed in the re-creation. In his omnipotence he knows how to utilize [even] sin as a means of self-glorification.
Second, it is the teaching of Scripture that God as the absolutely righteous and holy one hates sin with divine hatred (Gen. 18:25; Exod. 20:5; 23:7; Ps. 5:6–7; Nah. 1:2; Rom. 1:18, 32). There is an absolute antithesis between God and sin that necessarily comes to expression in the fact that God reacts against it with all his perfections. He does not want sin; he takes no pleasure in it; he hates and fulminates against it. Sin cannot exist without eliciting God’s hatred and punishment. God cannot deny himself. He cannot recognize the validity of sin. He cannot accord to Satan equal rights with himself. Precisely because he is the absolutely holy one, he has to hate sin. Actually, everyone assents to that truth. Even when people say that God can forgive sin without atonement and, as perfect love, also has to forgive sin, everyone still admits that God forgives it, that is, that motivated by grace, he does not punish it, though he has the right and the power to inflict that punishment. Even Mr. Chavannes, speaking to a gathering of modern theologians, incurred little agreement with his proposition that the expression “forgiving love” is a meaningless oxymoron. 152
Third, God is most certainly the Father of humankind, but this name is far from describing the entire relationship in which God stands to his creatures. He is also Creator, Maintainer, Ruler, Sovereign, Lawgiver, Judge, and so on, and it is one-sided and conducive to error if one takes one of these names—disregarding all the others—to be the full revelation of God. Thus, in relation to sin, God is not just a creator or injured party who can cancel the debt and forgive as well as forget the insult but is himself the giver, protector, and avenger of the law, righteousness in person, and as such he cannot forgive sin without atonement (Heb. 9:22). In that capacity he cannot nullify the just demands of the law, for we are not speaking here about personal or private rights, which one can relinquish, but about the righteousness, that is, the perfections and honor of God himself. Against this idea one could appeal to the prerogative of pardon that an earthly government frequently exercises, but this prerogative of pardon is only given to it because it is fallible and in many cases inflicts a penalty that is too severe or even undeserved.153 In God something like that cannot happen. He is righteousness in person, does not need to restore justice or nullify it by grace, but lets both justice and grace come to expression in the cross of Christ.
Fourth, the moral law as such is not an arbitrary positive law but law grounded in the nature of God himself. Nor is it a self-existent impersonal power independent of God—so that Christ satisfied not God but its demand154—but the expression of his being. In maintaining the law, God maintains himself and vice versa. It is therefore unbreakable and inviolable. It bears this character throughout the Scriptures; our own conscience bears witness to it; and the entire so-called moral world order, with its phenomena of responsibility, sense of duty, guilt, repentance, dread, remorse, punishment, and so on, is based on this inviolability. Christ, accordingly, came not to abolish the law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17–18; Rom. 10:4). He upheld its majesty and glory; and faith, accordingly, does not nullify the law but upholds it (Rom. 3:31).
Fifth, sin in Scripture bears a diverse character: it is incomprehension, folly, guilt, pollution, impurity, shame, and so on; it is likened to a money debt and, from another viewpoint, is an affront to God. But, additionally, it occurs in Scripture as a crime, an offense against righteousness, a violation of the divine majesty, which brings us under his judgment (Rom 3:19), and it makes us worthy of death (Rom. 1:32). In this capacity it demands punishment, and there is no forgiveness without satisfaction (atonement); it can be completely overcome, as it concerns its guilt and pollution as well as its power and control, only in the way of justice.
To be added, in the sixth place, is that sin is so enormous “that God, rather than … leave it unpunished, punished it in his beloved Son, Jesus Christ, with the bitter and shameful death on the cross.”155 If righteousness could have been obtained in any other way, Christ would have died to no purpose (Gal. 2:21; 3:21; Heb. 2:10). In sum, Christ’s incarnation and satisfaction occurred to the end that God would again be recognized and honored as God by his creatures. Sin was the rejection of God and all his perfections, a turning toward and adoration of creatures. But in Christ, God again revealed himself, restored his sovereignty, vindicated all his perfections, glorified his name, and maintained his deity. God was primarily concerned, also in the work of redemption, to establish himself, his own glory.156
[385] Socinians and their spiritual kin, however, have fiercely opposed the necessity of satisfaction (atonement). All their arguments come down to saying that justice and grace, satisfaction and forgiveness, and hence also law and gospel, Old and New Testaments, creation and re-creation, are inconsistent with each other, are in fact mutually exclusive. According to them, the Christian religion is the absolutely spiritual and moral religion, stripped of all natural and sensual elements. God is not to be conceived as a judge but as a father. Punitive justice, holiness, hatred, wrath against sin are not perfections of God; only love describes his being. The religion of the Old Testament was still based on law and viewed the relation of humans to God as a legal relation. Pharisaism carried the viewpoint to the limit and Paul, still employing this Pharisaic terminology, maintained the Pharisaic combination of law-keeping, righteousness, and reward in his thinking. Still, Paul does not derive the “unfulfillability” of the law from human sinfulness but from the law’s own nature, which serves not to give life but to increase sin. He therefore still conceives the Christian religion purely as a religion of redemption, as grace, forgiveness, faith. And that, in fact, it is. It is solely a religious-ethical religion and no longer has any cosmic juridical or metaphysical components. It is a doctrine of salvation and nothing more; and all the other things, the doctrine of God, of humanity, of sin, of the world, and so on, must be reviewed and revised, christologically and soteriologically, from this perspective. The state is the sphere of law; but religion and law are diametrically opposed to each other.157
This entire set of opposites, however, is false and has always been rejected in Christian theology as Marcionite. In the first place, after all, it is not true that justice and grace (love) are a contrast in God. Not only does the whole Bible ascribe to God the attributes of righteousness, holiness, wrath and hatred against sin,158 but grace even presupposes righteousness in God and cannot be maintained without it. Remember: grace is that perfection in God by which, for some reason or other, he relinquishes his rights. Hence, if as the righteous and holy one he did not have the right to punish, we cannot speak of grace in relation to him either. Similarly, the highest love in God, that is, the forgiving love that is revealed in Christ, is no longer love if in God’s righteous judgment sin did not deserve to be punished. Those who deny justice thereby also deny grace.
In the second place, justice and religion (morality) absolutely do not constitute an antithesis. Religion and morality are themselves a claim that God has on us. In his law he demands that we humans shall love him above all else and our neighbor as ourselves. Now, religion and morality are not degraded or externalized by this demand but, on the contrary, maintained in their true significance. God wills that humans shall love him with all their heart, mind, and powers. He claims the whole person for this service of love. Religion and morality could not exist were they not rooted in God’s just claim on his creatures. In this sense the moral order is upheld by the juridical order. The feeling for justice is even much more deeply grounded in humans than their religious and ethical consciousness. Even in the case of the people who have shaken off all religion and all morality, this sense of justice is frequently still remarkably vital. And though it is true that a perfect human loves God and neighbor spontaneously and in response to the voice of his or her holy nature, this in no way alters the fact that precisely such service out of love agrees with God’s law and is prescribed in it. The moral law is very definitely a requirement and a divine right, even when it claims the whole person and desires a service in spirit and truth. For just as religion and morality are rooted in divine right, so conversely, that right of God, so far from being an abstract and formal matter of the will, is above all grounded in God’s nature. The juridical order itself has an ethical character and finds confirmation and support in the moral order.
Third, the assertion that the moral world order only became a legal world order as a result of sin is therefore incorrect.159 Granted, it has become legal for humans as a result of sin in the sense that now the love for God and neighbor comes to them as a command confrontatively from without, a command that they cannot fulfill, that they have violated, and whose penalty they deserve. But it did not become legal as a result of sin as though it were not grounded in a right and law of God. Though Lutheran theology indeed taught this,160 the judgment of Reformed theology was otherwise and better. Even apart from sin, the law is very definitely the norm for the entire moral world order, for it is a norm grounded in God’s being. This order is not even conceivable apart from a law. All religion and morality presuppose a law. Where there is no law, there is no transgression. Those who separate the moral world order from the law turn it both objectively and subjectively into something capricious and undermine its foundation.
Fourth, those who dualistically oppose justice and grace to each other run afoul of Scripture at all points. The state of integrity, as life lived in conformity with the moral law on the part of humans created after God’s image, can no longer be maintained. Sin is not culpable, they claim, and deserves no punishment other than in the consciousness of the sinner. The law has no eternal significance but only a temporary, passing, pedagogical function. The Old Testament as the religion of law no longer concerns us. The doctrines of the righteousness of God and of Christ’s atonement are Pharisaic Jewish intrusions into the theology of the New Testament. The forgiveness of sins is a matter of arriving at the subjective insight that sins are not culpable and do not deserve punishment. Sanctification is autonomous moral self-development. The church is only a religious-ethical community that has nothing to do with “right” and law. Under the appearance of gaining a purer view of the Christian religion, the promoters of this dualism have robbed it of its core.
Fifth, and finally, if grace, love, and forgiveness are totally undeserved and all presuppose a voluntary relinquishment of a “right,” one may most certainly—with Socinus161—ask the question whether God cannot relinquish that right without demanding satisfaction. God, after all, is slow to anger, long-suffering, and merciful and, in Scripture, frequently forgives people without there being any satisfaction, provided there is genuine repentance (Deut. 30:1–3; Jer. 3:13–14; 18:8; Matt. 18:24f.; Luke 15:11f.). In this question, if it is really meant seriously, the difference is no longer one de jure (by right) but only one de facto (in fact). God had a right to demand satisfaction. Grace and forgiveness presuppose that right. The difference concerns only whether God in fact demanded that satisfaction. Later we will find that in reality the suffering and death of Christ had a “satisfactory” (atoning) character. In the face of this reality, the question concerning the issue of whether God could not have relinquished his right to satisfaction is of very minor significance. In any case, however, it is not proper to use forgiveness to oppose satisfaction as though the two were mutually exclusive. For in Scripture they are not only connected (Lev. 4:31; Rom. 3:24–26; Heb. 9:22), but they are related in such a way that it is exactly satisfaction that opens the way to forgiveness. In the case of financial debts, satisfaction indeed cancels out forgiveness, since here what matters is not the person who pays but only the sum of money that is paid. But in the case of moral debts, this is very different. They are personal and must be punished in the guilty person himself or herself. If a substitute is admitted in this situation, the admission of such a substitute and the crediting of his merits in exchange for those of the guilty person is certainly always an act of grace. Satisfaction is something Christ gives to God, but forgiveness is something God gives to us. Forgiveness amounts to grace, not vis-à-vis Christ, but vis-à-vis us. For God, Christ’s satisfaction opens the way—without violating his rights—to forgive sins out of grace and so to justify the ungodly. If sin is of such a nature that “right” and righteousness, law and truth, do not suffer the least damage even when sin is not punished, then neither does the grace of forgiveness amount to much. But if sin is so enormous “that God, rather than … leave it unpunished, punished it in his beloved son, Jesus Christ, with the bitter and shameful death of the cross,” then the riches of God’s grace, the power of his forgiving love, come splendidly to the fore. Then, too, in the face of their accusing conscience, humans find rest and consolation in that satisfaction and can rejoice without any fear in the forgiveness of their sins. For a perfect satisfaction (atonement) is the guarantee of absolute, irrevocable, and eternal forgiveness.162
THE OBEDIENCE OF CHRIST FOR US
[386] The work Christ accomplished for his own consisted in general in his absolute and total obedience to the will of God (Matt. 3:15; 20:28; 26:42; John 4:34; 5:30; 6:38; Rom. 5:19; Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:7–8; Heb. 5:8; 10:5–10; etc.). In theology this rich idea has frequently not come into its own. Often Christ’s suffering has been separated from the act of obedience expressed in it and thus made into an object of pious reflection. In the Christian church, the martyrs, the monks, the beggars, the flagellants, were successively viewed as the true disciples of Jesus. Asceticism and self-torture were the preeminent Christian virtues. Following Christ consisted in copying and imitating deeds and conditions from his life, specifically from his suffering. Christ was the great sufferer, the sublime martyr, whose suffering had to be the object of contemplation and imitation.163 In Anselm, Christ’s satisfaction—since Christ was obligated to obey God’s law first of all for himself—consisted only in his suffering and death, which as a work of supererogation was added to his life by him and offered to the Father as a voluntary gift. Catholic theology does not express itself unanimously and unambiguously about the active obedience of Christ. Though the Council of Trent makes mention of Christ’s “most holy Passion,”164 the theologians either completely reject it or construe it to mean that Christ did not fulfill the law of God in our place.165
Also among Protestants—in the case of mystics, Anabaptists, Herrnhuter, and others—occur views of the suffering of Christ as “something objective,” views that fail to do justice to his active obedience. Even Parsimonius and Piscator denied it,166 inasmuch as Christ was already obligated to this obedience for himself, and this obedience, therefore, though for him personally a necessary requirement and for our benefit (nostro bono), was not a constituent in his satisfaction accomplished in our place (nostro loco); further, because Holy Scripture consistently links our entire salvation, both the forgiveness of sins and eternal life, to Christ’s suffering and death alone; and because believers, even though they have the forgiveness of sins and eternal life, are still obligated to keep the law. Lutherans, regarding this as Nestorianism, said that the person of Christ was Lord of the law in both his natures and therefore not subject to the law for himself simply as a human being.167
Reformed theologians, however, could not speak along those lines since Christ as a true human being was certainly obligated to keep the law, to love God above all, and to love his neighbor as himself. Yet they rightly rejected the sentiments of Piscator. For, in the first place, Scripture views the entire life and work of Christ as a single whole and never makes a dichotomy between an obedience of life (obedientia vitae), which he accomplished for himself, and an obedience of death (obedientia mortis), which he accomplished for us. It is one single work that the Father assigned to him and that he finished in his death (John 4:34; 17:4; 19:30). His ministry was completed in the giving of his life as a ransom for many (Matt. 20:28). Even Paul, who powerfully emphasizes the cross of Christ, regards his death, not as the whole, but as the consummation of his obedience. He was born under the law (Gal. 4:4), in the likeness of sinful flesh (Rom. 8:3), did not live to please himself (Rom. 15:3); at his incarnation he already emptied himself and assumed the form of a servant; he continually humbled himself and became obedient even to death (Phil. 2:7–8; 2 Cor. 8:9). So it is one single ministry and one obedience, which gives “life-giving justification” (δικαιωσις ζωης) to many (Rom. 5:18–19). It is totally contrary to Scripture, therefore, to restrict the “satisfactory” (atoning) work of Christ to his suffering or even, as Jacob Alting did,168 to his suffering only during the three hours of darkness on the cross. The appeal to places like Zechariah 3:9; John 19:30; Romans 6:10; Hebrews 7:27; 1 Peter 3:18, where we read that Christ suffered on the cross once for all and cried out “It is finished!” do not in any way serve as an argument against this position because, in his suffering and death, the whole of Christ’s preceding life was incorporated, summed up, and completed.169 The case is rather that Christ’s entire life and work, from his conception to his death, was substitutionary in nature. The assumption of human nature itself and by itself does not yet have this character because all Christ’s mediatorial works presuppose the two natures; but his holy conception and birth and all his holy works are included in the one work of Christ.170
Second, while it is certainly true that as a human and with reference to himself Christ was subject to the law, it must be emphasized that his incarnation and being human occurred not for himself but for us. Christ never was, and may never be regarded as, a private person, an individual alongside and on the same level as other individuals. He was from the very beginning a public person, the second Adam, the guarantor and head of the elect. As Adam sinned for himself and by this act imposed guilt and death on all those he represented, so Christ, by his righteousness and obedience, acquired forgiveness and life for all his own. Even more, as a human being Christ was certainly subject to the law of God as the rule of life; even believers are never exempted from the law in that sense. But Christ related himself to the law in still a very different way, namely, as the law of the covenant of works. Adam was not only obligated to keep the law but was confronted in the covenant of works with that law as the way to eternal life, a life he did not yet possess. But Christ, in virtue of his union with the divine nature, already had this eternal and blessed life. This life he voluntarily relinquished. He submitted himself to the law of the covenant of works as the way to eternal life for himself and his own.
The obedience that Christ accorded to the law, therefore, was totally voluntary. Not his death alone, as Anselm said, but his entire life was an act of self-denial, a self-offering presented by him as head in the place of his own.
Third, that believers are still always obligated to keep the law as the rule of life is no argument against this. If this proved anything, all the “satisfactory” value of Jesus’ life and suffering would vanish. For believers must still bear all sorts of suffering as a result of sin(s); they are still tempted by Satan and seduced by the world; they still sin time after time and must still die and so on, and therefore—it is argued—Christ has not delivered them from anything, neither from sin nor from its consequences. This is how Jacob Alting argued and stated, accordingly, that by his hellish bouts of fear during the three hours of darkness on the cross, Christ had delivered his own only from eternal death. But his view of the work of redemption is definitely wrong. Redemption is complete: a redemption of the whole person, in soul and body, from all sins and all consequences of sin. And this has been accomplished by Christ’s life and death. But just as his kingdom was differentiated by him into an invisible spiritual realm and a visible realm that would one day be founded on earth; just as he himself came once to suffer, and will in the future return to judge the living and the dead, so the redemption wrought by Christ is gradually worked out and applied, first spiritually, then bodily. In this dispensation believers are delivered from all guilt and the power of sin and all its consequences, from the world, Satan, and death. They have the forgiveness of sins and eternal life. The law, Satan, and death can no longer take these things away. And some day they will also be delivered externally—physically—from all sin and the dominion of sin. The whole re-creation, as it will be completed in the new heaven and the new earth, is the fruit of the work of Christ. Just as it is one-sided, with Alting, to see the fruit of Christ’s work only in the redemption from eternal death, so it is equally one-sided, with Ritschl, to limit that fruit to the spiritual-ethical dominion of Christ over sin and the world this side of heaven. The whole person of Christ, in both his active and his passive obedience, is the complete guarantee for the entire redemption that God in his grace grants to individual persons, to humanity, and to the world.171
[387] Whereas in earlier centuries Piscator and many others excluded Christ’s active obedience from his mediatorial work, in modern theology his passive obedience is very frequently misjudged or totally denied and opposed. After Socinianism and rationalism had subjected the doctrine of Christ’s satisfaction to sharp criticism, many theologians in modern times transmuted it into something mystical or ethical and, in so doing, robbed it of its true character. The idea, in the main, is that Christ’s suffering and death were not necessary for the purpose of satisfying God’s righteousness nor demanded by God as a sacrifice for our sins. Instead, they were the consequence of a life lived in obedience to God’s will, proof that in his religious-ethical vocation he remained faithful to God and clung to his fellowship even into death, the historically necessary result of his holy life in the midst of a sinful world. In the elaboration of this main idea, however, the emphasis varies. Among the church fathers, we frequently encounter the statement that God had to become human in order that humans might become his children. Under the influence of Hegel’s philosophy, this idea again surfaces in many modern theologians who, for that reason, locate the redemptive deed in the incarnation and regard the reconciliation by his suffering and death as its completion. Christ saves us not so much by what he does as by what he is.172 Though Schleiermacher’s doctrine of redemption shows affinity to that view, he especially stresses the perfect and undisturbed God-consciousness of Christ and the holy life he led from beginning to end. As the Holy One, he entered into our fellowship, acquired profound “sympathy with human guilt and liability to punishment,” and accepted his death as the result of “his zeal for his vocation.”173 Hofmann, too, proceeded from the unity of God and humanity that was accomplished in the person of Christ and further defined atonement by saying that Christ, consecrating himself to God in all his suffering and to the point of death, became the head of a new humanity born from him.174
Other theologians tend to take their position in the work of Christ and attempt from that vantage point to arrive at a view and appraisal of his person. The work he was to accomplish on earth is then frequently described as the founding of the kingdom of heaven and bringing this about despite all opposition. It was fidelity to his vocation that marks his death as a sacrifice. Still, that death was no true sacrifice, no demand of God’s righteousness, and no punishment for sins, but the unintended consequence of the conflict between him, the Holy One, and sinful humankind, “an accident of his positive faithfulness in the pursuit of his vocation.”175 Sometimes the work of Christ is also said to consist in bringing to light, by his death, the severity of the moral law and the appalling character of sin, thus producing in humankind that “state of repentance” in which alone the forgiveness of sins can be received and enjoyed. For there is no atonement for sins other than the repentance that, after all, is itself the “destruction of sin” in us.176 Others tend to approach the person of Christ more from the side of his solidarity with humankind. Although the Son of God, he was certainly also the Son of Man. By his incarnation he became the head and representative of humankind. He entered into the fellowship of its suffering and death, took on himself its sorrows and diseases, and in his life and death showed what love is and is capable of doing.177 Some theologians develop this solidarity of Christ with humankind even further into the theory that Christ, taking this suffering on himself as the consequence of sins and in so doing pronouncing his “Amen” to God’s righteous judgment on sin, himself thereby made a complete confession of sins, displayed complete repentance over sins, and in that way disclosed a path to atonement for sin—all on behalf of humankind.178
DIMENSIONS OF CHRIST’S DEATH
All these different appraisals of the death of Christ are frequently labeled “theories” that have been constructed by human thought in an attempt to explain the facts. The picture presented is that Scripture does not contain a clear, authoritative, and decisive doctrine of the suffering and death of Christ. If there were such a doctrine, then certainly the matter would not have been debated for centuries and there would not be such an array of theories surviving side by side in the church and in theology. But the New Testament no more affords us a doctrine of redemption than “nature gives us science. It gives us the facts but not the theory, the matter of all Christian doctrine, but no finished doctrine or doctrines of the whole of Christianity.” And that is a good thing too. For this makes possible a Christianity in which all agree, although in their views and interpretation of it, there is wide divergence. No two theologians are perhaps agreed on how Christ is our salvation and in what it actually consists, yet both confess that Christ is our salvation. Especially in our day many people are very dissatisfied with the theories presented in the past concerning the suffering and death of Christ but still continue to believe in the fact of salvation in Christ. The situation is like that of two people who both recognize the fact of gravity but, when they begin to talk about it, find themselves far apart.179
This picture of the situation is very unbalanced. The power of the death of Christ is independent of the more or less clear interpretation we can give of it. It is also enjoyed by those who have but very little knowledge of the doctrine of truth. It is indeed not the doctrine concerning the death of Christ but this death itself that atones for our sins and gives peace to our consciences.180 But some knowledge of the significance and value of that death is nevertheless always needed to distinguish it from that of other people—also that of martyrs and heroes—and to link our salvation to that death. Undoubtedly, a correct insight into its characteristic essence and value is also conducive to the development of the spiritual life of people. The comparison of believers who accept the fact of the death of Christ but differ in theory with the people who accept gravity but differ in their views about it is faulty. For that matter Dubose himself recognizes that it is only partially applicable “because to be practically saved in Christ is not so independent of some knowledge of what and how salvation is in him as living under the law of gravitation is of any theoretical knowledge of it.” Much more mistaken, however, is the comparison of the New Testament with nature as if both only supply facts and no theory. For though this may be true of nature, it is absolutely not applicable to the New Testament. Holy Scripture does not relate to us the bare fact of the death of Christ in order then to base the interpretation and appraisal of it to everyone’s own taste but from all angles puts that fact in the light of the Word. As elsewhere in revelation, word and fact here are very closely intertwined. Christ is a priest but also a prophet. He explained his own person and work. In his teaching and later through the mouth of his apostles, he himself interpreted his suffering and death, and Christian theology is bound to that word. Accordingly, there are not many theories—moral, governmental, mystical, private and public law-oriented—which are framed by theology in the form of hypotheses in an attempt to explain the facts and phenomena, and, as different attempts at a solution, all have an equal right to exist. The question is what in all these ideas agrees with Scripture and what Scripture itself teaches concerning the significance and power of the death of Christ. That death is not a subject for philosophical speculation, at least not independently of and apart from Scripture, but can only be understood to a degree in theology if it allows itself to be guided by the study of the Scriptures.
The first thing this study teaches, we may say, is that the Scriptures continually view the suffering and death of Christ from a different perspective and in each case illumine another aspect of it. Like the person, the work of Christ is so multifaceted that it cannot be captured in a single word nor summarized in a single formula. In the different books of the New Testament, therefore, different meanings of the death of Christ are highlighted, and all of them together help to give us a deep impression and a clear sense of the riches and many-sidedness of the mediator’s work. In the Synoptics, Christ appears on the scene as a preacher and founder of the kingdom of God. That kingdom includes within itself the love of the Father, the forgiveness of sins, righteousness, and eternal life; and Jesus, in his capacity as Messiah, ascribes to himself the power to grant all these benefits to his disciples. Just as he has power to heal the sick, so he also has the authority to forgive sins. By this combination of powers, he proves that he is the complete Savior of his people. For that reason, too, there is no way of gaining admission into that kingdom and no participation in those benefits except by faith in his name. For it is he himself who gives his life as a ransom for many and who, in his death, breaks his body and sheds his blood to inaugurate and confirm the new covenant with all its blessings (Matt. 20:28; 26:28). In the Acts of the Apostles, the death of Christ is especially presented as an appalling crime that was inflicted on Christ by the hands of lawless men but was nevertheless from eternity included in the counsel of God (Acts 2:23; 4:28; 5:30). Therefore, God also raised him from the dead and exalted him as Lord and Christ, Ruler and Savior, in order, in his name, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:36; 4:12; 5:31).
For Paul, Christ’s death on the cross was originally the great offense, but when it pleased God to reveal his Son in it, that cross became for him the crown of Jesus’ messiahship and the only means of salvation. For on that cross God made him to be sin and a curse for us in order that in him we would have wisdom and righteousness, sanctification and redemption, salvation and eternal life (Rom. 3:24; 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13). The Letter to the Hebrews describes Christ especially as the perfect and eternal high priest who was not only himself sanctified (perfected) through suffering (2:10; 5:9) but by his one perfect sacrifice put away the sins of his people (7:27; 9:26; 10:12) and is still continually at work as high priest in heaven, continuing and completing the purification, sanctification, and perfecting of his own (7:3, 25; 8:1; 9:14; 10:12ff.). Peter pictures Christ’s suffering as that of a lamb without blemish or spot; and in that suffering he not only bore our sins and redeemed us from our futile way of life but left us an example that we might follow in his steps (1 Pet. 1:18f.; 2:21f.). And John makes Christ known to us both as the lamb and the lion, as the life and the light, as the bread and the water of life, as the grain of wheat that, dying, bears fruit, and as the good Shepherd who gives his life for the sheep, as the Savior who gives life to the world, and as the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last, and so on.
So, indeed, one can find in the New Testament different appraisals of the person and work of Christ, which, however, do not exclude but rather supplement one another and enrich our knowledge. Just as in the old covenant there were diverse sacrifices and the promised Messiah was repeatedly presented under different names, so this many-sidedness in the description carries over into the New Testament and even markedly increases. The death of Christ is a paschal offering, a covenant offering, a praise offering as well as a sacrifice; a ransom and an example; suffering and action; a work and a ministry; a means of justification and sanctification, atonement and consecration, redemption and glorification; in a word, the cause of our whole redemption. Similarly, in theology various “theories” occur side by side, and in the preaching of the church, now one and now another aspect of the work of Christ is in the limelight. None of the above-mentioned mystical and ethical views, accordingly, are untrue as such; on the contrary, they are all based on data contained in Holy Scripture. Christ, by his incarnation, in his person indeed brought about the union of God and humanity and is, as such, God’s representative to us and our representative to God: the Immanuel who as prophet makes God known to us and as priest consecrates himself on our behalf to the Father. He is the Son, the Word, the Image of God who shares with the Father in the same essence and attributes, and at the same time the Son of Man, the true human, the head of humankind, the second Adam who became like us in all respects, entered into our community of sin and death and bore our sorrows and diseases. He came on earth to fulfill a vocation, to found the kingdom of heaven, to confirm the new covenant in his blood; and in order to do that, he submitted to the will of the Father, became obedient unto death, and pronounced the “Amen” on the righteous judgment that God executed upon death in his suffering and dying. He became the faithful witness (Rev. 1:5), made the good confession before Pilate (1 Tim. 6:13), and became the high priest of our confession (Heb. 3:1). His suffering, therefore, was not only an atonement for our sins and a ransom for our redemption, but in his death the believing community was crucified with him, and in his resurrection this community itself arose from the grave. Christ was never alone; always he stood in fellowship with the humanity whose nature he had assumed. Just as all die in Adam, so they are again made alive in Christ and called to follow in his footsteps. All these elements, which come one-sidedly to the fore in the above-mentioned conceptions of Christ’s death, can be found in Scripture. What matters above all, now, is not to neglect any of them but to unite them into a single whole and to trace the unity that underlies them in Scripture. We can even say they are all inspired by the commendable ambition to link the suffering and death of Christ as closely as possible with his person. For this suffering and death were in fact not “something objective” that can be separated from his person and life and put in a category by itself. Christ’s suffering and death were not his “lot” but his deed. He had power to lay down his life as he did to take it up again (John 10:18). His death was the consummation of his obedience (Phil. 2:8).
[388] Still, though the mystical and ethical ideas concerning the death of Christ are not incorrect as such, by themselves they are incomplete and insufficient. In the long run they cannot even be maintained unless they are linked with another thought that is consistently tied in with the death of Christ in Scripture but that is systematically removed and opposed by these theories. The truth is that despite the great diversity they display among themselves, they all have in common that they attempt to transmute the objective satisfaction into a subjective reconciliation and to replace the substitutionary-expiatory view of Christ’s suffering by a solidaristic-reparatory one. Christ, they say, did not take over the guilt of sin from us, nor did he bear its punishment in our place. His death was not required by the righteousness of God and did not in a real sense secure those benefits that are now, for Christ’s sake, bestowed on us out of grace. Instead, in his suffering and death—which was the necessary historical consequence of the life he, the Holy One, lived amid a sinful world—he remained faithful to God to the end, and by his word, example, Spirit, in general by the influence he exerted as a person, created a new religious moral situation in the world in which people are deterred from sin, attracted by the love of God, arrive at remorse, faith, and conversion, and in that way obtain the forgiveness of their sins and a new life. Christ secured those benefits not actually but potentially. He created not the reality but only the possibility of our redemption. By the spiritual and moral power he exerts, he may lead us to conversion and thus to salvation, but he is not our only, complete, and all-sufficient Savior. This picture does not correspond to the profoundly rich thought that Scripture consistently associates with the death of Christ.
Remarkable at first blush already is that, based on these mystical and ethical theories, the theologians in question prefer to speak in the case of Jesus of a “calling” and avoid the word “office.” There is a big difference between these two words. If Jesus pursued a vocation or in his public appearances and activity only listened to an internal call, then, certainly, one can still speak of God’s providential guidance but not of an entirely unique revelation from God. In a religious and ethical sense, he may be far above and ahead of us, yet, in principle, he is not above us at all but beside us. He is our captain and leader, but we nevertheless have the duty and the power to conform to his example and to follow in his footsteps. On the other hand, if Christ has been anointed as prophet, priest, and king, he has been appointed by God, been given a work to do, and is above us in a position of authority, to teach us, to represent us before the face of God, and to govern us according to his will.181 “Office,” with reference to Christ, is not a metaphor, for he did not make himself a high priest but was called and appointed to this position by God (Heb. 5:4–5). Nor was he a prophet, priest, and king only in appearance or name but really, in actual fact. Moses, Aaron, David, and as many prophets, priests, and kings as appeared on the scene under the old covenant were shadows and examples of what Christ is and was and will forever remain in a true sense (Heb. 3:6; 5:5; 10:12; etc.).
Of greater importance is that in the position sketched above, the suffering and death of Christ remain completely unexplained. The Groningen theologians in the Netherlands expressed themselves very strongly when they said that the death of Christ was something perpetrated by humans, endured by Jesus, and permitted by God and that, therefore, the necessity of it, which is mentioned in Matthew 16:21; Mark 8:31; and Luke 9:22, must be understood in a moral sense.182 But at bottom this is actually what modern theologians think. There may have been a psychological and historical necessity for Christ’s suffering and death; for a metaphysical necessity there is no longer any room. They are all united in opposing as vigorously as they can [the idea] that the death of Christ was demanded by the righteousness of God. But such a view, according to which the suffering and death of Christ becomes accidental in a higher sense, is fully condemned by Scripture, for Scripture states expressly that Christ’s suffering was determined in advance, predicted for centuries, and necessary to the revelation of God’s righteousness (Luke 24:26; Rom. 3:25–26; 1 Pet. 1:11).
MESSIANIC CONSCIOUSNESS
Against this, many theologians have indeed tried to show that in the beginning of his public ministry, Jesus acted with great and joyful expectations and only saw the necessity of his death from the day when, in the district of Caesarea Philippi, Peter confessed that he was the Christ (Matt. 16:20ff.).183 But Kähler rightly calls this a myth. The messianic consciousness that—as was evident at his baptism by John—Jesus possessed from the beginning of his public ministry; the name “Son of Man,” which he assigned to himself with a clear mind and a specific intent; the application to himself of Isaiah’s prophecy (Luke 4:21); the prediction that as the bridegroom he would be taken away from his disciples (Mark 2:20); the comparison of himself to Jonah (Matt. 12:40) and to the serpent in the wilderness (John 3:14); the proclamation of the kingdom of heaven in a very different sense from that expected by the Jews, and the consciousness that citizenship in that kingdom required faith and repentance, self-denial and cross bearing, and would provoke the hatred, hostility, and persecution of the world (Matt. 5:10ff.; 10:16f.; 12:25)—all this proves that Jesus was certain from the beginning that suffering and death would describe the end of his life. Prophecy, especially the prophecy of Isaiah (ch. 53), was always present to his mind (Luke 4:21; 18:31; 22:37; 24:26, 46) and instructed him concerning his departure.184 The day in Caesarea Philippi only effected the change that Jesus, now that the apostles had gradually come to the certain conviction of his messiahship, also openly told them that he was the Christ but would for that reason also be delivered into the hands of sinners, to be raised again on the third day (Matt. 16:21ff.). And he expressly adds that this had to take place, not because he was morally obligated to die or could only remain faithful to his calling that way—for a moral obligation to be delivered up, killed, and even raised is nonexistent—but because it was so determined in God’s counsel and predicted in Scripture (Matt. 16:21; 26:54; Luke 22:22; 24:26, 44–46; John 3:14; 7:30; 8:20; 10:18; 11:7–15; 12:23; 13:1; 17:1; 20:9; 1 Pet. 1:20). The necessity of it is grounded in that counsel; an hour has been set for his suffering and death, his resurrection and glorification.185 From the beginning, therefore, it was a fixed given in the message of the apostles that Christ had died, was buried, and was raised according to the Scriptures (1 Cor. 15:3). They saw the death of Christ as a great crime on the part of the Jews who thereby sought to destroy and exterminate him. But God frustrated their efforts, raised him from the dead, and made him Lord and Christ, Ruler and Savior (Acts 2:22–36; 3:13–15; 5:30–31). And not only that, but that death was itself a constituent of the work of the Messiah, determined beforehand in God’s counsel (Acts 2:23; 3:18; 4:28). This Christ who died and was raised, therefore, is the only name given under heaven by which we must be saved (Acts 4:12).
This necessity of Jesus’ dying is not contradicted by the texts of Matthew 26:39, 42 and Hebrews 5:7.186 According to the latter, Christ did not pray for deliverance from death, as though he did not recognize it as being necessary, for it is clearly stated that, despite his death, God heard his prayer. He, therefore, did not pray to be spared death but to be saved from the jaws of death, to be raised and glorified through death.
In another passage of this letter, therefore, we read that Christ came above all to do God’s will in his suffering and death and to sanctify us by that will (Heb. 10:5–10). This in turn sheds light on the words of Matthew 26:39–42, for in 5:7, the Letter to the Hebrews thinks primarily, if not exclusively, of Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane. Christ there does not pray in line with his will—which he single-mindedly subjects to the will of his Father—but in terms of the tendency, increated in human nature, to flee from one’s own doom.187 As a human being, he dreads death as death and prays that this cup may pass from him, but at the same time, he surrenders himself to the counsel and will of the Father. Just as in that same hour he exhorts his disciples to be watchful and to pray in order not to fall into temptation, for the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak (Matt. 26:40), so he himself, tasting the bitterness of death, prays that God may strengthen him so that, in his death, he may do the will of God, that God’s will may not just be done in regard to him but also, in full surrender and devotion, by him. He prayed “to die in the active service of His office, and not as the down-borne victim of death; to die as a Priest in death itself; His priestly action uninterrupted in death, yea, triumphing in death, an offerer as well as a sufferer, an obedient official agent in the article of death itself.”188 And in this act his prayer was heard. Though he was the Son, from what he suffered he learned the obedience required for the fulfillment of the Father’s will. The disposition and the will to obey were integral to Christ’s nature, but now, in the hour of trial, he must turn them into acts of obedience. Then he learned that obedience and was perfected by it (Heb. 5:8–9), so consecrating himself on our behalf (John 17:19).189
In addition, the suffering and death of Christ occupy such a special place in Scripture that they cannot be construed as an “accident” of vocational fidelity. Proportionately, by far the greatest part of the Gospels is devoted to it. And it is described not as a martyrdom but as a judgment of God, as the will of the Father, as the sacrifice of a priest. He did not die for his faith but was judicially condemned for saying he was the Son of God, the Messiah. He did not go rejoicing to his death but was disturbed, sad, astonished, fearful unto death, and intensely conflicted, so that his sweat became like drops of blood (Matt. 26:37–38; Mark 14:33; Luke 22:44; John 12:27). That is not the attitude of a sage who calmly looks death in the eye, nor that of a sufferer who rejoices in his suffering (Rom. 5:3), nor that of a martyr who shouts with joy as he mounts the scaffolding or sings psalms at the stake. The suffering and death of Christ bear an exceptional character. “If the life and death of Socrates are those of a sage, the life and death of Jesus are those of a God” (Rousseau). This comes out with special acuteness in Jesus’ cry of dereliction on the cross (Matt. 27:46). Some have interpreted this word from the cross as a cry of despair that his cause was lost and God had abandoned him (Wolfenbüttel fragments)190 or have understood it merely subjectively of his purely human sense of being momentarily overcome by the deepest pain in the extremity of death (Meyer, op. cit.) or compared it, be it from a remote distance, with the cry of a mother whose heart breaks over the shame of her child but in her great love still takes the child’s disgrace on herself and bows her head under the judgment of God (Moberly).191 But none of these interpretations does justice to the words, and all are at variance with the consistent description of Jesus’ death in Scripture. In the cry of Jesus we are dealing not with a subjective but with an objective God-forsakenness: He did not feel alone but had in fact been forsaken by God. His feeling was not an illusion, not based on a false view of his situation, but corresponded with reality. On the other hand, this must not be understood in the sense that the Father was personally angry with Christ. Calvin puts it very correctly:
Yet we do not suggest that God was ever inimical or angry toward him. How could he be angry toward his beloved Son, “in whom his heart reposed” [cf. Matt. 3:17]? How could Christ by his intercession appease the Father toward others, if he were himself hateful to God? This is what we are saying: he bore the weight of divine severity, since he was “stricken and afflicted” [cf. Isa. 53:5] by God’s hand, and experienced all the signs of a wrathful and avenging God.192
Also on the cross Jesus remained the beloved Son, the Son of his Father’s good pleasure (Matt. 3:17; 17:5). Precisely in his suffering and death, Christ offered his greatest, most complete obedience to the will of the Father (Phil. 2:8; Heb. 5:8; 10:5–10; 12:2); and Jesus himself tells us that the hour would come when all his disciples would abandon him, but that he himself would not be alone for the Father was with him (John 16:32). But, according to Scripture, Christ bore our sins in his body on the tree (1 Pet. 2:24); there he became for us sin and a curse (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13) and thus took death on himself, the whole of it, in its true essence and character as the wages of sin. We, on the other hand, cannot taste death in that way, and by faith in Christ all bitterness is removed from it. In death God is near to his own, so that it becomes for them a passage to eternal life. But that is not how Christ experienced it. He, with his holy nature, lived through it as no sinful person can; he took the cup into his hand and—voluntarily—emptied it to the last drop. By the power of love, he laid down life itself and, fully conscious and with a firm will, entered the valley of the shadow of death. There he was, and felt, forsaken by God, so that in precisely that fashion he might be able to taste death for everyone (Heb. 2:9).193 This death of Christ, along with his resurrection, is a prominent feature in the preaching of the apostles from the beginning. Jesus himself had repeatedly linked his suffering and death to the goods of the kingdom of heaven or the benefits of the covenant of grace (Matt. 16:21; 20:22, 28; 26:28; John 10:11; 12:24; 13:1; etc.). At first, the disciples did not understand this (Matt. 16:22; Luke 18:34) but learned to grasp it later, after the resurrection. And from that time on the crucified and glorified Christ was the content of their gospel. There may be great diversity in the way in which they explain the value of Christ’s death, yet in that diversity there is evident a striking unity. The original believing community already united around the confession that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures. “Integral to the most certain things we know is that, according to 1 Corinthians 15:3, the primitive church already related the death of Jesus to sin.”194 And all the apostles in some fashion link the death of Christ to our sins and attribute to it the objective meaning—a meaning considered valid by God—that by it Christ secured for us the benefits of the covenant of grace, forgiveness, and eternal life. Whichever epistle we look into, we everywhere encounter the selfsame idea that Christ was made to be a sin and a curse for us, that in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13). He is the expiation for our sins; he purchased us for God by his blood and cleansed us from all our sins (1 John 1:7; 2:2; Rev. 5:9; 7:14). He offered himself up once for all for the sins of the people and thereby secured an eternal redemption (Heb. 1:3; 2:17; 7:27; 9:12; 10:12). He bore our sins on the tree and redeemed us by his blood (1 Pet. 1:18; 2:24). In James this idea is in the background, yet also in him faith has as its object Jesus Christ, who is the Lord of glory and will return as Judge (2:1; 5:9). And in Jude, Christ is the Lord, who at his return will show mercy to his own unto eternal life (vv. 4, 21). In the apostolic writings, accordingly, the emphasis is much more on the death than on the life of Christ: the cross is central in their gospel (1 Cor. 2:2; Gal. 6:14). Although Christ’s suffering and death may not be separated from his person, they are nevertheless definitely willed by God as such and offered to him as a sacrifice by the Son. In the life of Christ, they are not an accidental constituent made necessary by circumstances but essential and indispensable. Primarily ly by that suffering and death, as the consummation of his obedience, the expiation of sins, righteousness, and eternal blessedness have been secured.
Against the acquisition of the goods of salvation by the death of Christ, however, some have lodged the objection that God grants to us the benefits of grace only through (per), not on account of (non propter) Christ.195 Lutherans even took pleasure in leveling the charge against the Reformed that in virtue of their doctrine of predestination they had to deny the satisfaction of Christ and could only view him as an instrumental cause of salvation. The Reformed themselves, they said, recognized that Christ was not the foundation and cause of election,196 inasmuch as the elect were already the object of God’s love before Christ was appointed their mediator and were elect, therefore, in and unto but not on account of Christ.197 This charge, however, is unfounded. Certainly Christ was the revelation and proof of the Father’s love. Logically, indeed, our election to salvation is anterior to his election as mediator. And God was not first moved by Christ to love sinners and to grant them eternal life but was so moved from eternity from within himself. But the love of the Father consists precisely in that he causes the salvation, which he has intended for sinners, to be secured, in time, by his own Son and grants and will grant it to them in accordance with his own righteousness. God’s grace, accordingly, does not nullify the satisfaction and merit of Christ but is the ultimate ground for that merit, for “solely of his own good pleasure God appointed him mediator to obtain salvation for us.”198 “Indeed because he first loved us [1 John 4:19], he afterward reconciles us to himself.”
And these two things, the love of God and Christ’s satisfaction, had to and could go hand in hand because we were simultaneously the object of his love as his creatures and the object of his wrath as sinners.199 It is, therefore, purely out of grace that God forgives sins. He does it for his own sake, for his great name’s sake (Isa. 43:23–25; Ezek. 36:21; Eph. 1:17; 1 John 2:12); but this is in no way inconsistent with the fact that God forgives us our sins for Christ’s sake, since the name of God was first revealed to us in Christ. The fact that God forgives sins and bestows life solely out of grace, for his own sake and not because of something in us—that is something Christ has proclaimed to us and obtained for us. Forgiveness out of grace, eternally present in God as disposition and antecedent to the election and mission of Christ (the love of goodwill), was nevertheless first made possible by Christ’s sacrifice in time (the love of delight). The benefits themselves were acquired by Christ, though the disposition to grant them to the elect was present in God from eternity. Christ was made to be sin that we might become the righteousness of God in him. He was born of a woman and under the law that he might redeem us from the curse of the law and we should obtain the adoption as children. As Adam is the cause of sin and death, so Christ is the source of righteousness and life (Matt. 20:28; 27:42; John 1:18; 15:13; Rom. 5:12ff.; 1 Cor. 15:21–22; 2 Cor. 5:19–21; Gal. 3:13; 4:4; 1 John 4:9). So understood, the statement that God forgives us our sins and bestows eternal life on account of Christ is scriptural and taught by all Christianity and by the confession of the Reformed religion as well.200
Finally, though the mystical and moral theories do contain elements that occur in Scripture and are perfectly correct as such, these elements are detached from the foundation on which they rest in Scripture and are therefore also robbed of their value and power. The mystical theory contends that the essence of religion lies in the mystical union between God and humankind. This union, though disturbed by sin, has been restored by Christ, indeed not so much by what he does as by what he is, by his person more than by his work, by his birth more than by his cross.201 How that mystical union between God and humankind has been restored is hard to say on this position. Hegel said that that union exists objectively but was first clearly seen and expressed by Christ. Schleiermacher’s view is that Christ, first entering into our sinful fellowship, subsequently incorporates us into the fellowship of his holiness and blessedness. The theology of mediation frequently conveys it by saying that Christ infuses a new divine-human life into us. All these ways of putting it stem from pantheism and are simply unintelligible apart from this philosophical system. The moral theory proceeds from the idea that God does not demand satisfaction but in his love gave us Christ that, by his teaching, life, and death, he would assure us of God’s love, change our hostile disposition, and deter us from sin. And also the governmental theory of Grotius views God as the ruler of the world (rector mundi) who, though he personally could and would forgive sin, in the interest of the world order and by way of example has to punish sin to deter others.
Now in all these theories, though their proponents still continue to speak of Christ as the Son of God, of his priesthood and sacrifice, they are speaking figuratively, employing the words in an unusual sense and occasioning misunderstanding.202 It is clear, after all, that in pantheism and Deism there is no room for the Christ of the Scriptures. In that case the high priesthood of Christ changes into an example, the Christian religion into an exercise in pedagogics, and the church into a school.
Justice or righteousness, then, is not a perfection of God but belongs exclusively in the state. Sin is not culpable and punishment not a redress of justice. Humans are never so evil that they cannot be changed for the better by a moral example, a shock, or an impression.203 Thus objective satisfaction is transformed into subjective reconciliation. True and genuine reconciliation occurs only when a person follows Jesus’ example and changes himself or herself. Believers under the old covenant did not yet have Jesus’ example and were therefore either all lost or saved in a different way than we, and Christ is not the only name given under heaven by which one can be saved. Remaining unexplained in the above theories is, above all, the connection Scripture forges between the death of Christ and the forgiveness of our sins and eternal life. It is not clear how the death of Christ as an example of these benefits can be the basis on which God, for Christ’s sake, forgives sins and grants life. Actually what everything comes down to is that Christ, by his image, makes a deep impression on the intellect, the will, or also on the emotions of people and so delivers them from the opinion that God is angry with them on account of their sin, or from the selfishness that keeps them tied down, or from the feeling of wretchedness that oppresses them. But in none of these cases do people find peace and rest. The conscience is not thereby cleansed, nor the sense of guilt removed. Peace can be found only in the blood of the cross!
VICARIOUS SATISFACTION
[389] This scriptural doctrine concerning the connection between Christ’s death and our salvation comes into its own only when his full and complete obedience is viewed as vicarious satisfaction. Anselm was the first theologian who clearly and firmly conceived Christ’s death as a “satisfaction,” and who probably borrowed this word from the doctrine of penitence, where it had been in use already from the days of Tertullian. But in adopting it he was not teaching anything new, for long before his day the death of Christ was viewed in theology as the divinely ordained means by which salvation was secured for us. His doctrine of satisfaction was not a “new theory constructed with the help of German-legal views” but rather the “systematic conclusion of an ancient history of dogma development which had been ongoing since Augustine and was extremely influential throughout the Middle Ages both before and after Anselm.”204 Nor is it the product of the marriage between the original gospel and Greek philosophy. For no one today any longer wants to be responsible for the exegesis that the Socinians and rationalists applied to remove it from Scripture. And though Ritschl’s interpretation may for a time have fascinated people on account of its cleverness, its untenability is hardly any longer questioned by anyone today.205 Impartial investigation always leads to the admission that the doctrine of satisfaction is grounded in Holy Scripture. Thus, according to Holtzmann, Romans 3:26 “really speaks of a bearing, by the Son of God, of the punitive consequences of human sin in the interest of divine righteousness.”206 Not even Paul was the first to apply this idea of a vicarious satisfaction to the death of Christ, for the most ancient Christian community already preceded him in doing this.207 Jesus himself described his death as a ransom and a covenant offering208 and the idea of a vicarious atonement was so obvious in connection with the sin offerings and the sacrifice of the great Day of Atonement that “to the popular mind it must have seemed almost unavoidable.”209
In any case, Scripture regards the entire work of Christ as a fulfillment of God’s law and a satisfaction of his demand. As prophet, priest, and king, in his birth and in his death, in his words and in his deeds, he always did God’s will. He came into the world to do his will. The law of God is within his heart [Ps. 40:8]. His entire life was a life of complete obedience, a perfect sacrifice, a sweet odor to God.210 That will of God was one, as was the obedience with which Christ submitted to it and the righteousness he accomplished in it. Still, with reference to the obedience he showed, one can distinguish a passive and an active side. For the demand posed by God to fallen humanity was twofold: one, that humans would keep the law perfectly, and two, that they would redress the violation of it by punishment.211 Twofold also are the benefits that Christ obtained for us, namely, the forgiveness of sins and eternal life. The two are not identical; justification cannot be automatically equated with heavenly blessedness. Though before his disobedience Adam was righteous, he still had to secure eternal life in the way of works. To bear a punishment is absolutely not as such identical with the observance of the law. A criminal who is punished but who in being punished hardens his heart fulfills the demand of the law but by no means meets the entire demand of the law. In addition, Christ was the second Adam. He came not only to bear our punishment for us but also to obtain for us the righteousness and life that Adam had to secure by his obedience. He delivered us from guilt and punishment and placed us at the end of the road that Adam had to walk, not at the beginning. He gives us much more than we lost in Adam, not only the forgiveness of sins and release from punishment but also and immediately—in faith—the not-being-able to sin and not-being-able to die.212 Those who believe in him are not condemned and have eternal life (John 3:16, 18). The two kinds of benefits, though in concreto they can never be separated, are still often mentioned separately side by side (Dan. 9:24; John 3:36; Acts 26:18; Rom. 5:17–18; Gal. 4:5; Rev. 1:5–6).
And this is how it is also with Christ’s active and passive obedience. Though distinguishable, concretely they always coincide in the life and death of Christ. Christ’s active obedience is not an external appendage to his passive obedience, nor vice versa. Not a single act nor any single incident in the life or suffering of Christ is exclusively reducible to one or the other. Just as Christ is always and in everything simultaneously prophet, priest, and king, so he is also consistently active in the interest of atoning for the guilt of sin and securing eternal life. It is not even accurate to say that the forgiveness of sins is secured only by his passive obedience and that eternal life is obtained only by his active obedience. For his suffering was not just a matter of bearing the punishment but also an act of fulfilling the law; and his work was not only a matter of fulfilling the law but also an act of bearing its punishment. His activity was suffering and his suffering an action. It was one single work that Christ accomplished, but one so rich, so valuable in the eyes of God, that the righteousness of God was completely satisfied by it, all the demands of the law were fully met by it, and the whole of [our] eternal salvation was secured by it. The satisfactory nature of Christ’s obedience, accordingly, does not consist in that Christ by his blood satisfied a vengeful deity and stilled his hatred and spite by a quantity of suffering; it consists in that, from the beginning to the end of his life, he submitted his will to the complete, perfect, holy, and loving will of God and consecrated himself, with body and soul and all his powers, to being a perfect offering to God. But, according to the teaching of Scripture, that will of God encompassed not only the life but also the suffering of Christ; and that offering consisted not only in his “moral vocation” but also in his death on the cross. Dying, he completed his obedience and consummated his sanctification.213
The obedience of Christ, however, is not only a satisfaction: it is a vicarious satisfaction. On this point also Scripture makes itself clear. Actually the idea of substitution is implied in all expiatory offerings. In the place of the offerer, who is deserving of the wrath of God, it puts something else, something that can placate him. In the history of Israel, we encounter the idea of substitution already in the life of Abraham when he, at the command of the angel of the Lord, refrains from laying his hand on his son [Isaac] and offers a ram as a burnt offering in the place of his son (Gen. 22:12–13). In the Old Testament cult, when expiatory sacrifices were made, the sins of the offerer were transferred to the sacrificial animals by the laying on of hands (Lev. 16:21). The expiation itself was brought about not in one but in three acts: butchering, sprinkling the blood, and burning. Though burdened with the sins of the offerer and therefore worthy of death, the animal was not simply killed but butchered. Death as such was not the thing in view, for the sacrificial animal was destined to make expiation and to restore the offerer to God’s favor. That favor cannot be secured by the death of the sacrificial animal as such; it is won by the fact that the blood—the soul, the life—of a completely innocent animal, bearing the sins of the offerer and therefore killed, is offered and consecrated to God. Thus that blood, as the self-offering of a living being—which is therefore not killed but slain—makes expiation for the sins of the offerer; it is the blood that causes the entire animal, in being burnt, to become a well-pleasing odor to God. At that moment the offerer himself completely shares in his favor. From beginning to end, the animal has taken his place and thus made atonement for him and restored him to communion with God. It is from this cult that Isaiah borrowed the features for his portrayal of the Servant of the Lord. Vicarious punishment cannot be expressed more powerfully than it is in Isaiah 53. The Servant of the Lord has borne our diseases and carried our sorrows. He was wounded for our transgressions and bruised for our iniquities. Upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed. The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. He was stricken for the transgression of the people. He made himself an offering for sin. Himself righteous, without wrongdoing or deceit, he bears the iniquities of his people, making them righteous. The suffering of the Servant of the Lord is not “merely a confessor’s or martyr’s suffering, like that of the persecuted church, but a representative and atoning suffering, a sacrifice for sin.… Chapter 53 returns perpetually to this mediatorial suffering; it is never weary of repeating it.”214
All this comes to light with still greater clarity in the New Testament. To be considered here, in the first place, is the word λυτρον (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45; 1 Tim. 2:6). In line with its derivation from λυειν, “to release,” it denotes the means by which a person is released from bonds or prison and hence in general a ransom or sum of money paid to have someone discharged. In the Septuagint it is the translation of גְאֻלָּה (Lev. 25:51–52) or of פִדְּוּי (Num. 3:46) or of כֹּפֶר (Exod. 21:30, 30:12; Num. 35:31–32; Prov. 6:35; 13:8), but this last word is also rendered elsewhere by ἐξιλασμα (1 Sam. 12:3; Ps. 49:8) or by ἀλλαγμα (Amos 5:12; Isa. 43:3) or by δωρον (Job 36:18). Hence we are not sure which word Jesus used in the Aramaic and cannot yet derive the substitutionary and equivalent character of his death from the word λυτρον. Still it is incorrect, with Ritschl, to construe Mark 10:45 to mean that Jesus’ voluntary death is a gift, a cover, a protective means, from which many are saved—not from death as the fate of all creatures, but from a death experience such as Jesus underwent and hence to be delivered from death in that sense and to be made the heirs of eternal life by his death. For, in the first place, Ritschl already in advance interpreted the Old Testament sacrificial cult so arbitrarily that everything that had to do with substitution and atonement had totally disappeared from it. Second, he so equates λυτρον with the incorrectly construed כֹּפֶר that the possibility of Jesus perhaps using another word is completely overlooked. Third, he does violence to the word λυτρον, a word that simply and naturally has the meaning of a ransom and in that sense finds support in related concepts—to be mentioned in a moment—in the New Testament. Now by itself this word may not yet express the idea that the ransom matches in value that which is purchased by it, yet it is natural to think that someone who has a right to something will not give it up except in exchange for appropriate compensation. In Isaiah 43:3 and Proverbs 21:18, the word כֹּפֶר therefore alternates in the parallelism with תַּחַת, “in the place of,” “in exchange for”; and in other places (such as Exod. 21:30; 30:12; Num. 18:15–16; 35:31–32; 2 Sam. 21:3–7; Job 33:24; Ps. 49:7–8), the word clearly denotes a price paid for something else with a view to giving it freedom.
The word λυτρον (Mark 10:45) is further illumined by all those places in the New Testament where the suffering and death of Christ is presented as a τιμη, a costly price (1 Cor. 6:20; 7:23; 1 Pet. 1:18–19), by which believers have been redeemed or ransomed (ἀντιλυτρον, 1 Tim. 2:6; λυτρουσθαι, Luke 24:21; Titus 2:14; 1 Pet. 1:18; ἀπολυτρωσις, Rom. 3:24; 1 Cor. 1:30; etc.; ἀγοραζεσθαι, 1 Cor. 6:20; 7:23; etc.; or ἐξαγοραζεσθαι, Gal. 3:13; 4:5). Underlying all these expressions is the idea that by nature humans find themselves in the bondage or slavery of sin and that they are only released from it by the costly ransom of the blood of Christ. Christ’s sacrifice, therefore, is at the same time a ransom. In the Old Testament, the noun כֹּפֶר is never as yet directly applied to the expiatory sacrifices, but the connection between the two concepts is nevertheless close, for the sacrifice was in fact a ransom for the life of the offerer, and the noun כֹּפֶר belongs to the same stem as the verb כִּפֶּר, which was regularly used in the sacrificial cult for expiation.215 So when Jesus speaks to his disciples of his death as a ransom, this could produce in them no other idea, and, as is evident from their letters, in fact produced no idea other than that that death would ransom them from the bondage of sin and death. This is all the more so because Jesus himself had taught them that the soul (life) of a human is of such great value that, losing it, he or she cannot give any ἀνταλλαγμα (ransom, equivalent compensation) for it (Matt. 16:26; Mark 8:37; cf. Ps. 49:8). Now, however, Jesus himself by his death gives a ransom for or in the place of many (ἀντι πολλων) who are themselves unable to do this and therefore owe the ransoming of their soul, the salvation of their life, solely to the death of Jesus. Since, then, the word λυτρον denotes a ransom, the words ἀντι πολλων are to be linked not, as Ritschl wishes, with the subject ἠλθεν δουναι but with the object λυτρον, for otherwise the person or thing for whom or for which the ransom was paid would be completely lacking. And by the “many” we are to understand the members of that covenant of grace that, according to Jesus’ own testimony, he has confirmed in his own blood and that therefore has as its content the supreme good, namely, the forgiveness of sins (Matt. 26:28).216
Finally, as proof for Christ’s vicarious satisfaction, the New Testament’s entire teaching concerning the sacrifice of Christ must be considered. The prepositions that describe the connection of that sacrifice to us and our sins (ὑπερ, περι, δια)217 by themselves mean not “in the place of” but “for the benefit of,” “for the sake of,” “on account of,” “by reason of.” Between Christ’s sacrifice and our sins, however, they forge a link such that the idea of substitution cannot be dispensed with or removed from it. Scripture also teaches that believers have been crucified, have died, and have been buried in and with Christ, that Christ suffered and died as an example to us, but this does not exhaust the meaning of these events and actions. The mystical and moral interpretation of Jesus’ suffering and death cannot even be maintained if it is not acknowledged beforehand that in a legal sense he suffered and died in our place. Now this is what Scripture teaches in the clearest terms, even though it does not use the expression “vicarious satisfaction” any more than the words “Trinity,” “incarnation,” “God-man,” and so on. For when it says that Christ, though personally without sin, has been put forward as an expiation to show God’s righteousness [Rom. 3:25], has been made to be sin for us [2 Cor. 5:21], became a curse for us [Gal. 3:13], bore our sins in his body on the tree [1 Pet. 2:24]; that God condemned sin in his flesh [Rom. 8:3] and punished him with the accursed death on the cross and that through him we now receive reconciliation and forgiveness, righteousness and life, indeed total and complete salvation—then we can construe the interconnection between all these scriptural pronouncements in no other way than that Christ put himself in our place, has borne the punishment of our sin, satisfied God’s justice, and so secured salvation for us.218
OBJECTIONS TO VICARIOUS SATISFACTION
[390] From ancient times, however, very serious objections have been leveled against this doctrine of vicarious satisfaction. Especially the Socinians attacked it with strong arguments. Money debts, they reasoned, are debts that one person can take over for another and pay on his or her behalf. But sins are moral debts and adhere to the person. They cannot, in the nature of the case, be taken over by another. It is contrary to God’s righteousness, which does not hold the guilty to be innocent nor the innocent guilty. It is contrary to the nature of sin, for those who would want to bear it for another could never take over the most horrible features of sin, that is, the self-incrimination and remorse, but only the external suffering and death; and this would be for them not a punishment of sin but a chastisement, a trial, a martyrdom. It is contrary to reality, for Christ did not bear the wrath of God but continued to be the object of his love and favor. Nor did he bear the entire punishment of sin, for he died neither a spiritual death nor eternal death; and even if he had borne it, it would only be on behalf of one single person, never for many, for he bore that punishment only one time. Even if he were God, this could not increase the value of his sacrifice, since in any case his deity could not suffer.219
Many of these objections arise from misunderstanding, which therefore has to be cleared up before we can go on. First, then, it is completely true that Christ was never personally—on account of his own self—the object of God’s wrath. The reason, of course, is that he was never in his own person a sinner, a violator of God’s law. Granted, Gnostics and Anabaptists often made a distinction between a divine, heavenly, immortal, holy corporeality and a human, earthly, impure, and mortal corporeality in Christ.220 And the Antinomians understood substitution to mean that not only the guilt and punishment but also the stain and impurity of sin were transferred to Christ. The exchange between Christ and the elect was so absolute, in their opinion, that he himself was sin and they were righteousness. In Christ they grieved over their sins, were justified and reborn. The sins they themselves commit are no longer sins, do not torment them in their conscience, no longer require forgiveness, and are only acts of the flesh, the old “human.”221 In later times these sentiments were occasionally renewed by Methodists,222 by Irvingians,223 and by some followers of Kohlbrugge.224 But Scripture teaches with the utmost firmness and clarity that Christ was personally free from all sins;225 and the few places to which people appeal for the contrary view (John 1:14; Rom. 8:3; Heb. 2:14) say only that the Son of God assumed a weak nature subject to suffering and death but not that he himself was a sinner in a subjective sense. Some theologians, such as Chrysostom, Oecumenios, Luther, Marlorat, and also Calvin (commenting on Gal. 3:13), have indeed called Christ a sinner but only meant it in the objective sense, as Paul puts it, that Christ was made to be sin and became a curse (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13; cf. Isa. 53:12). In saying these things, the apostle was not asserting that Christ was a sinner and an accursed person in himself but that he was regarded and treated by God as a person who was guilty of violating the law and had called the curse down upon himself. Self-accusation, regret, remorse, and confessing one’s personal sins could therefore not occur in Christ’s case;226 nor was he subject to spiritual death, to the inability to do any good and the inclination to all evil. Precisely to be able to bear the sins of others and to make satisfaction for them, he could and might not be a sinner himself. The “substitution of persons,” which took place between Christ and his own, must not be understood in a pantheistic-physical or mystical sense but bears a legal character: Christ voluntarily entered into the same relation to the law and its demands in which we stood as a result of our transgression.
Second, the substitutionary character of Christ’s obedience automatically also involves equivalency inasmuch as it corresponds completely to the demand of the law. This equivalency, however, was understood differently by the Reformation than by Rome. Duns Scotus believed that some holy human being or an angel could also have made satisfaction for our sins if God had approved of this substitution, for “every created offering has as much value as God agrees to and no more.”227 Similarly, the Remonstrants later taught that not the justice of God but only fairness (aequitas) demanded any satisfaction and that “the merit that Christ paid was paid off in accordance with the estimation of God the Father.”228
Squarely in opposition to this view, Aquinas called Christ’s passion not only a sufficient “but a superabundant satisfaction for the sins of the human race.”229 The question was even considered whether one drop of Christ’s blood would not have been sufficient for the purpose of atonement.230 This whole way of looking at the subject, both in Aquinas and in Duns Scotus, is based on an external quantitative estimate of the suffering of Christ.
In principle, the Reformation broke with this system of calculation. This is evident from the fact that it rejected both the “acceptation” of Scotus and the “superabundance” of Aquinas;231 that beside the passive obedience, it also included the active obedience in the work of Christ; that, while it did call Christ’s sacrifice equivalent to, it did not consider it identical with what we were obligated to suffer and to do; that it considered it completely sufficient, so that no augmentation by our faith and good works was needed, either along Catholic or Remonstrant lines. The Reformed said that Christ’s work by itself was completely sufficient for the atonement of the sins of the whole world so that, if he had wanted to save a smaller number, it could not have been less, and if he had wanted to save a higher number, it would not have had to be greater.
Sins indeed are not money debts, and satisfaction is not a problem of arithmetic. The transfer of our sins to Christ was not so mechanical a process that the sins of all the elect first had to be carefully counted, then laid on Christ, and separately expiated by Christ. Nor did Christ pass through all the phases of human life and make separate satisfaction for the sins of every phase or age, as Irenaeus232 and others pictured it. Neither did he suffer precisely the same (idem)233 things we do, nor in the same way, for consciousness of guilt and so on could not occur in him, nor did he know spiritual death as the inclination to do evil, and he did not suffer eternal death in form and duration, but only intensively and qualitatively as God-forsakenness.234
There is even some truth in “acceptation,” for the strict justice of God required that every human should personally make satisfaction for himself or herself; and it was his grace that gave Christ as the mediator of a covenant and imputed his righteousness to the members of that covenant. A quantitative calculation, therefore, does not fit in the case of vicarious satisfaction. In the doctrine of satisfaction, we are dealing with factors other than those that can be measured and weighed. Sin is a principle that controls and corrupts the whole creation, a power and a realm that expands and organizes itself in numerous actual sins. The wrath of God is a fury directed against the sin of the whole human race.235 His righteousness is the perfection by which he cannot tolerate being denied or dishonored as God by his creatures. Vicarious satisfaction, accordingly, means that as the guarantor and head, Christ entered the relationship to God—his wrath, his righteousness, his law—in which the human race stood. For that humankind, which was given to him to reconcile, he was made to be sin, became a curse, and took its guilt and punishment on himself. When the Socinians say that in any case Christ could make satisfaction only for one person and not for many, inasmuch as he only bore the punishment of sin once, this reasoning is based on the same quantitative calculation as the “acceptation” of Duns Scotus and the “superabundance” of Aquinas. For though the sin that entered the world through Adam manifests itself in an incalculable series of sinful thoughts, words, and deeds, and though the wrath of God is felt individually by every guilty member of the human race, it is and remains the one indivisible law that has been violated, the one indivisible wrath of God that has been ignited against the sin of the whole human race, the one indivisible righteousness of God that has been offended by sin, the one unchangeable eternal God who has been affronted by sin. The punishment of Christ, therefore, is also one: one that balances in intensity and quality the sin and guilt of the whole human race, appeases the wrath of God against that whole human race, fulfills the whole law, fully satisfies the righteousness of God, and again makes God known and recognized in all his perfections of truth and righteousness, of love and grace, throughout the human race. That punishment, after all, was laid on him who was not an individual on a level with other individuals but the second Adam, head of the human race, both Son of Man and Son of God.
[391] The doctrine of satisfaction, so understood, now still has to be defended only against the objection that in the moral sphere such a substitution is impossible. The first thing to be remarked against this is that the idea of substitution is deeply grounded, also morally, in human nature. Among all peoples it has been embodied in priesthood and sacrifices and expressed in various ways in poetry and mythology. Origen already compared Christ in his death to those who, according to classical traditions, died for their mother country to liberate it from a plague or other disasters, for, conforming to hidden laws, it seems to lie in the nature of things that the voluntary death of a righteous person in the public interest breaks the power of evil spirits.236 Christian theology, accordingly, frequently cited the examples of Codrus, Curtius, Cratinus, Zaleucus, Damon, Phintias, and the hostages to illustrate the vicarious suffering of Christ. These examples have no other value, of course, than to show that the idea of substitution occupied an important place in the intellectual world of the Greeks and the Romans.237
The same is true of tragedy, whose basic idea can certainly be conveyed not always by “guilt and atonement” but often only by “passion and suffering.” In many tragedies the death of the hero is not a true atonement for sins committed but yet is always a deliverance made necessary by some mistake or error, hence finally reconciling us and giving us satisfaction. But even viewed that way, tragedy proclaims a great truth: all human greatness walks past abysses of guilt, and satisfaction occurs only when what is noble and great, which for some reason has gone astray, perishes in death. The downfall of Orestes, Oedipus, Antigone, Romeo and Juliet, Max and Thekla, Iphigenia, and others reconciles us with them and their generation. “Pure humanity atones for all human weaknesses” (Goethe).238
It is often the same way in history. The final noble Constantine, fighting and dying for his people and country, atones for the horrors of the Byzantine emperors, and Louis XVI, who is innocent by comparison with his predecessors, pays in death for the sins of his dynasty. If the history of whole families and generations were known to us, it would furnish us no end of examples. In the saying “Say nothing of the dead but what is good,” we all honor the atoning power of suffering and death. Indeed, all life and joy on earth is the fruit of sorrow and death. All things live from the death of others. The grain of wheat has to die to bear fruit. What one person sows, another reaps. In the pangs of childbirth, and sometimes at the cost of her own life, a mother gives life to a child. All birth, also in the field of thought and art, moves from darkness into light. A few work, struggle, and suffer; others enjoy the fruit of their labor. We all live from the hard-won treasures of our ancestors. By struggle and through suffering, a few have conquered the most outstanding goods of humankind for all. Particularly love has a substitutionary character. On earth it can hardly be conceived in any way other than as “fellow suffering,” sympathy. Those who love most suffer most. A mother suffers on account of, in, and with her child; a father grieves in his heart over the son who has gone astray. Nature and the human race teach that there are “representative, vicarious powers at work.”239
All these examples and reasonings are undoubtedly somewhat suited as illustrations of the substitutionary suffering of Christ. Against the individualism and atomizing tendencies that tear humankind apart and know nothing of the mysticism of love, they are of great value. Still, they cannot explain the suffering of Christ. Many people do indeed stop to consider these examples and try to understand Christ’s suffering as a natural consequence of his entrance into our sinful community.240 But the sacrifice of Christ does not come into its own by that route. For Christ, and especially for him as the holy and merciful high priest, human sympathy was undoubtedly a cause of deep and painful suffering (Matt. 8:17; 9:36; 14:14; etc.), but it is not the only and most important cause, any more than hunger and thirst, persecution, the temptation of Satan, and abandonment by his disciples. In that case Christ’s suffering would be just that, suffering, but not punishment, and he himself would be no more than a witness, a martyr, a sufferer, differing from others only in degree. But Christ himself considered his suffering a punishment laid on him by God on account of our sins (Matt. 20:28; 26:28; 27:46), and Scripture testifies that he was made to be sin for us and became a curse (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13).
A further step is taken by those who in a realistic way explain Christ’s suffering from the place he occupies in the human race: he, after all, is not an individual on a level with other individuals, but the central individual. He assumed not a human person but human nature. That nature was the bearer of sin and lay under a curse; hence with that nature Christ also took the guilt and punishment on himself. As Adam could be our representative because he was the ancestor of the entire human race, so Christ is the substitute and representative of the believing community that, as his body, was born from him and is one with him as its head. And as we, for instance, are punished on our back because of what we have misdone with our hand, so Christ was punished for our sins, inasmuch as he is one with us.241 This realistic-mystical view of Christ’s substitution is as such completely correct and is also clearly taught by Scripture; for believers have been crucified with Christ, have died, been buried, raised with him, and been made to sit with him in heavenly places (Rom. 6–8; Gal. 2:20; Eph. 2:6; Col. 2:11; 3:3; etc.).242 Inasmuch as Christ is not only the atoner but also the redeemer, that is, not only, objectively, had to take away the guilt of sin but also, subjectively, had to break the power of sin, this mystical union between Christ and believers is an essential and indispensable constituent in the work of salvation. Yet it is not the only and the first relation that exists between Christ and his own. In Scripture this relation is built on the federal relation: Romans 6–8 follows Romans 3–5. When it is separated from that federal relation, it loses the foundation on which it has to rest, looks for support in pantheism, which changes re-creation into a process, and increasingly alters objective atonement into subjective redemption. Shedd, for example, already makes the imputation of Christ’s righteousness depend on regeneration and faith.243 This mystical union in the scriptural sense can only be maintained in conjunction with the objective atonement of Christ’s sacrifice, when Christ is first of all viewed as the head of the covenant, who took the place of his own in a federalistic legal sense.
The covenant of grace, in fact, is anterior to the person and sacrifice of Christ. That covenant, after all, does not come into effect after Christ has accomplished his work, nor start with the Holy Spirit or with the benefits of regeneration and faith; but Christ himself is in that covenant. He is the guarantor and mediator of it (Heb. 7:22; 8:6; 12:24); his blood is blood of the covenant and therefore atoning (Matt. 26:28). Even more, the covenant of grace was not first established in time, but has its foundation in eternity, is grounded in the pact of salvation (pactum salutis), and is in the first place a covenant among the three persons of the divine being itself. Father and Son and Spirit are all three active in that covenant; it is so far from beginning in time with the activity of the Holy Spirit that it has its existence and certainty rather from eternity in the counsel of the Triune God. And this covenant, thus grounded, explains also the vicarious satisfaction of Christ. It is based on an ordinance, a free, omnipotent, gracious disposition of God. That is absolutely not to say that it is arbitrary and irrational. All kinds of relations in nature and humankind offer analogies to Christ’s substitution. But analogy here is not and cannot be identity any more than in the case of Adam.244 Both Christ and Adam occupy a special place in humankind. They alone are heads of the entire human race; their influence and impact is extended to all times and places. And Christ, in turn, is superior to Adam. For while Adam was the representative of humankind, Christ is its substitute. Adam acted in our name but did not take anything over from us; Christ came to us, put himself in our place, bore our guilt and punishment, and secured our righteousness. Adam was head of a covenant of works that was unstable; Christ is head of a better covenant that cannot be shaken. Adam was a human, though without sin, of the earth; Christ is the incarnate Word, the only Begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth, the Lord from heaven. Adam corrupted what was good; Christ restored and perfected what was corrupt. To the extent the covenant of grace surpasses the covenant of works, and the gospel the law, to that extent Christ surpasses Adam. His vicarious satisfaction cannot even be grasped on the basis of the covenant of works. While it is not against the law (for it established the law), it is nevertheless above the law and far exceeds all our thoughts and ideas. It is not reducible to a universal rule, nor can it be explained by reference to a universal law, for it is not one phenomenon among others. On the contrary, it is a concrete fact, wholly unique in the annals of humankind, explained by nothing, but itself explaining everything, rooted in a special ordinance of God. And this ordinance is not an isolated decree but bears a covenantal character. Vicarious satisfaction has its foundation in the counsel of the Triune God, in the life of supreme, perfect, and eternal love, in the unshakable covenant of redemption. Based on the ordinances of that covenant, Christ takes the place of his own and exchanges their sin for his righteousness, their death for his life. “Oh, the sweet exchange! Oh, the unfathomable accomplishment! Oh, the unexpected benefits!—that the wickedness of the many should be hidden in the One who is just; and that the righteousness of the One should justify the wicked many!”245
DOCTRINE OF THE TWO STATES
[392] Christ accomplished this obedience throughout the entire state of his humiliation. The formal treatment of the doctrine of the two states arose among the Lutherans to bring the communication of proper qualities (communicatio idiomatum) into harmony with Jesus’ humiliation but was soon taken over by the Reformed.246 Since Schleiermacher’s critique,247 however, it was either entirely abandoned by many theologians or significantly modified. Those who deny the preexistence and resurrection of Christ no longer have any interest in this doctrine.248 Others, who accept the pertinent testimonies of Scripture, have often converted them into a description of the gradually self-perfecting humanization of the Logos or of the divine-human development and perfection of Christ. In that case his humiliation is conceived as a “steady elevation of his inner life,” which automatically resulted in his resurrection and ascension to heaven.249 In the process the doctrine of the two states gradually turned into a biography of Jesus,250 but the sources from which we draw our knowledge of the life of Jesus are much too incomplete for them to enable us to write such a biography. Furthermore, the attempt to write a life of Jesus also always leads to a denial of the essence of his person because such attempts either take no account, or do so as little as possible, of his divine nature. No split is possible between a life of Christ and an office of Christ, as Ebrard proposes.251 His whole life was lived in the service of the office to which the Father had appointed him and for whose fulfillment he was sent into the world. The apostolic message of the Christ is the only explanation that can possibly be given of the evangelical tradition concerning Jesus’ life and works and the only means by which we can provide ourselves with a faithful and vital image of the Savior of the world.252 Christ never for a moment lived for himself (Rom. 15:3), but always for his church to leave it an example (Matt. 11:29; John 13:14–16; etc.), to serve it and to give his life as a ransom for many (Matt. 20:28), and to communicate to it his grace and truth, his light and his life (John 1:16; 6:33f.; Col. 3:4).
The incarnation itself was already a self-emptying (κενωσις) that consisted in Christ—who existed in the form of God, that is, in the same way as God existed, and did not consider this as something stolen or wrongfully assumed—relinquishing this divine mode of existence and assuming the form of a servant, so that he was truly born in human likeness and found in human form (Phil. 2:7–8; 2 Cor. 8:9; Rom. 8:3; Gal. 4:4; John 1:14).253 His self-emptying (κενωσις) consisted, in short, in exchanging the divine mode of existence (μορφη θεου) for the human (μορφη δουλου). And the moment this had taken place, his humiliation (ταπεινωσις) began and consisted in being and remaining obedient to God until death. Christ’s whole life from his conception to his death, accordingly, was a humiliation resulting from his obedience, an ever-deeper entering into the communion of our sin and an ever-advancing self-removal from the joys of heaven. His circumcision (Luke 2:21) served as proof that he was truly human and the offspring of Abraham, that as such he was a member of the community of our sin and had to receive the sign signifying the cutting off of our sin; and at the same time, that God was his God and that he was the Son of God. His circumcision pointed to and was completed in his death (Col. 2:11–12).254 His baptism, which as the Holy One he needed for himself no more than he did circumcision (Matt. 3:14), took place (1) because it was fitting for him as the mediator “to fulfill our righteousness,” to satisfy all the claims of the law, and to accomplish all the righteousness required of him by the law; (2) because as such—standing in the community of sinners—he had to receive the sign and seal of his communion with God, as the Son with whom the Father was exceedingly well-pleased; and (3) because he had to be anointed with the Holy Spirit, enabled by him, and thus consecrated to his public ministry as the Christ, who alone can baptize (people) with the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matt. 3:11–17; cf. parallel, Acts 10:38).255 The purpose of the temptation, which occurred immediately after the baptism and was repeated several times right up and into Gethsemane (cf. “until an opportune time,” Luke 4:13; John 12:27; Matt. 26:39; Heb. 4:15; 5:7; 1 Pet. 2:23), was (1) that Christ, having just received the sign and seal of his communion with God and the gifts of the Holy Spirit, would maintain this communion also in the face of temptation from Satan and the world; (2) that as the second Adam, he would not break the covenant with God but uphold and confirm it for himself and his own; and (3) that, as the merciful high priest, tempted in all things like us, he would come to our assistance in all our weaknesses and temptations.256 All the words Christ uttered and the works he did during his life on earth are an implementation of God’s will (John 5:19f.; 6:38) and aim at making known the name, the perfections, the counsel, and good pleasure of God both in law and gospel (Matt. 11:27; John 1:18); at showing his priestly mercy to the poor, the sick, and the lost (Matt. 8:17; 11:5); and at demonstrating his royal power over Satan, the world, sin, and all their operations (Luke 10:18; John 12:31; 14:30; 16:33; 18:37).257
The suffering of Christ, which begins with his incarnation and is completed in his “great passion,” is the will and command of the Father (Matt. 26:39, 42; John 10:17–18), proof of his absolute obedience (Phil. 2:8; Heb. 5:8), an example to be followed by his disciples (1 Pet. 2:21), a ransom for their sins (Matt. 20:28; 26:28), a victory over the world (John 16:33; Col. 2:15).258 The purpose of his condemnation, not only by the [Jewish] Sanhedrin but also by the secular Roman judge Pontius Pilate, was that he would not die in secret as a result of an assassination or in an insurrection but that he would be publicly and legally killed, after being properly examined, in accordance with a verdict from the then best and most thorough system of justice, and that in the process his personal innocence (Matt. 27:18–24) as well as the basis for his condemnation, namely, his confession that he was the Son of God and Israel’s Messiah (Matt. 26:63; 27:11), as well as the will of God (Acts 2:23; 4:27–28) and the character of his death as a dying for others (Matt. 20:28) would be clearly and incontrovertibly made manifest before the eyes of all.259 The death by crucifixion, “a most savage and monstrous punishment,” and usually inflicted only on slaves and dangerous criminals, meant that Christ, having been condemned in the name of the law to the most terrible and disgraceful punishment, satisfied the most rigorous demand of the law, and as one hanged, became a curse to God but thereby also removed the curse of the law from us (Deut. 21:23; Gal. 3:13), and completely delivered us from all the evil to which the law condemns us on account of our sins. The cross, therefore, stands at the center of the gospel (1 Cor. 1:23; 2:2; Gal. 6:14).260 The blood that Christ shed demonstrates that he voluntarily consecrated his life to God,261 that he gave it as an offering, and by it brought about atonement and peace (Matt. 26:27; Acts 20:28; Rom. 3:25; 5:9; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:20; Heb. 9:12, 22).262 Finally, Christ’s burial has special significance as well. It is mentioned repeatedly (Isa. 53:9; Matt. 12:40; 27:59–60; Luke 11:29; 23:53; John 19:40–42; Acts 13:29; 1 Cor. 15:3–4). It is not only proof that he really died and hence rose again from the dead but particularly means that Christ, though committing his spirit into the hands of his Father, who took him up into paradise (Luke 23:43, 46), nevertheless spent three days in the state of death, belonged to the realm of the dead, and thus fully bore the punishment of sin (Gen. 3:19). To that state of death, Hades, he was not abandoned; his flesh saw no corruption, for he was raised the third day; yet from the time of his death to the moment of his resurrection, he belonged to the dead and therefore spent a period of time in Hades (Matt. 12:40; Acts 2:27, 31).263
DESCENT INTO HELL
[393] No other places in Scripture speak of Christ’s burial or of his stay in the state of death. Later, when in the Christian church the confession arose of Christ’s descent into hell, people indeed looked around for proof texts in Scripture and appealed to numerous places, such as Hosea 13:14; Psalm 16:10; Acts 2:27, 31; Matthew 27:52; Luke 23:43; John 8:56; Romans 10:7; Ephesians 4:9; 1 Peter 3:18–22; Hebrews 11:40; 12:22f. But careful exegesis brings out the unwarranted nature of this appeal. In Hosea 13:14, the Lord promises that he will redeem his people from Sheol and death, but there is no mention of a descent into hell. Acts 2:27, 31, citing Psalm 16:10, teaches that Christ, having died, was in Hades and belonged to the dead but contains no hint of the idea later linked in various church denominations to the article concerning the descent into hell. On the contrary, it is expressly stated that Christ was not abandoned by God in Hades, that his body did not see corruption, and that he was raised the third day. Though as a deceased person belonging to Hades, in terms of his soul, he was in paradise (Luke 23:43). Basic to passages such as John 8:56; Hebrews 11:40; 12:22f., admittedly, is the idea that in many respects Old Testament believers fell behind those of the new covenant, but they say absolutely nothing about their intermediate state. Rather, according to Hebrews 12:23, the devout of the old covenant form the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven and have received heavenly citizenship before the believers of the New Testament.
In Romans 10:6–8, the apostle argues that Christ’s coming on earth and his resurrection from the dead—as a result of which the righteousness of faith is fully present in him—make it unnecessary for them to ascend into heaven or to descend into the abyss, for that would actually be a denial of the fact that Christ had already descended from heaven and been raised from the dead. Now in this picture there may be an allusion to Christ’s descent into the abyss, from which, through his resurrection, he returned, yet nothing concrete is further said about that. The word “abyss” is further explained by the addition “from the dead,” and the whole sentence contains no other thought than what we also encounter in Acts 2:27, namely, that as a deceased person Christ had been in Hades and belonged to the dead. On the other hand, the descent “into the lower parts of the earth” of which Paul speaks in Ephesians 4:9 seems—by virtue of the contrast with his ascension—to point to Christ’s incarnation, in the course of which he descended from heaven to earth. Finally, also 1 Peter 3:18–22 provides no basis for the interpretations given in various church denominations of the descent into hell. Of this pericope there are mainly three explanations. The first, coming from Augustine and taken over especially by the Reformed, is that before his incarnation Christ, speaking in the Spirit through Noah, preached the gospel to his contemporaries and admonished them to repent. The second interprets the text to say that between his death and resurrection, Christ left the grave and went to Hades and preached the gospel to those who were disobedient and died in the days of Noah (so, still today, Luther, Weiss, Lechler, Pfleiderer, Stevens, and others). The third associates “the spirits in prison” with fallen angels to whom judgment was announced by Christ, either in the days of Noah (Spitta), or between his death and resurrection (Baur, Gunkel, Lauterberg, Loofs, and others). Now whichever interpretation one favors, two things are certain. In the first place, Peter is in any case not speaking of what Christ did between his death and resurrection (or vivification) but of what he did either before his incarnation or after having revived his body. Undoubtedly, the words “being made alive in the spirit” indicate that Christ, who was put to death in a “sarkian” body, was raised again in virtue of the spirit (pneuma) that was his, so that his life after the resurrection was not “sarkian” but “pneumatic.” It is equally beyond dispute, in the second place, that no mention whatever is made in this pericope of a descent of Christ into hell for the purpose of conducting Old Testament believers from Hades to heaven, or in general [of preaching judgment] to all who died in disobedience or ignorance (except, perhaps, the contemporaries of Noah). Therefore, the Greek [Orthodox], Roman Catholic, and later Lutheran view—aside now from the question whether it is true or not—has no basis in Peter’s text.
However, the idea that between his death and resurrection, Christ descended into Hades surfaced in the Christian church very early. It is doubtful whether pagan notions concerning the Hades descent of gods and heroes lie behind the rise of this idea in Christian circles. Admittedly, belief in a Hades descent was widespread in the religions of that day. One such descent was attributed to Gilgamesh, Orpheus, Dionysus, Aeneas, and others and was considered proof of their power to slay the monsters and dragons of the underworld and to liberate the dead from their control. Moreover, in the mysteries of that time, the dramatic notions of Demeter-Kora, Attis-Adonis, Isis-Osiris, and others, as symbols of the conflict between death and life in nature and human experience, had become extraordinarily widespread. But among Christians—despite some resemblance between their views and the aforementioned—the view of Hades was from the beginning different from that held by Gentiles and the idea that was associated with Christ’s descent into Hades differed greatly from what was thus expressed in the Hades descent of gods and heroes. For in the most ancient Christian documents, Christ’s descent into Hades is consistently linked with the state of believers after their death. The Gospel of Peter (discovered in 1886 in a tomb at Akhmim) relates that when Christ arose from the dead, two men who had descended from heaven accompanied him and that the cross followed him. And, according to verses 41–42, these men heard a voice from heaven ask Jesus: “Have you preached to those who sleep?” and the answer that was heard coming from the cross was, “Yes!”
Stated here, generally speaking, is that in the state of death Christ preached to the dead, and these dead are not described in any further details. Many others, however, specifically identify these dead as Old Testament believers. Ignatius, for example, says that Christ, when he was there, raised from the dead the Old Testament believers who expected him.264 As Hermas pictures it, the apostles and first ministers, after their death, preached the gospel and administered baptism to the devout who died before Christ’s appearance.265 Irenaeus tells of a presbyter who, defending the differing economies of the Old and the New Testament against Marcion, said: “It was for this reason, too, that the Lord descended into the regions beneath the earth, preaching his advent there also and [declaring] the remission of sins received by those who believe in him.”266 Marcion himself was of the opinion that Christ by his preaching in Hades redeemed all the dead who believed him more than they did the demiurge.267 In the same way also Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Irenaeus picture Christ’s descent into Hades as being for the benefit of the devout of the Old Testament.268 Clement of Alexandria, then, becomes the first author who associates this teaching with 1 Peter 3:18–22 and, in identifying the dead to whom Christ preaches the gospel, thinks not only of Old Testament believers but also of the righteous Gentiles.269 Perhaps we may infer from this idea one that repeatedly occurs in the most ancient church authors, that the doctrine of the descent into hell originated in response to the question of where the believers of the Old Testament and also those who died in Christ stayed as they awaited the day of Jesus’ return. The longer this return was delayed, the more urgent this question became, and people found comfort in the thought “for this reason Christ entered hell so that we would not have to go there.” Christ preserved his own from Hades by himself descending into it during his own state of death.270
Add to this that the word “Hades” gradually changed its meaning. The statement that Christ had descended into Hades could emerge only at a time when this word still denoted the “world after death” in general and had not yet acquired the meaning of “hell.” For the idea that Christ had descended to the place of torment, the actual hell, is nowhere to be found in Scripture, nor does it occur in the most ancient Christian writers. This change of meaning that the word “Hades” underwent, however, and that had been prepared here and there in the Old and the New Testament (e.g., in Isa. 14:11; Luke 10:15; 16:23), continued in the later church literature and increasingly led to the identification of Hades with Gehenna (hell, place of torment). This, in turn, prompted the rise of the conception that believers at the time of their death went to paradise, not to Hades;271 that though the idea of Christ’s descent into Hades was retained, it was understood in the sense that he went to a specific division of Hades, the later so-called limbo of the fathers, and had moved the devout of the Old Testament from there to paradise or heaven;272 and, moreover, that Augustine, who wanted nothing to do with a preaching of the gospel to the ungodly dead, again completely separated this descent into Hades from 1 Peter 3:18–22 and understood this passage to refer to the message that Christ, before his incarnation and in the Spirit, had inspired Noah to bring to his contemporaries.273
[394] Where and when the words “descended into hell” (descendit ad inferna) were first included in the church’s confession cannot be said with certainty. According to Rufinus (d. 410), the Apostolic Symbol [creed] of the church at Aquileia, where he was born, also contained the article “crucified under Pontius Pilate and buried, he descended into hell.” In his commentary on that symbol, he says that these last words do not occur in the confession of the church of Rome nor in that of the East and tries to demonstrate that in those confessions the descent into hell is included in the word “buried.” However, in that same period these words already occurred in the confession of the synods of Sirmium (359), Nice (359), and Constantinople (360) and gradually passed from there into all the readings of the Apostles’ Creed.274 But large differences of opinion remained in the interpretation of it. The Greek church interpreted it to mean that Christ, with his divine nature and his soul, went to Hades to liberate from it the souls of the holy ancestors and conducted them, along with the soul of the murderer on the cross, to paradise.275 In the West the reality of the descent into hell was maintained, first against Abelard and later against Durandus and Mirandola.276 Subsequently, at the Fourth Lateran Council (1215), it was determined that after his death Christ truly descended to hell in his soul but not in his body.277 The meaning of this article was so described in the Roman Catechism as well. Immediately after Christ’s death his soul descended into hell and remained there while his body lay in the grave. He went there, not to suffer, but, as victor, to subdue the demons and to deprive them of their spoils. Specifically he despoiled them of those holy fathers of the old covenant who, though suffering no other pains, missed the beatific vision of God and were tormented by the longing for that glory, and were now liberated by him from the limbo of the fathers and (later, at his own ascension) conducted to heaven. Finally, he also made known his power and authority in purgatory in order to grant redemption to all who were there from the days of Adam or would dwell there later and for whom, before his suffering and death, the gates of heaven were closed.278 The theologians limited themselves to this fruit of the descent into hell or, following the example of Clement, Origen, and others, added that the benefits of that descent accrued to those who “at their death were in some way disposed to the reception of the grace of redemption.”279
The Reformation could not adopt this interpretation of the article in question because it had a different view of the meaning of the old covenant and the salvation of those who in that dispensation died in the faith, but it found no explanation that was satisfactory to everyone. Luther put forward various interpretations and ended by saying: “The matter is not clear.”280 But the Lutheran Church in its confession finally agreed to the statement that Christ, following his burial, went to hell in both his natures, with soul and body, subdued the devil, and broke the power of hell. Some theologians then expanded this statement by writing that on the morning of the third day, after the vivification, or internal resurrection, but before the external resurrection, Christ, with soul and body, went down to hell and there made known to Satan and all the damned spirits—by a proclamation that was not evangelical but legal, refutative, and terrible—his victory over death and hell.281 Also the Reformed disagreed with one another in their interpretation of this article. Even if we except the Repetitio Anhaltina, the Lipsian Colloquium, and a few theologians such as Zanchius and Aretius who still held to a local descent into hell,282 the confessions and theological opinions among the Reformed are most divergent. Some (Sohnius, Parker, Martinius, Chamier) read the article to cover the entire state of humiliation. Others (Bucer, Beza, Whitaker, Drusius, Wittichius, Braun) did not see in it much more than a further description of the burial as the last and lowest step of Christ’s humiliation. Calvin explained the article as speaking of the hellish pains suffered by Christ on the cross and was followed in that interpretation by many others as well (Ursinus, Polanus, Trelcatius, Bucanus, Cloppenburg, Wendelin) and especially by the Heidelberg Catechism. Zwingli understood it to say that during his death Christ belonged to the dead [the inferi: the inhabitants of the lower regions] and made the power of his redemption felt also in the lower regions (ad inferos). This view resonated with many people, among them Olevianus, Bullinger, Peter Martyr, Perkins, Ames, Molinaeus, Broughton, Vossius, Bochartus, Pearson, Schultens, Vriemoet, and others, and particularly in the catechism and confession of Westminster. Finally, there were many theologians who tried to combine the different interpretations and associated the descent into hell both with the hellish agony Christ suffered on the cross and with the state of death in which he existed from the moment of dying to the moment of his resurrection (Synopsis pur. theol., Burman, Turretin, Witsius, Heidegger, Mastricht, Gerdes, Pictet, and others).283
This great diversity of opinions explains that many theologians were unable to make good sense of this article and totally rejected it284 or used this article to give a historical and ecclesiastical character to their doctrine of ongoing preaching of the gospel and a permanent mission station in the intermediate state.285
The case with this article, briefly put, is as follows:
1. The phrase “descended into hell,” to the extent that it may have been derived from texts such as Acts 2:27; Rom. 10:7; Eph. 4:9, has historically acquired a very different meaning from what is contained in these texts.
2. The Greek (Orthodox) and Roman Catholic explanation of this article, to the effect that Christ went to Hades to conduct the devout of the Old Testament from the limbo of the fathers to heaven, lacks all support in Scripture, even in John 8:56; Hebrews 10:20; 11:40; 12:22f.
3. The Lutheran view, according to which Christ went down into Hades to make his victory and power known to Satan, even though, as we will see later, they were based on firm pronouncements in Scripture, cannot be considered a correct explanation of the words “descended into hell,” since these words do not—scripturally and historically—permit such an explanation and can evidently not describe a step in the state of exaltation but only a step in the state of humiliation.
4. For the same reason the modern idea that Christ descended into hell to preach the gospel to everyone who did not hear it here on earth cannot be viewed as a correct explanation of this article of the faith either.
5. First Peter 3:19–22 at most says (though it will be shown later that this is not the correct understanding) that Christ preached the gospel to Noah’s contemporaries after his resurrection, but there is absolutely no ground in this passage for an expansion of this preaching to all or many of the lost.
6. The exegesis that associates “the spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3:19) with fallen angels is refuted by the further description and the contrast with the eight souls in verse 20.
7. The article concerning the descent into hell is interpreted most congruently with related expressions in Scripture (Acts 2:27, 31; Rom. 10:7; Eph. 4:9), with the probable origin and sense of the words, and with its place between the other articles, when it is understood as referring to the state of death in which Christ existed between his dying and rising again to bear the punishment of sin to the end and to redeem us from it. “Christ descended into hell so that we would not have to go there.”
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CHRIST’S EXALTATION
For Christ, his death was the end of his humiliation and, at the same time, the road to his exaltation. In all religions, and for Israel too, death is the road to life. The mythology of pagan religions, however, offers no real hope of life, only a general sense of alternation between death and life in endless struggle. Israel’s hope, based on prophetic promise, came to rest on the Suffering Servant, whose sacrificial death brought life and who calls his followers to deny themselves so they might live in him. Because he humbled himself unto death, God has exalted him and given him a name above all names (Phil. 2:6–11).
Not only Philippians 2 but the whole New Testament teaches the humiliated and exalted Christ as the core of the gospel. Maintaining both the historical reality of incarnation and humiliation and the glory of the exalted Christ as the God-man has proved difficult for theology. The two successive states, humiliation and exaltation, were sometimes too closely linked with the two-natures doctrine—human and divine—thus creating confusion. This is particularly true in the case of Lutheran Christology, where there is no succession in the degrees of exaltation. In fact, strictly speaking, nothing new is communicated to Christ in the state of exaltation that was not his from the time of conception. In radical Anabaptism and Socinianism, a dualism between eternity and time makes both incarnation and exaltation actually impossible, reducing them to graphic depictions of ideals for humanity.
The Reformed view is that Christ is the mediator in accordance with both natures. The office and work of the mediator could only be accomplished by one who was both true God and true man. The divine and human participate in both states in the one person. Reformed theology had to face the difficult question of kenosis: Did the Son of God set aside his divine attributes in the incarnation? Reformed theology denied this, claiming instead that Christ had voluntarily from all eternity taken on the form of a servant and in his incarnation laid aside or concealed the divine glory of his divinity and never used it during his humiliation to defeat his enemies or please himself. He fought and won the battle with his self-denying sacrificial love, culminating in death on the cross. His exaltation is thus a real change, a state gained as a reward of his obedience. The preposition διο (“therefore”) in Philippians 2 as well as the Letter to the Hebrews points to Christ earning his exaltation through obedience.
This does not mean, as the Socinians taught, that Christ only had deity and dignity in the state of exaltation. The state of exaltation refers not to the person of Christ and his nature(s) but to the glory of his mediatorial work. By his resurrection and ascension, Christ enters a new state; as the mediator he is now at the right hand of glory. Though he was truly God in his state of humiliation, the glory was hidden. In the state of exaltation, the divine glory radiates outward for all to see, and all who see must confess Jesus as Lord. Resurrection is the first step in Christ’s exaltation. Raised by the power of God, he is the firstborn of all creation, the one who has the keys of death and Hades, the one who has power to give eternal life. The historical reality of the resurrection is clearly attested by Jesus’ appearances and the apostolic witness to them. All spiritualizing and subjectivizing interpretations of the resurrection must be rejected. Only the bodily resurrection can explain the empty tomb and the firm faith of the disciples; nothing else does justice to the biblical witness. It should be noted that a visionary explanation of the appearances as a “telegram from heaven” is no less miraculous than the straightforward account of the bodily resurrection but it does add elements of deceit and trickery to the apostolic message of the gospel. The bodily resurrection, after three days, is proof of Christ’s divine sonship, his messiahship, the Father’s endorsement of his work as mediator, and serves as the ground and pledge of our salvation.
After the important period of forty days when Jesus instructed his disciples, he ascended into heaven and is exalted at the Father’s right hand. The ascension was a constituent of the faith of the church from the beginning, as much as the resurrection. This is great comfort to believers: our Priest-King pleads on our behalf and is coming to judge the living and the dead at the time of his great and final exaltation. As our mediator he has obtained the full benefits of our whole salvation, beginning with an objective atonement for our sin. Refusals to acknowledge propitiation as the heart of his death and resurrection result from a misunderstanding of God’s love. It is God’s love that is the basis for his providing Christ as the means of propitiation. By Christ’s sacrifice a new relation of reconciliation and peace has been accomplished between God and humanity. The benefit of this work of Christ is unrestricted; it covers every dimension of experience; it extends to all creation.
Modern notions of reconciliation, such as those of Schleiermacher and Ritschl, begin not with Christ meriting our salvation through his obedient sacrifice of propitiation but rather with mystical and moral influence on human persons. The change is in people who are now conscious of God’s love to them; they no longer consider God as wrathful. Here a significant shift takes place from the objective work of Christ on our behalf and in our place to a subjective work in us. This is a partial view that robs us of the assurance that in Christ all things, all creation will be renewed.
Christ’s redemptive work is of infinite value and extends to the whole world. Christ came not to condemn but to save the world. This universal scope has sometimes been misunderstood as a promise of salvation to all discrete individual persons, in short, as universal salvation. Over against those such as Origen, Pelagius, and Arminius, the mainstream of the Christian church has been true to the particularist teaching of Augustine—not all are saved. That did not stop theologians and churchmen from intensely debating the issue with such distinctions as God’s antecedent will and consequent will and, above all, “sufficient but not efficacious.” The Canons of Dort explicitly teach particular atonement, though they also declare Christ’s sacrifice “of infinite worth and value, abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the whole world.” Thanks to the influential work of certain Scottish theologians such as John McLeod Campbell, the doctrine of limited or particular atonement was almost universally abandoned.
It is important to get the terms of this debate straight. The issue is not about whether the death of Christ has infinite value or worth, nor is it about whether in fact some are not saved. The question is whether it was God’s will and intent that Christ made his sacrifice for the sins of all people without exception or only for the sins of the elect. When framed thus, the teaching of Scripture is not really in doubt. The key point here concerns assurance to believers: Did Christ in his death and resurrection really procure the salvation of his own, or was this only a potentiality, mere possibility? The Reformed tradition took a clear stance in favor of the former view—only this truth could maintain the unity of the work of the triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The advocates of a universal scope for the atonement, ironically, diminish the value and power of Christ’s work. The center of gravity shifts from Christ to the Christian; salvation comes to depend on our faith.
Nonetheless, we must not overlook the fact that this particular atonement still has universal significance. It is here that we must understand the doctrine of common grace; it is subservient to special or particular grace. God providentially permits the world to continue because of his higher purposes for his elect. Though Christ is only head of the church as prophet, priest, and king, all human beings benefit from the light that the gospel shines into the world. All creation, even the angels, are enfolded into the glorious redemption of all things.
Another way of stating this is to say that Christ’s threefold office of prophet, priest, and king continues into his state of exaltation. As prophet he teaches his disciples in the forty days, and by the Holy Spirit sent at Pentecost, he makes known to the world all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge hidden in him. In the same manner, as the Epistle to the Hebrews points out, he continues as our High Priest to intercede for us. And, finally, he is our eternal King who rules us by his Word and Spirit and equips us to be victorious over sin and Satan. Christ’s mediatorial office ceases at the consummation though he retains his human nature and remains a prophet, priest, and king as a mediator of union and head of the church.
THROUGH DEATH TO LIFE
[395] The death of Christ, the end of his humiliation, was simultaneously the road to his exaltation. In all religions and philosophical systems, one encounters the idea, expressed more or less consciously, that death is the road to life. People saw this phenomenon in nature, where day follows night and an awakening in the spring occurs after a winter of hibernation or dormancy. The history of ethnic tribes and peoples offers proof of this when it frequently takes them through struggle to victory, through oppression to freedom; and every human soul bore witness to it when by self-denial and abstinence that soul regained its independence. This idea was especially widespread in the time when Christianity made its appearance. Under the influence of Eastern cults, the original nature religions in Greece and Rome underwent a vast change. In the mysteries especially, the natural vegetative process of life was given a spiritual and moral interpretation. In dramatic fashion it was represented as a symbol of the alternation of death and life, of the changeover from the visible world on earth to the invisible world beyond, from the descent into and the liberation from Hades, from the pollution to the purification of the soul.1 The untrustworthiness of observation and reflection, the uncertainty of arriving at truth, the frequently wretched social conditions, the incessant wars, the pressure of foreign domination promoted this mysticism and sparked a universal longing for redemption, for truth and life. It was felt more deeply than ever that life can only arise from death and exaltation can only come after humiliation. There was a general sense of the truth of what was later called “die-and-become,” of the “die-to-live” syndrome. But even though in a symbolic-dramatic way the ancient nature myth was transformed into a process of human life and history, it remained an idea to which no reality corresponded. It did not detach itself from mythology but remained bound up with all sorts of superstition and magic and frequently led to excesses of asceticism, on the one hand, and libertinism, on the other.
We enter a very different world when in antiquity we turn to Israel. Here, too, we encounter the idea that death is the road to life. On its first pages the Old Testament already mentions a conflict in which the offspring of the serpent will crush the heel of the woman’s offspring, and conversely, the woman’s offspring will crush the head of the serpent’s offspring (Gen. 3:15). And this saying is, as it were, inscribed above the history of the whole human race, for that history, so far from being a linear development, is a constant struggle between sin and righteousness, darkness and light, death and life, between the things that are above and the things that are below. This saying has been especially confirmed, however, in the history of Israel, from the times of the patriarchs right up to the day of Christ. The patriarchs have to leave everything behind and move to a foreign land, but in that way they inherit the promise of the Lord and through their offspring become a blessing to all nations. Moses gave up the treasures of Egypt and was subsequently called by God to be the savior of the people of Israel and the mediator of the old covenant. Israel itself as a people must not intermingle with the nations round about nor walk in their ways; it must be a holy people whose task it is to keep the word of God and in that way receive an array of spiritual and natural blessings. The devout in Israel are often only a small group, people who are poor and wretched in themselves and oppressed and scorned on all sides, but who trust in the Lord and expect their vindication and salvation from him. The suffering of the innocent is graphically pictured to us in the lives of persons such as Job, David, and Jeremiah. Of all those God-fearing people, it is true that, though abandoned, oppressed, and ill-treated, through faith they conquered kingdoms, practiced righteousness, and received promises. In Israel we encounter a struggle not only between the people and the Gentiles around them, but also among the people themselves between the faithful and the unfaithful, and among the faithful themselves between the righteousness of God, to which, by faith, they cling, and the sins of which they are all personally guilty. This is the historical setting in which prophecy depicts the figure of the Servant of the Lord, who, himself free from all sin, bears the sins of his people, atones for them by his suffering and death, but subsequently prolongs his days, makes many righteous, and by his hand the will of the Lord prospers (Isa. 53:10f.). In him is fulfilled that which was prefigured in the experience of believers, namely, that, delivered from their deepest distress, they proclaim his name and righteousness to the great congregation (Pss. 22:22–23; 40:9–10).
From the beginning Christ applied this prophecy of the Suffering Servant of the Lord to himself. This is evident from his public appearance in the synagogue of Nazareth (Luke 4:16ff.) but also from the content of his teaching. For he proclaimed the coming of the kingdom of heaven and told the people that only faith, repentance, rebirth, self-denial, and another and better righteousness than that of the Pharisees gave them access to it. He, therefore, called blessed the poor in spirit, the pure of heart, the meek, and so on, for, though on earth they would be persecuted for his sake and the sake of righteousness, one day they would inherit the kingdom of heaven with all its benefits (Matt. 5:3–12). The basic law of that kingdom, accordingly, is that one must abandon everything for Jesus’ sake. Those who love father or mother, son or daughter more than him are not worthy of him and those who do not take his cross upon them and follow him are not worthy of him (Matt. 10:37–38; 16:24). To lose oneself is to save oneself (Matt. 10:39; 16:25). However, this self-denial must not be equated with self-torture, self-destruction, the stupefaction of one’s consciousness, or the extinction of one’s personality, but is exactly the way to save oneself, to share in eternal life, and to get back all that was left behind (Matt. 10:39; 16:25; 19:29).
This law applies to Jesus’ disciples because it applied in the first place to Jesus himself. The disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master (Matt. 10:24). From the beginning Jesus voluntarily placed himself under this law. In everything he had to be in the business of his Father (Luke 2:49). He had himself baptized because it was fitting for him to fulfill all righteousness (Matt. 3:15). His food was to do the will of his Father (John 4:34), and to that rule he held himself even into death (Matt. 26:39). Self-denial was “the secret of his life” (M. Arnold). His messianic consciousness, which he immediately expressed in the name “Son of Man,” implied the certainty that he had to die. But the moment he made this openly and plainly known to his disciples, he also announced that he would rise again in three days and subsequently be taken up into the glory of his Father, where he would sit at his right hand and be once more manifested for the purpose of judgment (Matt. 16:21, 27; 20:18–19; 25:31; 26:64).
In the Gospel of John, this close connection between humiliation and exaltation is made even clearer than in the Synoptics. For in Christ the Word indeed became flesh, yet in his servant form the glory that he had as the Word with the Father still shone through (1:14; 2:11; 11:4, 40). Especially his suffering and death makes that glory manifest (12:23; 13:31), for unless the grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies it cannot bear fruit (12:24). His exaltation, accordingly, begins not at his resurrection and ascension but already at his crucifixion (3:14; 8:28; 12:32). Although it was the people who lifted him up on that cross (8:28), it is actually he himself who by that event elevates himself above the earth (12:32). Cross and crown, death and resurrection, humiliation and exaltation lie on the same line. As Jesus himself put it after his resurrection: It was necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and so enter his glory (Luke 24:26).
The sum and substance of the original gospel, therefore, was the Christ who died and rose again. The cross was an immense offense—also for the disciples (Matt. 26:31). But for them that offense was removed by the resurrection. Then they perceived that Jesus had to die and did die in accordance with the counsel of the Father (Acts 2:23; 3:18; 4:28), and that by his resurrection God had made him a cornerstone (4:11; 1 Peter 2:6), Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36), a Leader and a Savior (5:31), the Lord of all (10:36), the Lord of glory (James 2:1), in order by him to give repentance, forgiveness of sins, the Holy Spirit, and eternal life (Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 1 Peter 1:3ff., 21), outside of whom there is no salvation (Acts 4:12). Now taken up into heaven, he remains there until he comes again for judgment (1:11; 3:21), for he is the one ordained by God to be judge of the living and the dead (10:42; 17:31), and then all things will be restored of which God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets of old (3:21). Similarly Paul teaches that Christ, though he was the Son of God even before his incarnation (Gal. 4:4; Phil. 2:6; Col. 1:15), was designated Son of God in power by his resurrection from the dead (Rom. 1:4). Then he received a spiritual, glorified body (1 Cor. 15:45; Phil. 3:21), became a life-giving Spirit (1 Cor. 15:45; 2 Cor. 3:17), the firstborn of the dead (Col. 1:18), who from then on lives to God forever (Rom. 6:10). Precisely because of his deep humiliation, God highly exalted him, giving him the name that is above every other name, that is, the name “Lord” (1 Cor. 12:3; Phil. 2:11), granting him dominion over the living and the dead (Rom. 14:9), and subjecting all things under his feet (1 Cor. 15:25, 27). As such he is the Lord of glory (1 Cor. 2:8), seated at God’s right hand (Rom. 8:34; 1 Cor. 2:8), in whom the fullness of the deity dwells bodily (Col. 1:19; 2:9), who is the head of the church, prays for it, and fills it with all the fullness of God (Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:23; 3:19; 4:16). The Letter to the Hebrews further adds to this profile the unique idea that Christ, the Son, who with the Father was the Creator of all things, was also appointed “the heir of all things” (Heb. 1:2; 2:8) by the Father and designated eternal high priest (5:6; 7:17). But for a short time, in order to attain this destiny, he had to become lower than the angels (2:7, 9), assume our flesh and blood (2:14), become like us in all respects except sin (2:17; 4:15), and learn obedience from the things he suffered (5:8). But thereby he also sanctified,2 that is, perfected himself (2:10; 5:9; 7:28), and was designated by God a high priest according to the order of Melchizedek (5:10). This, accordingly, is the sum of the things of which the Letter to the Hebrews says that we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven (1:13; 8:1; 10:12). He who is the liturgist of the heavenly sanctuary (8:2), a high priest, therefore, who is at the same time the king whose throne is established forever (1:8), who is crowned with honor and glory (2:9), subjects all things under him (2:8), and is able for all time to save those who draw near to God through him since he always lives to make intercession for them (5:9; 7:25; 10:14). The Apocalypse, finally, loves to picture Christ as the Lamb who purchased us and washed us by his blood (5:9; 7:14) but also as the firstborn of the dead, the ruler of the kings of the earth (1:5), the King of kings and the Lord of lords, who with the Father sits on the throne, has power and honor and glory, even the keys of Hades and death (1:18; 3:21; 5:12–13; 19:16). Clothed with such power, he rules and protects his church (2:1, 18; etc.) and will one day triumph over all his enemies (19:12f.).
THE DOCTRINE OF THE TWO STATES
[396] When Holtzmann, referring to the text of Philippians 2:6–11, admits that it undoubtedly forms the foundation for the doctrine of the two states and that this doctrine plays an important role in the theological consciousness of the apostle Paul,3 that statement may very well be expanded to include Scripture’s entire doctrine concerning Christ. In the Old Testament, we already encounter traces of it in the figure of the Servant of the Lord, and in the New Testament, the humiliated and exalted, crucified and resurrected Christ constitutes the core of the gospel. The resurrection decisively uncovered the meaning of Jesus’ suffering and death for the disciples, so that they looked back on his earthly life from the vantage point of belief in his exaltation. The assertion of Drews4 that the Jesus of whom Paul speaks is not for him a historical personality directly contradicts Paul’s many testimonies to Jesus’ Davidic origin, his birth from the fathers, his perfect obedience, his institution of the Lord’s Supper, his suffering and death on the cross (Rom. 1:3; 9:5; Phil. 2:8; 1 Cor. 11:23; etc.). But for Paul and all the apostles, the object of [their] faith was the exalted and glorified Christ, who, however, is the same as the one who descended. And all this is true in the same sense for the community of believers. Very soon the facts of redemption were briefly summed up in the Apostles’ Creed of ancient date. Granted, there is in it no formal division into two states, but Christians, following it, confessed their faith in Christ Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, crucified, died, and was buried; the third day he arose from the dead, ascended to heaven, is seated at the right hand of God, whence he will come to judge the living and the dead. The Apostles’ Creed sketched the order in which all through the ages the facts of redemption were treated and explained in confessions, catechisms, sermons, and dogmatic works.5
Dogmatic disputes about the person of Christ, however, also brought with them differences of insight with respect to the meaning of the facts of redemption and specifically with respect to the states of Jesus’ humiliation and exaltation. Gnosticism made a sharp distinction between the historical Jesus and the heavenly Christ. It regarded the latter as the ideal human who had existed from eternity, revealed himself only for a short while in a phantom body, or united himself with the man Jesus, who was born of Mary but did not himself suffer, and therefore had no room in their system for either Christ’s humiliation or his exaltation.6 According to the Monophysites, one can no longer speak of two natures after Christ’s incarnation but only of one divine-human nature. This theory, however, led to disagreement about the capacity of Jesus’ human nature for suffering and death. Severus and like-minded thinkers still clung to this possibility (phthartolatri), but Julian and his followers, drawing out the implications of their monophysite premise, taught that from the moment of its union with the deity, Christ’s body was incorruptible (ἀφθαρτος) and identical in nature with the body he received at the resurrection. Susceptibility to suffering and death, therefore, was not inherent in Christ’s nature but based on his free will. Even stranger was the conclusion to which others came when they said that the human nature of Christ, from the moment of its union with the deity, had become uncreated (actistetae).7 By implication the incarnation was actually shifted to eternity, and the historical appearance of Christ was volatilized into a symbol of an eternal idea.
But the theologians who took their position in the Chalcedonian confession also faced serious difficulties. For, looking at the dignity and honor to which the human nature in Christ was elevated by its intimate union with the Logos, one had to conceive of it as being endowed with various extraordinary gifts and powers. Yet, in order to achieve the work of salvation in union with the Logos, that same human nature had to be conceived as being so weak and lowly that it not only remained purely human but could even suffer and die. At an early stage, therefore, it became customary, in considering the person of Christ after the two natures had been treated, to speak first of the gifts of his human nature and then of its defects.8 Under the heading of the gifts, it was then explained that Christ possessed the fullness of grace and truth. Indeed, according to his human nature, he was not omniscient and omnipotent, but from the moment of his conception he did possess an extraordinary measure of knowledge and power. All at once he received all the perfections and gifts of the Spirit, so that in a real sense they could not be increased. The increase of which Luke 2:52 speaks relates only to the effects “to the extent, that is, that a person performs wiser and more virtuous works.”9 In a word, on earth Christ was already a person with full understanding (comprehensor) who, like the blessed in heaven, enjoyed the vision of God and who therefore did not have to exercise faith and hope. At the same time, in both soul and body, he had a variety of defects.10 The defects of the body consisted especially in his susceptibility to suffering and death and those of the soul in the emotions of sorrow and grief, fear, and anger. In a sense these defects are inherent in human nature, as they were also characteristic of Adam as a natural human being. But to the extent Christ would also have had the right and power to assume a human nature without these defects, one can say they are based on his free will.11
This entire theory of gifts and defects, however, contains an antinomy that is most clearly manifest in the fact that Christ in his human nature is at the same time called a pilgrim (viator) and a person with full knowledge (comprehensor). In his soul or rather his mind, he was a person with full knowledge, contemplated and delighted in the enjoyment of God, and possessed perfect blessedness. But in terms of his lower soul and body (for his soul was susceptible to suffering and his body was susceptible to suffering and death), he was a pilgrim (viator) and strove to achieve perfect, soul-and-body-embracing blessedness.12 From this it followed that also according to his human nature—on account of its intimate union with the Logos—Christ was worthy of divine worship, a worship that was permitted to extend even to special parts of his body: his heart, flesh, and blood.13 It also followed that Christ’s suffering remained restricted to the “lower” soul and to the body.14 Implied, finally, was that his exaltation did not extend to the “higher” soul of Christ but was similarly restricted to his “lower” soul and body. For though the “higher” soul of Christ was glorious from the moment of conception, in the state of humiliation this glory did not flow down to his body. But when he rose from the dead, his body immediately began to participate in the glory he already possessed in his soul,15 though that body forever keeps the marks of the wounds as proofs of his victory.16 At the exaltation his soul, full of divinity,17 allowed the body—to the extent that it was capable of it—to share in that fullness. For although this body, according to its material nature, is beneath the spiritual substances, on account of the dignity of its union with the deity, it far surpasses these spiritual substances in dignity. “The more noble a being, the more exalted should be the place assigned to it.”18
[397] Lutheran theology later entangled itself in even much greater difficulties. For whereas the scholastics still spoke only of a communication of extraordinary divine gifts to the human nature of Christ, the Lutherans, as a result of their doctrine of the Lord’s Supper, arrived at the confession that certain divine attributes were also given to it.19 As a result, they were even less able than the Catholics to do justice to the distinction between Christ’s state of humiliation and his state of exaltation. At the same moment, certainly, at which the Logos assumed the human nature, it made that nature capable of the indwelling of the fullness of deity and the communication of the divine attributes. Although a moment later the God-man again put these attributes aside in respect to their use or at least to their public use, he nevertheless kept them. Among the Lutherans, accordingly, the state of exaltation cannot be anything other than a resumption of the use or the public use of the divine attributes laid aside earlier. Hence at his exaltation, Christ received nothing he did not have already. “In his exaltation Christ was not given a new power, virtue, or majesty, which he did not have before, but only the full faculty of administering his kingdom, which he received through that union itself.”20 This resumption of the use of the divine attributes occurred, according to the Lutherans, at the moment of vivification, which, accordingly, is the first step of his exaltation. Gerhard, Quenstedt, and others indeed called the descent into hell the first step; but inasmuch as this descent specifically occurred according to Christ’s human nature in both soul and body, the vivification has to precede it; and Buddeus as well as others therefore rightly give it first place in the state of exaltation.21 Concerning this vivification, the Lutherans further affirm that it took place not only by Christ’s divine but also by his human nature. Although the latter did not have the power to do this of itself, from the moment of the incarnation it did possess the divine attributes, which included the power to make alive. And so the soul of Christ, by the power of divinity personally communicated to it, made alive its very own temple, the body.22 In that same moment of vivification, Christ, according to his human nature, further resumed the use of all the divine attributes that it received in the incarnation but that, in the exinanition (self-emptying), it had put aside, at least as the use or the public use of them is concerned. This means that at that same moment it regained the use of omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, and the power to make alive.23
From this it follows that in Lutheran theology the degrees of exaltation can really not be distinct consecutive steps. At the moment of vivification the human nature of Christ, by its union with the Logos, was immediately omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. The descent into hell, which Lutherans characterize as belonging to Christ’s exaltation, is a manifestation of Christ’s divine majesty in hell. The resurrection is merely a manifestation of resurrection to humans.24 Both, accordingly, took place with the sepulcher closed, just as Jesus’ appearance to the disciples took place behind closed doors (John 20:19).25 The ascension is indeed called “a true and real change of location” insofar as Christ ascended visibly before the eyes of his disciples, but it is nevertheless only a visible and local—by no means an invisible—absence of the body of Christ on earth, for also in his human nature Christ is and remains omnipresent, be it in an invisible manner.26 The seat at the right hand of God, finally, consists in the fact that Christ, specifically in his human nature, participates in the divine, infinite, and measureless power and majesty of God, especially in his omnipresence, and exercises that power in his kingdom of grace and power.27 If one now recalls that all these attributes were communicated to Christ’s human nature at the moment of his incarnation and that he indeed put aside the use but never the possession of these attributes, it is evident that according to the Lutheran view nothing is communicated to Christ in the state of exaltation that he did not already possess from the moment of his conception. Immediately at the moment of his incarnation, Christ is that which he could become. All at once, also according to his human nature, he is complete, fully matured (τελειος). In his case no development is possible. The exaltation was already present at his conception and hence cannot be regarded as a reward. At this point Lutheran doctrine is akin to that of Rome, which already has Christ be “one with full knowledge” (comprehensor) here on earth and has all the gifts of which human nature is capable communicated to him at his incarnation. And it serves to defend the very same religious interest: the bodily presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper.
Common to Roman Catholic and Lutheran theology, then, is the distinction between an ideal and an empirical human nature, one that Christ already possessed in the state of humiliation. But this distinction in any case occurs in time and after the incarnation. Just as in Gnosticism and Monophysitism in antiquity, so among certain Anabaptists in the age of the Reformation the idea again arose that this ideal human nature could not have originated in time but existed already before time. Hofmann, for example, taught that Christ did not assume his flesh from Mary but had brought it with him from heaven. He, consequently, had to arrive at a Docetic view of the entire state of humiliation. Frank strayed even further in the direction of pantheism when he called the incarnation an eternal one and had God’s essence indwell every person and the whole of humankind. And Schwenckfeld, though he rejected both of these errors, as a result of his strong polemic against the duality of Christ’s natures came to adopt the view that Christ at his incarnation so filled his human nature with grace and truth that it had been spiritualized already from the beginning and was totally divinized throughout the course of his life, particularly at his resurrection.28
A very different position was that taken by the Socinians. Proceeding from the absolute antithesis between the infinite and the finite, they denied the incarnation and essential deity of Christ. Christ was only a human being, but was born in an extraordinary manner (God having created the semen in Mary’s womb), granted divine revelations (snatched up into heaven), had received a complete revelation of the will of God, and carried it out to the very end. But by this obedience he had merited the resurrection and even more the ascension as his reward, gained all power in heaven and earth, and received the rank and office of God. On earth he was only a prophet, but in his exaltation he became a king, able to confer immortality and dominion on those who follow him, and a priest also willing to do this.29
The supernatural elements that, contrary to its own principle, Socinianism still retained in the person and work of Christ were removed by rationalism. Consequently, in modern theology, what is left of the two states is only that Christ, faithful to his moral calling to the point of death, is glorified by God in the sense that by his word and spirit he lives on in the church and progressively renews humankind into a kingdom of God. The resurrection and ascension, the seat at the right hand of God, and the coming again for judgment are not facts but merely graphic representations of the idea that the moral ideal that Christ pursued corresponds to the will of God and will be realized by him.30
THE REFORMED VIEW: EXALTATION THROUGH OBEDIENCE
[398] With regard to the two states (status duplex), Reformed theology was in a favorable position. For, in the first place, it maintained that Christ was a mediator in accordance with both natures. It not only rejected the opinion of Osiander, who taught that Christ was a mediator only according to his divine nature, and the sentiment of Stancarus, who asserted that Christ was a mediator only according to his human nature.31 Moreover, it opposed the scholastic and Roman Catholic doctrine according to which the two natures in Christ were indeed “the principle that performed the works of the mediator,” but only the human nature of Christ was “the principle by which the works were accomplished by the mediator.”32 If the view of Lombard, Aquinas, and others that Christ was a mediator only according to his human nature was denied and qualified that way, it seems to differ little from the Reformed position. Yet against the Catholic view, it objected that the two natures were not only necessary with a view to qualifying the person but equally with a view to describing the very function of the office of the mediator. If the office of mediator can only be fulfilled by the human nature, it follows that also persons other than Christ, be it in a lesser degree and on a lower level, can act as mediators. But the works of the mediator, both in the state of exaltation (regeneration, conversion, sanctification, and so on) and in the state of humiliation, are of such a nature that they can only be accomplished by one who is simultaneously truly God and truly human (Acts 20:28 KJV; Heb. 9:11ff.; 1 John 1:7).33 Reformed theology, accordingly, had the advantage that in the doctrine of the two states, it could maintain to the end not only the duality of and the distinction between the two natures but the unity of the person. In both states it was one and the same subject who was humiliated and exalted. Not only the human but also the divine nature participated in both states.
Lutheran theologians, however, picture this matter differently. In the incarnation they distinguish between two—not temporally but logically distinct—moments: the incarnation (the assumption of flesh) and the exinanition (the conception in the womb). The subject of the former is only the Logos (unfleshed, ἀσαρκος) and consists in the assumption of human nature, a nature that is indeed finite and limited but, due to the personal union, clothed with majesty and equipped with divine attributes. In contrast, the exinanition, which is necessary to the effectuation of our salvation, has as its subject the Logos enfleshed (ἐνσαρκος) and consists in the laying aside (either by concealment [κρυψις] according to the Tübingen position or by self-emptying [κενωσις] according to the Giessen position) of the use of these divine attributes.34 If this distinction should have any real meaning, it would have to lead to the conclusion (drawn by some Anabaptists) that the incarnation, viewed in isolation, was a transcendent, metaphysical, eternal act. The Lutherans, of course, were violently opposed to this notion, but the distinction of the two moments in the incarnation plunged them into an impasse from which (as is evident from the conflict between the Tübingen and the Giessen theologians) there was no escape. Granted, the Reformed still argued as well over the question whether the incarnation as such was or was not part of the state of humiliation. But this argument was purely academic and had hardly any influence on their view of the actual state of the human nature that Christ assumed. In any case all Reformed theologians rejected the Lutheran doctrine of the communication of the divine attributes to the human nature and always construed the latter as a nature that was weak, susceptible to suffering and death, like us in every respect barring sin, and not glorified until the resurrection. Consequently, in reference to Jesus they could assume a purely human and genuine development, as Luke 2:40, 52 indisputably teaches, and also acknowledge that Christ was the subject of humiliation and exaltation, in both natures. The assumption of human nature, of course, proceeded only from the Logos. He who existed in the form of God is the subject of the words “emptied himself” (Phil. 2:7); but the moment the Logos had assumed human nature, he became the subject, in both natures, of the humiliation and exaltation that followed.
With respect to the question in what way and to what extent the divine nature could participate in Christ’s humiliation and exaltation, Reformed theologians, naturally, had to be extremely cautious. Maintaining that the mediatorial works had been accomplished in both states by the one person with two natures, and with a view to the immutability of God, they could not for a moment grant that the κενωσις (self-emptying) consisted in putting aside some or all of the divine attributes. Christ remained who he was even when he became what he was not. The theologians of the Reformed confession, accordingly, unanimously taught that Christ’s humiliation according to his divine nature consisted in the fact that (1) in the pact of salvation he had from all eternity voluntarily taken upon himself to be the acquisitor and administrator of our salvation and thus the Servant of the Lord; that (2) in the fullness of time he assumed the human nature, one that was like ours in all respects, only excepting sin; that (3) he laid aside the divine majesty and glory, the form of God, in which he existed before the incarnation, or rather concealed it behind the form of a servant in which he went about on earth; and that (4) during his humiliation he never for a moment used his divine power and divine attributes to please himself and to defeat his enemies. He fought and won with no other weapon than the cross. Self-denial was the secret of his life.35 To this the state of exaltation corresponds: it involved both natures and consisted in the fact that now Christ caused also his human nature—to the extent it was capable of it—to share in the glory that he as the Son had with the Father from all eternity.
A second advantage Reformed theology possessed in the doctrine of the two states was that it could fully permit to come into its own the intimate connection that Scripture makes between the state of humiliation and that of exaltation, and conceive the exaltation itself as an exaltation in the true sense of the word. At an early stage already the question was discussed in dogmatics whether Christ by his perfect obedience had also merited something for himself. Anselm said that by his nonobligatory and totally voluntary death, Christ indeed merited a reward but that, since he himself already possessed all things, he had relinquished it to his own.36 Most scholastics as well as most Roman Catholic theologians, however, responded to the question by saying that Christ in his humiliation had very definitely merited something for himself and that he also really obtained it in his exaltation. But because they ascribed the fullness of grace and truth to Christ’s human nature already from the moment of conception and still spoke only of defects in the “lower” soul and body of Christ, they could let the reward of exaltation consist only in that the grace that Christ possessed in his spirit now also flowed over into his soul and body and caused these to share in the glory.37 But even in this restricted sense, the Lutherans could not speak of any reward and exaltation for Christ. For according to them, the human nature of Christ shared in the divine attributes of omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence already from the moment of the incarnation. It therefore first received these attributes not as a reward for the mediatorial work done in the state of humiliation but already beforehand, in virtue of its union with the divine nature, and also kept them throughout, be it that in his humiliation Christ did not make use of them, at least no public use. The exaltation, therefore, was not a true and real exaltation, but only a matter of using, or publicly using, that which he already possessed from the beginning. It was not the outcome of an antecedent human development but merely a glorious manifestation of what he already was and possessed in secret.38 Also among the Reformed there were those who said that Christ acquired nothing for himself but everything for us, citing all those texts in Scripture where the work of Christ is related to his people (Matt. 1:21; John 17:19; 1 Cor. 1:30; 1 Tim. 1:15; etc.).39
[399] But a great many Reformed theologians believed otherwise and answered the above question in the affirmative. In their opinion, the answer to Christ’s prayer (John 11:42; Heb. 5:7) and especially the entire state of exaltation from the resurrection to his coming again for judgment is a reward for the work that he accomplished as the Servant of the Lord in the days of his humiliation.40 And, given the teaching of Scripture, no other answer is possible. For over and over it presents the state of humiliation as the way and the means by which alone Christ can attain his exaltation (Isa. 53:10–12; Matt. 23:12; Luke 24:26; John 10:17; 17:4–5; Phil. 2:9; Heb. 2:10; 12:2). The preposition διο (therefore) in Philippians 2:9 refers not to the order and logic but specifically to the meritorious cause of the exaltation. Because Christ humbled himself so deeply, therefore God has so highly exalted him. Especially the Letter to the Hebrews repeatedly puts a heavy accent on this meritorious connection between Christ’s humiliation and exaltation (1:3; 2:9–10; 5:7–10; 10:12; 12:2). Christ himself was “sanctified” by suffering. This does not mean that he was consecrated to God or made morally perfect; it means “perfected, brought to full wisdom and maturity,” made τελειος, which consists in his now being crowned with honor and glory (2:9), being seated as high priest at the right hand of Majesty in the highest heaven (8:1), having attained the joy for which he endured the cross and despised the shame (12:2), and becoming the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him (5:9).
The reason why many theologians objected to speaking of merit in reference to Christ lay in their opposition to the Socinians, who were prepared to grant royal dignity and the rank of deity only in Christ’s state of exaltation. And we must join these theologians in firmly rejecting that view. For Scripture states repeatedly that in the beginning he was with God and himself God (John 1:1ff.; 17:5; Rom. 8:3; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 4:4; Col. 2:9; Heb. 1:3; etc.), and that from eternity he had been anointed prophet, priest, and king by the Father and was active as such already in the days of the Old Testament and further again during his sojourn on earth (2 Tim. 1:9; Titus 3:4; Heb. 13:8; 1 Peter 1:11, 20). Hence, what Christ obtained for himself in the state of exaltation cannot have consisted in the divine nature or the rank of deity, nor in the office of prophet, priest, and king, an office based on divine election and appointment. Rather, it consisted in the exaltation itself, in the resurrection, ascension, seating at God’s right hand, and the return for judgment; in other words, in the mediatorial glory to which he was raised in both natures. He did not possess that glory beforehand but obtained it at his exaltation. And this exaltation, therefore, was not mere appearance, no mere manifestation of what he already was internally before, but the attainment of what he did not yet possess in the state of humiliation: an exaltation in an objective and real sense. On this point all the Reformed were in agreement, knowing that with this position they stood on the firm foundation of Scripture.41
After all, according to Romans 1:3, Christ descended from David κατα σαρκα, that is, in the way of the flesh, by being born of a woman (Gal. 4:4); but κατα πνευμα ἁγιωσυνης, that is, according to the Spirit of holiness, who dwelt in him and guided him throughout his life, he was designated Son of God in power by the resurrection (cf. Acts 17:31). Birth and resurrection are opposed to each other here.42 By his birth Christ became the offspring of David (Rom. 9:5), assumed “the likeness of sinful flesh” (Rom. 8:3), became weak (2 Cor. 13:4); but by the resurrection he was openly designated Son of God. That is not to say and cannot mean that at that moment he first received the divine nature or the rank and name of God, for the opposite is clear from Romans 1:3; 8:3, 32; Galatians 4:4; and others. Rather, whereas at his incarnation he exchanged “the form of God” (μορφη θεου, Phil. 2:6) for the “form of a servant” (μορφη δουλου, Phil. 2:7), at the resurrection he received the glory that according to his Godhead he already had before (John 17:2, 24), became the Lord of glory (1 Cor. 2:8), the power of God (1 Cor. 1:24), obtained a name above every name, that is, the name of “Lord” (κυριος) (John 20:28; Acts 2:36; 1 Cor. 12:3; Phil. 2:9–10), and thereby the κυριοτης, the right, the authority, and the power to exercise lordship over all creatures as mediator, prophet, priest, and king, to subdue his enemies, to gather his people, and to regain the fallen creation for God (Pss. 2, 72, 110; Matt. 28:18; 1 Cor. 15:21ff.; Eph. 1:20–23; Phil. 2:9–11;43 Heb. 1:3f.; 1 Pet. 3:22; Rev. 1:5; etc.). In the resurrection God openly appointed him Son of God, Lord, King, Mediator, saying to him: “You are my Son; today I have begotten you” (Acts 2:33, 36; 3:15; 5:31; 13:33; 17:31; Heb. 1:5).
By his resurrection Christ in fact entered a new state. As the mediator he has been exalted at God’s right hand above all creatures. In that exaltation also his divine nature shares in a sense. Just as not only the human nature of Christ but also the person of the Son was the subject of the humiliation, so that same person is the subject of the exaltation in both his natures. For he had put aside “the form of God” (μορφη θεου) that was his and concealed his divine nature behind the garment of a weak human nature; no one saw in him or could see in him the Only Begotten of the Father, except with the eye of faith (John 1:14). But now, in the state of exaltation, his divine glory radiates outward for all to see. Those who see him now have to confess that Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father. But also his human nature shares in that exaltation. The spirit of holiness (πνευμα ἁγιωσυνης) already dwelt in Christ before his resurrection from the time of his conception, for he was conceived by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35), he was full of the Holy Spirit (Luke 4:1), received him unstintingly (John 3:34 etc.; cf. Matt. 12:18, 28; Luke 4:14; Acts 1:2; 4:27; 10:38). But this glory, which Christ possessed inwardly, still could not manifest itself outwardly. He was flesh, and by virtue of the weakness of the flesh, he was killed on the cross (2 Cor. 13:4). But in death he put aside that weakness and broke off his connection with sin and death. God, who gave his own Son for us in death and therein executed his judgment on sin, by his Spirit—who as the πνευμα ἁγιωσυνης dwells in Christ and also in all believers (Rom. 8:11)—raised him from the dead in order that he would no longer live in the weakness of the flesh but in the power of the Spirit. He was indeed put to death in the flesh, therefore, but made alive in the Spirit (1 Pet. 3:18). Also when he was flesh, the Spirit of God dwelt in Christ as the dominant power of his life, doing so as the πνευμα ἁγιωσυνης, so that Christ always followed the guidance of that Spirit and remained obedient to the Father unto death. At the resurrection, therefore, that Spirit must also manifest himself in Christ as the Spirit of life (πνευμα ζωης), who completely overcomes death in Christ and one day also in believers (Rom. 8:11). Christ has now been raised so far above all fleshly weakness that, by the resurrection, he has become a life-giving Spirit (πνευμα ζωοποιουν, 1 Cor. 15:45). Granted, even after the resurrection, he still has a body (σωμα); he is the same Jesus (Acts 9:5; Rom. 4:24; 8:11; 1 Cor. 12:4–6; 2 Cor. 4:5f.); the second and last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45).44 He has the same σωμα with which he was raised, but it is now a σωμα πνευματικον (spiritual body). In the place of the corruption, dishonor, and weakness, which marked his natural body (σωμα ψυχικον), and the flesh (σαρξ), that spiritual body has very different attributes, namely, imperishability, glory, and power (1 Cor. 15:42ff.; Phil. 3:21).
Indeed, in 2 Corinthians 3:17, Paul says “The Lord is the Spirit.” It is not that the apostle here wishes to give a description of Christ’s substantial being, but he makes this statement in support of his argument that Christians are free from the law. That freedom, after all, has its ground in the fact that the Lord, that is, the exalted Christ, is the Spirit: the Spirit of God dwells in Christ so absolutely and is so intimately united with him that all unfreedom is thereby terminated, for where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. The phrase “the Spirit of the Lord” (πνευμα κυριου) is proof that in the first part of the verse, Paul is not identifying Christ with the Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Christ because he dwells in Christ himself and because through him Christ communicates himself to his own (v. 18).45 And thus Christ is now he in whom all the “fullness of deity dwells bodily” (Col. 2:9; 1:19). He is the visible image of the invisible God (Col. 1:15). The divine glory is now manifest in his human nature and radiates from his face (2 Cor. 3:18; 4:4, 6).
RESURRECTION AND APPEARANCES
[400] If, in keeping with the Reformed confession, the descent into hell belongs to the state of humiliation, we may distinguish in the exaltation four so-called steps: the resurrection, the ascension, the seating at God’s right hand, and the return for judgment. The resurrection was the event in which Christ by his divine power revived his dead body, united it with his soul, and thus left the tomb. As a rule the word ἀναστασις is used for this, not only with reference to Christ but also with reference to people in general (Matt. 22:31 etc.). This alone proves the incorrectness of the conjecture that this word originally meant “the appointment of Christ to the just established kingdom of God,”46 for it was a fixed term for “the resurrection of the dead,” although this last addition was often omitted. But frequently it is augmented with the further qualification “from the dead” (των νεκρων or ἐκ των νεκρων). When this phrase is added to [the term for] the resurrection of Jesus, it proves that in his death Jesus belonged among the dead and at his resurrection returned from their domain to the land of the living.
The word implies, however, not at all that those who rise again do so by their own power, but rather that they, who are being raised by God, now also themselves arise. In the case of Jesus, however, this word acquires another and deeper sense. For Jesus not only repeatedly predicted his own resurrection (Matt. 20:19), or his being raised by the Father (Matt. 16:21), but he also said about himself that he would raise up the temple of his body in three days (John 2:19–21), that he had power to lay down his life and to take it up again (John 10:18), that he himself was the resurrection and the life (John 11:25). Although others were raised before him in time, he is certainly “the first to rise from the dead” (Acts 26:23), “the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 15:20), “the firstborn from the dead” (Col. 1:18; Rev. 1:5). For he was also the firstborn of every creature (Col. 1:18; Rev. 1:5), the head and first principle of all that has been created, and derived from this priority the power to become the firstborn among many brethren (Rom. 8:29). In death his divine nature remained most intimately united with his human soul and body and possessed the omnipotent ability to bring forth life out of death. Also, by his suffering and death, he obtained the right to the resurrection, and hence also in his exaltation he made no use of his power other than in the way of justice. Inasmuch as by one human being death came into the world, so also the resurrection from the dead was made into the principle of eternal life by a human being (1 Cor. 15:21). As the firstborn in this sense, therefore, Christ is also raised up to eternal life. Though crucified in weakness, he now lives by the power of God (2 Cor. 13:4). The death he died, he died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives, he now lives to God. He can never die again because death no longer has dominion over him (Rom. 6:9, 10). He died, but now he lives forevermore and has the keys of death and Hades (Rev. 1:18).
No less frequently is the resurrection of Christ attributed to the power of the Father. Jesus himself speaks of it that way (Matt. 16:21 etc.), and in Acts and the letters of the apostles this is even the usual way of putting it (Acts 2:24, 32; 3:26; 5:30; 13:37; Rom. 4:25; 8:11, 34; 1 Cor. 6:14; 15:13ff.; etc.). The resurrection was necessary not only with a view to Christ’s own power, authority, and right, but equally in virtue of God’s counsel and will. The “must” in Luke 24:26 refers not only to Christ’s suffering but also to his entering into glory. In the counsel of God, it was not possible for Christ to be held by death, and therefore God raised him up, having freed him from the pangs of death (Acts 2:24). Death, as it were, ensnared Christ with its pangs (ὠδινες, following the Septuagint translation of the Hebrew, “bands” or “cords”; Ps. 18:5), but those pangs were the labor pains of the resurrection, which would be undone by God in the moment of resurrection. And thus, in God’s good pleasure, Christ became the firstborn from the dead. His resurrection was a birth from death and hence a victory over death and over him who had the power of death, the devil (1 Cor. 15:21f.; Heb. 2:14; 2 Tim. 1:10).
From the beginning the resurrection of Christ was an enormously important constituent of the faith of the church: without that faith it would never have started. For all the disciples had been offended by the cross. When Jesus was taken prisoner and killed, they had fled (Mark 14:50) and gone into hiding. But their faith revived when they learned that Jesus had risen. They now reconsidered the earlier life of Jesus in the light of the resurrection: how he had been anointed by God with the Holy Spirit and with power (Acts 4:27; 10:38), how by his works and wonders, he had borne witness to his messiahship (2:22; 10:38), had to die according to God’s counsel (2:23; 4:28), and now they also understood that in his resurrection Jesus had been appointed Lord and Christ, Leader and Judge (2:20, 25, 36; 3:15; 4:26; 5:31; 10:42). No less strong is Paul’s witness in his first letter to the church in Corinth (written around AD 53). There he says that he had delivered to the Corinthians what he himself had also received, a message that included that Christ died, was buried, and was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures (1 Cor. 15:3–4). If in thinking about what Paul “received” we may include in it the witness to the resurrection he had heard from others, it is proof that belief in the resurrection belonged to the confession of the very earliest church and was encountered there by Paul after his conversion. Indeed, the resurrection is a fact to which all the apostles bear witness in their letters. An important mark of their apostolic office was that they had been witnesses of Jesus’ resurrection (Luke 24:48; Acts 1:22; 2:32; 3:15; etc.); and in all four Gospels, the story of the resurrection occupies a smaller or larger place. The circumstances in which this event took place are described in very different ways, but their witness to the fact itself is unanimous.
Certainty concerning that resurrection rested for the believers on the appearances that they themselves had received or of which others in whom they had complete trust had told them (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5ff.). Paul speaks of six appearances and mentions as the last of them the appearance he himself received, but in doing so he certainly did not intend to offer a complete list. Remarkable in this connection is that Paul knows of an appearance to James (probably James the Just, a brother of the Lord) that is mentioned nowhere else and to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom were still alive; and, further, that he puts the appearance he himself received after Jesus’ ascension on the same level and ascribes to it the same character as he did to the other appearances. Also noteworthy is that he limits the appearances both in time—for the one he received was the last—and in the persons to whom they were granted. In Paul, too, Christ was manifested, not to the people in general, but to the witnesses who had been chosen beforehand by God (Acts 1:3; 10:40–41; 13:31). The appearances were also limited as to locality and took place in either Jerusalem or Galilee. Nowadays many scholars try to represent the former as unhistorical on the basis of the Gospel of Mark, which originally ended with 16:8, with the undeniable intent the more easily to be able to explain the resurrection as a vision. But if Mark originally ended his Gospel with 16:8, this Gospel does not mention any appearances, and consequently one cannot tell whether it only assumed appearances in Galilee. It is further mistakenly inferred from Mark 14:50 that the disciples upon their flight immediately returned to Galilee and hence were no longer in Jerusalem on the morning of the resurrection. Mark 16:7 expressly states, however, that Jesus would go before them to Galilee. Finally, Matthew (28:9), Luke (24:13f.), and John (ch. 20) do speak of appearances in Jerusalem, which, like the appearances Paul mentions (aside from those to the five hundred brothers and to himself), probably also took place there. According to John, the appearances occurred during the first eight days in Jerusalem (20:26), where the disciples remained on account of the Passover, and ended with Jesus giving the Holy Spirit to his disciples and granting them apostolic authority (20:22–23).
The appearances probably took place in Jerusalem because the disciples refused to believe the report of the woman (Luke 24:11, 24–25; Mark 16:11, 13–14) and in this state of mind were certainly not inclined to go to Galilee with the expectation of seeing him there. But then followed the appearances in Galilee, with Jesus himself going there before his disciples (Mark 16:7). The disciples had to go there because they could not spend forty days in Jerusalem in fear and idleness. It was in Galilee that Jesus had spent most of his life and gained most of his disciples. There is nothing strange in the fact, therefore, that after his resurrection Jesus again went to Galilee for a time and appeared there to his disciples from time to time, teaching them about the things pertaining to the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3). And there is no reason to link Galilee with a hill on the Mount of Olives by Jerusalem and not with the familiar landscape [to the north].47 Matthew (28:16ff.) and John (ch. 21) end their accounts with these appearances in Galilee and do not report the ascension. But according to Luke (24:19; Acts 1:4), the disciples had to remain in Jerusalem until they were clothed with power from on high. Luke makes no reference to the Galilean appearances at all. Jesus—during one of his appearances in Galilee—certainly must have charged his disciples to go back to Jerusalem and wait there “for the promise of the Father” (Acts 1:4). The ascension, in any case, again took place in the vicinity of Jerusalem.
Whereas the appearances were thus restricted in time, locality, and the persons to whom they came, the resurrection itself, according to the unanimous witness of all concerned, occurred on the third day. The formula “the third day” (Matt. 16:21; 20:19; etc.) alternates with “after three days” (Mark 8:31; 10:34; etc.) without implying any difference in duration (Gen. 42:17–18). But the expression “three days and three nights” (Matt. 12:40; 16:4) has to be understood figuratively and was chosen in these texts on account of the comparison with Jonah or as a general description of a very short period. How the disciples came unanimously to put the resurrection on the third day if it did not really take place is hard to say. This datum cannot be derived from the Old Testament, at least if the disciples did not already believe in the resurrection. If they derived it from Jesus’ own prediction, it implies the belief that the prediction was also fulfilled in the fact of the resurrection. Mythology also fails here and has left not a single trace of having influenced this matter in the New Testament. Kirsopp Lake, accordingly, comes to the conclusion that this given must be considered “a reference to the experience of the women.”48 Something must have happened on that third day for the disciples to situate it so unanimously on that day. Add to this the empty tomb, the truth of which is nowadays recognized by almost everyone. But how can the emptiness of the tomb be explained if Christ did not actually arise with the same body he left behind in death? Certainly, the empty tomb as such is not the ground for belief in the resurrection, for in that case the appearances would be unnecessary. But for the reality of a physical resurrection, it is nevertheless of great significance.
For a time people believed they could explain the resurrection by assuming that Jesus only appeared to be dead (numerous rationalists, and later also Herder, Schleiermacher, Hase, Gfrörer) or by having Jesus’ body disappear as a result of theft.49 But these attempts have been virtually completely abandoned. Then, in the place of them, Strauss, Lang, Holsten, Hausrath, Renan, and others proposed the idea of a subjective vision as a way of explaining the faith of the disciples. But here, too, numerous difficulties arose. Such a subjective vision presupposes faith rather than produces it, and the disciples’ state of mind was far from believing: they were despondent, dejected, in great doubt, and initially totally unwilling to believe the report of the resurrection. Furthermore, such a vision does not in any way imply faith in a resurrection, for then as well as later, many people have had visions of the dead without concluding that they had risen from the dead. In addition, such visions are almost always accompanied by and lead to psychological and physical abnormalities, but in the case of the apostles, we see no sign of such abnormalities. They are lifted out of their despondency and doubt, even though the risen Savior again leaves them after a few days, make courageous public appearances as his witnesses, and generate extraordinary activity. Finally—to say no more—the appearances of which the New Testament speaks all occur at a certain place and time and relate to specific persons: they form a series that begins on the third day and ends with the appearance to Paul and must, therefore—as opposed to possible visions—have had a distinct and identifiable character.50
For all these reasons, also the theory of a subjective vision has been gradually abandoned and exchanged for that of an objective vision. By this is meant that the glorified Christ himself gave his disciples the certainty of his continued life. He effected this either by working this certainty in their heart and letting the visions arise from this certainty or by effecting the objective visions in them and letting them draw the certainty concerning his continued existence from these visions. The appearances in these visions can then, to the degree that a greater or lesser value is assigned to the material component of the spirit, be construed more or less spiritually: Christ either appeared to them as a spiritual being without any bodily form or as more or less materialized in a body. But in no case did he appear to them in the same body he had left behind in death and assumed again in the resurrection. This theory, which Keim designated “the telegram from heaven,” though it found considerable acceptance,51 is open to no less serious objections than that of the subjective vision. In the first place, it fails to do justice to the testimonies of Scripture, specifically those concerning the empty tomb and the physical resurrection. Second, for the miracle of the physical resurrection, it substitutes another miracle, one that is much less acceptable and makes the glorified Christ responsible for the error in which the disciples were caught up from the beginning. For they all had the conviction that Christ had risen with the body that had been crucified and buried. Third, they make no mention whatever of the deity of Christ, regard him as an ordinary person, though a morally superior one, and actually say nothing about Jesus’ appearances after his death that spiritism today does not consider possible and real for any number of deceased persons. By this process the Christian faith is explained in terms of superstition, pure religion in terms of magic, the grape in terms of the thorn, and the fig in terms of a thistle. Finally, moreover, this theory is still connected with a philosophical and religious dualism between “spirit” and “matter,” with a denial of death as the wages of sin, with a failure to appreciate the spiritual significance of the physical resurrection. What can hardly be doubted, however, is that the fact of Christ’s physical resurrection sufficiently explains everything that is based on it: the empty tomb, the firm faith of the disciples, the conviction of the physical reality of the resurrection, and so on. If one nevertheless still rejects it, one may seek support for this rejection in divergent reports, but one does this invariably on account of a world-and-life view that is diametrically opposed to that of Scripture. The reasoning, then, is as follows: the that is certain, but the how of it is immaterial. If only Christ is the living Lord, it hardly matters whether he also arose physically.
Scripture, however, proceeds from a totally different view. It teaches that both heaven and earth, spirit and matter, have been created by God; that the body belongs to the essential being of humans and in its way exhibits the image of God; that death is a consequence of and punishment for sin. For Scripture, then, everything depends on the physical resurrection of Christ. The that is integral to the how: if Christ did not arise physically, then death, then sin, then he who had the power of death has not been defeated. In that case, actually, not Christ but Satan came out the victor. According to Scripture, therefore, the significance of the physical resurrection of Christ is inexhaustibly rich. Briefly summarized, that resurrection is (1) proof of Jesus’ messiahship, the coronation of the Servant of the Lord to be Christ and Lord, the Prince of life and Judge (Acts 2:36; 3:13–15; 5:31; 10:42; etc.); (2) a seal of his eternal divine sonship (Acts 13:33; Rom. 1:3); (3) a divine endorsement of his mediatorial work, a declaration of the power and value of his death, the “Amen!” of the Father upon the “It is finished!” of the Son (Acts 2:23–24; 4:11; 5:31; Rom. 6:4, 10; etc.); (4) the inauguration of the exaltation he accomplished by his suffering (Luke 24:26; Acts 2:33; Rom. 6:4; Phil. 2:9; etc.); (5) the guarantee of our forgiveness and justification (Acts 5:31; Rom. 4:25); (6) the fountain of numerous spiritual blessings: the gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:33), repentance (Acts 5:31), spiritual eternal life (Rom. 6:4f.), salvation in its totality (Acts 4:12); (7) the principle and pledge of our blessed and glorious resurrection (Acts 4:2; Rom. 8:11; 1 Cor. 6:14; etc.); (8) the foundation of apostolic Christianity (1 Cor. 15:12ff.).52
ASCENSION
[401] Following the resurrection Jesus still spent a period of time on earth. Although in Matthew 28:16ff.; Mark 16:19; Luke 24:50, the resurrection is very closely linked to the ascension, according to Acts 1:3 forty days lay between the two events. This last report is indirectly confirmed by the series of appearances that were vouchsafed to various persons after the resurrection. The first appearances took place in Jerusalem—on the day of resurrection itself to Mary Magdalene (Matt. 28:9; John 20:14); to Peter (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5); to the men of Emmaus (Luke 24:13ff.); to the apostles without Thomas (John 20:19ff.; 1 Cor. 15:5); and eight days later to the apostles with Thomas (John 20:26). Then follow the appearances in Galilee (Matt. 28:16ff.; John 21; 1 Cor. 15:6) and then again in and near Jerusalem. Some time must have passed, and Luke, in his second book, further informs us that it lasted forty days.
These forty days constitute a very peculiar period in the life of Jesus. This is apparent already in the descriptions of his body. On the one hand, it is completely identical with the body he had before and left behind at his death. There is reference to his hands and feet (Matt. 28:9; Luke 24:39), to his flesh and bones (Luke 24:39). He shows his hands and his side (John 20:20), allows himself to be touched (John 20:27), eats food (Luke 24:43; John 21:12f.), is visibly taken up at his ascension (Acts 1:9), and will one day return again the same way (Acts 1:11; Rev. 1:7). On the other hand, he may not be touched (John 20:17), is not recognized (Luke 24:16; John 20:14), appears and disappears in a mysterious manner (Luke 24:36; John 20:19), and startles the disciples at his coming (Luke 24:37; John 21:12). It is the same Jesus but now appearing in another form (Mark 16:12). He has a body (σωμα) that has been sown in dishonor and weakness but raised in glory and power, and changed into a spiritual body (σωμα πνευματικος) (1 Cor. 15:42ff.; 2 Cor. 13:4; Phil. 3:21). By the resurrection he has become a life-giving spirit (πνευμα ζωοποιουν, 1 Cor 15:45; 2 Cor. 3:17). Whether this spiritualization occurred gradually in the forty days is hard to say, but the peculiarity of his body in this period is undoubtedly connected with the transitional state in which he existed at the time. It is not only peculiar to his body, but it comes out in all his conduct. He is still on earth, appears from time to time to his disciples, eats and drinks and talks with them. Still he is not the same as he was before. The close personal contact of earlier days is not restored. Jesus keeps himself at a distance, withdraws, and no longer belongs to this world but is in transition to another way of living and working. When the disciples expect and hope for the old ways, Jesus forbids them, as he did Mary Magdalene, to touch him. He is going away from them, is not going to return to them on earth, but continues to go in the direction of heaven. He continually ascends to his God and Father [cf. John 20:17]. This is not to the detriment but rather to the advantage of his disciples. For his God and Father is also their God and their Father; his ascension is preparatory to their ascension; he goes on ahead, but they will follow. Indeed, his association and contact with them is not weakened by his physical disappearance but confirmed and heightened. Now they are no longer allowed to touch him, but when he has ascended, then communion with him will be confirmed and reinforced by the Holy Spirit. Physically and locally restricted, time-and-space-bound contact [with Jesus] will then make way for spiritual, inward, deep, unbreakable, and eternal fellowship. The forty days, accordingly, were of the utmost importance for the disciples. In that period they were introduced to the practice of communion with the—indeed—living but at the same time glorified Lord. They were becoming accustomed to the idea that in the future Christ would exist and work in another mode and another form (μορφη).
Also, with every appearance Jesus gave them his word and instruction. After he had suffered, he not only presented himself alive with many compelling proofs for forty days but also spoke to them of the things pertaining to his kingdom (Acts 1:3; 10:40–42; 13:31). All too often this instruction that Christ gave to his disciples between his resurrection and ascension is ignored, but it fully deserves our attention. Those who do not take account of it create a large chasm between what Jesus himself taught before his death and what was later preached by his apostles. These men, certainly, linked up with the instruction given by Jesus to his disciples specifically in that forty-day period. Jesus did not appear to his disciples in order from that point on to leave them to their own reflection and reasoning, but in those forty days impressed upon them much more clearly than he could do earlier the significance of his death and resurrection, of his person and work. For before his death and resurrection, his disciples did not understand him. Over and over they misconstrued his intentions. They would only understand them afterward. But after Jesus died and rose again, appeared to them in another form, and spoke with them about the kingdom of God, they learned more in those forty days than in the three years they had daily associated with him. Only then did they for the first time understand the words he had spoken to them earlier.
Of the greatest significance were the things in which Jesus now further instructed them.53 They concerned—briefly to mention the most important—the necessity and significance of his suffering (Luke 24:26–27), the explanation of the prophecies of the Old Testament in light of their fulfillment (Luke 24:27; 44–46), the glory and power to which he was now being raised (Matt. 28:18). Additionally, his enduring presence in his church (Matt. 28:20), the equipment of his apostles for the office of their ministry (Mark 16:17–18; Luke 24:48; John 20:21–23), the restoration of Peter (John 21:15–17), the proclamation of the gospel to all peoples (Matt. 28:19; Mark 16:15; Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8), the nature of faith in his name (Mark 16:16; John 20:29), the benefits to be obtained by it (Mark 16:16; Luke 24:27). Finally, the meaning and administration of baptism (Matt. 28:19), the future of the kingdom of God (Acts 1:7), the promise of the Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4–5), his own deity (John 20:28), and the full revelation of God as Father, Son, and Spirit (Matt. 28:19).
On the fortieth day, after Jesus had thus instructed and equipped his disciples, he ascended to heaven. Matthew and John do not mention this event at all. Mark does refer to it but very briefly and in a section that, according to many scholars, does not belong to the original Gospel (16:19). According to the Gospel of Luke (24:50–51), Jesus led his disciples out as far as Bethany, lifted up his hands, and blessed them. While he blessed them, he parted from them and was taken up into heaven (these last words were wrongfully omitted by Tischendorf). In Acts, Luke offers us a more extensive report (Acts 1:1–12). We then learn that the ascension took place, forty days after the resurrection, from the Mount of Olives, a Sabbath day’s journey from Jerusalem; that Jesus was taken up as the disciples were looking on, but a cloud took him out of their sight. The event is expressed in the passive (ἀνεφερετο, Luke 24:51; ἐπηρθη, Acts 1:9; ἀνελημφθη, Acts 1:2, 11, 22; 1 Tim. 3:16), but also in the active as “a parting” (Luke 24:51), a “going away” (John 13:3, 33; 14:28; 16:5f.; 1 Pet. 3:22), or an ascension (Eph. 4:8). Hence it is both an act of the Father and the Son’s own work. While the reports about the event itself are few, the New Testament is rich in indirect testimonies. Jesus himself predicted it (Matt. 26:64) and repeatedly alluded to it (John 6:62; 13:3, 33; 14:28; 16:5, 10, 17, 28; 17:24). Peter, in his public ministry in Jerusalem, mentions it over and over (Acts 2:33–34; 3:21; 5:31; cf. 1 Pet. 3:21). Stephen saw the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:56). Paul refers to it repeatedly (Acts 13:30–37; Eph. 4:8–10; Phil. 1:23; 2:9; 3:20; Col. 3:1; 1 Thess. 1:10; 4:14–16; 1 Tim. 3:16). It occurs time and again in the Letter to the Hebrews (2:9; 4:14; 6:19–20; 7:26; 9:24; 10:12–13; 12:2) and similarly in John’s Revelation (1:13; 5:6; 14:14; 19:11–16; 22:1). There can therefore be no doubt that the ascension, as much as the resurrection, was a constituent of the faith of the church from the beginning. For that matter, just as the ascension becomes absurd to those who deny the resurrection, so it is natural and self-evident to those who with the whole church and on the basis of the apostolic witness believe in Jesus’ resurrection. That is why the ascension as such, as an event on the fortieth day after the resurrection, is so rarely put in the foreground in the New Testament and so tightly linked to the resurrection.54 But this is certainly not a reason to equate the two or to explain the report concerning Christ’s ascension in light of Old Testament stories about Enoch, Moses, and Elijah, or in light of the apotheoses in Greek-Roman mythology or the legend of Buddha.55 For the equation of the resurrection and the ascension is prohibited by the nature of Jesus’ resurrection body and the limited series of his appearances; and the mythological explanation is negated by the sobriety with which the ascension is referred to in the New Testament. Its meaning consists in the fact that he has been exalted by the Father and received in heaven until the time of the restitution of all things (Acts 3:21).56
The ascension is the entry into the state of glory that Christ obtains in heaven and that is described with the term “sitting at the right hand of God.” This confession also occupies an important place in the New Testament. It is closely related to, but not identical with, the resurrection and ascension and is clearly distinguished from them (Acts 2:32–34; 1 Pet. 3:21–22; Rom. 8:34). This seat at the right hand of God had already been predicted by Christ (Matt. 19:28; 22:44; 25:31; 26:64), and after the resurrection and ascension had taken place, the disciples immediately knew that he was seated at the right hand of God (Acts 2:34; 7:56). They regularly make mention of it in their letters (Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:3, 13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Pet. 3:22; Rev. 3:21). Sometimes the terminology is slightly varied. Sometimes it is said that the Father made him sit down at his right hand (Acts 2:30; Eph. 1:20) and then that he himself sat down there (Mark 16:19; Heb. 1:3; 8:1; 10:12) and is now seated there (Matt. 26:64; Luke 22:69; Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:13). Being seated there is rendered in Hebrews 12:2 in the perfect tense and hence viewed as an ongoing state. The place where he is seated is designated by the words “at the right hand of God” (in heaven) (Mark 16:19; Col. 3:1; Eph. 1:20); at the right hand of (the) power (of God) (Matt. 26:64; Luke 22:69); “at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb. 1:3); on the throne of God (Acts 2:30); “at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:2); “at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven” (Heb. 8:1). Usually we read that he is there (Rom. 8:34; 1 Pet. 3:22), and also that he stands there (Acts 7:56), that he walks among the seven golden lampstands (Rev. 2:1), and that he is clothed with a long robe and, like an officiating priest, with a golden girdle round his breast (Rev. 1:13).
Whether “the right hand of God” describes a specific place in heaven cannot be said with certainty. Some have thought this because the throne of God is in any case thought of as being in heaven and because Christ as a human being is bound to a specific location.57 We must bear in mind, however, that in speaking of God’s right hand, we are expressing ourselves, not incorrectly, but in a human manner and in imagery (1 Kings 2:19; Pss. 45:9; 110:1; Matt. 20:21). The Christian church has always been aware of this and has refrained from a further specification of the place of Christ’s exaltation. Undoubtedly implied in Christ’s seat at God’s right hand, however, is that he has been exalted to the highest power, dignity, and honor conceivable and possible under that of God himself. Angels stand before God’s face and cover their own faces (1 Kings 22:19; Isa. 6:2), and the priests stood daily serving in the tabernacle (Heb. 10:11), but the Son is seated at God’s right hand. He has received a power that, though not identical with omnipotence, encompasses all power in heaven and earth. He obtained a glory that is not identical with the glory of God but still far surpasses that of all creatures. And he received a dignity that prompts every knee in heaven, on earth, and under the earth to bow itself and every tongue to confess that he is Lord to the glory of God the Father. As it is, we do not yet see that all things are subject to him, but he has nevertheless been crowned with glory and honor and must reign as king “until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:25; Heb. 2:8–9). So then our comfort is that “we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven” (Heb. 8:1). A Priest-King is seated on the throne of the universe and is still looking forward to his greatest exaltation when he comes again for judgment. (But this event will be treated later under the heading of the doctrine of the last things.)
RECONCILIATION (ATONEMENT)
[402] When Christ descended to earth, he became poor, though he was rich (2 Cor. 8:9), but when he arose and ascended to heaven, he took with him a treasure of merits that he had acquired by his obedience “to death, even death on the cross” (Phil. 2:8). These benefits cannot be separated from his person but are wrapped up in his person and include no less than the whole of salvation. In Scripture, God is repeatedly called Savior (σωτηρ, Luke 1:47 etc.), but Christ too is often called by that name, “for he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21; Luke 2:11). He is “the pioneer of their salvation” (Heb. 2:10), “the source of eternal salvation” (Heb. 5:9), and his gospel is “the gospel of your salvation” (Eph. 1:13). This salvation is a deliverance from sin and all its consequences and participation in supreme blessedness. It is therefore the opposite of “death” (2 Cor. 7:10), “destruction” (Phil. 1:28), “wrath” (1 Thess. 5:9), and lasts for all eternity (Heb. 5:9). It therefore includes numerous special benefits, all of which are also mentioned separately in Scripture.
At the top of these benefits is reconciliation, atonement (καταλλαγη). For, according to Scripture, Christ’s sacrifice has objective significance, a significance also valid to God. In the Old Testament, the sacrifices were intended to cover the sins of the offerer before the face of God (כפר, LXX ἐξιλασκεσθαι). Now nowhere does this atonement have God as its direct object, but it does take place in relation to him and occurs before his face (Lev. 1:3; 6:7; 10:17; 15:15, 30; 19:22; Num. 15:28; 31:50) and aims, by covering the sin, to avert his wrath (Num. 8:19; 16:46) and to propitiate him (ἱλασκεσθαι). Similarly, in the New Testament Christ is an expiation (ἱλαστηριον, Rom. 3:25), the atonement for our sins (ἱλασμος, 1 John 2:2; 4:10), a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God “to make atonement for the sins of the people” (Heb. 2:17). As high priest, with the offering of his perfect obedience, he has covered the sins of his people, thus averting God’s wrath and securing his grace. Granted, Socinians, Remonstrants, and rationalists as well as most modern theologians58 have asserted that, since God is love, he does not need to be reconciled and is himself rather the author of reconciliation. But this is based in part on misunderstanding and in any case is contradicted by Scripture. Scripture, after all, clearly teaches—even in the New Testament—that God manifests his wrath against sins (Rom. 1:18; Gal. 3:10; Eph. 2:3) and that, as sinners, we are God’s enemies (in Rom. 5:10; 11:28; the word “enemies” [ἐχθροι] has a passive meaning and hence indicates that we are by nature objects of God’s wrath; in 11:28 it is contrasted with “beloved” [ἀγαπητοι], and in 5:9 there is mention of our being saved from the wrath of God). Reconciliation, therefore, is not unilateral but bilateral: not only must we be reconciled with God, but God, too, must be reconciled with us in the sense that, by giving Christ as expiation (ἱλασμος, Rom. 3:25; Heb. 2:17; 1 John 2:2; 4:10), he puts aside his wrath and establishes a relation of peace between himself and human beings (Rom. 5:9–10; 2 Cor. 5:18–19; Gal. 3:13).59
Nor is this in any way in conflict with the fact that God is love and has himself given Christ as an expiation for our sins. For the wrath of God is no evil passion or malice, and his righteousness is not thirst for vengeance. Rather, both his wrath and his righteousness are consistent with the highest love. Just as a mother suffers greater pain over the aberrance of her son to the degree that she loves him more; just as a judge sometimes has to condemn a blood relative or friend with whom as a person he feels the closest ties, so, in God, wrath against the sin of his creatures can go together with love toward them (Isa. 1:2; Jer. 44:4; Amos 3:2). “In each and every one of us he hated what we had done but loved what he had made,” says Beda.60 In the same spirit, Aquinas declares: “In all men God loves the nature that he has made. What he hates in man is the sins that men commit against him.”61 On account of our sins, we are indeed objects of God’s wrath, writes Calvin, “but because the Lord wills not to lose what is his in us, out of his own kindness he still finds something to love.”62 And, again, this is not to be construed as if at the moment of Christ’s sacrifice, God all at once changed his disposition and mood. For in God there is no variation or shadow due to change. All his attributes are one with his being; in eternity there is no “before” and “after.” When Scripture speaks of God’s wrath and of his reconciliation with us, it does not speak untruth, yet it speaks in terms of our human capacity to understand. There is no change in God’s being or essence but there is in the relation in which he stands to his creatures. Nor does he put himself in relation to his creatures as though they in any way existed outside him, but he himself puts all things and all humans in those relations to himself that he eternally and unalterably wills and precisely in the manner and moment of time in which they occur in reality.63
For that reason it is and can be God himself who brings about reconciliation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:19). He reconciles himself by the sacrifice of the cross, not in a patripassianistic or pantheistic sense as though he reconciles himself with himself and reconciliation were an immanent process in the life of God. For Christ is a person other than the Father. He is moreover not only the Son of God but also the Son of Man, the head and representative of humanity, and could therefore offer God a ransom for the redemption of our souls. For that reason it can also be said, however, that God determined and provided that ransom in Christ and to that extent also brought it to himself in Christ. Dale is therefore mistaken when he says that “if God himself provided the ransom he could not pay it to himself.”64 On the contrary, in the person and work of Christ, God maintained himself as God and brought to expression the attributes of his righteousness as well as his love. Inasmuch as Christ was truly God, one in essence with the Father, one could say that by the cross God himself reconciled all things to himself. But since in person Christ was distinct from the Father as well as the Son of Man, the Father was the more remote, the Son the actual subject of reconciliation. The love of the Father gave us his Son as a demonstration of his righteousness and as an expiation for our sins. “Already loving us he reconciled us to himself. Because he first loved us he afterward reconciled us to himself.”65
By the sacrifice of Christ, therefore, a relation of reconciliation (Rom. 5:10; 2 Cor. 5:19), of peace (Acts 10:36; Eph. 2:17), and of nearness (Eph. 2:13) has been established between God and humanity. As ἱλασμος, Christ expiated sin and thereby reconciled God. The distinction between ἱλασμος (offering) and καταλλαγη (reconciliation) is not that the former is objective and the latter subjective. For καταλλαγη (reconciliation) too is an objective relation, established by God himself, between him and the world (2 Cor. 5:18–19). But in the ἱλασκεσθαι, Christ as mediator, in covering the sin by his sacrifice, is the subject who averts God’s wrath and acquires his grace. In καταλλασσειν (to reconcile), God himself acts as subject (2 Cor. 5:19); by giving Christ as ἱλαστηριον (offering), he establishes a relation of peace between himself and the world. He is no longer wrathful. What made him our ἀντιδικος (adversary at law), namely, sin, has been covered by Christ’s sacrifice. In Christ, he established a relation in which we would no longer have him as our adversary. He “put aside” his enmity inasmuch as its cause, namely, sin, had been removed by the death of Christ and now stands to the world in a relation of friendship and peace. Καταλλαγη, accordingly, is the reconciliation effected by expiation and propitiation. This καταλλαγη is the content of the gospel: everything is done, God is reconciled. On our part there is nothing left to do, and the entire ministry of reconciliation consists in an invitation to people: Be reconciled to God! On your part, too, “put aside” your enmity, enter into the relation of peace in which God, in response to Christ’s sacrifice, has put himself toward sinners. Believe the gospel (Rom. 5:9–10; 2 Cor. 5:18–21; cf. Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20–22).66 With this alone that whole view stands condemned that separates “satisfaction” from “reconciliation” and sees the latter come into being when people believe and repent. People do not reconcile themselves with God as though along and side-by-side with God they were the subject of reconciliation. But God reconciled the world with himself, without its assistance, apart from it, without that world contributing anything to it or needing to contribute to it. People only receive reconciliation as a gift (Rom. 5:11) and accept it by faith (2 Cor. 5:20).
But from this one benefaction of reconciliation, acquired by Christ, flow a variety of benefits. That also stands to reason. If the relation between God and the world has been righted, then in due time everything is corrected, also the relation between heaven and earth, angels and humans, people among themselves, and the relation of people to sin, death, the world, Satan, and so on. In the sphere of justice, the battle has been won. God is right and sooner or later, therefore, he is vindicated everywhere, in all areas of life and with respect to all creatures. The right is on his side, and someday, willingly or unwillingly, this truth will be acknowledged by all.
Hence in the peace-relation of God-in-Christ to the world (καταλλαγη), all sorts of other benefits are implied. The fruits of Christ’s sacrifice are not restricted to any one area of life; they are not limited, as so many people think nowadays, to the religious-ethical life, to the heart, the inner chamber, or the church, but are extended to the entire world. For however powerful sin may be, the free gift is not like the trespass. The grace of God and the free gift through grace are superabundant (Rom. 5:15).
The benefits that accrue to us from the reconciliation of God-in-Christ are too numerous to mention.67 They can be listed as follows:
the juridical, that is, the forgiveness of sins (Mark 14:24; Heb. 9:22); justification (Rom. 3:24; 4:25; 5:9; 8:34; 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21); adoption as children (Gal. 3:26; 4:5–6); the right to eternal life and the heavenly inheritance (Rom. 8:17; 1 Pet. 1:4); also redemption (ἀπολυτρωσις,68 Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14; Heb. 9:15), which, however, sometimes has a broader meaning as well (Rom. 3:24; 8:21, 23; 1 Cor. 1:30; Eph. 1:14; 4:30; 1 Pet. 1:18–19);
the mystical, consisting in being crucified, buried, raised, and seated with Christ in heaven (Rom. 6–8; Gal. 2:20; Col. 3:1–13);
the ethical, that is, regeneration (John 1:12–13), being made alive (Eph. 2:1, 5); sanctification (1 Cor. 1:30; 6:11), being washed (1 Cor. 6:11), cleansed (1 John 1:9), and sprinkled (1 Pet. 1:2) in body, soul, and spirit (2 Cor. 5:17; 1 Thess. 5:23);
the moral, consisting in the imitation of Christ, who has left us his example (Matt. 10:38; 16:24; Luke 9:23; John 8:12; 12:26; 2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:5; Eph. 2:10; 1 Pet. 2:21; 4:1);
the economic, that is, the fulfillment of the Old Testament covenant, the inauguration of a new covenant (Mark 14:24; Heb. 7:22; 9:15; 12:24); the freedom from the law (Rom. 7:1ff.; Gal. 2:19; 3:13, 25; 4:5; 5:1; etc.); the cancellation of the bond with its legal demands, the breaking down of the dividing wall, the reconciliation of Jew and Gentile and all other existing sets of opposites into unity in Christ (Gal. 3:28; Eph. 2:11–22; Col. 2:14);
the physical, that is, the victory over the world (John 16:33), over death (2 Tim. 1:10; Heb. 2:15), over hell (1 Cor. 15:15; Rev. 1:18; 20:14), and over Satan (Luke 10:18; 11:22; John 14:30; Heb. 2:14; 1 Cor. 15:55–56; Col. 2:15; 1 Pet. 3:22; 1 John 3:8; Rev. 12:10; 20:2; etc.).
In a word, the whole enterprise of re-creation, the complete restoration of a world and humanity, which, as a result of sin, is burdened with guilt, corrupted, and fragmented, is the fruit of Christ’s work. Objectively, in principle, in the sphere of legality, he has accomplished that re-creation by his cross. Then καταλλαγη was established between God and the world. And for that reason, Christ will in due time—for everything will be done in a set order—present the church without spot or wrinkle to the Father, deliver the kingdom to God, and God will be all in all (1 Cor. 15:22–28).
MODERN NOTIONS OF RECONCILIATION
[403] In theology this vast store of the benefits of Christ has been consistently recognized. Through Christ, said Clement of Alexandria, the earth has become “a sea of good things.” Theologians spoke of Christ as Guarantor, Redeemer, Reconciler, Liberator, Administrator, Savior, Physician, Lord, Pastor, King, and so on; described the work accomplished by him as “making divine” (θεοποιησις), “becoming divine” (θειωσις), deification, vivification, salvation, liberation, redemption, restitution, purgation, regeneration, resurrection, and so on; and sometimes also tried to somewhat classify all those benefits. This was done, for example, in the familiar lines of verse: “Propitiating, purging, redeeming, as the sacrifice, our Surety brought salvation, as the laws and truth of God require”; or under the headings of “the ordinance of the covenant of grace,” “reconciliation,” “liberation,” “adoption,” “justification,” “sanctification,” or under those of “expiation,” “remission,” “consummation,” and so on.69 After Anselm the distinction between “satisfaction” and “merit” became current. But this distinction can scarcely serve to divide the fruits of Christ’s work since the two, “satisfaction” and “merit,” differ only logically, not materially. The same work of Christ is “satisfaction” insofar as he brought his offering to God and satisfied his requirement, and it is “merit” insofar as by it Christ acquired salvation for us with God.70 Also, the two concepts place the work of Christ too one-sidedly under the category of work and merit. The question is much more what Christ has “merited” and how this relates to his sacrifice. In modern times, therefore, these terms have been almost completely dropped and in place of them the fruit of Christ’s work is described as “redemption” (Erlösung) and “reconciliation” (Versöhnung).
The former term was brought into vogue especially by Schleiermacher. He does, admittedly, also speak of a new creation, one brought into being by Christ, but this new creation coincides with redemption.71 And by it he understands the communication of his sinless perfection, the inclusion of believers in the power of his God-consciousness, which occurs neither magically nor empirically but mystically by God’s creative activity, by Christ’s self-revelation in his church.72 Schleiermacher further posits a reconciling activity of Christ that consists in the fact that Christ assumes believers into the fellowship of his undisturbed blessedness and, by means of vital fellowship with him, causes them to share in the forgiveness of sins.73 Ritschl, by contrast, sums up the working of Christ under the heading of justification and reconciliation. The fruits of Christ’s life do not consist in changing the mind of God from that of a wrathful judge to that of a gracious Father, not in actual redemption, neither in deliverance from death,74 nor in mystically dying and rising with Christ (for Rom. 6 is heavily symbolic and furnishes no material for a dogma).75 Instead, what happens is that Christ by his whole person and life assures and guarantees us that God is love. Despite our sins he admits us into fellowship with God.76 The justification that Christ grants us is not an acquittal from guilt and punishment, not the imputation of his righteousness, but the removal of the consciousness of guilt and thereby the separation between us and God, the elimination of the idea that sin blocks fellowship with God.77 The consequence and effect of this justification is reconciliation. Reconciliation consists in the fact that those who in faith accept justification—which is actually the possession of the church—now also enter subjectively into that new relation to God, set aside their enmity, and position themselves in a relation of peace to God. It is an ethical change in us.78
There is a substantial difference between Schleiermacher and Ritschl. In the former, the person of Christ is in the foreground; in the latter, the work of Christ. In the former, the subjective change of humans comes about mystically—by the communication of life; in the latter, the change comes about ethically—by teaching and example. In Schleiermacher the primary benefit is redemption, the communication of Christ’s sinless perfection; in Ritschl the primary benefit is the objective synthetic justification, which is first of all a possession of the church.
But for all the difference, the agreement is even greater. In both, Christ is the sinless person who lives in special fellowship with God. Both deny Christ’s passive obedience. His suffering and death are merely the necessary consequence of his unbroken fidelity to God. In both, the connection between Christ’s work and the fruits of it in the life of believers and the church remains unclear. Both of them shift the center of gravity from the objective work of Christ to the subjective change in the life of believers. And even though Ritschl seems to construe justification, as an objective benefit of the church and as a synthetic judgment, as being anterior to faith, in fact in his thinking as well, not indeed for the church as a whole but for the individual, justification becomes dependent on subjective reconciliation.79 Above all, however, the two agree in that they restrict the effect of Christ’s life and suffering to the sphere of religion and ethics. True, even given this restriction, neither of them makes clear how the person and work of Christ are able to bring about this change in the sphere of religion and ethics. On the other hand, we can to some extent understand that if the fruit of Christ’s work remains restricted to this sphere, then also his person and work will be understood as it is by Schleiermacher and Ritschl. For what Schleiermacher writes is true: “The peculiar activity and the exclusive dignity of the Redeemer imply each other, and are inseparably one in the self-consciousness of believers.”80 Given this viewpoint, it makes sense that Christ’s passive obedience is repudiated, that Christ’s deity is merely the fact of God’s being in him, that the resurrection, ascension, and so on are unnecessary. In that case, either a pantheistic, mystical, or a deistic-moral operation of Christ’s person and work is sufficient for salvation.
This position, however, is certainly not in harmony with the teaching of Holy Scripture. It is a misconstrual of the person of Christ and a diminution of his work. Christ is not just a divinely inspired human being (ἀνθρωπος ἐνθεος) but the eternal and only-begotten Son of God, the reflection of his glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, himself God, to be praised forever. And the fruit of his life and death is not just a certain magical or moral influence that he exerts on the world but no less than “universal restoration” (Acts 3:21), the gathering up of all things in Christ as head, “things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph. 1:10). This work of re-creation has its first principle and origin in the perfect sacrifice of Christ, or, even better, in the καταλλαγη (reconciliation) that God in Christ has brought about between himself and the world. God does not want to win by virtue of his superior strength. It would have been easy for him in his fury to destroy the whole world and to produce another world and a new human race (cf. Num. 14:12). But God exalts himself in justice and shows himself holy in righteousness (Isa. 5:16). Sin is not a physical but an ethical power. In sin Satan possesses his ungodly power over the world, and sin derives its power from the law (1 Cor. 15:56). Therefore, it has pleased God to overcome this power in a moral way, the way of justice and righteousness. Not by might, nor by power, but by the cross, which canceled the bond of ordinances, God triumphed over the principalities and powers, disarmed them, and “made a public example of them” (Col. 2:15). Accordingly, since God has overcome sin and all its power in the way of justice, he is now free, being even the judge of his enemies, to justify the ungodly (Rom. 4:5). No one can bring a charge against the elect of God (Rom. 8:33). It is God who justifies and who, in justifying those who have faith in Jesus, proves that he himself is righteous (Rom. 3:26). God can do this, subject to, indeed, in praise of, his righteousness, because Christ died and is risen (Rom. 8:34). Based on that sacrifice, God can wrench the world and humanity out of the grip of sin, expand his kingdom, gather up all things under Christ as its head, and one day be all in all. No one, not even Satan, can say a word against this. In the end everyone will have to acknowledge that God is righteous and that Christ is the legitimate and rightful Lord (Phil. 2:11). Between the benefits that Christ has acquired and his person and work, there is, accordingly, neither a physical nor a magical connection, as though some substance of divine-human life, divine nature, or other had been transferred from him into us, as theosophists picture this process. Rather, in Christ God has paved for himself a royal road of justice in order to glorify the riches of his grace in the life of his fallen creatures. From the objective καταλλαγη, established by himself apart from the world, flow to humankind, for Christ’s sake, all the above-mentioned benefits: justification, sanctification, complete redemption, the whole enterprise of re-creation. And because this work of re-creation is so enormous, bigger even than that of creation and providence, he to whom this task was assigned had to be not only a true and righteous human being, but also stronger than all creatures, that is, truly God. Only the same being by whom God created the world could be the mediator of re-creation also.81
THE EXTENT OF CHRIST’S RECONCILIATION (ATONEMENT)
[404] Intensively the work of Christ is of infinite value but also extensively it encompasses the whole world. As the world was the object of God’s love (John 3:16), Christ came, not to condemn the world, but to save it (John 3:17; 4:42; 6:33, 51; 12:47). In him God reconciled the world to himself—all things in heaven and earth (John 1:29; 2 Cor. 5:19; Col. 1:20) and in this dispensation gathers it up into one (Eph. 1:10). The world, created through the Son, is also intended for the Son as its heir (Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2; Rev. 11:15). Origen inferred from this that Christ, by his suffering and death, redeemed the whole world, not only all human beings but also all other rational beings, namely, the fallen angels and all other creatures.82 He indeed died once for all at the end of the ages (Heb. 9:26), but the power of his death is sufficient for the redemption not only of the present world but also of that which existed in the past and will exist in the future, not only of humans but also of the heavenly spirits.83 This kind of universalism has, however, been unanimously repudiated by all Christian churches, and in fact these churches have always been particularistic insofar as they limited the “all things” in Colossians 1:20 and did not include the fallen angels under this rubric. Nevertheless, there are those who, from this passage as well as others where the “world” or “all” is linked to the sacrifice of Christ (Isa. 53:6; Rom. 5:18; 8:32; 1 Cor. 15:22; 2 Cor. 5:15; Heb. 2:9; 1 Tim. 2:4, 6; 2 Pet. 3:9; 1 John 2:2), have drawn the conclusion that Christ made satisfaction for all people individually and that “vicarious satisfaction” must therefore be understood as being universal.
The church fathers before Augustine usually speak very universalistically about the saving will of God and the atonement of Christ.84 In that period, however, the actual issue did not yet exist and could not yet inasmuch as people only assumed a “foreknowledge” on the part of God and with respect to human beings put all the emphasis on their free will, even though that will was weakened by sin.85 In the Pelagian controversy, however, this issue had to arise in discussion, and Augustine was the first to clearly teach a “particular satisfaction.” Augustine, echoing Scripture, does repeatedly say that God desires the salvation of all; that, if one died for all, all have died; that those who perish refused to believe and those who believe do so voluntarily;86 that Christ is an expiation for the whole world and has reconciled all things in heaven and on earth.87 But all this proves virtually nothing over against this other view—expressed by Augustine with equal clarity—that the saving will of God and reconciliation in Christ are limited to those who are predestined. In the first place, this already follows in general from Augustine’s doctrine of predestination and grace.88 If the number of those who will be saved has been eternally and unalterably fixed by God and if they alone are granted the grace of faith and perseverance, then there is no longer any room between these two positions for the thesis that Christ has made satisfaction for all people individually. Second, Augustine always reads 1 Timothy 2:4 in a restricted sense. Granted, he offers different interpretations of that text, sometimes that “all are saved except those who of their own free will are not saved.”89 And then again that by “all people” we must understand all “the predestined” who are chosen from all peoples and classes of the human race;90 but whenever he deliberately explains the text, he understands it in a limited sense.91 Third, he repeatedly links the person and work of Christ only with the elect. God, by Christ, called “a people of believers” to adoption. By his resurrection Christ has called “us who are predestined” to a new life; by his blood he purchased into freedom “sinners who are going to be justified”; “everyone who has been redeemed by the blood of Christ is a human; yet not everyone who is a human has been actually redeemed by the blood of Christ.”92 “Not one person perishes of those for whom Christ died.”93
Although before long semi-Pelagianism gained the upper hand, many people continued to stick with Augustine also on this point. With an appeal to 1 Timothy 2:4, the semi-Pelagians claimed that God embraces all people alike with the same love and bestows on all an equal measure of grace. To this Prosper answered by saying: “God has concern for all and there is not a single person who is not addressed either by the preaching of the gospel or the testimony of the law or even by nature itself. However, we confess the faith of humans to be a gift of God without which grace no person runs to grace.” And as it concerns the particularity of salvation, Christ was indeed “crucified for the redemption of the whole world, on account of his true assumption of human nature and on account of the ruin of all in the first man; it can nevertheless be said that he was crucified only for those who were benefited by his death.”94 However moderate this language may be, all followers of Augustine, Prosper, Lucid, Fulgentius, and others are agreed that, though God cares for all people and bestows all sorts of benefits on them, he does not desire the salvation of all in the same way; that he does not grant to all the same measure of grace; and that Christ, though in a sense he died for all, yet he efficaciously died only for those whom his death actually benefits. But the Synod of Arles (475) forced Lucid to revoke his teaching that Christ died only for those who were really saved. And the Synod of Orange (529) declared only that “all those who are baptized” can fulfill what is necessary for salvation.95 In the ninth century, when the question arose anew, Gottschalk taught that, though Christ “by the sacrament of baptism washes (the reprobate), he did not undergo the cross, neither suffer death, nor shed his blood for them.” Lupus said that Christ did not die for all humans, but he did die for all believers, also for those who again lose their faith. Remigius made a similar distinction. And the Synod of Valence (855) spoke along the same lines when it rejected that Christ had shed his blood “even for all the ungodly who from the beginning of the world right up to the passion of Christ had died in their ungodliness and were punished with eternal damnation” and confessed that that price was paid only for those “concerning whom our Lord himself says: just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life.”96
Scholasticism, too, remained largely faithful to Augustine: 1 Timothy 2:4 must not be understood as if God in fact wanted to happen what does not happen, as though he wanted those to be saved who in fact are not saved. Rather, the text means to say that “no human being is saved unless he himself wants to be saved”; or that all sorts of people from all nations and classes will be saved; or sometimes, in the sense of John of Damascus, that God desires the salvation of all, namely, “by a conditional antecedent will,” that is, if they themselves wanted and come to him, but in that case this will again was “more a matter of velleity than of an absolute will.”97 And as it concerns satisfaction, scholasticism did teach that it was “superabundant” and took place “for the sin of the whole human race, for the whole of human nature,”98 but especially asserted the possibility of satisfaction by saying that Christ was the head of the body and believers the members and therefore linked satisfaction in each instance with believers. Aquinas, for example, says: “The head and members form as it were a single mystical person. Christ’s satisfaction therefore extends to all the faithful as to his members.”99 “He is our head and has by his passion […] freed us, his members, from our sins, the passion being as it were the ransom. It is as if, by performing some meritorious work with his hands, a man might redeem himself from a sin he had committed with his feet.”100 Elsewhere he says: “Christ’s passion benefits all, being sufficient [for the forgiving of sins and the attaining of grace and glory], though it produces no effect save in those who are united to his Passion through faith and charity.”101 That this efficacy depends not on people’s free will but on God’s election and Christ’s sacrifice itself is generally evident from Aquinas’s doctrine of grace and specifically from his express statement that “Christ’s passion causes the salvation of men [as an efficient cause],”102 as also Lombard stated: “Christ only loved the elect as he loved himself and chose their salvation”103 or in another place: “Christ offered himself to the Trinity, a ransom sufficient for all, but only efficacious for the elect, because he effected salvation only for the predestined.”104 Later the same sentiment was championed within the Catholic Church by Baius, Jansen, Quesnel, and also defended by Tapper, Estius, Sonnius, and others.105
But as semi-Pelagianism gained ground in the Catholic Church and theology, the view that gained the upper hand was that God by an antecedent will desires the salvation of all and had Christ make satisfaction for all but that in his consequent will, he took account of the good or evil use that people made of their freedom and the grace offered [to them].106 From ancient times, this had already been the confession of the Greek [Orthodox] Church.107 Although Luther originally taught a very different view and the Formula of Concord juxtaposed God’s universal saving will and the bondage of the human will without any attempt to reconcile them, this idea soon found acceptance also in Lutheran theology: by an antecedent will, God wills the salvation of all, but by his consequent will, he wills that salvation only for those whose faith and perseverance he foresaw.108 These churches still possessed a counterweight, however, in their clear and firm confession of the Trinity, the deity of Christ, and satisfaction, so that the Pelagian principle could not exert its influence unhindered. But this changed in the case of the Socinians, who rejected all these objective dogmas, and later also among the Remonstrants. Arminius himself as well as his theological allies initially sought to maintain these doctrines and believed themselves capable of doing this. It seemed as if they held fast to the great Christian truths and only took a stand against Calvinistic excesses. But this soon proved otherwise.109 The second of their articles, “On the Blood of Christ,” was most intimately linked with the four others, and all five of them together, in their logical import, brought with them a totally different view of Christianity as a whole. For, certainly, when it is said of Christ’s sacrifice that it was made for all humans, also for those who on account of their unbelief never obtain the fruit of that sacrifice, then that sacrifice itself acquires a very different character from that ascribed to it in Scripture. In that case it was not a complete satisfaction of the demand of divine righteousness, equal in weight to the punishment that sinners deserved, the acquisition for them of actual and genuine salvation, but no more than an exemplary punishment that God deemed necessary and sufficient for reasons other than his severe justice (acceptation). In addition, Christ’s sacrifice then in fact appropriates nothing for anyone but merited for the Father only the authority and possibility “to deal again with man and to prescribe new conditions, such as he might desire, obedience to which, however, depended on the free will of man.”110 By this view, furthermore, the law was robbed of its absolute character, faith and repentance were construed as a new law, and election was not only placed after the satisfaction but also made dependent on the human will, and even the divine nature of the mediator was made superfluous. For if Christ’s sacrifice has its ground and standard only in fairness and fittingness and not in the requirement of righteousness, why then could it not be of such a nature that it could be fully made by a holy and righteous human being? All these and similar implications were in principle inherent in Remonstrantism and were gradually also inferred from it. Though at the Synod of Dort the Arminians were condemned, they were not defeated. Their ideas made inroads into the Lutheran and the Anglican [Episcopal] Church and were taken over by an assortment of religious modalities that in Protestantism separated themselves from the official churches (Baptists, Wesleyan Methodists, Quakers, Deists, Herrnhuter,111 and others) and also exerted a powerful influence within the Reformed churches.
PARTICULAR (LIMITED) ATONEMENT
[405] The Reformed theologians accordingly, with their doctrine of particular satisfaction, stood virtually alone. Add to this that they were not at all unanimous among themselves and gradually diverged ever further from one another as well. Various confessions speak in moderate and general terms.112 The Anglican confession is silent on the subject. The Heidelberg Catechism does not directly pronounce on it, although the answer to Question 37 has been mistakenly cited as proof for a universal satisfaction.113 The French, Dutch (Belgic), and Scottish confessions do not teach it except by logical implication. In the Canons of Dort, it is explicitly and firmly confessed, but at the same time it is stated that Christ’s sacrifice is “of infinite worth and value, abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the whole world” (chapter II, art. 3). It further also occurs in the Westminster Confession, the Larger and Smaller Catechism, in the Helvetic Consensus,114 and the Articles of Walcheren (1693).
Among theologians, too, there was no full agreement. Some believed that, though it was proper to say that Christ’s sacrifice would have been sufficient for all if God had wanted to make it efficacious for all, it was less than correct to say that it was sufficient for all, for if Christ had not died for all efficaciously, then he did not do so sufficiently for all either. Thus, if people nevertheless spoke in those terms, they occasioned misunderstanding and gave rise to the dangerous distinction between an “antecedent” and a “consequent will,” between “sufficient” and “efficacious grace.”115 But others, echoing Augustine and the scholastics, said that Christ had died and made satisfaction “sufficiently” for all and “efficaciously” only for the elect.116 At the Synod of Dort, the foreign delegates spoke as broadly as possible about the worth and sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice. The English theologians even stated that Christ, in a sense, had died for all: “Christ so died for all that all people and individuals, with faith mediating, can gain remission of sins and eternal life in virtue of this ransom (ἀντιλυτρον).”117 In England, over against the rigorously Reformed school of Twisse, Rutherford, Gillespie, Goodwin, and others, there was a moderate group represented by Davenant, Calamy, Arrowsmith, Seaman, and others and especially by Richard Baxter.118 Their view completely agreed in substance with that of the French theologians Cameron, Testard, Amyraut, and others. There was an antecedent decree by which Christ had conditionally satisfied for all, on condition of faith, and another subsequent particular decree by which he had so made satisfaction for the elect that he would in time also grant them faith and infallibly lead them to salvation.119
In the Scottish church, the doctrine of particular satisfaction repeatedly emerged in connection with the universal offer of grace. It was even in part responsible for the secession of the Erskines in 1733. To avoid the neonomian school, which made faith a legalistic condition and hence limited the gospel’s address to certain qualified persons, the so-called Marrow Men (James Hog, Thomas Boston, Ralph and Ebenezer Erskine, Alexander Moncrieff, and others) taught120 that Christ’s sacrifice possessed a “legal, federal sufficiency” for all humans and based the universal offer of grace on this sufficiency. They therefore defended the proposition that every person may believe in Christ, for God gave him to the world in its totality. Everyone may be told that there is good news for them, that “Christ is dead” for them. This expression, mind you, was distinguished from the other, which says that “Christ died for them.” One cannot and may not say the latter, because one does not know if it is true. But one may tell everyone that “Christ” is dead “for them,” that is, that a Savior has been provided for them; there is a crucified Christ for them. And for this universal offer of grace, they appealed to Matthew 22:14; 28:19; John 3:16; and others. Principal Hadow of St. Andrews vehemently opposed these Marrow Men, but Boston and his followers stood their ground and tried to solve the problem of a definite atonement and a universal call in the above-mentioned manner. Others, however, could not agree with this mediating position and proceeded to make a distinction between a universal and a particular grace in the gospel, between an external and an internal covenant. From James Fraser of Brea, who died in 1698, there appeared in 1722 and 1749 a treatise in two parts titled On Justifying Faith, which was Amyraldistic and recommended by Thomas Mair, one of the preachers of the Antiburghers. True, Thomas Mair was deposed in 1757, and Adam Gib wrote a tract that was touted as the best English answer to Amyraldism, but the current of the day took a liberal turn, and sometimes even the entire doctrine of satisfaction was contested.121
In the nineteenth century, the scope of the atonement was again the subject of a long-lasting controversy. In 1820 the United Associate Synod of the Secession Church issued a statement in which universal satisfaction was condemned. At the same time it asserted that Christ’s sacrifice was sufficient for all and had brought everyone into a “salvable state.” Both on the right and on the left there were objections to the statement. Some denied that everyone “had a right” to Christ and rejected universal atonement in every sense, for example, as did Palaemon in his “Letters upon Theron and Aspasio, Symington, and Haldane.” Others, such as William Pringle, John McLeod Campbell, James Morison, Robert Morison, A. C. Rutherford, and John Guthrie, came across as firm proponents of universal atonement. In 1831 Campbell, a preacher at Row, was condemned and deposed by the synod on account of his deviant views. He taught, namely, that “God loves every child of Adam with a love, the measure of which is to be seen in the agonies of Christ,” and “the person who knows that Christ died for every child of Adam is the person who is in the condition to say to every human being: let there be peace with you, peace between you and your God.” He believed that Scripture teaches with total clarity that “Christ died for all men, that the propitiation which he made for sin was for all the sins of all mankind,” and advanced a couple of unique arguments for this position. In the first place, he commented that Christ had been perfectly obedient to the whole law of God, therefore also to the commandment to love one’s neighbor as one’s self. Now Christ himself taught us who our neighbor is, not a particular fellow-citizen but human beings in general, people who need our love; and thus Christ perfectly loved his neighbor, not just with words but also with deeds, in his life and in his death.
Second, the Father has delivered all judgment up to the Son, because he is the Son of Man. His judgeship, therefore, rests on his mediatorship. So if Christ is to be judge over all people, his mediatorial work must also be extended to all. And third, to him the denial of the universality of the atonement seemed a denial of God’s love and grace. But in the process he nevertheless again had to inwardly weaken this mediatorial work, for if it consists in the fact that Christ acquired something for all, then this in fact came down to a “salvable state,” “a state of pardonableness in which the atoning death of Christ has necessarily and unconditionally placed every sinner of mankind.” After his deposition, however, Campbell continued to preach. Later, he was even rehabilitated in a wide circle, became the recipient in 1868 of a D.D. degree from the University of Glasgow, and exerted great influence through his work The Nature of the Atonement, cited above. James Morison, minister of the United Secession Church at Kilmarnock in 1841, was condemned and deposed on account of his doctrine of universal atonement, as a result of which the Morisonian Church originated, a church that in 1897 united with the Independents. Finally, the two professors Balmer and Brown also had charges lodged against them by Marshall but were cleared in 1845 by the synod.122 From that time on, there was much reaction against the Reformed doctrine [of limited atonement] and the situation is now being described as follows: “In point of fact, the Calvinistic limitation is little heard of now in Great Britain, except among some of the Evangelicals in the Church of England and some of the Baptists. And few would now rank it as a burning question. The controversy has gone to sleep.”123 And so it has gradually gone in all countries. First, the doctrine of particular satisfaction [limited atonement] was weakened along the lines of Grotius and Amyraut, then it was totally rejected: in England by Daniel Whitby (against whom Jonathan Edwards took action);124 in America by the Edwardsian or New England theologians: Bellamy, Hopkins, Emmons, and others;125 in Germany by P. Volckmann and others;126 and in the Netherlands by Venema.127 Presently it has been almost universally abandoned128 and is still defended by only a very few.129 In recent years it only again received some support from Ritschl, according to whom the correlative of Christ’s sacrifice is not the individual, nor all people individually, but specifically the church as a whole. It alone is in possession of justification and full of the forgiveness of sins; in Scripture it is always presented as the object of the effects and influences that have their origin in Christ.
THE CHALLENGE OF UNIVERSALISM130
[406] In this important controversy concerning the value of Christ’s sacrifice, there is very substantial agreement. For, on the one hand, all disputants are agreed that in fact not all but only some people—be they few or many—obtain the benefits of Christ. On the other hand, all acknowledge that Christ’s sacrifice as such would be completely sufficient to let not only some but all people participate in the forgiveness of sins and eternal life. In practice, therefore, these universalists are all committed to the particularity of grace; and all the particularists without exception confess the universality of the sacrifice of Christ as it pertains to its inner value. Even those who object to the formulation that Christ died “sufficiently” for all and “efficaciously” for the elect still fully recognize that the substance of Christ’s merit is completely sufficient for the atonement of the sins of all people. What they assert is only that the form of Christ’s merit, considered not in isolation but with a view to the reprobates, can be called not only “not efficacious” but also “not sufficient.”131 Hence the difference concerns only the question whether it was God’s will and intent that Christ made his sacrifice for the sins of all people without exception or only for the sins of those whom the Father had given him.132
When it is framed in this manner, the question is hardly doubtful. For in the first place, Scripture consistently links the sacrifice of Christ only to the church, whether it is described by the word “many” (Isa. 53:11–12; Matt. 20:28; 26:28; Rom. 5:15, 19; Heb. 2:10; 9:28), by “his people” (Matt. 1:21; Titus 2:14; Heb. 2:17; 7:27; 13:12), by “his sheep” (John 10:11, 15, 26f.; Heb. 13:20), by “his brothers” (Heb. 2:11), by “the children of God” (John 11:52; Heb. 2:13–15), by “those whom the Father has given him” (John 6:37, 39, 44; 17:2, 9, 24), by “his church” (Acts 20:28; Eph. 5:25), by “his body” (Eph. 5:23), or also by “us” as believers (Rom. 5:9; 8:32; 1 Cor. 5:7; Eph. 1:7; 2:18; 3:12; Col. 1:14; Titus 2:14; Heb. 4:14–16; 7:26; 8:1; 9:14; 10:15; 1 John 4:10; 1 Pet. 3:18; 2 Pet. 1:3; Rev. 1:5–6; 5:9–10; etc.). Ritschl rightly again called attention to this point. For though it is true that he was moved to do this for very different reasons, the fact itself is certain. In Scripture not all persons individually but the communion of believers is the “correlate of all the operations connected with the sacrificial death of Christ.”133 Ritschl’s reasons, however, differ from those of the Reformed. The latter said: “Not all but the church of the elect”; Ritschl says: “Not the individual believers but the church,” and thereby attempts to remove from Scripture the “mystical union,” the communion individual believers enjoy with Christ. Nevertheless, in the matter itself there is agreement.
Against this clear and consistent teaching of Scripture, the few texts to which the universalists appeal have little weight. The vocable “all” in Isaiah 53:6; Romans 5:18; 1 Corinthians 15:22; 2 Corinthians 5:15; Hebrews 2:9 (cf. 10) either proves nothing or proves much more than the universalists assert and would help support Origen’s doctrine concerning the restitution of all things. The universalists themselves, accordingly, are compelled to restrict the word “all” in these passages. Of greater weight are texts like Ezekiel 18:23; 33:11; John 1:29; 3:16; 4:42; 1 Timothy 2:4, 6; Titus 2:11; Hebrews 2:9; 2 Peter 3:9; 1 John 2:2; 4:14, where the will of God or the sacrifice of Christ is linked with the salvation of all or of the world. But none of these texts is incompatible with the statements cited above that limit Christ’s benefits to the church. The New Testament, after all, is a very different dispensation from that of the old covenant. The gospel is not restricted to one people but must be preached to all creatures (Matt. 28:19). There is no respect of persons with God and no longer any distinction between Gentile and Jew (Acts 10:34–35; Rom. 3:29; 10:11–13). Indeed, even if in Isaiah 53:11–12; Matthew 20:28; 26:28; Romans 5:15, 19; Hebrews 2:10; 9:28, there is mention of the “many” for whom Christ died, this is not grounded in the contrast that has often been insinuated into the text later, namely, that not all but only many will be saved. The idea from which the reference to “the many” arises, however, is a very different one: Christ did not die for a few but for many, for a large multitude. He gives his life as a ransom for many; he sheds his blood for many; he will make many righteous. It is not a handful but many who by one man’s obedience will be made righteous [Rom. 5:19]. Scripture is not afraid that too many people will be saved. Therefore, based on that same consideration, it says that God has no pleasure in the death of the wicked and that he wants all humans to repent and be saved, that Christ is the expiation of and has given his life for the world, and that the gospel must be preached to all creatures. But when universalists deduce from this that the atonement is completely universal, they run afoul of both Scripture and reality, for the two seem to vie with each other in teaching that not all but only many learn of the gospel and attain genuine repentance. In all these passages, therefore, we are encountering not “the will of God’s good pleasure,” which is unknown to us and neither can nor may be the rule for our conduct, nor an “antecedent will,” which is anterior to the decision of our will and oriented to it, but the “revealed will,” which tells us by what standard we are to conduct ourselves in the new covenant. It gives us the right and lays on us the duty to bring the gospel to all people without exception. For the universal offer of grace we need no other ground than this clearly revealed will of God. We no more need to know specifically for whom Christ died than we need to know specifically who has been ordained to eternal life. The calling indeed rests on a particular basis, for it belongs to and proceeds from the covenant, but it is addressed—in keeping with God’s revealed will and with the inherently all-sufficient value of Christ’s sacrifice—also to those who are outside the covenant in order that they too may be incorporated into that covenant and in faith itself receive the evidence of their election.134
In the second place, Scripture implies that the sacrifice and intercession of Christ, hence also the acquisition and application of salvation, are inseparably connected. The sacrifice is the basis for Christ’s intercession; the scope of the latter, accordingly, is as extensive as that of the former. Limborch therefore recognizes that “the intercession is not an act distinct from the sacrifice in and of itself insofar as it [the intercession] is accomplished in heaven.”135 If then the intercession is particular, as it is (John 17:9, 24; Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25; 1 John 2:1–2), so is the sacrifice. Limborch, opposing this position, indeed cites Luke 23:34,136 but Jesus prays here not for the salvation of his enemies but only for the nonimputation of the appalling crime that they, in their ignorance, were committing when they crucified the Messiah. There is similarly an inseparable connection between the acquisition and the application of salvation. All the benefits of the covenant of grace are linked (Rom. 8:28–34) and find their ground in the death of Christ (Rom. 5:8–11). Atonement in Christ carries with it salvation and blessedness. For Christ is the head and believers are his body, a body that receives its growth from him (Eph. 4:16; Col. 2:19). He is the cornerstone, and we are the building (Eph. 2:20–21). He is the firstborn, and we are his brothers (Rom. 8:29). Believers, accordingly, have objectively died, been crucified, buried, raised, and seated in the heavens with and in him. That is, the church is not an accidental and arbitrary aggregate of individuals that can just as easily be smaller or larger, but forms with him an organic whole that is included in him as the second Adam, just as the whole of humankind arises from the first Adam.137 The application of salvation must therefore extend just as far as its acquisition. The application is comprehended in it and is its necessary development.
This, for that matter, is true in the nature of the case. If Jesus is truly the Savior, he must also really save his people, not potentially but really and in fact, completely and eternally. And this, actually, constitutes the core of the difference between the proponents and the opponents of particular satisfaction (atonement). This difference is defined incorrectly or at least far from completely when one formulates it exclusively in the question whether Christ died and made satisfaction for all humans or only for the elect. Neither is this how the difference is treated and settled in the second chapter of the Canons of Dort. The real issue concerned the value and power of Christ’s sacrifice, the nature of the work of salvation. To save, said the Reformed, is to save truly, wholly, for all eternity. This flows naturally from the love of the Father and the grace of the Son. Those whom God loves and for whom Christ made satisfaction are saved without fail. We have to make a choice: either God loved all people and Christ made satisfaction for all—and then they will all, without fail, be saved—or Scripture and experience testify that this is not the case. In that case, then, neither can and may we say that God loved all people, at least not with that special love with which he leads the elect to salvation, nor that Christ died and made satisfaction for all, even if his death indirectly produces some benefit for all. And so they arrived at the confession: “For this was the sovereign counsel and most gracious will and purpose of God the Father that the quickening and saving efficacy of the most precious death of His Son should extend to all the elect, for bestowing upon them alone the gift of justifying faith, thereby to bring them infallibly to salvation; in other words, it was the will of God that Christ by the blood of the cross, whereby he confirmed the new covenant, should effectually redeem out of every people, tribe, nation, and language, all those, and those only who were from eternity chosen to salvation and given to Him by the Father.”138
They therefore took a vigorous stand against the universalists, not in the first place because the latter made the atonement applicable to all, but preeminently because, speaking as they did, they began to develop a very different view of the work of salvation and did less than justice to the name of Jesus. In logic there is the rule: “The greater its extent, the weaker its grasp” (quo maior extensio, minor comprehensio), and this rule, which applies in numerous areas, is also applicable here. In the guise of honoring the work of Christ, the proponents of universal atonement began to weaken, diminish, and limit it. For if Christ made satisfaction for all, then the acquisition of salvation does not necessarily imply its application unless one embraces Origen’s idea that one day all humans will really be saved.139 But this is not what the advocates of universal atonement said. Like the Reformed they assumed that many people, both inside and outside the circle in which the gospel was and is proclaimed, were lost. Hence the application of salvation was detached from its acquisition; it was an accidental addition, not a logical and natural implication. God, therefore, had ordained his Son to the death of the cross without a definite plan to save anyone without fail. Christ, by his death, secured no one’s salvation with certainty. In the final analysis the application of salvation depended totally on the free will of persons. This will must augment the work of Christ, make it fruitful, and let it become reality. In other words, what alone remains for Christ to accomplish is not the reality but the possibility of salvation, not actual reconciliation but potential reconcilability, “the salvable state.” Christ only secured for God the possibility of entering into a covenant of grace with us, that is, of granting us the forgiveness of sins and eternal life, if we believe. The most significant part of the work of salvation, that which really effects salvation, is still left for us to do. Christ did not establish the covenant of grace itself in his blood, he did not actually forgive the sins of his people, but only made known that on the part of God there was no objection to making a covenant with us and to forgiving us our sins if and after we on our part believe. Actually, therefore, Christ did not secure anything for us; he only secured for God the possibility of forgiving us when we fulfill the commandments of the gospel.140
The universalists tend, therefore, to diminish the value and power of Christ’s work. What they gain in quantity—and then only seemingly—they lose in quality. Rome teaches that the sins committed before baptism, which as a rule means original sin, are forgiven in baptism. Remaining after baptism, however, is desire (concupiscence), which is not itself sin but becomes an occasion for sin. The sins then committed are forgiven in the sacrament of penance, as it concerns guilt and eternal punishment, but temporal punishment remains to be borne by people either in this world or in purgatory.141 The Remonstrants said that God, by the death of Christ, so reconciled all sinners to himself “that through and on account of this very ransom (λυτρον) and sacrifice he wished to return to them in grace and to open to them a harbor of eternal salvation and a way of immortality.”142 The Quakers have it that Christ’s work consists in offering reconciliation to us and making God disposed to forgive.143 And all who teach a universal atonement have to come to the same conclusions.144 The center of gravity has been shifted from Christ and located in the Christian. Faith is the true reconciliation with God.145
The Reformed, however, were of a different mind. “Vicarious atonement” is not a “ready-made quantity” but an operative principle and fundamentally includes the whole enterprise of re-creation. The work of Christ is finished only when he delivers the kingdom to the Father (1 Cor. 15:24). Rather than opening up the possibility of being saved, he perpetually saves [sinners] on the basis of the sacrifice completed on the cross. He is the Savior because he not only died for our sins but rose from the dead, ascended to heaven, and now, as the exalted Lord, prays for his church. He consecrated himself in order that his own also would be consecrated in truth (John 17:19). He gave himself up for the church that he might sanctify it and present it to himself with splendor (Eph. 5:25–27). Christ and his church are of one origin, which is God (Heb. 2:11), and are, as it were, one Christ (1 Cor. 12:12). In and with Christ, God gives to believers all they need (Rom. 8:32f.; Eph. 1:3–4; 2 Pet. 1:3). Election in Christ carries all blessings with it: adoption as children, redemption by his blood (Eph. 1:3ff.), the gift of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3), faith (Phil. 1:29), repentance (Acts 5:31; 11:18; 2 Tim. 2:25), a new heart and a new spirit (Jer. 31:33–34; Ezek. 36:25–27; Heb. 8:8–12; 10:16).146
Still to be added to this, in the third place, is that universalism leads to all sorts of false positions. It introduces separation between the three persons of the Divine Being, for the Father wills the salvation of all, Christ makes satisfaction for all, but the Holy Spirit restricts the gift of faith and of salvation to a few. It introduces conflict between the purpose of God, who desires the salvation of all, and the will or power of God, who actually either will not or cannot grant salvation to all. It gives precedence to the person and work of Christ over election and the covenant, so that Christ is isolated from these contexts and cannot vicariously atone for his people, since there is no fellowship between him and us. It denigrates the justice of God by saying that he causes forgiveness and life to be acquired for all and then fails to distribute them [to all]. It elevates free will to the point where it has the power to believe, to undo or not undo the work of Christ, and to decide—indeed, has the outcome of world history in its hands. It leads to the doctrine, as the Quakers rightly observed,147 that if Christ died for all, then all must be given the opportunity, in either this world or the next, to accept or reject him, for it would be grossly unjust to condemn and to punish those whose sins had all been atoned for solely because they lacked the opportunity to accept Christ by faith. It further arrives at the position, in clear conflict with all of Scripture, that the only sin that leads to a person’s being lost is the sin of unbelief. All other sins, after all, have been atoned for, including even those of the “man of sin,” the Antichrist.
THE UNIVERSAL SIGNIFICANCE OF PARTICULAR ATONEMENT
[407] Although vicarious atonement as the acquisition of salvation in its totality cannot therefore be expanded to include all persons individually, this is not to say that it has no significance for those who are lost. Between the church and the world there is, at this point, not just separation and contrast. It is not the case that Christ has acquired everything for the former and nothing for the latter. In rejecting universalism one may not forget that Christ’s merit has its limits even for the church and its value and meaning for the world. In the first place, it must be remembered, after all, that though Christ as such is indeed the Re-creator, he is not the Creator of all things. Just as the Son follows the Father, so re-creation presupposes creation, grace presupposes nature, and regeneration presupposes birth. Not included in Christ’s merits, strictly speaking, is the fact that the elect are born and live, that they receive food, shelter, clothing, and an assortment of natural benefits. One can say that God would no longer have allowed the world and humankind to exist had he not had another and higher purpose for it. Common grace is indeed subservient to special grace, and along with salvation God also grants the elect many other, natural, blessings (Matt. 6:33; Rom. 8:28, 32; 1 Tim. 4:8; 2 Pet. 1:3). Still it is wrong, with the Herrnhuter and Pietists, to erase the boundaries between nature and grace, creation and redemption, and to put Christ in the Father’s place on the throne of the universe. Even election and the covenant of grace, presupposing as they do the objects of the one and the participants of the other, were not acquired by Christ but precede his merits. With his creation the Father lays the groundwork for the work of re-creation and leads toward it. With his work, on the other hand, the Son goes back deeply—as far as sin reaches—into the work of creation. Still the two works are distinct and must not be confused.148
In the second place, Christ did not, for each of his own, acquire the same thing. There is diversity among believers before they come to the faith, difference in gender, age, class, rank, character, gifts, and so on, and also in the measure and degree of wickedness and corruption. And when they come to the faith, there is diversity in the grace given them. Grace is given to each according to the measure Christ has bestowed (Rom. 12:3; 1 Cor. 12:11; Eph. 3:7; 4:7). The natural diversity among people, though cleansed by grace, is not erased. By the diversity of spiritual gifts, it is even increased, for the body of Christ consists of many members in order that it may be one organism, God’s own creation and masterpiece.
Third, though the church is not of the world it is nevertheless in it. It lives and moves squarely within that world and is connected with it in numerous different ways. Believers are brought in from the [whole] human race, and, conversely, there is much chaff among the wheat; there are branches on the vine that bear no fruit and must be eradicated. When Christ went to stand in the place of his own, therefore, he had to assume the flesh and blood that is common to all people. By his incarnation, he honored the whole human race; according to the flesh, he is the brother of all the members of the human family. And also his work has value for all, even for those who have not believed and will never believe in him. For though it is true that Christ did not, strictly speaking, acquire the natural life by his suffering and death, yet the human race was spared on account of the fact that Christ would come to save it. Christ is not the head of all human beings, not the prophet, priest, and king of everyone, for he is the head of the church and has been anointed king over Zion. Yet all human beings owe a great deal to Christ. The light shines in the darkness and illumines every person coming into the world. The world was made through him and remains so, though it did not recognize him. Also as the Christ, he gives to unbelievers many benefits: the call of the gospel, the warning to repent, historical faith, a virtuous life, a variety of gifts and powers, offices and ministries within the church, such as, for example, even the office of an apostle in the case of Judas. “Without Jesus Christ the world would not exist, for it would necessarily either be destroyed or be a hell” (Pascal). Even hanging from the cross, he still prays for forgiveness for the appalling sin being committed by the Jews at that very moment.149
Fourth, Christ’s work even extends to the world of irrational creatures. One cannot, with Origen, say that Christ suffered somewhat for them and merited something for them. But when Christ was made to be sin and bore the sin of the world, he also nullified sin with all its consequences. The liberation of the created world from the bondage of decay, the glorification of creation, the renewal of heaven and earth—all this is the fruit of the cross of Christ (Rom. 8:19ff.).150
Fifth, also the angels in heaven derive profit and advantage from the work of Christ. There is not sufficient ground for the assertion that Christ won for them perseverance and glory, though many theologians, appealing to Job 4:18; 15:15; Ephesians 1:10; Colossians 1:20; 1 Timothy 5:21; Hebrews 12:22–23, taught as much.151 Angels, of course, do not need Christ for themselves as Reconciler and Savior; they are essentially different from humans, who alone are made in the image of God. If Christ would have had to acquire “grace” and “glory” for them, this would lead one to think that the Son of God would have had to assume a human nature or, better, an angelic nature even if humanity had not fallen.152 Still, simply to deny that Christ merited something for the angels does less than justice to Ephesians 1:10 and Colossians 1:20.153 It is clearly stated, after all, that God reconciled all things (τα παντα), that is, not only people or angels, but all created things, the whole creation, the world, the universe, more fully described as “all things either on earth or in heaven,” that God reconciled that whole creation by Christ, not to itself, but to himself, bringing all things together and into unity in him. The doctrine of the restitution of all things is not supported in these texts. It is repudiated throughout Scripture and has only now and then found defenders in the Christian church. If this doctrine is ruled out, then these two texts can only be understood to mean that, according to Paul’s understanding, the demons and the wicked will someday be sent to hell and that the whole creation will be restored in the new heaven and the new earth with its inhabitants. Now this creation as a whole, conceived organically, was brought by sin into a position of hostility against God and internally torn apart and devastated. Implied here is not that the good angels, personally and individually, needed reconciliation, nor that Christ had to suffer and die for irrational creatures. Basic to these passages, however, is the premise that sin modified and disturbed the relation of all creatures to God and to one another.
And that, as we know, is indeed the case. Sin has made the human world into an object of God’s wrath and divided and destroyed it internally. The relation of the angels to God was changed, not only inasmuch as many of them became apostate but also because the good angels formed only a part of the entire number of spirits who had served God. Augustine154 and others were of the opinion that this breach struck in the world of angels was healed by the elect of the human race, and that this constituted the meaning of Christ’s atonement for humankind. This view is not acceptable. Humans are generically distinct from angels, and there is no ground in Scripture for equating the number of the elect with that of the fallen angels. Still, it is true that the fall of so many angels must have profoundly disturbed the organism of the angelic world. As an army is totally thrown into disarray and rendered incapable of fighting when many officers and men leave the ranks and join the enemy, so also the world of angels as an army of God was shattered and made useless for the service of God. It lost its head, its organization. And now it gets this back in the person of the Son, and the Son not only according to his divine nature but also according to his human nature. For not merely the relation to God but also that to the human world was disturbed by sin. It is Christ, therefore, who as Lord of the angels and as head of the church puts both angels and humans in the right relation to God and so to each other. By his cross he restored the organism of creation, both in heaven and on earth, and these two also again in conjunction. The inanimate and irrational components of creation, in other words, heaven and earth itself, are not excluded from this process. This is already simply impossible inasmuch as the relation of the angels to heaven and that of humans to the earth, so far from being mechanical, is organic. With the fall of angels and humans, heaven and earth themselves sank to a level beneath their original state. The whole creation has been groaning and is experiencing the pains of childbirth. “The whole creation as it were collectively produces a colossal symphony of sighs” (Philippi). All the members of that creation groan and experience pain, collectively, in relation to one another (Rom. 8:22). Accordingly, as in the old covenant, the tabernacle and all its liturgical implements were sprinkled with blood (Exod. 24:3–8; Heb. 9:21), so Christ by his cross reconciled all things and acquired a new heaven and a new earth. The whole creation as one day it will stand perfect—without spot or wrinkle—in God’s presence is the work of Christ, the Lord of lords and the King of kings (Heb. 12:22–28).
[408] Now if this is the grand project assigned by the Father to Christ, namely, to be a Savior in the full sense of the word and to carry out the entire work of re-creation, one immediately senses that to this end the state of exaltation is as necessary as the state of humiliation. It must be a poor idea of Christ’s person and work that is held by those who believe they can abandon the resurrection, the ascension, and the seating at the right hand of God without injury to faith and life and are content with the historical image of Jesus, which, like that of other great men, lives on and exerts influence in history. On the other hand, it is understandable that those who view Jesus as no more than a particularly pious person and his work as nothing other than a religious-ethical reformation consider the entire state of exaltation worthless for the Christian life and deny and oppose the facts of the resurrection and ascension. Scripture, however, proceeds from a very different idea. It is the crucified but also the resurrected and exalted Christ whom the apostles proclaim. From that vantage point of the exaltation of Christ, they view and describe his earthly life, suffering, and death. For the work he now carries out as the exalted mediator, he laid the foundations in his cross. In his battle with sin, the world, and Satan, the cross has been his only weapon. By the cross he triumphed in the sphere of justice over all powers that are hostile to God. But in the state of exaltation, consequently, he has also been given the divine right, the divine appointment, the royal power and prerogatives to carry out the work of re-creation in full, to conquer all his enemies, to save all those who have been given him, and to perfect the entire kingdom of God. On the basis of the one, perfect sacrifice made on the cross, he now—in keeping with the will of the Father—distributes all his benefits. Those benefits are not the physical or magical aftereffect of his earthly life and death; the history of the kingdom of God is not an evolutionistic process. It is the living and exalted Christ, seated at the right hand of God, who deliberately and with authority distributes all these benefits, gathers his elect, overcomes his enemies, and directs the history of the world toward the day of his parousia. He is still consistently at work in heaven as the mediator. He not only was but still is our chief prophet, our only high priest, and our eternal king. He is the same yesterday, today, and forever.
There is, of course, an enormous difference between the work Christ did in his humiliation and what he accomplishes in his exaltation. Just as after the resurrection, his person appeared in another form, so also his work assumed another form. He is now no longer a servant but Lord and Ruler, and his work is now no longer a sacrifice of obedience, but the conduct of royal dominion until he has gathered all his own and put all his enemies under his feet. Nevertheless, his mediatorial work is continued in heaven. Christ did not ascend to heaven in order to enjoy a quiet vacation at the right hand of God, for, like the Father, he always works (John 5:17). He went to heaven to prepare a place for his own there and to fill them here on earth with the fullness that he acquired by his perfect obedience. What he received as a reward for his labor for himself and what he received for his own cannot be separated. He is all and in all (Col. 3:11). The pleroma (fullness) that dwells in Christ must also dwell in the church. It is being filled with all the fullness of God (Eph. 3:19; Col. 2:2, 10). It is God whose fullness fills Christ (Col. 1:19), and it is Christ whose fullness in turn fills the church (Eph. 1:23). The church can therefore be described as his pleroma, that which he perfects and gradually, from within himself, fills with himself (Eph. 4:10), and is therefore itself being filled by degrees. As the church does not exist apart from Christ, so Christ does not exist without the church. He is “the head over all things” (Eph. 1:22; Col. 1:18), and the church is the body (σωμα) formed from him and from him receives its growth (Eph. 4:16; Col. 2:19), thus growing to maturity “to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). The union between Christ and the church is as close as that between the vine and the branches, between bridegroom and bride, husband and wife, cornerstone and building. Together with him it can be called the one Christ (1 Cor. 12:12). It is to perfect the church that he is exalted to the Father’s right hand. Just as through his suffering and death Christ was exalted in his resurrection and ascension to be head of the church, so now the church has to be formed into the body of Christ. The work of the Mediator is one grand, mighty, divine work that began in eternity and will only be completed in eternity. But in the moment of the resurrection, it was divided into two parts. Then it was suffering; now it is entering into glory. Then it was a descent to the nethermost parts of the earth; now it is an ascent on high. But the two are equally necessary to the work of salvation. In both states it is the same Christ, the same Mediator, the same Prophet, Priest, and King.
CHRIST’S THREEFOLD OFFICE IN THE STATE OF EXALTATION
[409] That Christ continues his prophetic activity in the state of exaltation becomes immediately apparent from the fact that during the forty days between his resurrection and ascension he spoke to his disciples about the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3).155 In addition, he fulfilled the promise that he had made to them to the effect that they would receive the Holy Spirit and that the Spirit would teach them all things and lead them into all truth (John 14:26; 16:13). He gave the Spirit in a special sense to the apostles (John 20:22) but further also to all believers (Acts 2). By the extraordinary offices of the apostles, prophets, and evangelists, he communicated both orally and in writing the truth that had been revealed in his person and work. By extraordinary gifts of wisdom and knowledge (1 Cor. 12:8), he made that truth known and understood; and by extraordinary signs (Mark 16:17; Acts 5:15; 8:6–7, 13; Rom. 15:18; etc.) he confirmed that truth, leading both Jews and Gentiles to the obedience of faith. And also after this foundational period of the church passed, Christ continues to be prophetically active in his church, for by the word of the apostles recorded in Scripture, he continually brings people to faith in his name (John 17:20) and into fellowship with him and with the Father (1 John 1:3). By the ordinary office of pastors and teachers (Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11; 1 Tim. 5:17), he builds up his church in the grace and knowledge of its Lord and Savior, and by the working of the Holy Spirit, he shines on it the light of the gospel of his glory (2 Cor. 4:4, 6).
All these ministries and workings proceed from the exalted Christ, who is the one Lord of the church (1 Cor. 8:6) in whom all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden (Col. 2:3; 1 Cor. 1:30). He came into the world to bear witness to the truth over against the lie (John 8:44–45; 18:36). He not only spoke the truth but is himself the truth who has made known the Father, leads us to the Father, and, in the knowledge of God, grants eternal life (John 1:17–18; 14:6; 17:3). In fighting falsehood, he therefore uses no other weapon than that of the word: this word is the sword of his mouth (Eph. 6:17; Rev. 2:12, 16; 19:15). By that word he judges and separates things (John 3:17–18; 9:39; 12:47; Heb. 4:12), but he also makes free and gives life (John 8:31–32, 51; 15:3; 17:3). To remain in his word and make his word remain in them is the calling of his disciples (John 8:31, 51; 15:7; 1 John 2:24). They have no other teacher (Matt. 23:8, 10), nor do they need one. They have received the anointing of the Holy One, that is, Christ, and know all things (1 John 2:20), so that among them there is no need for pagan divination and sorcery, spiritism or occultism, for hierarchical guardianship or an infallible papacy. Christ himself teaches them by his Word and Spirit, so that, being taught by God, they would all be prophets and proclaim the marvelous works of God (Num. 11:29; Jer. 31:33–34; Matt. 11:25–27; John 6:45; Heb. 8:10; 1 John 2:20). And he continues this instruction until they have all attained to the unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God (Eph. 4:13; 3:18f.).
In the same manner Christ in his exaltation remains active as priest. In the Letter to the Hebrews,156 this idea is very much in the foreground, and Christ’s earthly life is often viewed there as preparation for the high-priestly activity he now carries out in heaven. To be able to fulfill this high-priestly office, he had to be the Son, who, as “the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being,” creates, upholds, and inherits all things (Heb. 1:1–3; 4:14; 5:5; 9:14). In his human nature, moreover, he needed through suffering and trials to learn obedience and so be “perfected,” be fully prepared, for his high-priestly ministry in heaven (2:10f.; 4:15; 5:7–10; 7:28). After thus bringing his one, perfect sacrifice and so effecting purification for our sins (1:3; 7:27; 9:12; etc.), he as high priest entered the heavenly sanctuary foreshadowed in the holy of holies of the Old Testament tabernacle (6:20; 9:12, 24)—not with the blood of goats and calves but by the power of his own blood (9:12–14), through the tent of his body (9:11), the curtain of his flesh (10:20), in order to appear there on our behalf in the presence of God and to pray for those who through him draw near to God (7:25; 9:24).
From this scenario pictured in the Letter to the Hebrews, the Socinians inferred that Christ was not yet actually a priest on earth, that his sacrifice on the cross was not yet the true sacrifice, that all those things still belonged to his preparation and equipment. In the true and full sense, Christ became a priest only in heaven, when he entered it with his own blood and sat down at God’s right hand to live and to pray there forever for his own. For just as under the Old Testament dispensation the atoning act consisted not in slaying the sacrificial animal but in sprinkling its blood on the altar or on the mercy seat (Lev. 16:11–16), so Christ really brings about expiation on earth, not by his death, but by his intercession in heaven.157 In recent times this view has been revived by others, especially by and since William Milligan. They, too, assert that, according to the Letter to the Hebrews, Christ’s priesthood only begins with his ascension and that it consists in the self-offering and consecration of Christ to the Father continued in heaven.158
This view, however, has been rightly opposed by others, for in the case of the Old Testament sacrifices, the different expiatory actions, though temporally distinct, still form a single whole. It is the blood of the slain animal that, by being poured out and sprinkled, freed the offerer from his sin and restored him to God’s favor. Correspondingly, in the Letter to the Hebrews, as in all the books of the New Testament, the expiatory power is attributed completely to the sacrifice that Christ made on the cross. That is the utterly unique and perfect sacrifice (7:27; 9:12, 26, 28; 10:10, 12, 14; 13:12) by which the new covenant has been established (8:8f.; 9:15f.). By it the forgiveness of sins (8:12; 10:18) and all other benefits, specifically also the free approach to God (4:16; 10:19) have been secured. Because Christ thus once sacrificed himself on the cross, even he cannot do it again a second time, for just as every human dies only once, so also Christ’s sacrifice in death is not susceptible of repetition (9:26–28). This absolutely unique value that the Letter to the Hebrews attaches to the death of Christ by itself already rules out that he would now sacrifice himself a second time in heaven or for the first time truly sacrifice himself there. This letter does place a strong accent on Christ’s ascension, on his entrance into the true heavenly sanctuary, just as it does on his sacrifice on the cross. One should note, however, that the author of this letter nowhere says that Christ entered heaven with his blood, the way the Old Testament high priest on the great Day of Atonement entered the holy of holies with blood to sprinkle it on and before the mercy seat. He only says that Christ once for all entered the sanctuary through his blood (9:12). He did not take with him the blood that was shed on the cross to sprinkle it in the heavenly sanctuary, thereby to bring about atonement. But by means of his blood, on the basis of the sacrifice made on the cross, he secured for himself the right to enter heaven to appear in God’s presence on our behalf.
In the Old Testament, after the sacrifice had been brought, the high priest still had to take some of the blood, enter the holy of holies with it, and offer it for both his own and his people’s misdeeds. But that was still a part of the imperfect system of the Old Testament. This showed that the way into the sanctuary had not yet been disclosed so long as the first tabernacle was still standing (9:7–8). This, however, did not apply to Christ. He brought a unique and perfect sacrifice on the cross. He did not take his blood with him to heaven to offer it there, but through the tent of his own body and the curtain of his flesh (9:11; 10:20), he entered once for all into the true sanctuary and to that end received the right and the power by his own blood that he had shed on the cross (9:12). His blood had that power because it was his own, because through the eternal Spirit he offered himself to God without blemish (9:14). That blood, to be sure, had been shed only once, and that sacrifice had taken place only once at a specific moment in time; yet this event was not—like the sacrificial cult of the Old Testament—temporary, passing, transient. On the contrary, the sacrifice on the cross was the sacrifice of One who was the Son, Creator, and Heir of all things, who also became human, perfected himself by his obedience, and proved by the shedding of his blood that the eternal Spirit dwelt in him. It, therefore, has eternal, spiritual significance. Christ was high priest already on earth (7:27; 9:11, 14, 25, 28; 10:10; 13:12), but he was that not in the way of Aaron’s high priesthood, but according to the order of Melchizedek, eternal and unchanging.
It is for this reason, however, that the Letter to the Hebrews so strongly stresses Christ’s entry into the true sanctuary. He entered it by the power of his own blood, not to sacrifice himself again in a different manner, for he did that once for all, and by that sacrifice acquired all the benefits of the covenant of grace (9:26–28; 10:12, 14; etc.). He entered it now to be, in the full and true sense, the high priest of the good things to come (9:11), a high priest seated at the right hand of the throne of majesty on high (1:3; 3:1; 4:14; 6:20; 8:1). We have a perfect high priest, one who learned obedience, who perfected himself, who became like us, who can have compassion with us, who once for all offered himself through the eternal Spirit, but who in that way also secured the right to sit at the right hand of God. He is a high priest who, like Melchizedek, is at the same time king, king of righteousness and king of peace, an eternal, spiritual, and heavenly king; a high priest who acquired, possesses, and distributes the heavenly goods to come, who can appear in heaven before the face of God for our benefit, pray for us, and save us completely (7:25; 9:24). And this describes the priestly activity that Christ still performs even now. He no longer sacrifices himself there, for he did that once for all and completely on the cross. In heaven there is no repetition, no renewal, no reproduction of the sacrifice of the cross. For in the innermost and true sanctuary, there is no room for an altar.
The sacrifice Christ brought on earth has an eternal character. It remains present in and carries over into Christ’s appearance before the face of God and in his intercession on our behalf. It is both historical and transhistorical: because it was the sacrifice of the Son by the power of the Holy Spirit, it is an act of and at the same time the enablement for his eternal, royal high priesthood in heaven. Even more vividly than Paul (e.g., in Phil. 2:6–11), the Letter to the Hebrews views Christ’s state of humiliation from the vantage point of his exaltation and regards the former as preparation and practice for the latter. At present, in heaven, Christ is the perfectly groomed high priest, the high priest-king who possesses all that he acquired, who is indescribably rich in spiritual and eternal goods, and who, from his position in heaven, administers them to us. To be truly a priest, he had to be a priest in heaven, not on earth, not in a manmade temple, but in heaven, on the throne of the universe. Inasmuch as he once for all offered himself up without blemish and by a single sacrifice for all time perfected those who are sanctified (10:14), he is able for all time to save all those who draw near to God through him, “since he always lives to make intercession for them” (7:25). In this intercession his sacrifice continues to be operative and effective. Not a sacrifice detached from Christ’s person, a sacrifice once for all offered on earth, but the exalted Christ, who is simultaneously the crucified Christ, is and remains the expiation for our sins (1 John 2:2). Christ “is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb. 13:8).159
So, since Christ is an eternal priest-king, the church on earth no longer needs a priest. All believers are priests (Rom. 12:1; 1 Pet. 2:5; Rev. 1:6). There is no further need for sacrifices made for sin, not even for the unbloody one in the Mass, for from the one sacrifice made on the cross there arises, in Christ’s intercession, perpetual witness to God, not for vengeance, as from the blood of Abel, but for grace and forgiveness (Heb. 12:24). Christ’s intercession is no longer the pleading of a suppliant as in the days of his flesh160 but the steadfast gracious will of Christ (John 17:24) to lead all his people to the blessedness of heaven on the basis of his sacrifice. Thus Christ is our only priest, who, according to the order of Melchizedek, remains forever, continually covers our sins with his sacrifice, always acts as our Paraclete with the Father, pleads our cause against all the accusations of Satan, the world, and our own heart, makes our prayers and thanksgivings pleasing to the Father, consistently assures us of free and confident access to the throne of grace, and out of his fullness sends to us all the blessings of grace (Luke 22:32; John 14:16; 17:9f.; Rom. 1:7; 8:32f.; 1 Cor. 1:3; 2 Cor. 1:2; Eph. 1:3; 1 Tim. 4:8; Heb. 7:25; 9:24; 1 John 2:2).
In this way Christ is and always remains our eternal king as well. Although he was also anointed with respect to his human nature, he began to act as king only upon his exaltation. Then he received the name “Lord,” was designated Son of God, and received all power in heaven and on earth. Christ is first of all king over his people in the kingdom of grace (Ps. 2:6; Isa. 9:6; 11:1–5; Luke 1:33; 19:21–23; 23:42–43; John 18:33; 19:19; etc.) and demonstrates this kingship in gathering, protecting, and ruling his church, leading it to eternal blessedness (Matt. 16:18; 28:20; John 10:28). But in the New Testament, because his kingship bears a very different character from that of the rulers of the earth, he is much more often called the head of the church (1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 1:22; 4:15; 5:23; Col. 1:18; 2:19). He rules not by violence but by justice and righteousness, by grace and love, Word and Spirit. In the New Testament he is also specially denominated “king” whenever there is reference to his victory over his enemies. For in order for him truly to gather, protect, and lead his church to eternal salvation, he must as the mediator have power over all creatures (Pss. 2:8; 72:8; 110:1–3; Matt. 28:18; 1 Cor. 15:24, 27; Eph. 1:22; Phil. 2:9–11; 1 Pet. 3:22; Rev. 1:5; 17:14). This implies not that Christ concretely governs the world but that it is under his control, subject to him, and will one day, be it unwillingly, recognize and honor him as Lord. Specifically belonging in this category is his power over the realm of Satan.
The notion of many of the church fathers that Christ made his sacrifice to Satan and by craftiness deprived him of his spoils is unscriptural. Still by his cross Christ also triumphed over the world of fallen spirits. He came to earth to destroy the works of the devil (1 John 3:8) and battled against him all his life (Luke 4:13), especially toward the end when it was the hour and power of darkness (Luke 22:53). He was the stronger contender (Luke 11:22), and the devil has no power over him (John 14:30). He already saw him fall like lightning from heaven and took his armor from him (Luke 10:18; 11:22). Especially by the cross he triumphed over authorities and powers (Col. 2:15), took from Satan the weapons of sin, death, and the world (John 16:33; 1 John 4:4; 1 Cor. 15:55–56; Heb. 2:14), and cast him out of the territory of his kingship (John 12:31). He triumphed over the evil spirits specifically on the occasion of his ascension. In Ephesians 4:8, the apostle Paul says that Christ, ascending on high, led captives in his train; in other words, he overcame all the hostile powers who resisted and opposed him and, as it were, captured them as prisoners of war (cf. Col. 2:15).161
We probably find the same idea expressed in the difficult text 1 Peter 3:19–22. This text certainly does not speak of a descent into hell to proclaim the gospel to the lost. We read, after all, that Christ was first made alive, that is, rose from the dead, and then went out to preach. There are no grounds whatever for making a temporal distinction, as the Lutherans do, between Christ’s vivification and resurrection and to situate the descent into hell in the interim. Nor is there any indication in Scripture that after his resurrection and before his ascension, Christ first went to hell. Untenable also, however, is the exegesis that Christ went in the Spirit to the contemporaries of Noah and preached to them there. The phrase “in which” (ἐν ᾡ) clearly refers to the Christ who had been made alive; the words “having gone” (πορευθεις; cf. v. 22) permit no other interpretation. Christ’s preaching in the Spirit to Noah’s contemporaries in former times is not relevant here. The pericope, accordingly, is about something very different.
The case is this: Peter admonishes believers to suffer while doing good and to follow Christ’s example in this regard. He, after all, died doing good, for he suffered for sins, as a righteous person for the unrighteous, and did so for the purpose of bringing us, the unrighteous, to God. That is suffering while doing good! Now Christ indeed was killed in the flesh but made alive and resurrected in the Spirit, since the Spirit of holiness as Spirit was the governing principle of his whole life. And as such, journeying as the vivified, risen Spirit, as Lord and King, he went, not to hell, but as verse 22 indicates, to heaven, and thereby preached to the spirits in heaven. That is, his going to heaven as the risen Lord (Acts 2:36) was a message to the spirits in prison. It is not stated what the content of this message (κηρυγμα) was, nor does it need to be. The fact of his rising again and ascending to heaven was itself the rich, powerful, and triumphant message to the spirits in prison. That Peter now has this κηρυγμα of Christ brought by his ascension, specifically to those spirits in prison who in the days of Noah, in defiance of God’s patience and their seeing Noah building the ark, were disobedient, has two reasons. In the first place, the contemporaries of Noah are always pictured in Scripture as the most ungodly people. And in the second place, they were killed, whereas Noah and his family were saved, by the waters of the same flood. Similarly, as a result of the resurrection of Christ, the water of baptism is the ruin of the ungodly and salvation for believers. For Christ, who arose from the dead and instituted baptism and gives power to it, after subduing all angels, authorities, and powers by his ascension, now sits at God’s right hand. Christ suffered doing good and overcame; now let believers follow in his footsteps! And just as he has power over all fallen spirits, so, as mediator, Christ also has power (in his kingdom of power) over all his enemies. And he will not rest until he has put all his enemies under his feet.
At the end of the days, when Christ has subdued his church and all his enemies, he will deliver the βασιλεια, the kingship, the royal office, to the Father. Then his mediatorial work is finished. The work the Father instructed him to do will have been completed. God himself will then be king forever. Already at an early stage there was controversy over Christ’s submission to the Father. Marcellus of Ancyra wrote a treatise about the submission of Christ, the Lord, and was charged with teaching that the kingdom of Christ and also the union of his human nature with the Logos would end.162 Marcellus was opposed by Eusebius and later by Basil. To the confession that Christ would come again to judge the living and the dead, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan added the words “of whose kingdom there will be no end.”163 Later the Socinians taught that Christ, whom the Father had temporarily appointed as viceroy, would one day abdicate, like a field general who, having achieved victory in battle, returns his commission and power to the king. From this they inferred that the Son of God, since he would one day be subject to the Father, could not be the supreme God.164 Among the Reformed there was also disagreement on this point. Some said that Christ’s kingship was “economic” and temporary.165 Others were of the opinion that though there will be change in the manner of governing, Christ’s kingship itself remains in perpetuity.166 The difference can be easily resolved by saying that the mediatorship of reconciliation, and to that extent also the prophetic, priestly, and royal office of Christ, ends. God will be king and [thus] all in all. But what remains is the mediatorship of union. Christ remains Prophet, Priest, and King as this triple office is automatically given with his human nature, included in the image of God, and realized supremely and most magnificently in Christ as the Image of God. Christ is and remains the head of the church, from whom all life and blessedness flow to it throughout all eternity.167 Those who would deny this must also arrive at the doctrine that the Son will at some point in the future shed and destroy his human nature; and for this there is no scriptural ground whatever.
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PART IV
SALVATION IN CHRIST
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THE ORDER OF SALVATION
The application of Christ’s work to the salvation of his own must be viewed theologically, that is, from God’s point of view. All religions seek a way of salvation; all human beings long for happiness because the human heart is created for God. Unique to the Christian religion is the reality of Jesus Christ and the redemption he brings as fully God’s initiative; all other religions seek redemption through human action. However the human problem is conceived, it remains human beings who must satisfy the deity and fulfill its demands or law. All religions or philosophies other than the Christian faith are autosoteric.
The biblical viewpoint is radically different; salvation is solely a gift of grace. God elects his people, enters into a covenant with them, a covenant that demands reciprocal duties of love and obedience. Pious Israelites meditated on God’s law, found their righteousness not in their own works but in God’s grace, sought forgiveness, and abandoned their own cause in hope to a righteous God. Israel, too, lived in faith, resting in the eternal faithfulness of their covenant God. However, after the exile, Judaism drifted into greater and greater nomism and prepared itself for the coming Messiah by scrupulous attention to the law’s demands. The result was Pharisaic pride, on the one hand, and despair for the sinner, on the other. In this context, Jesus announced the good news of God’s reign: forgiveness of sins by the gift of grace. The kingdom was for all who were poor in spirit, not just for Jews who kept the law.
The apostolic preaching was directed to the accomplished work of Christ as the mediator empowered by the Holy Spirit. In his exaltation Christ becomes the life-giving Spirit equipping his disciples for the work of ministry and convicting the world of sin and judgment. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the apostles was accompanied by extraordinary forces and works, including the miracle of languages on Pentecost. Later instances of the different gift of glossolalia were weaker and diminished instances of this Pentecost miracle. On the birthday of the church, the church itself acclaims in many languages the great works of God. These and other extraordinary workings of the Holy Spirit continued throughout the apostolic period, when they were necessary to effect in the world the acceptance and permanence of the confession that Jesus is Lord.
Early church theologians such as Irenaeus intimately linked salvation to the applied work of Christ by the Holy Spirit, but for many others the gospel increasingly became construed as a new law, a work that involved human willing and acting. Repentance degenerated into penance, and salvation was externalized as a copying of Christ’s life and especially his suffering. This trend culminated in the teaching of Pelagius, who did not deny grace but understood it as a universal gift to all people enabling them to choose the good and refuse evil. Grace is emptied of its real meaning since our appropriation of grace depends on our own will: God helps those who help themselves. The great gift of Augustine to the church was his definitive repudiation of all forms of Pelagianism. According to Augustine, our wills are bound, from beginning to end being redirected to God’s good and persevering in it; it is a matter of gift not of merit, of grace not of works. Objectively and subjectively, from beginning to end, the work of salvation is a work of God’s grace and of his grace alone. Augustine’s viewpoint became the dogma of the church and remains the teaching of all orthodox, evangelical Christianity.
Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism are also condemned by official Roman Catholic teaching and by the great Roman theologians such as Aquinas and Bonaventure. However, it is fair to ask whether, in a roundabout way, Rome has not smuggled semi-Pelagianism back in again. Trent taught that it is possible to assent to or to reject prevenient grace. Faith here too is not seen as central to justifying faith; it is only assent to the truth of Christianity. Taken by itself it does not justify; it is only preparatory to the infusion of sacramental grace. By the merit of condignity, this grace enables human beings to do good and to merit heavenly beatitude. By grace the Roman Catholic Church does not, at least not primarily, mean the free favor of God by which he forgives sins. Rather, grace is a quality or supernatural power infused in human beings, lifting them into a supernatural order and enabling them to do good works and to merit heavenly blessedness by the merit of condignity.
It was the Roman Catholic penitential system in general and the sale of indulgences in particular that prompted Luther’s reformational activity. Luther reemphasized God’s righteousness not as his own attribute but as the righteousness of faith granted by God in grace, through faith alone. This led to conflict with Roman church authorities over the abuse of indulgences, though this practice is itself a direct consequence of Rome’s nomist degradation of the gospel. For Luther the most important work of penitence had nothing to do with the Roman institution of confession but involved a change of heart characterized by true sorrow for sin and in the word of absolution proclaimed in the gospel of grace. It is not the sacrament but faith that justifies. The three components in Luther’s understanding are contrition, faith, and then good works.
Luther always taught absolute predestination, though in his later period, to offset misuse of the doctrine, he accented the revelation of God in Christ and the universal offer of salvation in the world of the gospel. Melanchthon, however, with increasing firmness, adopted a synergistic position. As a result a covert or overt synergism can be found in Lutheranism. Grace is always resistible and therefore amissible, that is, losable, and can be lost and regained over and over again. In the order of salvation, therefore, the center of gravity lies with the human person. Human resistance can nullify the entire work of God the Father, Son, and Spirit. The center is in faith and justification; calling, contrition, and regeneration have only a preparatory function. Everything depends on faith, specifically on the act of believing. Failing to understand the work of God’s grace as proceeding from his eternal decree and covenant, Lutherans also fail to relate it back to nature, the world, and humanity.
The Reformed view shares much with the Lutheran, but the order of salvation presupposes communion with Christ, a bond between the mediator and the elect forged in eternity, in the counsel of peace between Father and Son. Atonement and justification are already objectively, actively, present in Christ as the fruit of his work and are appropriated by the believer by the Spirit of Christ. The application of salvation, too, is Christ’s work, not ours. Soteriology, too, must be viewed theologically, as a work of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The covenant of grace precedes and is the foundation and starting point for the work of salvation. Regeneration, faith, and conversion are not preparations for but the benefits of covenantal fellowship of believers with God in Christ imparted to us by the Holy Spirit. For the Reformed penitence, and even conversion, is more significant as a lifelong path of growth in obedient discipleship, of mortification to self and living to Christ. The advantage of this approach is that justification is now seen more purely as an act of juridical acquittal, and faith gains in surety and assurance. The Christian life now also gains a greater ethical significance and the law a greater role as a rule and motivator of the human will. The Reformed Christian is called actively to fight against sin.
Other prominent understandings of the way of salvation include the diametrically opposed approaches of mysticism and rationalism. The former seeks by extraordinary practices, disciplines, and powers—via negativa, purgativa—to achieve some form of ecstatic communion—illuminatio, contemplatio, unitiva—with the divine. Rationalism, on the other hand, only sees Jesus as a teacher to be followed and imitated as best we can. Related to these two are antinomianism and neonomianism. The former reduces salvation to and equates it with its acquisition, thereby eschewing all works, while the latter reinstitutes law. In the former, sin is an illusion and leads to anarchy; in the latter, keeping the law becomes the unevangelical way of salvation. Neonomianism also took a different shape in Pietism and Methodism, where faith and experience, rather than faith and obedience, became the condition for justification. Though properly reacting to dead orthodoxy in the church, this emphasis on living faith as a practical reality led to a new form of legalism dividing believers into “weak” and “strong,” “carnal” and “spiritual.” Though in its revivalist, Methodist form this type of Christianity has borne much fruit for renewing people and society, the weakness remains that the human subject and experience or obedience takes center stage rather than the grace of God and the work of Christ.
Modern thought similarly turns away from God to the human subject. Descartes found the basis of all certain knowledge to be self-knowledge, and Spinoza reduced good and evil to modes of thinking in our consciousness. Salvation is then seen as freedom from the necessary constraints of nature and the senses; enlightenment of the intellect or moral improvement as the road to betterment. All external authority was rejected; individual reason and will were supreme. Kant, however, retained room for faith in practical reason. After concluding that human nature is not intrinsically good but flawed and evil, requiring rebirth and renewal, Kant still followed the Pelagian route and inferred an ultimate human freedom and moral capacity from the existence of the moral imperative. “Thou shalt” necessarily implies “thou can.” Human beings simply suffer from a conflict of two predispositions—one toward evil and the other toward good—and must by an intelligible act of freedom redeem themselves. In that effort we can hope for but never be sure of “cooperation from above.” Remarkably, Kant here also teaches a form of assurance of faith in perseverance; those who increase in moral betterment may conclude divine favor and the hope of reaching moral perfection. Other thinkers such as Schopenhauer and especially Eduard von Hartmann use the language of faith to point to the reality of human evil and the need of grace but mean by them something quite different from Christian orthodoxy. Grace still includes human moral effort; faith is a totally human act by which we gain grace. The human subject remains at the center.
In philosophical idealism, too, self-determination, the ego, is the essence of human freedom. The historical work of Christ is slighted; it becomes only a metaphysical and moral ideal to be achieved by human willing. Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, each in his own way, sought to unify philosophic thought with Christian truth, but they so subordinated faith to intellectual constructs such as the Absolute that historical Christianity with the person and work of Christ at the center became unrecognizable. Though modern thought after Kant attempted to overcome rationalism and develop a “philosophy of redemption,” it achieved this only in form and not in substance. It is still human thought that brings about true redemption; Christianity’s doctrine of reconciliation is only brought to light by philosophy. Thus not religion but philosophy brings about salvation. Stripped of all the speculative wording and reduced to simple words, idealistic philosophy still advocates salvation by human effort of intellect and will. Conversion, for example, is really a human act of penitence viewed from God’s perspective.
Modern theology, beginning with Schleiermacher, took the historical person of Jesus more seriously, though the human subject remains at the center of his Christian understanding. For Ritschl justification is synthetic judgment valid for the community; he is to be praised for placing this once again in the center of the redemptive order. Yet, to be faulted is Ritschl’s denial of God’s wrath on sin and his seeming indifference to personal justification and assurance in his desire to motivate Christians to action in the world of culture. However, this activism was accompanied by a cultural optimism that could not and did not satisfy; many longed for a more mystical and spiritual Christianity. Ritschl’s ethical Christianity gave way to the school of the history of religions and to the psychology of religion.
The psychological study of religion is a relatively new science that takes its departure from subjective religious experience and seeks to infer a law governing all religious development. Parallel to the evolutionary notion that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny, the development of religious sensibility is seen to move from childlike obedience to rules and dogmas, through the labor pains of adolescent conflict into individuality and capacity for reflection, to adult maturity. Since during the years of puberty the soul is subject to continual unrest and disturbance, adolescent sexual awakening is often seen to parallel religious awakening. In this framework, conversion, however strange it may seem, is only the fruit of natural processes that can be explained scientifically as part of ordinary human development. This occurs in all religions in formally similar patterns. The stages of development observed in individuals also characterize humanity as a whole. Humanity’s development is recapitulated in the individual person. Human beings emerged from the animal world into their infancy, evolved into social creatures in their adolescence, and enter the new world of universal humanity.
When we return to the starting point of Scripture for our understanding of the order of salvation, we encounter the difficulty that it tells us two apparently contradictory truths: salvation is God’s work, and we must work out our salvation. We run the risk of Pelagian nomism, on the one hand, and antinomianism, on the other. Both fail to do justice to the work of Christ. Nomism blurs the line between Christianity and paganism and is present in pietistic as well as rationalistic forms. Antinomianism correctly stresses the full accomplished work of Christ but ignores the application of the work of salvation and thus in effect denies the personality and work of the Holy Spirit.
The biblical view of salvation must be fully trinitarian, acknowledging the distinct work of the Holy Spirit. What Christ gained for us must be applied to and in us in justification and sanctification, freedom from guilt and pollution alike. The Holy Spirit’s work in redemption is thus also linked to creation. Natural life itself is renewed. At the same time, the work of the Holy Spirit does not override human willing and acting; grace opposes not our nature but our sin.
All this is summed up in the word “grace,” which denotes the unmerited favor of God and the many benefits flowing from it, the gifts of grace. Rome and the Reformation differ here; Rome sees a supernatural power that illumines the intellect and inspires the will, the Reformation thinks of the gracious invitation and call of the gospel. For Rome it is the infusion of this grace that makes one a partaker of the divine nature. Grace is a supernatural quality added to human beings by which they are taken up into a supernatural order. For the Reformation grace is never a substance and does not elevate us beyond nature but rather frees us from the enslavement of sin within our natural order.
The special benefits of grace are manifold and inexhaustible. Theologians have labored mightily to treat them in an orderly and comprehensive manner. Roman Catholic theology treated them from the point of view of the church and ordered them hierarchically: actual grace, habitual grace, the fruits of grace. The Reformation, however, focused more on believers and on the way they were brought to salvation than on the church and sacraments. Since the Holy Spirit must be in the foreground of all discussion concerning Christ’s benefits applied to us, Reformation thinkers initially simply spoke of repentance, faith, and good works. Eventually, over against Anabaptists, who detached Spirit and Word, Reformed theologians assigned the first place in the order to “calling.” Over against the Remonstrants and the Amyraldians, the Reformed insisted on regeneration as prior, acknowledging the Holy Spirit as the agent moving the human will before any act of its own. Further nuances were made in response to challenges, especially by the revivalism of Pietism and Methodism.
Whatever difficulties Reformed people have with aspects of revivalism, and though they acknowledge the legitimacy of a psychological study of religion, they also insist that religious phenomena cannot be exhaustively explained in psychological terms. Particularly, this study can say nothing about the truth of a religion. Even William James, who thought pragmatic considerations were applicable to the question of truth, had to admit failure and finally turn to mysticism: “The heart has its reasons which reason does not know.” Religion can only be maintained as real or true when it rests on revelation.
We cannot use Scripture alone to create a scientific lexicon of words for salvation; they are used there to describe various aspects of the one work of transformation brought about by the Holy Spirit. This, however, should not prevent theologians from attempting to derive from the variety of terms and images in Scripture an orderly account of the Holy Spirit’s work in us. The following is such an order: All the benefits we obtain in Christ are benefits of the covenant of grace. These are acquired first by Christ in all fullness in an objectively real way. Then they are applied by the Holy Spirit to believers. In this order, justification based on Christ’s objective atonement precedes the acts of repentance of believers and their lives of sanctification in which they grow in grace. For this reason the immediate work of the Holy Spirit in regeneration precedes faith, and since only those who are holy will gain eternal life, sanctification precedes perseverance in order. Another way of stating this is to say that Christ first restores our relationship to God, then renews us after God’s image, and finally preserves for us our heavenly inheritance. Another way is to say that we are called, justified, sanctified, and glorified. All this is from God, in Christ, through the power and working of the Holy Spirit.
THE UNIVERSAL SEARCH FOR SALVATION
[410] If Christ continues his prophetic, priestly, and royal activities in heaven, it follows that also the order of salvation, with all its attendant benefits, has to be viewed theologically. Just as God is the creator and governor of all things, asserts and maintains himself in Christ against sin, and in him brings to light all his attributes of righteousness and grace, omnipotence, and wisdom, so it is he who also by the Holy Spirit applies the benefits of Christ, brings about in them his own work, and advances his own honor.
The way of salvation (via salutis), accordingly, has a character of its own in Scripture; like redemption, it is fundamentally different from what is recommended in the world’s religions or its systems of philosophy. There is not a single religion in which the idea of redemption and of a way to participate in it is entirely lacking. Whereas the arts and sciences may be powerful weapons in the struggle for existence, and culture may serve to make human life more pleasant and to enrich it, they are all powerless to bring human beings lasting happiness and an eternal good. Yet that is what humans consistently and everywhere look for in religion. This desire arises in them from much deeper levels of need than those that can be satisfied by the world around them. The human heart is created for God and is restless until it finds rest in him. Insofar as every human more or less consciously strives for a lasting happiness and an unchanging good, one can say, with Augustine, that every human also seeks God, who alone is the highest good and our eternal salvation (Acts 17:27). One must immediately add, however, that in the darkness of our understanding and the evil thoughts of our heart, we seek him not in the right way and not where he may be found. Pagan religions have no concept of the holiness of God. They lack the correct insight into sin and know of no grace. Inasmuch as they do not know the person of Christ, they all hold the way of works to be the way of salvation.1
The first principle of paganism, after all, is, negatively, the denial of the one true God and disdain for the gifts of his grace and, positively, the idea and endeavor of humans to gain salvation by their own wisdom and strength. “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves” (Gen. 11:4). Of course, the concept of redemption and the way that leads to it differs, depending on the evil from which redemption is sought.2 It is also characteristic of all religions, in distinction from magic, for example, to seek redemption from a supernatural divine power who can help and desires to help but cannot be forced to do so and has to be propitiated and moved to offer help by sacrifices, prayers, ritual ceremonies, and moral conduct.3 In all these religions, however, the emphasis almost always falls on human action. It is humans who must satisfy the deity and fulfill its law. Whether the works they must perform are more ceremonial or more ethical in kind, whether they are more positive or more negative, humans are always their own savior: all religions other than the Christian religion are autosoteric. In the most primitive religions, the sense of sin is almost completely lost, and atonement, peace, and happiness are primarily achieved by magical actions and ritual ceremonies, though in all religions moral conduct also plays a role. In the higher religions, the duties of morality are frequently given more prominence, and salvation is made dependent especially on their fulfillment.
To the degree that in this fulfillment of the moral law the earthly calling of humans is rated more highly or less so, either a practical or an ascetic school of thought evolves in these moral religions. In Parsiism, for example, the cult forms only a relatively small component of the great battle that must be fought by every human against impurity, death, and devil. This battle must extend to all of life and consists not only in manifold ablutions, purifications, and adjurations, but also in the practice of all kinds of virtues (honesty, truth, righteousness, mercy, and so on) and the faithful pursuit of one’s earthly calling: “He who sows grain, sows holiness.”4 In Buddhism, on the other hand, since misery consists in life itself, redemption consists solely in mortifying the desire for existence. This desire is gradually numbed and quenched by following the eightfold path and especially by withdrawing from the external world into oneself.5 Yet no matter how the views of the moral law and its fulfillment may differ, it is nevertheless always humans themselves who must redeem themselves. “Be your own light!” Buddha told his pupils. “Be your own refuge. Do not take refuge in anything else. Hold onto the truth as to a lamp. Do not look for a refuge in anyone other than yourself.”6 Also Islam, which, remember, originated after Christianity, offers no deeper view of sin and grace. It locates redemption especially in liberation from the hellish punishment that strikes unbelievers and ranks redemption from sin, as sin, as much less important. Granted, the Muslim does pray for the forgiveness of sin, but one automatically becomes the recipient of it when one repents, that is, when one believes in the oneness of God and in Muhammad as his prophet and in addition performs the duties of religion (prayer, alms, fasts, pilgrimage). Redemption is not a gift of God but a person’s own act.7
Basically agreeing with these religions are the philosophical systems: the only way to salvation is the path of virtue, moral self-perfection. One can seek it in practical work, in ascetic self-denial, or in mystical contemplation; always, however, it is humans who by exerting all their powers try to work their way upward and to work out their own salvation. In that spirit Seneca said: “It is the task of the gods to see to it that we live, but ours that we live well.” In Cicero’s opinion, a person need not be thankful to God for the possession of virtue, for our virtue is a just ground for the praise of others and a proper reason for our own pride. This would not be the case if virtue were a gift of God and if we did not possess it as a result of our own efforts. “Did anyone ever render thanks to the gods because he was a good man?”8
THE SCRIPTURAL VIEW OF SALVATION: GRACE
Scripture’s view is very different. In the Old Testament already, it is God who immediately after the fall, out of grace, puts enmity between humanity and the serpent and brings humanity to his side (Gen. 3:15). It is he who elects Abraham and the people of Israel born of him to be his possession (Gen. 12:1; Exod. 15:13, 16; 19:4; 20:2; Deut. 7:6f.), who makes a covenant with them and gives his laws to them (Gen. 15:1; 17:2; Exod. 2:24–25; Deut. 4:5–13), who gives the blood on the altar for atonement (Lev. 17:11), and does all that is needed for his vineyard (Isa. 5; Jer. 2:21). But in virtue of that election and on the basis of that covenant, that people is also obligated now, on pain of the law’s curse (Deut. 27:26), to walk before God’s face with integrity and to keep his commandments (Gen. 17:1; Exod. 20; Deut. 10:15–16; etc.). The covenant relation did not depend on the observance of that law as an antecedent condition; it was not a covenant of works, but rested solely in God’s electing love. It must, however, receive its proof and seal in conduct according to the Lord’s law. After all, on Israel’s part it could not be accepted with a perfect heart and become a genuine reality, except by a faith that also had love for and a desire to walk in the way of the covenant. If the covenant is a reality and not just an idea, it includes the obligation and inclination to live in accordance with the requirement of the covenant. It is therefore also self-evident, however, that vis-à-vis the covenant and its law, the people could adopt a very different attitude. There were among them ungodly antinomian people, forerunners of the Sadducees, who cared neither about God nor about his commandments and who heaped scorn on the pious (Pss. 14:1; 36:2; 42:3, 10; 94:2; Mal. 2:17; 3:14). There were the Pharisaically minded, who stressed the outward observance of the law and based their righteousness and salvation on it (Amos 6:1; Jer. 7:4). Between these two groups were the few faithful, the sincerely pious, who were by no means indifferent to the law of the Lord, but meditated on it all day long and loved it with all their soul, yet did not base their righteousness and salvation on the observance of it. For although it is true that they frequently very strongly appealed to their righteousness and cried out to God to do them justice (Pss. 7:8; 17:1ff.; 18:21; 26:1ff.; 35:24; 41:12; 44:18, 21; 71:2; 119:121; 2 Kings 20:3; Job 16:17; Neh. 5:19; 13:14; etc.), these same persons at the same time humbly confess their sins, call on God to forgive them, and plead with him on the basis of his grace (Pss. 31:9–10; 32:1ff.; 38:1ff.; 40:13; 41:4; 130:2, 4; Isa. 6:5; 53:4; 64:6; Jer. 3:25; Mic. 7:9; Neh. 1:6; 9:33; Dan. 9:5, 7, 18; etc.). The righteousness of these godly people is not a personal quality but a characteristic of the cause they represent. They have right on their side because they abandon themselves to God.9 This trust in God is essentially what makes the righteous righteous in the Old Testament. They believe in God (האמין, Gen. 15:6; Exod. 14:31; 2 Chron. 20:20; Isa. 28:16; Hab. 2:4), trust in him (בטח, Pss. 4:5; 9:10), take refuge in him (חסה, Pss. 7:1; 18:2), fear him (ירא, Pss. 22:23; 25:12), hope in him (יחל, הוחיל, Pss. 31:25; 33:18), expect things from him (קִוָּה, Ps. 25:21), wait for him (חִכָּה, Ps. 33:20), lean on him (סמוך, Ps. 112:8; נכון, Ps. 57:7), and remain faithful to him (דבק, חשׁק, Ps. 91:14; 2 Kings 18:6; etc.). This faith is counted as righteousness (Gen. 15:6), just as elsewhere the keeping of God’s commandments is called righteousness (Deut. 6:25; 24:13).
The Old Testament: Nomism
The fact that this subjective righteousness, which basically consists in trust in God, is also a fruit of God’s grace and a working of his Spirit is the nature of the case in the Old Testament. Yet for this, too, the data are not lacking. In the case of Israel, one can never speak of a righteousness of its own: it has been chosen despite its stubbornness (Deut. 9:4–6). God is the source of all life and light, wisdom, power, blessedness (Deut. 8:17–18; Pss. 36:9; 68:19–20, 35; 73:25–26; Jer. 2:13, 31). “Not to us, O Lord, not to us but to your name give glory” is the prayer of Israel’s devout (Ps. 115:1). Humility is the disposition of their soul (Gen. 32:10; Ps. 116:12); a broken and contrite heart is pleasing to God (Ps. 51:18; Isa. 57:15). Not humans but God is always credited for every gift, and he is given thanks above all. All things are summoned to praise him; all things are requested from him in prayer, not only salvation from dangers but also knowledge of his law, the enlightenment of the eyes, and so on. It is God who has mercy on whom he will (Exod. 33:19) and records in his book who will live (Exod. 32:33). He promises unconditionally that he will be their God and they will be his people (Exod. 19:6; Lev. 26:12) and that always, after unfaithfulness and apostasy on the part of Israel, he will have compassion on them and give them repentance and life (Exod. 32:30–35; Num. 14; 16:45–50; Lev. 26:40–44; Deut. 4:31; 8:5; 30:1–7; 32:36–43; Neh. 9:31). He forgives sins for his name’s sake (Exod. 34:7 etc.) and sends his Spirit, who is the author of all spiritual life (Num. 11:25, 29; Neh. 9:20; Pss. 51:12; 143:10; Isa. 63:10). And if history then shows that Israel continually desecrates, abandons, or nullifies the covenant (Deut. 31:20; 1 Kings 11:11; 19:10, 14; Jer. 22:9; 32:32; etc.), prophecy proclaims that God on his part will never break that covenant and never abandon his people. He cannot do it for the sake of his name and fame among the Gentiles (Num. 14:16; Deut. 32:26–27; 1 Sam. 12:22; Joel 2:17–19; Isa. 43:21, 25; 48:8–11; Jer. 14:7, 20–21; Ezek. 20:43–44; 36:32). It is an eternal covenant that cannot fail because it is anchored in the grace of God (2 Kings 13:23; 1 Chron. 16:17; Pss. 89:1–5; 105:10; 106:45; 111:5; Isa. 54:10). He is responsible for both parties, as it were, not only for himself but also for his people, and he will therefore establish a new covenant, not let his Word and Spirit depart from them, but forgive their sins for his name’s sake, pour out his Spirit on all, give them a heart of flesh, write his law in their inmost being, and cause them to walk in his statutes (Deut. 30:6; Isa. 44:3; 59:21; Jer. 24:7; 31:31f.; Ezek. 11:19; 16:60; 18:31; 36:26; 39:29; Joel 2:28; Mic. 7:19; etc.).
[411] After the exile, however, these prophetic elements receded from Israel’s religion, a process that steered it in a one-sided, nomistic direction. In the year 445 BC, Ezra and Nehemiah, confronting the returnees with the law of Moses, obligated them all under oath to observe its commandments (Neh. 8–10). As a result a most remarkable change occurred in the mind and life of Israel’s people. Before the exile, it was averse to the law, constantly lapsing into all kinds of idolatry and wickedness and constantly becoming guilty of unfaithfulness and apostasy. But after the exile, it humbly submitted to the law, was profoundly averse to all idolatry and image worship, and took intense delight in the observance of God’s commandments. Very soon, however, and ever increasingly with the passage of time, it swung around to the other extreme. Although the postexilic prophets spoke out against this trend, when the voice of prophecy grew silent, the nomistic movement continued unhindered. The true and living God, who had revealed himself to Israel throughout the centuries, was eclipsed by his law, and that law increasingly became Israel’s one great privilege and the center of its life. This view was reinforced by the oppression and persecution it repeatedly had to endure. God, it was said, was keeping his distance. On account of their iniquities, he delivered his people up to the Gentiles. Only in the future would he again have compassion on them and by the agency of the Messiah elevate them above all peoples and place them at the head of the nations. Thus messianic expectation indeed continued to be alive in Israel and in time of oppression frequently awakened again with fanatic strength. But from that Messiah, people did not primarily expect the atonement of sin and the establishment of a new covenant but above all hoped that he would do justice to Israel, deliver it from all oppression, and restore its dominion over all the people of the earth.
Israel, accordingly, had to prepare for the coming of the Davidic king by the rigorous observance of the law. In all sorts of ways, this law was glorified. It was identified with the heavenly and eternal wisdom that proceeded from God as the first of his works and with which, as his beloved daughter, he continually occupied himself. Hence, because it was the perfect expression of salvation, it would also exist for all eternity. The other books of the Old Testament are on a less exalted level and will one day pass away, but the law remains from generation to generation. It is the source of all salvation and the fountain of eternal life. Although humankind after the fall only still continues to live by the mercy of God and although, after the appalling sin that Israel committed in the wilderness (Exod. 32), it owes its survival solely to God’s grace, it is now all the more obligated and also has the power to gain righteousness by the observance of the law. All human acts, and especially the deeds of the children of Israel, are weighed by God on the scale of the law. He records them in his book and daily renders his verdict, determining for each of them either the reward or the punishment. The good works performed by human beings are a gift to God and obligate him to make a gift in return. God and humanity are two contracting parties. All things in the world are determined in terms of the relation between works and rewards, not only in the life of the individual but also in the history of families, generations, peoples, humanity. All God’s acts, from the beginning to the end of the world, are based on human merit. In this system there is no longer any room for the atonement of sins in the biblical sense of the word; one can only speak of “atonement” insofar as repentance, faith, confession of sin (all of which are viewed as works alongside other works), self-chastisement, fasting, prayer, alms, mercy, study of the Torah, martyrdom, and so on can include a person in or restore a person to the ranks of the righteous. In addition, any deficiency in one’s own righteousness can be made good by that of others (the patriarchs, Moses, Joshua, David, or persons still living); even the dead still profit from the good works of the living. Hence there are many ways in which to secure atonement of sin and to acquire righteousness. But they all come down to one thing: observance of the law and all its—often endlessly detailed—commandments.
This consistent nomism fostered two minds among the Jews. When they assumed, sincerely or not, as was the case especially with many Pharisees, that they had fulfilled the whole law, they fell into spiritual pride and made their claims on God for reward (Matt. 19:20; Luke 18:11). But in the case of others, this nomism produced the conviction that righteousness could not be attained in the way of works. To the degree that people at the end of the day were satisfied with themselves or not, they had to count themselves among the righteous or the ungodly. But by this route they never arrived at the assurance of salvation. They did not experience delight in God or comfort and peace in his fellowship. Throughout their lives they were held in slavery by the fear of death (Heb. 2:15). To the degree that the law was understood more deeply and its fulfillment was pursued with greater seriousness, it made itself felt all the more as a yoke that the Jews could not bear (Acts 15:10). The book of 4 Ezra expressed this when it said: “We who have received the law must nevertheless perish on account of our sins.”10
The New Testament: Consolation of God’s Reign
One must know this state of Judaism in Jesus’ days to somewhat understand, in the richness of its consolation, his message of the gospel of the kingdom. On the one hand, that kingdom is pictured as a treasure kept in heaven and distributed as a reward to the righteous (Matt. 6:20; 13:43; 19:21; 25:46). Needed—to receive it in the future when it will be fully revealed—is another and better righteousness than that of the Pharisees (Matt. 5:20); it must be pursued before all else (Matt. 6:33) and purchased at all cost (Matt. 13:44–46; 19:21; Mark 9:43–47; 10:28–29). Still it is a very different kingdom from what the Jews envisioned at that time. It is spiritual, not political, in nature, as Jesus from the very beginning accepted it and asserted in the time of temptation (Matt. 4:1–10). It is spiritual qualities such as purity of heart, meekness, mercy, humility, and so on that mark its citizens (Matt. 5:3ff.; 18:4; 20:26–27). It is therefore universal: intended not only for the Jews but for all peoples (Matt. 8:11; 21:43). Also, it does not just make its appearance in the future but is already present now (Matt. 11:12; 12:28; Luke 17:21); it grows and expands like the seed and the leaven (Matt. 13:24ff.). Those who here receive it in faith like a child will in the future enter into it (Mark 10:15).
So, in an eschatological sense, that kingdom is indeed called a reward, but the work and the reward are in no way proportionate. The kingdom so far surpasses all else in value that all notions of reward vanish (Matt. 19:29; 20:13–15; 25:21; Mark 10:30; esp. Luke 17:10). The righteousness required to enter the kingdom is itself a good that God grants (Matt. 6:33), as are also the forgiveness of sins (Matt. 26:28; Luke 1:77; 24:47; etc.) and eternal life (Mark 10:30; Luke 18:30). And he gives that kingdom with all its benefits, not to the righteous, but to publicans and sinners (Matt. 9:13), to the lost (Matt. 18:11), to the poor and others (Matt. 5), to the children (Matt. 18:3; Mark 10:15). Theirs is the kingdom of heaven already on earth (Matt. 9:15; 11:11; 13:16–17; 23:13; Mark 10:15; Luke 17:21). Needed to participate in that kingdom, therefore, is not a righteousness of one’s own but repentance (μετανοια), a change of mind, and faith (πιστις), the acceptance of and trust in the gospel of the kingdom as God’s gift to the lost (Mark 1:15), and therefore trust in God (Mark 11:22), in Jesus’ word and power (Matt. 8:10; 9:2; Mark 4:40), in Jesus as the Messiah (Matt. 27:42; Mark 9:42; John 1:12; 2:11; 6:29; 17:8; 20:31; Acts 9:22; 17:3; 18:5; etc.). But even this μετανοια and πιστις themselves are again the gifts of God’s grace (Matt. 11:25, 27; 15:13; 16:17; Luke 10:22; John 6:44, 65; 12:32), so that only those come to faith who are of the truth (John 8:43, 47; 12:39; 18:37), who have been given to the Son by the Father (6:37ff.; 17:2, 6, 9; 10:26; 12:32), and who have already been born again (1:12–13; 8:47).
In the preaching of the apostles all this is elaborated at much greater length. The relation between the objective acquisition and subjective application of salvation now becomes much clearer. After Jesus died and was raised, it became much clearer to his disciples that the kingdom he preached—the kingdom with all its benefits of forgiveness, righteousness, and eternal life—was acquired by his suffering and death; and that he has been raised and glorified by the Father precisely to the end that he would apply these benefits to his own. The application is inseparable from the acquisition. It is one work that the mediator has been mandated to accomplish; and he will not rest until he can deliver in toto the whole kingdom to the Father. Yet no matter how inseparably connected the acquisition and application of salvation are, there is a distinction between them. Christ accomplished the former on earth, in the state of humiliation, by his suffering and death; he accomplishes the latter from heaven, in the state of exaltation, by his prophetic, priestly, and royal activity at the right hand of the Father. For that reason he also actualizes this application of salvation by the Holy Spirit. He himself was enabled and equipped by that Spirit to do the work he had to accomplish on earth. By that Spirit he was conceived in Mary’s womb (Luke 1:35), anointed at his baptism (Matt. 3:11), guided in the wilderness (Matt. 4:1); and by that Spirit he returned to Galilee (Luke 4:14), spoke his word (Mark 1:22), preached the gospel (Luke 4:18ff.), healed the sick and cast out unclean spirits (Matt. 12:28). Hence the Holy Spirit was at work in the power of his word and works, but also in his patient gentleness (Matt. 12:17–20), holy indignation (Mark 11:14–17), and heavenly joy (Luke 10:21). He was always full of the Holy Spirit (Luke 4:1) and accomplished all his work by the Spirit’s power, for God was with him (Acts 10:38). By that Spirit he offered himself up in death (Heb. 9:14) and was declared to be the Son of God with power when he was raised from the dead (Rom. 1:3–4). In the forty days between his resurrection and ascension, he issued instructions to his disciples by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:3). And at the ascension, in which he made all angels, authorities, and powers subject to himself (Eph. 4:8; 1 Pet. 3:22), he fully received the Holy Spirit along with all his gifts. Ascending on high, he took captivity captive, gave gifts to humans, and ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might fill all things (Eph. 4:8–10).
This appropriation of the Holy Spirit by Christ is so absolute that Paul can say in 2 Corinthians 3:17 that the Lord (i.e., Christ as the exalted Lord) is the Spirit. In saying this Paul is not trying to wipe out the distinction between the two, for in verse 18 he again immediately speaks, as he does in other passages (Rom. 8:9; Gal. 4:6), of the “Spirit of the Lord” and thereby describes him as the Spirit who belongs to Christ and proceeds from him. But on the occasion of the ascension, the Holy Spirit became Christ’s possession to such a high degree that he himself can be referred to as the Spirit. In his exaltation he became a life-giving Spirit (1 Cor. 15:45). He now possesses the seven Spirits, the Spirit in all his fullness, just as he has the seven stars (Rev. 3:1). The Spirit of God the Father has become the Spirit of the Son, the Spirit of Christ, who proceeds from both the Father and the Son, not only within the Godhead but, in keeping with this, also in the dispensation of salvation, and is sent forth as much by the Son as by the Father (John 14:26; 15:26; 16:7). The Spirit, who during his stay on earth had been poured out without measure on Christ, has now in his exaltation fully become the first principle of his life. He has laid aside all the life that is merely natural and psychological: now, as the life-giving Spirit, he will lead his church to glory by the same route.
THE OUTPOURING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
[412] The first activity Christ performs after his exaltation, therefore, consists in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Because he himself had been exalted by the right hand of God and had received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit (i.e., the Holy Spirit promised by God in the Old Testament), he could now impart that Spirit to his church on earth (Acts 2:33). The Spirit he bestows proceeds from the Father, is received by him from the Father, and is subsequently poured out on his church by Christ himself (Luke 24:49; John 15:26). It is the Father himself who sends the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ name (John 14:26). Before the ascension, therefore, there was as yet no Holy Spirit because Jesus was not yet glorified (John 7:39). This cannot mean that the Holy Spirit did not yet exist before Christ’s exaltation, for in the Old Testament there is repeated mention of God’s Spirit,11 and the Gospels tell us that Elizabeth and John the Baptist were filled with the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:15, 41), that Simeon was guided to the temple by the Holy Spirit (Luke 2:26–27), that Jesus had been anointed with him without measure (John 3:34). Nor can this mean that before the day of Pentecost the disciples did not know that a Holy Spirit existed. For they had been very differently schooled by the Old Testament and by Jesus himself. Even the disciples of John who told Paul at Ephesus that at their baptism they not only did not receive the Holy Spirit but also had not heard that there was a Holy Spirit (Acts 19:2) were saying not that the Holy Spirit’s existence was unknown to them but only that they had not heard of an extraordinary working of the Holy Spirit, that is, of the marvelous event on the day of Pentecost. After all, they knew very well that John was a prophet sent by God and equipped by his Spirit, but they had remained disciples of John, had not joined the company of Jesus, and therefore lived outside the church, which received the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost.
The event that took place on that day can therefore have no other meaning than that the Holy Spirit, who also existed before that day and gave many gifts and did great works, now, after Christ’s ascension, began to dwell at Christ’s initiative in the church as in his temple. After the creation and the incarnation, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is the third great work of God. This extraordinary gift of the Holy Spirit had already repeatedly been promised in the Old Testament. Not only would the Spirit of the Lord in all his fullness rest upon the Servant of the Lord (Isa. 11:2), but in the last days he would also be poured out upon all flesh, upon sons and daughters, the aged and the young, male and female slaves (Isa. 44:3; Ezek. 39:29; Joel 2:28ff.). John the Baptist, taking over this promise, said of the Messiah that he would baptize, not like himself with water, but with the Holy Spirit and with fire, the purifying and consuming fire of the Holy Spirit (Matt. 3:11; Luke 3:16; cf. Acts 2:3; 18:25; Rom. 12:11; 1 Thess. 5:19). And Jesus likewise promised his disciples that after his ascension he would send to them from the Father the Holy Spirit, who would lead them in all truth. In this connection he clearly distinguished two kinds of activity arising from the Holy Spirit. The one is that the Holy Spirit, poured out in the hearts of the disciples, will comfort them, lead them into the truth, and stay with them forever (John 14:16; 15:26; 16:7). But this Spirit of consolation and guidance is granted only to the disciples of Jesus; the world cannot receive this Spirit, because it neither sees him nor knows him (John 14:17). On the other hand, in the world the Holy Spirit engages in a very different kind of activity; living in the church and impacting the world from that base, he convicts it of sin and righteousness and judgment, proving it wrong on all three points (John 16:8–11).
Jesus fulfilled this promise vis-à-vis his disciples, that is, his apostles, even before his ascension. When on the evening of the day of his resurrection, he appeared to his apostles for the first time, he solemnly introduced them to their apostolic task, breathed on them, and said: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (John 20:22–23). They need a special endowment and power of the Holy Spirit for the apostolic office that they will soon have to perform. This is given them by Christ before his ascension, in distinction from what they will later receive on the day of Pentecost in communion with all believers. For on that day the apostles were not alone but were devoted to prayer together with certain women, including Mary, the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers and many others, about 120 persons in all (Acts 1:14; 2:1). All of them were then filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4). Although the same expression occurs earlier (Exod. 31:3; Mic. 3:8; Luke 1:41), there is a clear difference in meaning. Whereas earlier the Holy Spirit was given temporarily for a specific purpose to certain isolated individuals, he now descends on all the members of the church and from this time on continues to live and work in them all. Just as in the days of the Old Testament, the Son of God in fact repeatedly appeared but did not choose human nature for his dwelling place until he was conceived in Mary’s womb, so also in earlier times various activities as well as the gift of the Holy Spirit were present. But it was only on the day of Pentecost that he made the church into his temple, a temple he perpetually sanctifies, builds up, and never again abandons. The indwelling of the Holy Spirit confers on the church of Christ an independent existence. It is now no longer enclosed within the circle of Israel’s existence as a people and within the boundaries of Palestine but lives independently by the Spirit, who lives within it, and expands over the whole earth and reaches out to all peoples. God by his Spirit now moves from the temple on Zion to take up residence in the body of Christ’s church, which is, consequently, born on this very day as a mission and world church. The ascension of Christ necessarily results and proves its authenticity in the descent of the Holy Spirit. Just as the Spirit first consecrated and perfected Christ through his suffering and raised him to the supreme summit, so now he must in the same manner and by the same means shape the body of Christ until it achieves its full maturity and becomes the fullness (pleroma) of him who fills all in all (Eph. 1:23).
In the early period this outpouring of the Holy Spirit was accompanied in the life of Christ’s disciples by a range of extraordinary forces and workings. The moment they were filled with the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost, they began to speak in other languages as the Spirit enabled them (Acts 2:4). According to Luke’s description, we are dealing here not with a miracle of hearing but with a miracle of speaking or language. Luke was a coworker of Paul and entirely familiar with the phenomenon of glossolalia as this occurred, for example, in the church of Corinth. He himself also speaks of it in Acts 10:46–47 and 19:6. Undoubtedly, the phenomenon that occurred on the day of Pentecost was related to glossolalia, for otherwise Peter could not have said that Cornelius and his household had received the Holy Spirit “just as we have” (Acts 10:47; cf. 11:17; 15:8). Yet there was a difference. For in 1 Corinthians 14, as also in Acts 10:46 and 19:6, there is mention of tongues or languages without the adjective “foreign,” which the Authorized Version [Dutch: Statenvertaling] therefore mistakenly added, but Acts 2:4 expressly speaks of “other” languages. When the members of the church of Corinth speak in tongues, they are not understood unless someone interprets (1 Cor. 14:2ff.). But at Jerusalem the disciples already spoke in other languages before the crowd came running and heard them, so that a hearing miracle is excluded (Acts 2:4). And when the crowd heard them, they understood what was said, for everyone heard them speak in his or her native language (Acts 2:6, 8). The other languages of which verse 4 speaks are therefore undoubtedly the same as those that in verse 6 are called the native languages of those who heard them (cf. also v. 8). Accordingly, they were not unintelligible sounds that the disciples uttered, but other languages, “new” languages, as they are called in Mark 16:17, languages that unlearned Galileans were not expected to speak (Acts 2:7). And in those languages they proclaimed God’s mighty works, especially those that he had done in the last days in the resurrection and ascension of Christ (Acts 2:4, 14ff.).
Now this report by Luke must not be understood to say that the disciples of Jesus at that moment knew and spoke all possible languages from around the world. Nor does it mean that they all individually spoke in foreign languages. It was not even the intent of the miracles of language to say that the disciples proclaimed the gospel to foreigners in their native language because they could not understand it otherwise. For the fifteen names listed in verses 9–11 refer not to that many languages but to the countries from which the foreigners had come to Jerusalem on the occasion of the feast of Pentecost. And all these foreigners understood Aramaic or Greek, so that there was no need for the apostles to be equipped with the gift of foreign languages. In any case, in the New Testament there is never again any reference to this gift of foreign languages. Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, who more than anyone else would then have needed and received them, never mentions them. In the world of that time, he could manage everywhere with the ability to speak Aramaic and Greek. Hence this speaking in foreign languages on the day of Pentecost was an isolated occurrence. Though related to glossolalia, it was a special kind and a superior form of it. Whereas glossolalia is to be viewed as a weakening and diminution of it—which Paul for that reason rated as much inferior to prophecy—the speaking of languages in Jerusalem was, as it were, a combination of glossolalia and prophecy, an intelligible proclamation of God’s mighty deeds in the native languages of the peoples [represented there]. The working of the Spirit, who had just been poured out in his fullness, was then so powerful that it controlled the whole conscious mind and expressed itself in the utterance of articulated sounds that were recognized by those who heard them as their own native languages. The purpose of this miracle of speech, accordingly, was not to equip the disciples permanently with the knowledge of foreign languages but in an extraordinary way to produce a powerful impression of the great fact that had now taken place. How could this have been done better than by letting this just-established, small world church proclaim in many languages the mighty works of God? At the creation the morning stars sang, and all the children of God shouted with joy. At the birth of Christ a multitude of heavenly hosts raised a song of jubilation to God’s good pleasure. On the birthday of the church, the church itself acclaims in many languages the great works of God.12
Although this speaking in languages on the day of Pentecost occupies a special place, the outpouring of the Spirit becomes manifest in that early period in numerous extraordinary signs of power. In the nomistic Judaism of that time, we rarely find any references to the Holy Spirit. God has become a God from afar and no longer dwells with his Spirit in the hearts of humans.13 But with John the Baptist and subsequently especially with the appearance of Christ, a new era was ushered in. The Spirit who descended on him was a Spirit of love and of power, and that is how he also became manifest in the church after the day of Pentecost. As a rule the Spirit was granted after someone had come to faith, sometimes at the time of baptism (Acts 2:38), or at the laying on of hands before the baptism (Acts 9:17), or at the laying on of hands after the baptism (Acts 8:17; 19:6), usually bringing along a special gift as well as power. We read, for example, that by the Spirit the disciples were given “boldness” in speaking the word (Acts 4:8, 31), an unusual measure of faith (6:5; 11:24), comfort and joy (9:31; 13:52), wisdom (6:3, 10), glossolalia (10:46; 15:8; 19:6), prophecy (11:28; 20:23; 21:11), appearances and revelations (7:55; 8:39; 10:19; 13:2; 15:28; 16:6; 20:22), miraculous healings (3:6; 5:12, 15–16; 8:7, 13). As did the works Jesus performed, so also these extraordinary feats of power manifested in the church provoked fear and amazement (2:7, 37, 43; 3:10; 4:13; 5:5, 11, 13, 24). On the one hand, they nettled the opposition and provoked the hearts of the enemies to hatred and persecution, but, on the other, they also prepared the soil for the reception of the seed of the gospel. In that first period they were necessary to effect in the world acceptance and permanence for the confession of Christ.
THE FULLNESS OF SALVATION AS THE SPIRIT’S GIFT
[413] Accordingly, throughout the apostolic period these extraordinary workings of the Spirit continued. We know this especially from the witness of the apostle Paul. He himself, in his own person, was amply gifted with the special gifts of the Spirit. In a special manner, by a revelation of Jesus Christ himself, he was brought to conversion on the road to Damascus and called to be an apostle (Acts 9:3ff.). Also later, he repeatedly became the recipient of revelation (Acts 16:7, 9; 2 Cor. 12:1–7; Gal. 2:2; etc.). He knew he had the gift of knowledge, teaching, glossolalia, and prophecy; he preached the gospel in demonstration of the Spirit and of power (1 Cor. 2:4), and Christ worked through him to bring about obedience among the Gentiles with words and works, by the power of signs and wonders, and by the power of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 15:18–19; 2 Cor. 12:12). Similar gifts were also given to other believers. In 1 Corinthians 12:8–10 and Romans 12:6–8, as he lists several of them, the apostle says that in differing degrees they were all distributed by one and the same Spirit, apportioned to each one individually as he wills (1 Cor. 12:11). They are a fulfillment of the promise made already in the Old Testament (Gal. 3:14), and should be viewed as the first fruits that guarantee a great harvest and serve as an advance on the future heavenly inheritance (Rom. 8:23; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:14; 4:30).
However highly the apostle may value all these gifts, he nevertheless applies to them all the criterion that they must agree with the confession of Jesus as Lord (1 Cor. 12:3). He challenges their misuse in the interest of self-elevation and contempt of others and demands that they be sincerely and readily used for the benefit of one’s neighbor, for all believers are members of one body and need one another (1 Cor. 12:12–30). For that reason he distinguishes between the gifts in terms of whether they serve to edify the church (1 Cor. 12:7; 14:12). For that reason he rates glossolalia far below prophecy (1 Cor. 14) and counsels all believers to strive after the best gifts. Among these gifts love is the most excellent, for without it all other gifts are worthless (1 Cor. 12:31–13:13). In saying this, the apostle shifted the center of gravity from the temporary and passing manifestations of the Spirit to those regular activities of a spiritual and moral nature that the Holy Spirit continually brings to bear in the church. Already in the Old Testament, this emphasis sometimes comes through, for although all sorts of extraordinary gifts and powers were attributed to the Spirit of God, he is also and will in the future be above all the author of all true spiritual and moral life (Pss. 51:12; 143:10; Isa. 32:15; Ezek. 36:27). Jesus aligns himself with this viewpoint when in his conversation with Nicodemus, he asserts that there is no access to or participation in the kingdom of heaven except by a new birth and that rebirth can only be effected by the Spirit of God (John 3:3, 5). And in his farewell discourses, he explains at length that soon the Holy Spirit will take his place and that he will then be their comforter, guide, advocate, and representative (John 14–16).
Accordingly, though in that early period many extraordinary signs of power attended the outpouring of the Spirit, signs that were appreciated by all and overrated by some, we must not lose sight of the fact that that same abundant communication of the Spirit became manifest in many religious and moral virtues. The disciples of Christ were all most intimately tied together by them into one independent holy community. They persevered in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and the prayers (Acts 2:42). They were of one heart and soul, and no one said that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had everything in common (Acts 4:32). By that Spirit they gained the freedom and boldness to speak the word, were strengthened in their faith, comforted, and given joy in oppression (Acts 4:8, 31; 6:5; 9:31; 11:24; 13:52; etc.). And, as is evident from the letters of the apostles, this is even much more clearly manifest in the other churches. It is the Holy Spirit who brings about the most intimate fellowship between Christ and his church and among believers mutually. Granted, he is distinct from the Father and the Son, another Comforter (John 14:16), mentioned separately alongside of the two others (Matt. 28:19; 1 Cor. 12:4; 2 Cor. 13:13; Rev. 1:4). But he is also one with them in essence and able therefore to incorporate believers fully into communion with them and to impart to them all their benefits.
His activity is therefore absolutely not exclusively—not even mainly—restricted to the communication of extraordinary gifts and powers, not even solely to the communication of the benefits of Christ, apart from his person. If Christ by his suffering and death had acquired only the forgiveness of sins, it would be enough for the Holy Spirit to confirm the proclamation of this gospel (John 15:26–27; Acts 5:32; 1 Cor. 2:4; 2 Cor. 4:13; 1 Thess. 1:5–6; 1 Pet. 1:12), to prove the world wrong (John 16:8–11), to work faith in people’s hearts (1 Cor. 2:5; 12:3; Eph. 1:19–20; 2:8; Col. 2:12; Phil. 1:29; 1 Thess. 2:13), and to assure believers of their status as children of God (Rom. 8:15–16). But this objective judicial benefit of forgiveness is not the only one; it is followed by the ethical and mystical benefit of sanctification. Christ not only takes away the guilt of sin but also breaks its power. He died, one for all, that those who live might live no longer for themselves but for Christ (2 Cor. 5:15). In the fulfillment of the law (the law that gives sin its power), that is, in forgiveness, the power of sin has in principle also been broken: where there is righteousness, there is also life. Romans 3–5 is followed by Romans 6–8. Christ has not only died, but he also rose and was glorified. He is and remains the Lord from heaven, the life-giving Spirit, who not only died for the church but also lives and works in it. Now this communion between Christ and the church is effected and maintained by the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, accordingly, is not only he who produces the faith and assures us of our status as children of God but also the author of a new life; and faith is not merely the acceptance of a witness from God but also the beginning and principle of a new lifestyle (2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 2:10; 4:24; Col. 3:9–10). In and by the Spirit, Christ himself comes to his own (John 14:18), lives in them (Rom. 8:9–11; 2 Cor. 13:5; Gal. 2:20; Eph. 3:17; Col. 3:11) as, conversely, believers by that Spirit exist, live, think, and act in Christ (John 17:21; Rom. 8:1, 9–10; 12:5; 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 3:28; 5:25; Eph. 1:13; Col. 2:6, 10). Christ is all and in all (Col. 3:11).14
And not only Christ but God himself by this Spirit comes to take up residence in them and to fill them with his fullness in order that in the end he may be all in all (John 14:23; 1 Cor. 3:16–17; 6:19; 15:28; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:22). By effecting communion with the person of Christ, the Holy Spirit also effects participation in all his benefits, his wisdom (1 Cor. 2:6–10), righteousness (1 Cor. 6:11), holiness (1 Cor. 6:11; Rom. 15:16; 2 Thess. 2:13), redemption (Rom. 8:2, 23). He assures believers of their status as children of God (Rom. 8:14–17; Gal. 4:6) and of the love of God (Rom. 5:5). He makes them free from the law and causes them to act together in the world as one church, living by a principle of their own and under a head of their own (Acts 2; 2 Cor. 3; Gal. 4:21–6:10).15 He unites believers in one body (1 Cor. 12:13), leads them to the one Father (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6; Eph. 2:18), brings all to the confession of Christ as Lord (1 Cor. 12:3), makes them one in heart and soul (Acts 4:31–32; Gal. 5:22; Phil. 2:1–2), and makes them grow up together to maturity in Christ (1 Cor. 3:10–15; Eph. 4:1–16; Gal. 2:19). He is the author of regeneration (John 3:5–6; Titus 3:5), life (John 6:63; 7:38–39; Rom. 8:2; 2 Cor. 3:6), illumination (John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13; 1 Cor. 2:6–16; 2 Cor. 3:12; 4:6; Eph. 1:17; 1 John 2:20; 4:6; 5:6), various gifts (Rom. 12:3–8; 1 Cor. 12:4ff.), renewal and sanctification (Rom. 8; Gal. 5:16, 22; Eph. 3:16), of their being sealed and glorified (Rom. 8:11, 23; 2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1:13–14; 4:30).16
[414] That faith in Christ was the way to salvation was, of course, a certainty in the church from the beginning. Believers, after all, knew themselves to have been placed in a special relationship to God and continuously preserved in it by his grace. They were the elect of God adopted by Jesus Christ to be his own people. By the agency of Christ they had taken refuge in his mercy and were the new people with whom God had established his covenant.17 And this Christ not only was the revelation of God by whom they had learned to know God but also gave his blood for their sins. He gave himself up to purify them by the forgiveness of sins, to vivify them by his wounds.18 In that way, then, he is the Lord and high priest of their confession, the object of their faith who also continually preserves them and builds them up in the faith.19 Those who do not believe in the blood of Christ are condemned.20 We are not justified by ourselves; not on account of our wisdom or piety or works that we have performed in holiness of heart, but by faith, from the beginning, the Almighty God has justified everyone.21 We are saved by grace, not by works, in virtue of God’s will, by Jesus Christ.22
After the Apostolic Fathers, we encounter the same thoughts in the writings of the Apologists. Although, against Gnosticism they stress that the true knowledge and wisdom, the real philosophy, has been revealed in Christ, they do not forget that Christ is also the Savior and Redeemer. This comes out especially in Justin. No one is saved except by the merits of Christ, who took the curse on himself and made satisfaction for all, who redeems all who do penance and believe.23 He even speaks repeatedly of a grace that is anterior to our works, illumines us, and leads us to faith.24 Irenaeus much more intimately links salvation to faith in Christ25 and also says that the Holy Spirit has been sent to work out the will of the Father in humans and to renew them, and that that Spirit is as necessary as the rain and the dew are to make the land fruitful.26 Origen even testifies that the will of humans is of itself incapable of repenting “unless it is assisted or fortified by divine aid.” God is the “first and foremost cause of the work.”27 The moral corruption of humanity and the necessity of the grace of the Holy Spirit have been even more strongly expressed by the Latin fathers (Tertullian, Cyprian, Ambrose), on whose pronouncements Augustine therefore based himself.28 Tertullian says, “This will be the power of the grace of God, more potent indeed than nature, exercising its sway over the faculty that underlies itself within us—even the freedom of our will.”29 From Cyprian come the words that are repeatedly cited by Augustine: “We must boast in nothing since nothing is our own.”30 Ambrose already knows of an interior grace that works upon the will and softens it: “The will of humans is prepared by God.” The fact that God is venerated by the saints is due to God’s grace.31
Yet in those first centuries, the doctrine of the application of salvation was not at all developed and in part already steered in wrong directions early on. Although there are a few “testimonies of evangelical truth” here and there, on the whole the gospel was soon construed as a new law. Faith and repentance were generally regarded as the necessary way to salvation but were ultimately the product of human freedom. Though salvation had objectively been acquired by Christ, to become participants in it the free cooperation of humans was needed. Faith as a rule was no more than the conviction of the truth of Christianity, and repentance soon acquired the character of a penance that satisfied for sins. The sins committed before one’s baptism were indeed forgiven in baptism, but those committed after baptism had to be made good by penance. Penitence was frequently still viewed as sincere contrition over sin, but the emphasis shifted increasingly to the external acts in which it had to manifest itself, such as prayer, fasting, almsgiving, and so on, and these good works were viewed as a “satisfaction of work.” Soteriology was altogether externalized. Not the application of salvation by the Holy Spirit to the heart of the sinner but the achievement of so-called good—often totally arbitrary—works was regarded as the way of salvation. Christian discipleship consisted in copying the life and suffering of Christ, which was vividly portrayed before people’s eyes. Martyrs, ascetics, and monks were the best Christians.32
PELAGIUS AND AUGUSTINE
Pelagius strayed much farther from the doctrine of grace than any of his predecessors; he abandoned the Christian foundation on which all of them still based themselves and renewed the self-sufficient principle of pagan philosophy, specifically that of the Stoics. Not only did he sever all connections between Adam’s sin and ours, so that neither guilt nor pollution nor even death was a consequence of the first transgression, but Christianity itself lost its absolute significance. Salvation was not bound to Christ but could also be obtained by following the natural law (lex naturae) and positive law (lex positiva). Hence, in Pelagius’s theology there could be no internal grace, no regenerating grace of the Holy Spirit which not only illumined the mind but also bent the will. He admittedly did speak of grace but meant by it only: (a) natural ability, the gift of being able to will, which God grants to every person—creating grace; (b) the objective grace of the proclamation of the law or the gospel and of the example of Christ, which was directed to the human intellect and instructed people in the way of salvation—illuminating grace; and (c) the forgiveness of sins and future salvation, which would be granted to the person who believed and did good works. Grace of the first kind, therefore, was proper to all humans. Grace of the second kind was not strictly necessary but served only to make it easier for people to acquire salvation. It was not efficacious grace (gratia operans) but only a form of assistance to people. Nor was it granted to all, but only to those who had made themselves worthy of it by the proper use of their natural powers. It was not a preparatory (or arousing) grace, nor was it irresistible grace, which is more truly “fate under the name of grace.” Finally, it was not necessary and was not granted by God or by the performance of every good deed (individual acts) but only of some. Many good works were performed by humans without any grace.33
Semi-Pelagianism moderated this system. It taught that though humanity was not spiritually dead as a result of Adam’s sin, it was ill; that its freedom of the will had not been lost but was weakened; and that humans therefore—to do the good and to obtain salvation—needed the assistance of divine grace. However, the grace that illumines the mind and supports the will may never be detached from but must always be viewed in connection with the freedom of will still remaining in humans. Grace and will work together and do so in such a way that in God’s intent grace is universal and meant for all but in fact only profits those who make the proper use of their freedom of will. It is ours to will [the good], God’s to carry it to its conclusion (Nostrum est velle, Dei perficere). Sometimes, as in Paul, grace may be antecedent; yet, as a rule, the will is first. The beginning of faith and persevering in it is a matter of the will; grace is needed only for the increase of faith. God helps those who help themselves. An efficacious or irresistible grace does not exist, and even prevenient grace is usually denied.34
[415] Proceeding, as he did, from humanity’s total moral corruption as a result of Adam’s sin and of its total inability to do any spiritual good, Augustine arrived at a completely different doctrine of grace. Frequently he also described the objective benefits—the gospel, baptism, the forgiveness of sins, and so on—with the word “grace.” But this grace is not enough. Still another grace is needed, an internal and spiritual kind that illumines the intellect and bends the will. First, Augustine had taught another doctrine, namely, that though God called us, believing was something we had to do.35 But later, around AD 396, especially as a result of reflection on 1 Corinthians 4:7, he arrived at a different insight.36 Now he writes that grace not only consists in the external preaching of the law and the gospel, which instructs and admonishes us and in that sense offers help, but is above all “a hidden inspiration of God, an inspiration of faith and the fear of God, an aid in doing well, joined to nature and to doctrine by the inspiration of a burning and most dazzling love, a supply of virtue, an inspiration of love through the Holy Spirit.”37 A fruit of election, “the effect of predestination itself,” grace is distributed according to the divine mercy, not according to merit.38
For that reason it is of course gratuitous. It would not be grace were it not wholly free.39 The Holy Spirit blows where he wills, “not following merits but producing them.”40 Grace is anterior to all merits; it is prevenient, preparatory, antecedent, and efficacious. It “is prevenient to the unwilling to make him will.”41 It inwardly illumines the intellect and frees it from blindness.42 It produces faith, which is a gift of God, and creates a good will, love for the good, and the capacity to do good and removes the weakness from it. “Let us acknowledge that it is by a secret, wonderful, and ineffable power operating within that God works in human hearts, not only revelations of the truth, but even good dispositions of the will.”43 This grace, furthermore, is irresistible; it inexorably and insuperably has its way with the human will.44 It is not rejected by any heart, however hard, for God by grace takes away the heart of stone and puts a heart of flesh in its place.45 The elect, who receive this grace, are not only enabled to come to Christ by it but actually also come to him.
This does not mean, however, that God by his grace suppresses or destroys the free will of humans, for, to the contrary, grace rather liberates the will from the slavery of sin. “Do we then by grace make void free will? God forbid! No, rather we establish free will. For even as the law is established by faith, so free will is not made void by grace but established, for grace restores the health of the will.”46 For that reason Augustine could also say: “To yield our consent to God’s summons or to withhold it is the proper function of our own will,”47 for both those who believe and those who do not believe do this voluntarily: “No one believes except by the consent of the will.” So far was he removed from again putting the decision back into human hands by this statement, however, that he immediately continues by saying: “This word does not invalidate but rather confirms the word of the apostle: ‘What have you that you did not receive?’ For the soul cannot receive and possess these gifts, which are here referred to, except by yielding its consent. And thus whatever it possesses, and whatever it receives, is from God; and yet the act of receiving and having belongs, of course, to the receiver and possessor. Now, should any man be for constraining us to examine into this profound mystery, why this person is so persuaded as to yield, and that person is not, there are only two things occurring to me, which I should like to advance as my answer: ‘O the depth of the riches!’ and ‘Is there unrighteousness with God?’ ”48 Like the beginning, so also the progress of faith and love is due solely to God’s grace. Operative grace turns into cooperating, consequent, and subsequent grace. It effects not only the willing but also the working and the fulfilling. Without Christ we can do nothing. Therefore, “as we begin, it is said: ‘his mercy shall go before me’; as we finish, it is said: ‘his mercy shall follow me.’ ”49 It is God “who prepares the will and perfects in us by his cooperation what he initiates by his operation.… He therefore operates without us in order that we may will, but when we will, and so will that we may act, he cooperates with us. We can, however, do nothing ourselves to effect good works of piety without him either working that we may will or co-working when we will.”50 God’s mercy “follows the willing that he may not will in vain.”51 And that grace is necessary not just for the performance of some good deeds but for all. “The human will must be assisted by the grace of God to every good movement of action, speech, or thought.”52 Objectively and subjectively, from beginning to end, the work of salvation is a work of God’s grace and of his grace alone.53
Pelagianism was condemned at the Synod of Carthage (418), whose canons were endorsed by Pope Zosimus and later by Celestine I, and again at the Council of Ephesus (431) and the Synod of Orange (529). This last synod also rejected semi-Pelagianism, and its canons were confirmed by Boniface II.54 Consequently, it became official church doctrine that as a result of Adam’s sin, the whole person is corrupted, and that both the beginning and the increase of faith is owing, not to ourselves or our natural powers, but to the grace of God. That grace of God not only teaches us what we must do and not do but also enables us “to know what ought to be done, even to love and to be able to do it.” It is due to the infusion, operation, inspiration, and illumination of the Holy Spirit in us, which precedes and prepares our will, reforms (corrigens) our will from infidelity to faith, and causes us to will and to work.55 Since then, the necessity of internal and prevenient grace has been taught by all. Also the Synod of Quiercy (853), which condemned Gottschalk, confessed: “We have free will for good, preceded and aided by grace … freed by grace and by grace healed from corruption,”56 just as Rabanus said that God “by his Holy Spirit rules within and comforts without by spiritual zeal.”57 The scholastics followed the same track. Lombard says that by sin humans lost the freedom of the will and that now “they do not have the strength to rise up either to actually willing the good or doing it unless they are liberated and assisted by grace: liberated indeed so that they may will, and assisted so that they may actually do it.”58 Hence the difference between operative grace and cooperative grace is, as in Augustine, that the former “precedes the good will: by it the human will is liberated and prepared, so that it may will good things and effectively do the good.” But “cooperative grace follows the-now-good will with assistance.”59 According to Aquinas, a person can indeed do a number of naturally good things without grace,60 but that person needs grace “to be healed and to perform the good of supernatural virtue,” to love God, to keep the law, to acquire eternal life, to prepare for the grace of justification, to rise up again from sin, to refrain from sinning, and each time he or she needs new grace to know and do the good and to persevere in it.61 Similarly, Trent established that adults, to prepare themselves for the grace of justification, needed prevenient grace, so that those who “by sin were turned away from God, through his stimulating and assisting grace are disposed to convert themselves to their own justification.”62 Rome, therefore, definitely teaches the necessity of prevenient (actual, stimulating, or arousing) grace and hence rejects the Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism that attributed the beginning and increase of faith to the powers of [unregenerate] human nature.
SEMI-PELAGIANISM?
There is reason to ask, however, whether Rome, in speaking of prevenient grace, has in mind anything more than the external call of the gospel, which exerts moral impact on the intellect and will, and which was also recognized by Pelagius and his followers. Sometimes, in any case, its description of that grace is very weak: Trent identifies it with the calling “whereby they are called without any existing merits on their part.”63 Yet Rome understands by prevenient grace an inward influence of the Holy Spirit on intellect and will. The Synod of Orange spoke of an infusion and operation in us of the Holy Spirit. Trent called it “arousing” or “stimulating” (excitans) and described it in the words: “God touches the heart of man through the illumination of the Holy Spirit.”64 Aquinas says that the grace by which an adult prepares himself or herself for justification consists not in “some habitual grace” but in “an operation of God by which the soul is turned toward himself,”65 some “assistance of God moving the soul within or inspiring a good purpose.”66 Bonaventure sometimes also calls it a “grace freely given” and says that humans need it to prepare for justification and that it “arouses” (excitat) their free will.67 Bellarmine describes it as a “grace of special assistance,” as a “motion” or “action by which God moves a human toward activity”68 and as “special assistance,” “grace that arouses and assists extrinsically,” contrasting it with “indwelling grace,” “infused grace,” “the Holy Spirit dwelling in us.”69 Among theologians there was much disagreement also about the characteristic nature of that preparatory grace. Thomists considered it a “physical quality supernaturally infused,” “a certain physical entity.” Molina, Lessius, Ripalda viewed it as “an illumination of the mind and an inspiration of the will.” Suárez, Tanner, and others thought that it was not anything created but that the Holy Spirit himself moved the will immediately. Yet it is generally viewed as “gratuitous assistance,” “an internal and supernatural gift of God,” “an illumination of the mind,” and “an immediate movement of the will,” which conveys to humans not only “moral strengths” but also “physical powers” and enables them to prepare for justification.70
[416] But with that Rome’s rejection of semi-Pelagianism was over: in any case, in a roundabout way it was again smuggled back in. For, in the first place, Rome taught that the freedom of the will, though weakened by sin, is not lost;71 even without grace humans can perform many naturally and civilly good works, which are absolutely not sinful. They can know and love God as creator and lead a decent life. And even though in the long run it is difficult to observe the whole law and to resist all temptations, as such this is not impossible. The “natural man” as such is a complete human.72 Second, Rome departs from Augustine in that it views “prevenient grace” as a grace that confers the capacity to believe but not the act of believing itself. On the contrary, prevenient (actual) grace is granted to all adults within hearing of the gospel, but it lies in their power to accept or reject it. “According to the Catholic faith,” said the Council of Orange II, “we believe this also, that after grace has been received through baptism, all the baptized with the help and cooperation of Christ can and ought to fulfill what pertains to the salvation of the soul, if they will labor faithfully.”73 And Trent declared that humans can consent to prevenient grace and cooperate with it but also reject it.74 Among theologians, however, there was much disagreement on this point. The Augustinians, among whom Berti is the most notable, teach that prevenient (actual, sufficient) grace confers the capacity (posse) but not the will (velle) to believe. Needed—in order that people may be not only capable but also desirous of believing and may actually believe, and that sufficient grace may in fact become efficacious—is a “victorious delight” (delectatio victrix) that overcomes “carnal delight” (delectatio carnalis), which is its opposite, and which transforms “being able” into “being willing.” Hence the will must be transformed by “victorious delight,” which is stronger than desire (concupiscentia). Thomists, [such as] Báñez, Gonet, Lemos, Billuart, and others, similarly say that sufficient grace confers the capacity but not the will to believe; to produce the latter must be augmented by a “physical action of God,” that is, a “physical advancement” or “predetermination.” Augustinians and Thomists accordingly agree in teaching that efficacious grace depends not on the human will but on grace itself and that the act of believing infallibly follows “victorious delight.” They differ, however, in that the latter accept an essential, objective distinction between “sufficient” and “efficacious” grace, whereas the former believe that the two do not basically differ but that there are degrees in grace, so that a grace that is only “sufficient” for one person may—because of a lesser hardening—be efficacious in another. But one cannot say that this idea does justice to the Tridentine “capacity to assent or to reject.” The Molinists therefore made the efficacy of grace depend on the human will,75 and Congruists like Bellarmine76 let it be determined by a “foreseen congruence or incongruence of grace” with the condition or circumstances of those to whom at any given time grace was offered.77
Catholic doctrine comes down to the following: in baptism the children born in the church receive regeneration (justification; infused grace) but those who hear the gospel at a later age receive “sufficient grace,” which consists in an illumination of the intellect and a reinforcement of the will by the Holy Spirit. A person can reject this grace but also assent to it. If he or she assents to it, this “arousing” grace (gratia excitans) passes into aiding or cooperative grace. A person works with it to prepare himself or herself for justification (gratia infusa; habitualis). This preparation has the following seven components: that humans, aided by God’s grace, begin to believe God’s Word, discover that they are sinners, learn to hope for God’s mercy, begin to love him, begin to hate sin, resolve to have themselves baptized and to lead a new life.78 Faith here does not occupy a central place but is coordinate with the other six preparations for the grace of justification. It is, accordingly, no more than an assent to the truth of Christianity, that is, to the doctrine of the church (unformed faith), and only acquires its justifying power by love (faith formed by love), which is imparted by the grace infused. Taken by itself it cannot justify; it is only called justifying faith because it is the beginning of human salvation, the foundation and root of all justification, that is, the first of the above preparations.
Now if a person has thus prepared himself or herself and has done what was in him or her79—whether this consists in the proper use of his or her grace-sustained80 or natural81 powers—God cannot refuse the infused grace. Admittedly, the person has not merited this grace, for the grace given far surpasses it in value; yet it is fair that God should, by the standard of a merit of congruity, reward those who thus do their very best with infused grace.82 This is granted in baptism and consists in the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the infusion of supernatural virtues, participation in the divine nature, and is followed by the forgiveness of sins, which jointly with infused grace constitutes the two parts of justification.83 Hence, in the theology of Rome, the forgiveness of sins is the negative counterpart of a person’s positive renewal. Sin is forgiven because and insofar as it has been eradicated.
Now if in baptism a person has become the recipient of this infused grace, he or she can in fact lose it again as a result of mortal sins and also must do penance for venial sins, not only with contrition of the heart but also with oral confession and penance. Nonetheless, in infused grace a person has received the supernatural power to do good works and hence all subsequent grace, indeed even to merit eternal life according to a merit of condignity. For the good works one performs flow from a supernatural principle and are therefore deserving of a supernatural reward. From this perspective, finally, the underlying aim of this Catholic doctrine of grace becomes clear. Grace serves only to make it possible for human beings to again merit heavenly beatitude. That was basically the case even in Augustine. In his work, grace, however granted without merit, consisted primarily not in the forgiveness of sins but in regeneration, in the infusion of love, which renders a person capable of doing good works and thus of obtaining eternal life. “[Humans] therefore receive righteousness that, on account of it, they may deserve to receive blessedness.”84 While merits do not precede grace and faith, they do follow them.85 “Merit is prepared by believing.”86 “Grace precedes merit: grace does not arise from merit but merit arises from grace; grace precedes all merits in order that the gifts of God may follow my merits.”87 Similarly, Ambrose wrote: “Grace itself deserves to be increased in order that, having been increased, it may also deserve to be perfected, one’s will accompanying, not leading [it], following, not preceding [it].”88
Later, when the doctrine of the image of God as “superadded gift” arose, this [trend] became even worse. The concept of grace underwent an important modification. Grace then became something that was needed not only for fallen humanity; by it, even Adam had to be elevated from being an ordinary “natural” human to being the image of God.
After the fall, therefore, grace played a double role: first, to redeem humans from sin (the grace of healing, medicinal grace) and, second, to raise them up to the supernatural order (elevating grace).89 For the former, grace is only accidentally necessary—only in a moral sense; for the latter, it is absolutely and “physically” necessary. The latter, accordingly, increasingly forces the former into the background. The ethical antithesis between sin and grace yields to the “physical” difference between natural and supernatural. By grace the Catholic Church does not, at least not primarily, mean the free favor of God by which he forgives sins. Instead, it takes grace to mean a quality infused in human beings by which they become partakers in the divine nature,90 a supernatural, created, hyperphysical power—magically infused into natural humans through the mediation of priest and sacrament—which lifts them up to the supernatural order and enables them, by the performance of good works, to merit all the following graces as well and in the end heavenly blessedness by the merit of condignity.
LUTHER AND THE REFORMATION
[417] It was the Roman Catholic penitential system that prompted Luther’s reformational activity. However, the groundwork for the new understanding of the gospel that fueled his opposition to the sale of indulgences—as recent studies have clearly demonstrated91—had been done many years earlier. Inasmuch as Luther’s marginal comments on Lombard’s Sentences, which date from the years 1509–10, already articulate the idea that God’s “righteousness” in Romans 1:17 is a reference not to the divine attribute by that name but to the righteousness of faith granted by him, some [historians] have even thought that the hour of the Reformation’s birth had already struck in the year 1508–9, when Luther stayed at the monastery in Wittenberg.92 It has been demonstrated by Denifle, however, that this exegesis of God’s righteousness in Romans 1:17 was definitely not freshly discovered by Luther but occurs already in numerous church fathers and scholastics.93 Luther is evidently mistaken when, construing this differently later, he said he had been taught “by the practice and custom of all the learned teachers” to associate that righteousness with the “formal and active justice that makes God just and causes him to punish sinners and the unjust.”94 By saying this, Luther perhaps meant that the theologians before him understood the righteousness of God almost exclusively in terms of his punitive justice.95 In any case, Luther’s conversion was rooted in a new understanding of the sinner’s justification before God by grace and through faith alone. In the manuscript of his commentary on the Psalms (1513–15) this view is already clearly stated. Grace here is understood above all in terms of the forgiveness of sins, and the essential character of faith is defined in terms of trust in God’s mercy. But here this new insight is still rather obscure and associated with all sorts of medieval and Roman Catholic elements. It was, however, deepened and clarified by the teaching of Staupitz, by Luther’s growing acquaintance with a body of mystical writings, especially the Deutsche Theologie (Theologia germanica) and by his continued study of Paul and Augustine.96 Then, in his lectures on the Letter to the Romans (1515), this insight emerged in much clearer form. It was Luther’s own religious-moral experience that ignited in him a new and startling insight into the basic concepts of the gospel (righteousness, justification, grace, faith, conversion, good works) and prompted him to understand them in a totally different way than was current in Catholic teaching and piety. That this new insight into the gospel would bring him into conflict with the church and the pope of Rome is something he did not at all realize at the time. He did, however, increasingly note all sorts of abuses and, from as early as 1512 and especially in September 1517 in his disputation against scholastic theology, insisted on the reformation of the study of theology, the rejection of scholasticism, and the study of Holy Scripture.
The conflict did not break out until Tetzel, working for the archbishop of Mainz, appeared with his indulgence trade in the dioceses of Halberstadt and Magdeburg, attracting hordes of people. His message, entirely in keeping with the teaching of the Catholic Church, was that every penitent could redeem some or all of the ecclesiastical penalties imposed on him and acquire certain graces by performing various good works (by making a pilgrimage, by giving a donation to a church building project, by participating in a crusade, by outfitting a crusader, or—much more simply and conveniently—by making a confession and paying a smaller or larger sum of money). Not only could one, by the purchase of an indulgence, obtain relief from ecclesiastical penalties, but by this means one could also come to the aid of relatives and friends in purgatory and shorten or alleviate their punishment. Though Tetzel did not precisely repeat the following words, he was practically committed to the proposition that “as soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”97 From his preaching it was clear that indulgences had been degraded by the popes into objects of commerce, which were marketed through bankers like the Fuggers to shake down a credulous public.
Manifest in this trade at the same time was a pernicious tendency in the Roman Catholic system, for the trade in indulgences was not an excess or an abuse but the direct consequence of the nomistic degradation of the gospel.98 That the Reformation started with Luther’s protest against this traffic in indulgences proves its religious origin and evangelical character. At issue here was nothing less than the essential character of the gospel, the core of Christianity, the nature of true piety. And Luther was the man who, guided by experience in the life of his own soul, again made people understand the original and true meaning of the gospel of Christ. Like the “righteousness of God,” so the term “penitence” had been for him one of the most bitter words of Holy Scripture. But when from Romans 1:17 he learned to know a “righteousness by faith,” he also learned “the true manner of penitence.” He then understood that the repentance demanded in Matthew 4:17 (μετανοειν) had nothing to do with the works of satisfaction required in the Roman institution of confession, but consisted in “a change of mind in true interior contrition” and with all its benefits was itself a fruit of grace.99 In the first seven of his ninety-five theses and further in his sermon on “Indulgences and Grace” (February 1518), the sermon on “Penitence” (March 1518), and the sermon on the “Sacrament of Penance” (1519), he set forth this meaning of repentance or conversion and developed the glorious thought that the most important part of penitence consists not in private confession (which cannot be found in Scripture) nor in satisfaction (for God forgives sins freely) but in true sorrow over sin, in a solemn resolve to bear the cross of Christ, in a new life, and in the word of absolution, that is, the word of the grace of God in Christ. The penitent arrives at forgiveness of sins, not by making amends (satisfaction) and priestly absolution, but by trusting the word of God, by believing in God’s grace. It is not the sacrament but faith that justifies. In that way Luther came to again put sin and grace in the center of the Christian doctrine of salvation. The forgiveness of sins, that is, justification, does not depend on repentance, which always remains incomplete, but rests in God’s promise and becomes ours by faith alone.
[418] About the relation Luther construed between repentance and faith, however, there is much disagreement. According to Ritschl,100 Luther indeed first thought that true repentance is the fruit of faith in the gospel and of love for God. But later, especially after the publication of Melanchthon’s Instruction to the Church Visitors (1528), in order not to foster a false sense of security, he is said to have placed law-engendered penitence before faith. This is said to be the precise opposite of what Calvin did. In the first edition of the Institutes, Calvin is said to have made repentance precede faith, but later, in the Genevan Catechism of 1538 and in the second and following editions of the Institutes, he is said to have faith precede true penitence.101 The historical research of Lipsius102 has shown, however, that the idea of such a reversal in Luther’s doctrine of penitence is groundless. In his thinking penitence always has two parts: (1) contrition, knowledge of and sorrow over sins effected by the law; and (2) faith in the grace of God revealed in the gospel of Christ. By the preaching of the law, God first breaks the hard heart of sinners and then by faith leads them to the comfort of the gospel. But when sinners thus learn to know the grace of God, they for the first time acquire a true love for the good; out of this love the true penitence is then born that persists throughout life and consists in the mortification of the old and the resurrection of the new “man.” Granted, in that first period, when he especially fought Catholic “works righteousness,” Luther more heavily stressed that true penitence proceeds from faith and encompasses all of life, and later, over against antinomianism, that true faith is preceded by contrition of heart. But materially Luther’s teaching always remained the same: contrition (penitence in the restricted sense), faith, and good works are the three central components of the way of salvation.103 This is also the view of the Lutheran confessions104 and of the early dogmaticians, Brenz, Strigel, Chytraeus, and others up until Gerhard. The way of salvation was treated under these three headings (loci).
Now, in connection with this order of salvation, Luther in his first period consistently proceeded from the premise of “absolute predestination.” Also later, he never retracted it,105 although to offset the misuse that could be made of it he increasingly accentuated the revelation of God in Christ and the universal offer of salvation in the word of the gospel. Melanchthon, however, from 1527 on increasingly took exception to the confession of absolute predestination and with increasing firmness adopted a synergistic position. Already in his commentary on the Letter to the Romans, he rejected all investigation of election, since the promise of God is universal, and God expressly wills all humans to be saved. In the second revised edition of the Loci Communes, which came off the press in 1535, he stated that three causes worked together in conversion: the Word of God, the Spirit, and the human will assenting to and not resisting the Word of God. Then, in the edition of 1543, he cited with approval the words of others to the effect that free will in humans consists in the “faculty of applying oneself to grace.”106 Also the Formula of Concord no longer had the courage to adopt the confession of [God’s] free and unconditional election but did decisively reject the doctrine that the [human] will can, by its own natural powers, conform to grace.107 It also declared its belief in predestination and the spiritual impotence of [unregenerate] humans so that they are “less than a stone or a stick” and purely passively experience conversion.108 But in addition it no less firmly maintains the universality and resistibility of grace.109 It then attempts to reconcile these two positions by saying that [unregenerate] humans have still retained a passive, not an active, capacity, can still go to church and so on, and especially that they still experience (and can experience) God working in them.110 Later on, Lutheran theology usually worked this out by saying that in baptism and the preaching of the Word, God grants to all who live under the gospel “sufficient grace (indispensable, irresistible good motions)” by which the will is liberated and renewed; further, that they can refrain from resisting and allow God’s grace to work in them toward regeneration and conversion and undergo it entirely passively, or also cooperate with it actively.111
Under the influence of this covert or overt synergism, the order of salvation, when it was later expanded (and as in Hollaz, with reference to Acts 26:17–18, treated in the loci concerning “calling, illuminating, converting, regenerating, justifying, renewing and glorifying grace”), obtained this form among Lutherans. Christian children, inasmuch as they cannot yet offer resistance, are born again in baptism and receive the gift of faith. Others are first called at a later age with a “sufficient call,” which is the same for everyone and furnishes to all that enlightenment of the intellect and power of the will that enables them not to resist the working of God’s grace. In the event they do not resist, they are led to contrition (penitence, conversion, in the restricted sense), regenerated, and endowed with faith, which is a fruit of regeneration. By faith they are then justified, obtain the forgiveness of sins and then, successively, adoption, mystical union, renewal, and glorification. In reality, however, the Christian life does not unfold in such an orderly fashion. Just as grace initially depends on the will as fortified by God’s supernatural power, so it remains dependent both in its progression and to the end. Grace is always resistible and therefore amissible [losable] and again obtainable up to the hour of one’s death—not once but even many times. In the order of salvation, accordingly, the center of gravity lies with the human person. However emphatically it is said that it is God alone who regenerates and converts us, nevertheless whether God will do so depends on our resistance or nonresistance. Human beings hold the power of decision: by their resistance they can nullify the whole work of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. And they have that power till the moment of their death. More precisely, the center of gravity in the order of salvation is located in faith and justification. Calling, contrition, and regeneration only have a preparatory function. Actually they are not yet benefits of the covenant of grace; they, as it were, still operate apart from Christ and serve to lead the sinner to Christ. Only when people believe and by that faith embrace the righteousness of Christ does God accept them in Christ, forgive their sins, make them free from the law, adopt them as his children, incorporate them into fellowship with Christ, and so on. Everything depends on faith, specifically, on the act of believing. If a person exerts this power of faith, that person has everything and has it all at once: peace, comfort, life, and blessedness. But if that person neglects to exert it, everything becomes shaky, uncertain, amissible. The whole focus, therefore, is on keeping that faith. But just as Lutheran believers fail to understand the work of grace as arising from God’s eternal election and covenant, so they also fail to relate it to nature, the world, and humanity. They are blessed in the possession of their faith but do not allow it to impact the family, school, society, or state. It is sufficient for them to live in communion with Christ and they feel no urge to fight under Christ as king.112
THE ORDO SALUTIS IN REFORMED THEOLOGY
[419] For all its agreement [with the Lutheran view], the order of salvation in Reformed theology nevertheless from the beginning bore a very different character. True, Calvin treats justification and election113 after faith, regeneration, conversion, and the Christian life, but this is by no means intended to convey that this is when they objectively originate. The basic idea underlying Calvin’s approach is a very different one: election is an eternal decree, even if humans only become conscious of it by faith; and the forgiveness of sins rests in Christ alone even though it is granted to us only in faith. For what keeps coming back in Calvin is the idea that there is no participation in the benefits of Christ other than by communion with his person.114 Already implied in this idea, in principle, is the difference that exists in the order of salvation between the Lutherans and the Reformed.115 Indeed, if it is true that the very first benefit of grace already presupposes communion with the person of Christ, then the imputation and granting of Christ to the church precedes everything else. And this, in fact, is the Reformed teaching. A bond was already forged between the mediator and those who were given him by the Father in eternity, in election, and more precisely in the pact of salvation (pactum salutis). Then, in the divine decree, a mystical union was concluded between them, and substitution occurred. Christ became human and acquired salvation for his people in virtue of that pact.
He could do this precisely because he already was in communion with them and was their guarantor and mediator. And the whole church, comprehended in him as its head, has objectively been crucified, has died, been resurrected, and glorified with him. All the benefits of grace therefore lie prepared and ready for the church in the person of Christ. All is finished: God has been reconciled; nothing remains to be added from the side of humans. Atonement, forgiveness, justification, the mystical union, sanctification, glorification, and so on—they do not come into being after and as a result of faith but are objectively, actively present in Christ. They are the fruits solely of his suffering and dying, and they are appropriated on our part by faith. God grants them and imputes them to the church in the decree of election, in the resurrection of Christ, in his calling by the gospel.116 In God’s own time they will also become the subjective possession of believers. For though it is true that we humans need not add anything to the work of Christ, Christ himself, by having acquired salvation, is very far from having completed the work assigned to him. He took on himself the task of really and fully saving his people. He will not abdicate as mediator before he has presented his church—without spot or wrinkle—to the Father. The application of salvation is no less an essential constituent of redemption than the acquisition of it. “Take away its application and redemption is not redemption.” In heaven, therefore, Christ continues his prophetic, priestly, and royal activity. The application of salvation is his work. He is the active agent. By an irresistible and inamissible grace, he imparts himself and his benefits to his own. Also soteriology must be viewed theologically, that is, as a work of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. Also at stake in this domain is the honor of God, the assertion and revelation of all the perfections of God, which have been violated by sin. It is the will of God, in the church of Christ, to redeem the world and humankind from the power of Satan and to present them forever as a model of his wisdom and power, his holiness and grace. Just as surely as the re-creation took place objectively in Christ, so surely it must also be carried out subjectively by the Holy Spirit in the church.
But just as the acquisition of salvation took place in the way of a covenant, that is, by Christ as the mediator and head of the covenant, so also its application must take place in that manner. In the first place, therefore, the ingathering of the elect must not be conceived individualistically and atomistically. The elect, after all, have all been given eternally to Christ, are included in the covenant, have all been born in due time from Christ as the body with all its members are all born from the head, and made partakers of all his benefits. The church is an organism, not an aggregate; the whole, in its case, precedes the parts. Some Reformed theologians therefore treat the doctrine of the church before that of salvation.117 This is unnecessary inasmuch as Reformed theology, in its doctrine of the covenant of grace—which was often treated at the beginning of its soteriology or, even earlier, before the doctrine of the person and work of Christ—has the advantage that these theologians have in mind when they give priority to the doctrine of the church. Furthermore, this order of treatment easily prompts one to confuse the church as body of Christ with the church as institution and thereby leads to the practice of attributing to the latter a value for the origin and development of the religious life to which, according to Scripture and the confession, it is not entitled.118 Interpreted in this practice, however, is the true and genuinely Reformed idea that the covenant of grace does not first arise as a result of the order of salvation but precedes it and is its foundation and starting point. While it is true that the believer first, by faith, becomes aware that he or she belongs to the covenant of grace and to the number of the elect, the epistemological ground is distinct from the ontological ground.
In the second place, therefore, regeneration, faith, and conversion are not preparations that occur apart from Christ and the covenant of grace nor conditions that a person has to meet in toto or in part in his or her own strength to be incorporated in that covenant. Rather, they are benefits that already flow from the covenant of grace, the mystical union, the granting of Christ’s person. The Holy Spirit, who is the author of these benefits, was acquired by Christ for his own. Hence the imputation of Christ precedes the gift of the Spirit, and regeneration, faith, and conversion do not first lead us to Christ but are taken from Christ by the Holy Spirit and imparted to his own.
Consequently, in the third place, penitence in the Reformed order of salvation had to assume a different character from what it had in the Lutheran order. In part personal experience played a role in this as well. Calvin was brought to Christ differently from Luther. The latter lived for a long time under a heavy sense of guilt and in anguish of conscience. For years he felt the curse of the law and the wrath of God on him and in the end found peace in the gracious forgiveness of sins by faith alone. Calvin, on the other hand, was gradually persuaded of the truth of the Reformation but for a considerable period of time could not—held back by respect for the church—decide to join this movement. Then all at once the “sudden conversion” came when all doubt and hesitation was overcome in him and he surrendered himself unconditionally and completely to the will of God. He became obedient and chose God’s way. His move therefore consisted above all in learning obedience to what he had long before learned to know as the will of God. For him the newness consisted not so much in a sudden experience of grace and salvation as in a firm decision and the decisive act of obedience to God’s will.
This is why Calvin is not concerned to frame a theory of conversion but rather to answer the question, “On what basis must the regenerate person, knowing himself to be a sinner, ground his validity, his being accepted, before God?”119 Calvin, therefore, like Luther, is well aware of a penitence that precedes faith and consists in contrition of heart and self-mortification before God. There are many “who are overwhelmed by qualms of conscience or compelled to obedience before they are imbued with the knowledge of grace or even taste it.” But this is merely an initial fear, a legalistic penitence, that does not with infallible certainty lead to faith. Nor does Calvin want to describe “how variously Christ draws us to himself, or prepares us for the pursuit of godliness.” And he expressly rejects the doctrine of many Anabaptists according to which new converts must first practice penitence for a few days in order thereafter to be admitted into the communion of grace. In Calvin the accent lies on a different kind of penitence, namely, that which proceeds from faith, is possible only in communion with Christ, continues throughout life, and consists in mortification and vivification, “both of which happen to us by participation in Christ.”120
Now Luther also knew this kind of penitence. He, too, knew that true contrition presupposes the love of righteousness and has its origin in the benefits of Christ. Still, alongside this view, he consistently clung to the necessity of a prior preaching of the law and so-called passive contrition and called the “fear of threatening” the first component of conversion.121 Melanchthon went even further in this direction. In the new version of the visitation articles of 1528, he expressly gave to this “passive contrition” that precedes faith the name of “repentance” (although Luther had seldom done this), appealing to Luke 24:47. He added the following remarkable explanation: “Although some people indeed believe one ought not teach anything antecedently to faith but teach repentance in terms of faith and flowing from faith, yet so that the adversary may not be able to say I’m recanting my earlier teaching, one has to assume that, since repentance and law also belong to the common beliefs (for one must certainly have believed beforehand that it is God who threatens, commands, and frightens), it is for ordinary uneducated persons that one should leave such doctrines under the name of ‘repentance,’ ‘command,’ ‘law,’ ‘fear,’ and so on in order that they may understand the Christian faith all the more discriminatingly.”122 Hence it was practical, pedagogical considerations that led Luther to hold onto “passive contrition” as the first component of conversion.
Conversion for that reason was consistently differentiated—in the Lutheran confession and Lutheran theology123—into two parts: contrition and faith, corresponding to the contrast between law and gospel. Somewhat loosely attached to these two parts, then, was a third part on “good works” or the “new obedience” with the comment: “Then must follow the good works that are the fruits of repentance.”124 Calvin, on the other hand, increasingly let the penitence that sometimes precedes faith slip into the background and increasingly moved the conversion that follows and proceeds from faith into the foreground. This also derived from the fact that, not only in the case of adults but also in that of the children of the church, he increasingly proceeded from the covenant of grace and from their being grafted into Christ. Conversion, accordingly, became a part of the Christian life. It presupposed regeneration and faith. Its parts were not contrition and faith but mortification and vivification. It continued throughout life and had its place in the doctrine of gratitude.125
Fourth, this carried with it still another change in the doctrine of conversion. Among the Lutherans, “contrition” and “faith” formed the two parts of it. But Calvin took exception to this division. Though he recognized that repentance and faith were closely connected and that, strictly speaking, the former is not possible without the latter and rather flows from it, he observed that Scripture regularly distinguishes between the two, mentioning them side by side (e.g., Acts 20:21), and that therefore “repentance and faith, although held together by a permanent bond, require to be joined rather than confused.”126 Faith and repentance, therefore, each obtained a more or less independent meaning in the order of salvation. Calvin thereby gained a double advantage. In the first place, faith could now be much more closely related to justification, and justification could now be viewed in a purely juridical sense as an act of acquittal by God. Lutheran theology on this point, as we will see later in the locus on justification, is far from clear, but Reformed theology owed to Calvin its clear insight into the religious character of justification and simultaneously its clear view of faith as a “firm and certain knowledge.” Thereby justification was now “fully secured in advance.”127
A second advantage was that one could now fearlessly attribute to repentance an ethical meaning. Among the Lutherans the first part of repentance, namely, contrition, consists almost exclusively of the “terrors of conscience.”128 Now, though Calvin also includes them in the definition of repentance, it nevertheless consists mainly in mortification, that is, in heartfelt sorrow over sin and in hating and fleeing from it; and, further, in vivification (or quickening), that is, a heartfelt joy in God and love and delight in doing his will.129 Faith and justification, therefore, are not—after contrition—the sum and substance of the order of salvation. Luther tended to favor stopping there, to view Christian liberty especially as deliverance from the law, and, with reference to good works, to expect that they would automatically be produced by faith, like fruit by a tree and sunrays by the sun.130 Calvin made a clear distinction between the religious and the ethical life and for the latter carved out a field of its own.
Finally, in the fifth place, since repentance was included in the Christian life, Calvin could do justice also to its active side. This was difficult for the Lutherans, since for them contrition formed the beginning of the new life, and, given the confession of human impotence, repentance had to be conceived in strictly passive terms or, in case of this [passive view] being weakened, synergism had to be accepted. But Calvin was able to avoid this by proceeding from the believer’s being grafted into Christ; now, in repentance, he addressed the regenerate person who by the power of God had to repent, fight sin, and fulfill the will of God. That will is contained in the law. Since Luther had almost exclusively learned to know the law in its condemning force, he considered the believer as having been completely freed from it and left no room for the third use of the law.131 But Calvin also ascribed to the law a normative significance for the moral life and derived from the will of God a stimulus for urging people to do good works. Sanctification is as much a benefit of Christ as justification. Inasmuch as the good works in which believers must walk are prepared by God in Christ [Eph. 2:10], faith cannot stop at the forgiveness of sins but reaches out to the perfection that is in Christ, seeks to confirm itself from works as from its own fruits, girds itself with courage and power not only to live in communion with Christ but also to fight under him as king against sin, the world, and the flesh, and to make all things serviceable to the honor of God’s name.
Since, however, repentance (conversion), has two parts, mortification and vivification, Reformed theology can highlight now one and now the other. There is even disagreement over which of the two predominates in Calvin.132 But at issue here is not a principle as such. Depending on the persons, the times, and the circumstances, either the negative or the positive side of the Christian life comes to the fore. The Christians’ moral life has faith as its root, the law as its rule, and the honor of God as its goal. Also in Luther, Melanchthon, and the later Lutherans, one encounters the idea that the honor of God is the final goal of all things; still, in Bucer, Calvin, and the later Reformed, this idea acquired a much deeper and broader meaning. Obedience to God’s will in the interest of advancing his glory—that, in Reformed circles, became the task of the Christian life.133
THE ORDO SALUTIS IN MYSTICISM AND RATIONALISM
[420] Besides these conceptions of the order of salvation in ecclesiastical theology, several others surfaced as well. They are reducible to two main groups, the mystical and the rationalistic. Mysticism is a phenomenon that appears in all the higher religions and seeks to deepen the religious life, usually out of reaction to faith in external authority. Hence, wherever it occurs, in India or Arabia, among Jews or Greeks, in the case of Catholics or Protestants, it has a number of common traits. Generally speaking, it is characterized by the fact that, by an unusual road and with the aid of extraordinary forces, it strives after a higher knowledge and a more intimate communion with the divine than can be attained by means of the [reigning] orthodoxy. Not infrequently it makes use, in this connection, of the mysterious natural forces made available by magic, manticism, and theurgy, hypnotism, spiritism, and theosophy (occultism in general). But also where it only makes use of those forces that are implied in revelation and religion, it is often accompanied by ecstasies, visions, and all sorts of strange phenomena (stigmatization, bilocation, and so on) and not infrequently lapses into a pantheistic mingling of the divine and the human (not only in Brahmanism, Neoplatonism, Sufism, and others but also in Christianity, in the case of John Scotus Erigena, the Brothers of the Free Spirit, Böhme, Weigel, and others).134 If we isolate all this from true mysticism under the name of general mysticism, there still remains for the latter the endeavor, with the aid of an extraordinary working of divine grace, to advance to a higher knowledge and a more intimate communion with God than can be achieved by the ordinary believer. Practical, empirical mysticism seeks to obtain this knowledge and communion by means of various exercises; theoretical and speculative mysticism, which is often coupled to the former, yet distinct from it, examines these exercises and attempts to systematize the experiences and insights obtained by them. In the footsteps of Plato, Philo, and Plotinus, and following Pseudo-Dionysius, mainly three stages are distinguished in the mystical life: καθαρσις (the via purgativa, asceticism), φωτισμος (the via illuminativa, meditation), and ἐποπτεια (the via unitiva, contemplativa, ecstasy). At the stage of purgation, by prayer, penitence, the use of the sacraments, deprivation, self-chastisement, and so on, the soul cleanses itself from sin and withdraws from all that is earthly. In the second stage, the soul with all of its powers of thought and will concentrates on one specific thing, for example, the suffering of Christ, his wounds, heavenly beatitude, the love or the holiness of God. In the third stage, the soul is most intimately united and, as it were, identified with the object to which it fully surrendered by meditation. It then falls into a state that, according to all mystics, is practically indescribable and is therefore denoted by various terms: seraphic contemplation, the mystical union, a betrothal, the mystical kiss, a passive transformation, a mystical sleep, death, or annihilation, the tomb of the soul, and others.135
Diametrically opposed to this mystical trend is the rationalism that was prepared in modern times by Socinianism and Remonstrantism and gained hegemony over the human mind in the eighteenth century. It regards Christ as no more than a prophet and a teacher who proclaimed the truth of God and sealed it with his life and death. By following him, humans—weakened by sin but not powerless—obtain salvation. The call that comes to them from the gospel therefore only exerts a moral influence on their intellect and will. If people by their own free choice listen to that call, assent to the truth, trust God’s grace, and fulfill Christ’s commandments—for the essence of faith is assent, trust, and obedience—then, on account of this faith, which in principle includes the whole [of Christian] obedience and is counted by God out of grace and for Christ’s sake as perfect obedience, they are justified and, if they persevere, will obtain eternal salvation.136
Related to mysticism and rationalism are also those one-sided conceptions of the order of salvation that are known under the names antinomianism and neonomianism. Antinomianism, generally speaking, is the trend that reduces the application of salvation to its acquisition and almost completely equates the two. On this view, Christ has accomplished everything. He has taken over from us not only the guilt of sin but even its pollution. He has acquired for us not only righteousness but also regeneration and sanctification. Hence for humans there is nothing left to do. Contrition, conversion, repentance, prayer for forgiveness, doing good works—it is all unnecessary, bears a legalistic character, and fails to do justice to the perfection of Christ’s sacrifice. People need only to believe; that is, they need only to arrive at the insight that they are justified, born again, sanctified, that they are perfect in Christ. The sins they still commit are no longer sins; they are the works of the old Adam, which do not concern believers as such, for they are perfect in Christ, freed from the law, and now glory in grace. Usually, however, antinomianism does not stop here, but goes back yet one more step. It first reduces the application of salvation to its acquisition and then the latter to God’s decree. Even Christ did not actually acquire salvation, for salvation lay prepared from all eternity in God’s decree. Christ only revealed the love of God. Believing, accordingly, is nothing other than putting aside the illusion that God is angry with us. Sin solely consists in that illusion. In ancient times such sentiments were propagated by the Gnostics and Manicheans and in the Middle Ages by numerous libertinistic sects. During and after the Reformation, they revived among the Anabaptists, in the sect of the Libertines, against which Calvin joined battle,137 in the independentistic disturbances in England around the middle of the seventeenth century,138 and in the Netherlands among the Hattemists and the sect of the Hebrews.139 Antinomianism is a phenomenon that occurs not only in religion but also in morality and politics. In modern times it found an interpreter in Friedrich Nietzsche and in the spokesmen for anarchism.
All the Reformers rejected this antinomianism as resolutely as possible. Although Luther, as a result of his one-sided view of the law, often spoke as though for Christians—except insofar as they were still sinners—the law no longer had any meaning, yet he most vigorously opposed Agricola, who utterly rejected the preaching of the law and wanted to derive repentance totally from faith in the gospel.140 In fact, between the Reformation and antinomianism, there is a fundamental difference. For not only did the Reformation uphold the law in the sense that by it the knowledge of sin and misery is effected in humans; but of even greater significance is that, according to the unanimous view of all the Reformers, the whole of salvation was and could be accomplished solely in the way of justice done according to the law. Certainly, the work of Christ consisted in his perfect obedience to the law of God, and justification only took place on the basis of the perfect righteousness accomplished by Christ.141
[421] Just as antinomianism on the right falsified the principles of the Reformation, so on the left even more damage was done by the nomism that under the influence of Socinianism and Remonstrantism also penetrated Protestant churches. This nomism, too, has to be differentiated in terms of a rationalistic as well as a Pietistic school. The rationalistic school is rooted basically in Piscator’s teaching, according to which the righteousness we need is accomplished not by the active but solely by the passive obedience of Christ!142 Though this view was rejected by the Reformed churches in France at their synods of Gap (1603) and Rochelle (1607), it nevertheless found much acceptance, especially in the school of Saumur. Here John Cameron taught that, since the will always follows the intellect, the enlightenment of the intellect is sufficient for conversion. Amyraut, on his part, grounded the doctrine of election in what is called hypothetical universalism. Pajon considered internal grace unnecessary and let the efficacy of the gospel call—as in the theology of Bellarmine—depend on its congruity with the circumstances in which it comes to a person.143
The result of all this was that the Reformed doctrine of the covenant of works, of the human incapacity for good, of the immediate imputation of Adam’s sin and Christ’s righteousness, and so on were denied; faith was joined to works and in this combination was viewed as both the means and the ground of justification. This Saumurian theology did not remain limited to France but also crept into other Reformed churches, among others, those in England and the Netherlands. Originally the Episcopal Church in England was in fact Reformed in its confession and doctrine, yet from the beginning of the sixteenth century, also Roman Catholic and Arminian positions found acceptance in it. The antinomian errors into which many zealots in the time of Cromwell fell drove many people back in the same direction, and the school of Saumur, by its avoidance of the two extremes, seemed to commend itself. But it is common to all those who take the “middle way” to show a greater preference “for that extreme they go halfway to than for that from which they go halfway.”144
And so Amyraldism and Arminianism in England soon allied themselves with each other and shaped the features of that conception of the order of salvation that is known as “neonomianism.” This name generally characterizes that sentiment that posits the ground for the believer’s justification, not in the imputed righteousness of Christ, but in the believer’s own, sincere, though imperfect, righteousness. According to this view, Christ, by his suffering and death, made satisfaction for the sins of all humankind and made salvation possible for all humans, and so brought them all into a “salvable state.” This salvable state consists in the fact that whereas the old law, the law of the covenant of works, demanded perfect righteousness from everyone, Christ has now introduced “a new law,” a law of grace, which is content with faith and repentance, with sincere, albeit imperfect, obedience of the contrite sinner. The work of Christ, therefore, may also still be called our “legal righteousness” because by it he has satisfied the old law; we may even plead our case on the basis of that work when the old law makes its demands on us. But evangelical righteousness that is the ground of our justification is a different one: it consists in our obedience to the new law, that is, in our faith and repentance.145 This neonomianism, while finding much acceptance, also encountered strong criticism from those who in time were called “antinomians.” But this name was unfairly applied to them by their opponents. They were, if you will, “antineonomians” but definitely did not deserve the label “antinomians” (people opposed to law). On the contrary, they took the law much more seriously than did the neonomians, whom they opposed. Whereas the latter presented the law of the covenant of works as a temporary order, which Christ had not fully—in a substitutionary sense—satisfied, which now no longer applies and has been replaced by a “new law,” the antineonomians above all emphasized that the moral law is in essence eternal, grounded in the nature of God, has been completely fulfilled by Christ in our place, and now still consistently applies as the rule of our life.146 A similar disagreement arose in Scotland on the occasion of the new edition, published in 1718, of Edward Fischer’s Marrow of Modern Divinity (1647). The dispute was in part of a formal nature insofar as it concerned the question whether some antinomian errors were taught in this book, but it also touched on the deeper issue of the neonomianism that had arisen in England a century earlier and had now also penetrated Scotland. The critics of the “Marrow,” like Principal Hadow of St. Andrews, were generally still sound in doctrine but often went too far in their criticism, tilted toward neonomianism, and so laid the groundwork for the Arminian or semi-Socinian school, which in the eighteenth century gained the upper hand also in Scottish theology.147 In the same way, the denial by Jonathan Edwards of immediate imputation in the case of Adam and Christ had the effect of increasingly leading New England theology along the lines of Placaeus.148
In the Netherlands from the middle of the seventeenth century on, one could observe a similar weakening of the principles of the Reformation. The first person who clearly adopted the sentiments of Piscator and the Saumurian school with respect to justification was Johannes Vlak, pastor at Zutphen (1674–90). According to him, one must distinguish two kinds of justification. The first consists exclusively in the forgiveness of sins, is grounded in the death of Christ, and can be called a justification of sinners. But the second is a justification of the godly, is grounded in the personal evangelical righteousness that believers themselves work out in the power of the Holy Spirit when they begin to live according to the commandments of Christ, and consists in the bestowal of eternal life and the reward that is linked to good works.149 Anthony van den Os, who in 1748 became a pastor in Zwolle, went even further and understood the righteousness of God of which Paul speaks as being no more than God’s gracious disposition to save sinners by Christ and described faith as trust in Christ and obedience to his commandments.150 And in the eighteenth century, all Reformed theology moved in this direction. A small group under the leadership of Holtius, Comrie, Brahe, and others did remain faithful to the confession of the fathers and tried to exclude from justification all of people’s own work and righteousness in such a way as to view this justification as an eternal one, equating it with the decree.151 But the tide could no longer be turned. Even the professors J. van den Honert and J. J. Schultens at Leiden raised their voice against this restoration of the Reformed confession, denied the immediate imputation of the righteousness of Christ, and in the order of salvation had faith precede justification.152 The minister of Voorburg, David Kleman, was the interpreter of the new mind-set when he assumed a connection—forged by the wisdom and goodness of God—between the moral actions of humans and the supernatural communication of faith such that all who made a proper use of their natural powers (improved by the moral teaching of the gospel) and seriously pursued a path of duty could certainly count on obtaining God’s supernatural grace.153
PIETISM AND METHODISM
[422] In addition, neonomianism also made its appearance in a pietistic form and made, not faith and obedience, but faith and [pietistic] experience the condition for justification. From the beginning, there was in the Reformed church and Reformed theology a practical school of thought that was averse to all scholasticism and put all emphasis on life. It was supported and promoted especially by strongly anti-Aristotelian philosopher Peter Ramus, who wanted more simplicity in philosophy and described theology as the “doctrine of living well” whose purpose is not the “knowledge of things but practice and consistent application.”154 This view gained acceptance with many Reformed theologians: at Strasbourg, with Sturm; at Heidelberg, with Tremellius; at Herborn, with Piscator; in the Netherlands, with Snellius, Scaliger, and Jacob Alting; at Cambridge, with Perkins, whose pupil Ames—later professor in Franeker alongside Maccovius—described theology as “the doctrine of living for God, the pursuit of piety,” rooted in the will.155 Thus arose a practical form of Pietism, which was represented in England by R. Baxter (mentioned above), Daniel Williams, B. Woodbridge, and many practical authors and promoted in the Netherlands by many theologians and ministers, such as Witsius, Vitringa, Lampe, Mel, d’Outrein, Brakel, Hellenbroek, Smytegelt, Francken, Groenewegen, Borstius, Van der Groe, Eswijler, Schortinghuis, and others.156
To the extent that conditions in the church grew worse and a dead orthodoxy gained the upperhand, all these authors stressed the necessity of a genuine conversion. Being born of believing parents, membership in the church, baptism, communion, an orthodox faith—all these things are not enough. One must have a true, saving faith, which is very different from a temporary, a miraculous, and a historical faith. True faith does not arise except when terror before the law, fear of judgment, and anguish over sin have preceded it. The essence of faith, furthermore, does not consist in the assent or conviction of the intellect; it consists in trust rather than in knowledge. Its seat is more in the heart and the will than in the head. Nor is it immediately certain; on the contrary, as Gomarus had already said,157 we must distinguish between a refuge-taking and an assured trust, the former characterizing only the “being” (essence) of faith, the latter its “well-being” and can be added at a much later time. That faith as refuge-taking trust consisting in hungering and thirsting after Christ and his righteousness is a condition that precedes justification. It entrusts itself to Christ in order to be justified; once it has accepted the righteousness of Christ, it takes it to God the Father, points him to his promises, and is justified by him. Things therefore are not as simple, nor do they flow as smoothly as many people think. The gospel is not for everyone; the offer of salvation is not universal. The law is for all but the gospel is only for certain “qualified” sinners, for those who have received an initial endowment of grace. No one may believe except those who have first received from the Holy Spirit the boldness to take that step. One should beware of an illusory or stolen faith! For that reason permanent self-examination is necessary. One can so easily deceive oneself. There is only a very fine line of distinction between regenerates at their worst and unregenerates at their best. There is so much similarity between false and true grace.158 Believers must therefore always reexamine and test themselves by the marks of a truly spiritual life. The way of salvation is a narrow way by which even the righteous can scarcely be saved. It is also a long road. There is a great distance between a refuge-taking and an assured trust. Between these two poles one finds many classes and groups of people: the “discovered,” the “persuaded,” the “concerned,” the “hungry for salvation,” people of little or weak faith, and others. As a rule, the experience of being “sealed” and “assured” only follows after a long period of inner doubt and conflict and then frequently in an extraordinary manner, by a voice, a vision, a sudden word of comfort from Scripture, and so on.159
Akin to this Pietism in the Reformed churches is the Lutheran variety, the foundation for which was laid by Musaeus, Arndt, and others and by Reformed authors such as Baxter, Dyke, Bayle, and others. It then became a mighty movement and experienced enormous expansion as a result of the work of Philipp J. Spener (1635–1705). By means of sermons, discipline, lectures on piety, and numerous writings, Spener took action against dead orthodoxy.160 He sought a return to the grace of regeneration received in baptism but which was later lost. Historical faith is insufficient. Needed for salvation is a vital active faith. And one does not obtain this faith unless one learns to know one’s sins through the preaching of the law and has gone through a long and anxious struggle with the devil, the world, and the flesh, sometimes to the point of despair (Busskampf). Out of this struggle, then, the true faith breaks through. This faith, accordingly, consists not just in assent but especially in trust: it is an experience of the heart, a vitality of the soul. As such it is also, initially, a means of justification in order then to manifest itself in a holy life that is distinct from the world and even abstains from the adiaphora.161 This is the Pietism in which Zinzendorf (1700–1760) was brought up. He continued to agree with it in his aversion to dead orthodoxy but found it too legalistic. Dread of the law and anguish over sin, though not wrong and sometimes even having a kind of preparatory power, are not the real thing. True penitence, though the word is not exactly correct because it makes one think of punishment, arises from the gospel, from the message of the suffering Christ. It consists not so much in fear and struggle, in lamenting and weeping, as in trusting in God’s grace. It is a matter of the heart, more precisely, of feeling. For that reason the heart has to be made sensitive, a state best accomplished by graphic depictions of Christ as a figure of suffering, of his blood and wounds. By this kind of communication as by immediate observation, by a deep and lively impression, by the sight of Christ’s wounds, faith is born in the human heart without its having experienced a penitential struggle (Busskampf) or knowing precisely the hour of one’s rebirth. That faith brings about union, a betrothal, a marriage between Christ and the soul, causes the heart to swim in grace, that is, in the blood of Jesus as in its own element, and makes the believer live constantly in the “precious closeness of the Savior.” It simultaneously justifies and regenerates: faith and love coincide. The dynamic communication of the Spirit, the birth from Jesus’ side, is of greater value than objective justification. Born of him, believers live without pietistic scrupulosity in his presence, do all things in his name, place everything, also their life in the home and in society, under his rule, and lead a clean Christian life.162
What Pietism was for the Lutheran churches, the Methodism of John Wesley (1703–91) and George Whitefield (1714–71) became for the Reformed churches. Originally it only sought to rouse a sleeping church and to animate orthodox Christianity with new life. To that end, by a gripping proclamation of righteousness, sin, judgment, and damnation, people needed first of all to be suddenly brought to a deep sense of their state of lostness. Next, in the same hour, without delay, they had to be led by faith to Christ and assured of their salvation; and finally, they had to be urged to live a new and sinless life, a life of active service in the kingdom of God, of dedication to mission and philanthropy and of abstinence from a wide range of indifferent things. Methodism, in distinction from Pietism, clearly betrays its English roots and Reformed origin. Admittedly, it is just as much a reaction against a dead orthodoxy. But it wants nothing to do with preparation, with a gradual progression of conversion. It knows nothing of a long-lasting “penitential struggle,” of a final “breakthrough,” of a still later ensuing “sealing.” It concentrates everything into a single point, puts conversion in the full light of one’s consciousness, and keeps a record of saved souls. And when it has converted people, it does not gather them in quiet, introspective circles, in societies and conventicles for the cultivation of piety. Rather, it immediately thrusts them into active service, insists on sudden total sanctification,163 and organizes them into an army that goes to work by way of attack under the motto “blood and fire” (redemption and sanctification), marches into the world, and takes it by storm for Christ.
The influence that this Methodism has exerted on Protestant Christianity can hardly be exaggerated. It has not only founded a number of large and flourishing churches or societies but also has penetrated all churches and put its stamp on the entire religious life of modern times. Because of it, England and America have undergone a second reformation, as it were, and owe to it that practical, active, and aggressive view of Christianity by which Methodism so characteristically distinguishes itself from the Reformation of the sixteenth century. For whereas this Reformation was primarily aimed at the purification of the confession and the church in line with Scripture, Methodism typically attaches but little value to doctrine, largely turns its back on the old organized churches, and directs its vision outward on the world. Mission work among Jews, pagans, and Muslims received from it a fresh impetus that is still having an effect. In recent years it included in its program “the evangelization of the whole world in this generation.” The work of so-called inner mission has actually first been undertaken with seriousness by Methodism. Under its inspiration have emerged all those different activities by which the Christian religion has asserted itself as the religion of love and mercy: evangelism among nominal Christians; Sunday-school education; the distribution of Bibles and tracts; street preaching; work among the “fallen,” the neglected, the imprisoned; the care of the hearing- and speech-impaired, the blind, the mentally ill, and others.
Religious life has also been changed by it. While in the past, in pious circles, it occupied itself almost exclusively with itself, examining its own states and spiritual experiences, and only after many years and through many fear-filled struggles arriving at certainty and decisiveness, now it assumes this certainty and manifests its genuineness in its devotion to labor in God’s kingdom.
Over and over and in the strongest terms, John Wesley stressed that conversion and sanctification are not promises for the future but are now, in this very moment, granted by God to everyone who believes. “Christ stands ready, he is waiting for you; believe in him and it will all be granted to you in this selfsame hour.”
You, therefore, look for it every moment; you can be no worse, if you are no better, for that expectation; for were you to be disappointed of your hope, still you lose nothing. But you shall not be disappointed of your hope; it will come, it will not tarry. Look for it then every day, every hour, every moment. Why not this hour? This moment? Certainly you may look for it now, if you believe it is by faith. And by this token you may surely know whether you seek it by faith or works. If by works, you want something to be done first, before you are sanctified. You think I must first be or do thus or thus. Then you are seeking it by works unto this day. If you seek it by faith, you may expect it as you are; then expect it now. It is of importance to observe, that there is an inseparable connection between these three points—expect it by faith, expect it as you are, and expect it now. To deny one of them, is to deny them all; to allow one, is to allow them all.164
This is the tone in which Methodism continually presents the gospel and insists on conversion and sanctification. That salvation is present, that it is not granted just at some future date but in the present, that it does not come into a person’s possession gradually, organically, by a historical route, but is fully, totally, and immediately obtainable now for everyone who believes—that is not only the emphatic one-sidedness but simultaneously the strength of Methodism. This is the presupposition that spawns the revivals that, since Wesley’s public ministry, have periodically returned in the English-speaking world and that, despite all the excesses to which they give rise, have in wide circles again awakened and strengthened the religious life and, in respect of morality, have not infrequently borne abundant fruit.165
SUBJECTIVISM IN MODERN THOUGHT: KANT
[423] For all their differences, all the religious movements listed have this feature in common: they allow the objective factors of salvation (Christ, church, word, sacrament) to recede and place the religious subject in the center. Also the philosophy and theology of modern times moved in this direction, whether, like rationalism, Methodism, and Pietism, they placed the heavier accent on the intellect, or on the will, or on the emotions in the order of salvation. Descartes found the foundation and starting point of all knowledge in the certainty of the existence that is locked in thought and further made the clarity and distinctness of knowledge the standard of its truth.166 What followed for us human beings is the calling to free ourselves from sensible, changing, and unreliable impressions and to strive for clear and distinct concepts that the mind, whose essence is thinking, carries within itself as innate ideas and can therefore produce from within itself.
Spinoza also proceeded from the basic idea that “what is clearly and distinctly perceived is true.” Sense perception is not the source of knowledge, but “those ideas are true that are produced from a pure mind and not from accidental bodies in motion.”167 But the natural human is the slave of his affects. The natural human is acted upon to the extent that he or she is a part of nature and forms ideas of good and evil in terms of whether a thing advances or suppresses his or her life. Good and evil, therefore, do not exist objectively but are nothing but “modes of thinking, that is, notions,” and “the knowledge of good and evil is nothing but an affect of joy or sadness insofar as we are conscious of it.”168 Objectively, in the whole of things, there is no good or evil; rather everything is good since everything is necessary and proceeds from God. However, as long as we regard things as a part of nature and have inadequate knowledge, we exist in a state of bondage; we suffer; we are limited in our existence and feel oppressed. To gain true freedom it is therefore necessary for a person to pursue another, a better and higher knowledge, a knowledge that cannot, however, as Descartes thought, be attained in rational knowledge, in the knowledge of adequate concepts, but constitutes a third kind of knowledge, which may be called “intuitive knowledge,” and proceeds “from a fully adequate idea of certain attributes of God to a fully adequate knowledge of the essence of things.”169 This knowledge furnishes us a clear and distinct idea of the affects and gives us power over them.170 It teaches us to know all things as necessary and rescues us from the sadness from which we otherwise suffer.171 It enables us to see that sadness, hope, fear, pity, humility, repentance, knowledge of evil, and meditation or death oppress life and therefore cannot be good.172 It teaches us to consider all things under the aspect or form of eternity, gives us peace and undisturbed rest, coincides with love for God, which is intellectual love, and expects no blessedness as a reward for virtue, but enjoys blessedness in the virtue itself.173
The rule that clarity is the standard of truth subsequently achieved dominance in the Enlightenment. To the extent that the rationalism of the time still clung to a kind of supernatural revelation, it viewed it as a doctrine that clarified and supplemented the knowledge of reason and whose credentials had to be first examined by reason.174 Grace was judged in the same way. If grace was still necessary, it was granted only to those who did their best; or it was given in sufficient measure to each individual to then see what use he or she would make of it.175 But consistent rationalism rejected all special revelation and grace. It made individual persons independent both in intellect and will. People must follow their own insight and, as free rational beings, assert themselves against all external authority. Enlightenment of the intellect and moral improvement were the road to blessedness.176
This rationalism was torn from its pedestal by Immanuel Kant. To clear a place for faith, he subjected the knowledge of reason to a sharp critique and restricted it to the world of sense perception. Besides a theoretical reason, however, humans also have a practical reason, which binds them to a moral world order and unconditionally obligates them to do the good. Given immediately with the moral law, however, is the freedom for which, certainly, there is no room in the world of sense perception but which nevertheless prevails in the noumenal or intelligible world that lies behind and above it. Hence, on the one hand, every human action constitutes a necessary part of the mechanism of nature, yet, on the other hand, it is an act that is freely accomplished by an intelligible cause. To this freedom of the human will, Kant attributes the greatest value. For him it is not a hypothesis, no postulate, but a fact that is automatically and necessarily given with the moral law. It is, for Kant, the cornerstone of morality and religion, the basis for faith in God and immortality, and, simultaneously, the way to redemption. For by that freedom, humans remain able to be governed, not by “the instincts of sensuality,” but by the moral law, by respect for duty. Still, even when they do this, they are continually required to fight against evil, make only slow progress in doing good, and never reach absolute perfection. Moral improvement is an endless process, but “those who consistently work at self-improvement, those we can redeem.”
In these words of Goethe, we can sum up the fundamental ideas that Kant unfolds about sin and salvation in his Critique of Practical Reason. But in his Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, and under the influence of historic Christianity, he introduced a number of modifications. He consequently came to acknowledge that humans cannot be indifferent and so stand between good and evil that they can now do the one and then the other. If humans are of one blood, if they are organic beings, they must in the core of their personality, in their inmost disposition, be either good or evil. That they are not good is not only the teaching of Christianity but the testimony of the experience of all humans and all of history. “All persons have their price for which they will sell themselves.” “There is no one who does good, no, not one” [cf. Ps. 14:3]. As the result of an extratemporal, inexplicable act of freedom, every human is by nature evil. There is in them a bias toward evil. Evil is not something about them, but in them. They are radically evil. Kant is so strongly convinced of the evil inherent in human nature that he resolutely and clearly states that for its salvation what is needed is a “new creation, a kind of rebirth.” But when it comes to the question whether and by what process such a rebirth is possible, he does not derive the answer from Christianity as, logically, he should have—for if humans are radically evil, how then can they save themselves? But since the doctrine of grace does not please him, he returns to his doctrine of freedom. The moral law implies freedom. If it unconditionally demands that we must do good and be good, this implies that we are also able. Just as Pelagius argued from the “ought” to the “can,” so also Kant infers from the “you shall” of the moral law the “you can” of performance.
That humans are able [to do good] he defends by saying that in them there still remains a capacity for good. While there is in them “a bias toward evil,” behind this bias there is also “a predisposition toward the good.” This disposition consists not only negatively in susceptibility to the good and the possibility of redemption but also positively in a germ of the good, in the power to redeem oneself. It is the disposition that enables humans to change and renew themselves. Just as by an intelligible act of freedom they made themselves sinners, so by a similar use of freedom they can regenerate themselves. This rebirth takes place not slowly and gradually by way of a long process but suddenly: it is a revolution in the intelligible substratum of the human psyche, a new creation, a fundamental change of heart, an instantaneously accomplished laying aside of the old Adam, and a putting on of the new. Although Kant therefore locates the principle of salvation in the free will, it is definitely not at all his intent here to deny all operation of grace. On the contrary, he exhorts all people to do what is in their capacity to do, moreover, to hope for “cooperation from above.” But in Kant’s opinion, we can never tell whether something is a product of grace, since the category of cause and effect does not function outside nature, and we cannot accept it practically, for the further reason that then the good would be not our deed but that of another being working within us.
What remains, therefore, is that human beings can and must redeem themselves by their own free will. To that end also the idea of a perfect humanity, as it stands symbolically before us in the person of Christ, serves as a guarantee, at the same time offering support to our faith. For this ideal Christ teaches us how, through combat and temptation, perfection can be attained and the good can be brought to dominion. For once we have been born again by an intelligible act of freedom, the slow process of sanctification starts in the practical life. Those who have been born again remain in that state and never again relapse into the old position. However strangely this may fit in Kant’s system of freedom, he assumes the perseverance of the regenerate. It is true that a person cannot be directly and immediately assured of this outcome, but those who increase in moral betterment may from this fact conclude that they will, here or in the hereafter, reach perfection. Feelings of guilt and dread of punishment need no longer torment them. For during and after their conversion, humans continue to atone for the sins they have committed in the past. They voluntarily take upon themselves the punishment of sin, though for them it is no longer a punishment but a chastisement that exercises them in doing good and so makes them worthy of forgiveness. Besides, as new persons, they stand free from punishment and pure before God’s face. Perfection may not be attained for a long time—God counts the disposition for the deed and justifies us out of grace.177
No less forcefully than in Kant is the corruption of human nature taught by Schopenhauer. Hence he, too, came to acknowledge that for the radical improvement of humans, development or enlightenment is totally insufficient, and that to that end nothing less is needed than a rebirth that changes persons in the core of their being, for good fruit can only be produced by a good tree. What one does follows from what one is.178 By taking this stand, Kant and Schopenhauer positioned themselves as firmly as possible against the optimism and rationalism of the eighteenth century. They also agreed, however, in rejecting the solution that can be found in the Christian doctrine of salvation. But whereas Kant continued to believe in a kind of salvation, considered it possible and attainable by the freedom of the will, and thereby returned to the optimism of the Enlightenment, Schopenhauer remained entrenched in his pessimism to the end and could accept no other redemption from suffering than that which, as in Buddhism, consists in the destruction of one’s consciousness. Art and philosophy do afford us some consolation, but final salvation can nevertheless consist only, in the light of one’s own knowledge, in allowing life in all its wretchedness to get through to oneself as a quietus for the will, to negate the will, and so to enter into nirvana, where one’s consciousness is totally numbed and the will to live is fully extinguished.179
Eduard von Hartmann also proceeds in his soteriology from the wretchedness of humanity but further includes in it not only elements reminiscent of Kant and Schopenhauer but also an assortment of ideas deriving from pantheistic and evolutionistic philosophy. Humans with their eudaemonistic egoism, which is the product of their animal descent and historical development, are radically evil. “The essential and most characteristic nature of humans” is radically evil. They make “sensuality,” which by itself is not wrong, into a tool for their egoism. This ethical as well as physical evil, however, is also willed by God, not as a final end, but as a means. It is necessary to make humans into religious-ethical beings, to make them long for salvation and sanctification, and thus to ensure for religion and morality, not a temporary and accidental, but a permanent and necessary existence. Concealed deep in the heart of people, after all, is a latent fundamental tendency of another kind, an ethical disposition that corresponds to the objective moral world order and affords them the strategic basis of operation from which they can fight evil. They are not merely natural but also moral beings, with a sense of responsibility, of duty, and of guilt, contrition, with a need for and susceptibility to salvation. This ethical disposition cannot be explained by saying that human beings are products of nature, in terms of their egoism, but harks back to an immanent objective reason that works in them and realizes itself through the evil present in themselves and the world. In the language of religion, it can therefore be called “grace” and consists not only in the moral disposition inherited from earlier generations (original grace) but also in the moral power to develop and unfold this disposition (actual grace). In its totality, it must therefore be regarded as the immanent rule of the moral world order, as the Holy Spirit by which God realizes the good in humanity. No human being, accordingly, is totally without it. There are no absolute reprobates or elect. Every person belongs in greater or lesser measure to the company of the blessed. And to everyone is granted a measure of grace, depending on his or her family background and nurture and so on, in that they may appropriate, increase, and merit it.
Salvation, accordingly, is granted on God’s part to humans by grace, but in such a way that they themselves must acquire it by moral effort. That is why grace, viewed from the human perspective, may be called faith. The two are essentially one, just as God and humanity are essentially one. But because “grace” and “faith” are identical, though viewed from different angles, redemption and sanctification are therefore a process that moves forward slowly. Salvation is not realized suddenly and all at once but gradually, in the way of faith. This redemptive process begins with illumination, then arouses a sense of guilt and aversion to evil. These components, however, still have only negative and preparatory significance. Then it gives rise to faith, a faith that actually but unconsciously already precedes the above components, but now begins to function consciously and produces the new person. By this faith humans surrender themselves to grace, overcome the consciousness of guilt, obtain reconciliation, peace, “sonship,” and union with God, and apply themselves to the sanctification that continues throughout life. This subjective redemptive process, however, is not the final goal, but subordinate to and a means of the objective redemptive process in humanity, which consists in the triumph of the moral world order (a better formulation than “the kingdom of God”), and, since in any other way there is no true redemption, it ends in “the redemption of the world from itself as the triumph of the idea in the collapse of the universe.” Universal redemption coincides with the destruction of the world, with “the recall of its spatial-temporal appearance into the eternal Being,” with the return of the absolute will from the state of actuality into that of potentiality. The redemption of the world then proves to be a means for the redemption of God.180
MODERN PHILOSOPHY AFTER KANT
[424] By another route philosophy after Kant developed into the idealistic systems of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Along with the philosopher of Königsberg, Fichte shifted the center of gravity from theoretical to practical reason, from the intellect to the will, from knowledge to moral conduct. But he was so consistent in this that he completely got rid of “the thing in itself” and completely subordinated knowledge to action. In the beginning was the deed, not the word. The “I” (or self-consciousness) is its own product even, and the “non-I” (the world as idea) is posited by the “I.” Nothing exists but the I: “The I is everything.” Self-determination is the essence of humanity, freedom its destiny. Those who let themselves be determined by the world are slaves, but those who define themselves are masters, kings, sovereigns. Thus, also the redemption of humans is their own act; they obtain it in the way of consistent striving for self-improvement. And the only lesson they have to put into practice is “posit yourself, become conscious of yourself, strive to be independent, make yourself free.”181 But this was not Fichte’s last word. The charge of atheism lodged against him in 1799 led to his having to leave Jena. He became part of a different circle of men and women in Berlin and took a deeper look at religion than ever before. As a result his philosophy developed in a different direction and assumed a different form. Up until then he had continually opposed so-called “obscurantism”; from this point on he turned against the flat rationalism of the Enlightenment. He distanced himself from Nicolai and moved toward Romanticism and Schleiermacher and Spinoza. Up until then his philosophy had moved from the practical to the theoretical and thence to the moral and religious “I.” But having arrived there, it took its stance in religion and from that vantage point tried to design an entire worldview. He first climbed up to God in order now to proceed out from God. From volition he pushed through to being in order now, from that being, to look at the entire world. The theory of science became the doctrine of religion.
Consequently, the vocation and destiny of humankind also changed. Up until now Fichte had situated it in moral action, in freedom; now he declared that our certainty of moral conduct as the task and goal of humanity as well as the task and goal of the world is rooted, and can only be rooted, in religious faith. All conviction of the reality of the moral as well as the sensible world is a matter of faith and arises not from the intellect but from the heart. All truth originates from faith, from conscience, from the orientation of the mind. “We are all born in faith.” Once people have arrived at this insight, they recognize that God, whom they found last, is first of all. The goal of the world is the world’s ground. God and humanity are eternally one. But that unity, which is the foundation, is temporarily broken up by the self-consciousness (knowledge), which always makes a separation between the subject and the object in order that humans may, through the existing disunity, again seek union. In the end, what was eternally one in essence must, through separation, again return to union. Not activity and action, not independence and freedom, but life in God, resting and delighting in his fellowship, intellectual love (amor intellectualis), as Spinoza called it, is the destiny of humankind. That is the supreme, the blessed and eternal life.
Fichte believed he could find this idea in Christianity, more specifically, in the Gospel of John. In his opinion the eternal oneness of the divine and the human was the innermost essence of religion and also visually presented to us as such in the person of Christ. Before him, no one recognized and expressed this truth as he did, and after him all people obtained this truth, this union with God, this state of blessedness, only through him. Granted, what saves us is not a historical faith, for “only the metaphysical, by no means the historical, saves.” But when Christian doctrine is rightly understood, it is certainly absolutely true and absolutely new. It makes known to us the kingdom of God as the true world, which God wills from eternity and realizes in history. When humans make this will their own, they find eternal life. And they incorporate that will of God into their own when by an internal rebirth they put their own will to death. There is but one order of salvation: self-annihilation and self-denial; and but one way to salvation: the death of selfhood, death with Jesus, rebirth. Jesus was by nature what we, following his example, have to become in freedom: the born son of God. His historical appearance, therefore, is an eternally valid historical truth. Dogma has clothed this truth in a series of metaphysical propositions, but the Holy Spirit, whom Christ promised to us, leads us into all truth and labors at the completion of that kingdom, which is simultaneously the kingdom of God and the realm of reason.182
Schelling underwent a similar development. In his early period, he was rather indifferent toward religion, but by a deeper study of nature, he arrived at a so-called identity philosophy in which not doing but being constituted the key concept and in which the unity of subject and object, of spirit and nature, of God and the All was expressed. This Absolute, however, cannot be found by thought nor demonstrated by proofs but is known only by intellectual vision, just as religion, morality, and art can only have their root in this mysticism of the heart. From this, religion and philosophy appear to be correlative, but in fact they have the same content, namely, the unity of the eternal and the finite. While paganism pulls the eternal into the finite, Christianity elevates the finite into the eternal. Therefore, whereas nature is the content of mythology, the content of Christianity is history, especially as this is concentrated in the person of Christ, who is the center of history. All these ideas, which already occur in the time of Schelling’s identity philosophy, are later worked out more extensively in his positive philosophy, especially in his philosophy of revelation.
This positive philosophy supplements the negative, begins where the latter ends, and discloses that the entire history of humankind consists in a return of the finite to the infinite. Actually the fall begins with creation, with the event of the finite’s becoming independent, but it is continued in humankind’s misuse of this finite reality as a means of their egoism. God counteracted this estrangement of his creature in a historical way in the person of Christ. Christ, who already had an independent existence of his own, put aside his glory and became the Son of Man. This did not first occur in the moment of his incarnation but long before that, from the day of the human fall. Though not under the name of Christ, he was nevertheless already active in paganism, in mythology; and the entire period of his activity in paganism right up to his death was the period of his humiliation and suffering. But with his resurrection came the reversal. In that event the entire old world had come to an end: paganism, mythology, the demons were all deprived of their power and dominion, and humanity was fundamentally justified. This justification in the resurrection of Christ (Rom. 4:25) is antecedent to the new life, to good works. Justification has to precede truly good works, or otherwise there is at most a fear of evil but no courage to do the good.
Only when the entire present condition is justified can there be individual good works. Inasmuch as not our particular activity but our whole existence is reprehensible in the sight of God, our works cannot justify us before God, but only he can justify us before God, who has made our whole existence right and pleasing to God, namely, Christ. By the fact that Christ rose—that is, that he did not at one time become a human and then ceased to be a human, that he is continually and eternally a human—by that fact we have received justification, the free gift of righteousness (Rom. 5:17), and hence also our present condition of separation from God has become a condition accepted by God, a condition in which we can move peacefully, even joyfully, far from that melancholy, self-tormenting Christianity that can only impose on us a total denial of what Christ has done for us.183
From this alone it is evident that the person of Christ is the true content of Christianity and that this is a historical religion through and through.184 But there is more: after Christ rose and ascended to heaven, he continues his work until he will finally have vanquished all his enemies. The most immediate action of Christ, therefore, must be that in his resurrection he again made human nature “pleasing and right” in the sight of God, restoring to humans the freedom, power, and possibility to be the children of God. But, subsequently, he also sent the Holy Spirit, who “realizes the entire deity in us.”185 With that the religion of the Spirit and freedom began in which humans obtain life and blessedness in fellowship with Christ, a religion that develops through the Petrine church of Rome and the Pauline church of the Reformation into the Johannine church of the future.186 With that movement, then, the cosmic process that is grounded in the three potencies (nature, spirit, personality or love) of the divine Being has reached its conclusion, for all things will then have been restored by Christ to their unity with God. Reconciliation between God and his creature is the content of history.
Like his predecessors, Hegel, in contrast to the Enlightenment, was animated by the desire to secure a place in his philosophical system for Christianity and the redemption that constitutes its core. He therefore laid the foundation for reconciliation in the movement of the Absolute itself. This Absolute, remember, is not an unchangeable being but an eternal process of becoming, a self-evolving spirit and idea. At its beginning it is mere potentiality in order to impel itself, through the history of the world, to actuality. So it first “empties” itself in nature, therein posing a counterpart to itself in order from that state to return gradually to itself in the spirit. This process, then, moves from self-evacuation to self-reconciliation. This self-evacuation begins with the existence of the finite world and completes itself in humanity. This humanity first lives in a state of naïve innocence and subsequently awakens to self-consciousness, asserts itself in its particularity, makes finite things subservient to its egoism, and so introduces sin into the world. As a result of this sin, humanity exists in opposition to God, just as, as a result of a wide variety of disasters and misfortunes, it exists in opposition to the world. It is its privilege, however, that humanity realizes this and therefore also begins to feel the need for redemption. In general, this redemption must consist in the reconciliation of the existing opposition and the perception and recognition of the essential oneness of God and humanity. It is a mistake to think, however, that reconciliation could be effected by any human being alone or by all humans together. It can only be accepted by it if beforehand it exists in truth. And thus, indeed, it exists in fact, first of all in the idea of God and further also historically in the person of Christ. In the idea of God, the infinite and the finite, God and humanity, are eternally one. This, however, was not enough. If reconciliation was to be really effected in humankind; if people—not just the learned but also the uneducated and common people—were really to obtain absolute certainty concerning it, that idea also had to be visibly and historically presented to them in a person. And that was accomplished by God in Christ, who is not a teacher or martyr but, as it were, the incorporation of this idea, the Son of God, who remained faithful to his unity with God into death and exalted human nature to the point of being seated at the right hand of God. Christ, therefore, is the “God-man,” his death the center of reconciliation, for his death was the death of death, the negation of negations, and so led to resurrection and ascension. In Christ, God assumed finiteness, along with evil as its extremity, in order to kill it by his death. “It is infinite love for God to identify himself with what is foreign to him in order to destroy it.” With that death, accordingly, begins the reversal of consciousness. With it begins “a new world, a new religion, a new reality, another cosmic condition.”
The church has been built on that foundation. By faith it is certain that God and humanity are one, that the finiteness, the weakness, the defectiveness of human nature is not incompatible with this unity. “The basic qualification in this kingdom of God is the presence of God so that the members of this kingdom are commanded not only to love people but to be conscious that God is love.” The individual person arrives at this certainty not by reasoning or the evidence of miracles and so on, nor by morality and decency, but by faith, by “the witness of the Spirit, the indwelling idea of the Spirit per se.” This witness, however, does not pertain to external history, which is transient and has to disappear, but to the idea that God and humanity are one and that this truth has been realized and revealed in a historical manner in Christ. Hence, though faith may start on the sensible side, it nevertheless penetrates to the idea and has to become totally “spiritual.” “The true content of the Christian faith has to be vindicated by philosophy, not by history.” Now to the institutional church—in distinction from the Christian community—has been entrusted the task of nurturing its members and of introducing them to the truth. As is evident from infant baptism, it is also conscious of this task. In that baptism it declares the truth that children are born, not in misery, but in the fellowship of the church, and that, though first receiving the truth on authority, they must gradually appropriate it for themselves. They are born in and for freedom. They do not have to experience regeneration and conversion like others who come to the church from the outside, but may proceed from the thought that God has been reconciled, that evil has been overcome, and that the Spirit of God, who by faith is also their Spirit, fights against sin in and through them. In the Lord’s Supper, which is the center of Christian doctrine and therefore viewed so variously, believers see exhibited, in a sensory, graphic way, the reconciliation with God and the indwelling of the Spirit in their hearts.187
[425] Most remarkable, in the philosophy that emerged after the Enlightenment and started with Kant, is the fact that it again sought to link itself with Christianity and to incorporate its religious truths in its system. To a flat rationalism, Christianity was obsolete. Human beings needed only an enlightened mind and a free will to obtain salvation; no room was left for a revelation of grace. But philosophy, in all its great interpreters, reconsidered this superficial judgment. It took a longer and deeper look at nature and history, at humanity and the world, and in one form or another articulated the idea that redemption from sin and suffering was possible only by an act of God. According to this philosophy, evil is not an accidental phenomenon, an arbitrary human act, but a necessary element in the cosmic process. Consequently, there could be no redemption from it unless in that same cosmic process, it was gradually overcome and banished by a divine power. In Schelling and Hegel, as in Schopenhauer and Hartmann, the later philosophy acquired the character of a “philosophy of redemption.”
But though post-Kantian philosophy seriously strove to again do justice to the great ideas of Christianity,188 it nevertheless only partially succeeded in this attempt. This is due, to a significant degree, to the fact that it only overcame rationalism in part, more in form than in substance. Hegel, for example, looks down on the Enlightenment from a great height and mocks its intellectual vanity. Over against it, he champions the right to trace reason in the Christian religion, but at the same time, he subjects the Christian religion to his “thinking consciousness” and finds the standard for its truth in his own reason. He does say that philosophy puts itself not above the Christian religion and its content but only above the form in which it possesses the truth. But this pronouncement does not make up for that other statement, namely, that “thought is the absolute judge before which the content must prove and authenticate itself.” Accordingly, Christianity may have presented a doctrine of reconciliation that contains a profound meaning; yet this profound meaning is only brought to light in philosophy. Not religion but philosophy brings about true reconciliation. “Philosophy is theology insofar as it represents the reconciliation of God with himself and with nature; it affirms that nature, that otherness as such, as divine; it affirms that the finite Spirit characteristically elevates itself toward reconciliation and in part comes to it in the history of the world.”189 The attempt to reconcile reason with religion, accordingly, ended with a dichotomy between idea and fact, a process by which ultimately the idea could no longer be maintained. Post-Hegelian history clearly demonstrated that the baby had been thrown out with the bathwater and that with the form also the content itself had gone down the drain. Stripped of its speculative phrasing and reduced to simple words, idealistic philosophy was left only with the idea that humans, existing by nature in the polarity between sensuality and reason, nature and spirit, idea and reality, were gradually, by way of a process, lifted above that polarity and that they themselves had to support and promote this process, either more by their intellect or more by their will.
MODERN THEOLOGY: SCHLEIERMACHER AND RITSCHL
The modern theology that surfaced with the work of Strauss gave the philosophy of Hegel this jolt and thereby immediately revealed its own intellectual nature. While frequently still employing Christian terms, it fills them with a different meaning. In the work of conversion, for example, God and humanity, in other words, the grace of God and the human will, are not antithetical: conversion is simultaneously and totally the work of both. For grace actually coincides with divine providence. It only works ethically and pedagogically and itself fosters as well as strengthens in the religious community the capacity for salvation (“the ability to apply oneself to grace”). In time, therefore, it will lead all people to salvation and overcome all opposition. Actually human beings do not really need regeneration; conversion can be so called only when viewed from the side of God. Conversion itself consists in penitence (that is, regret over past sins, the disposition willingly to bear the punishment for them and henceforth to amend one’s life) and faith (that is, trust in the grace of God in Christ). Thus converted, a person is immediately justified. For justification is not a transcendent act of God but only the removal of the consciousness of guilt, a change in the consciousness of one’s relation to God, the cancellation of the split between the natural “I” and its destiny. In conversion, says this theology, people are initially renewed and as such carry within themselves the guarantee of perfection, just as the grown plant is hidden in the seed and the full-grown man is concealed in the boy. What matters above all else, therefore, is the heart, the inner disposition. For a long time the deed lags behind that disposition, but this imperfection is a passing moment and therefore in no way still counts in reconciliation and justification.190
Like idealistic philosophy, so also Schleiermacher returned to Christianity and, with even more emphasis than this philosophy, placed the historical person of Christ in the center of his doctrine of faith. According to Schleiermacher, after Christ entered into our communion of sin and misery, he possessed the power and the calling to incorporate us into his communion of holiness and blessedness. This incorporation occurs by regeneration and sanctification. Regeneration consists in conversion and justification, two things that are one and the same, viewed now from our side and then from God’s side. In conversion, which is again composed of two parts (penitence and faith), a person is neither cooperative nor totally passive, but receptive (in the sense of Melanchthon’s “capacity to apply oneself to grace”), so that then humanity as a whole may also at some point become ripe for grace and obtain salvation. Justification is that act of God by which a person is placed in fellowship with Christ. Negatively, it consists in forgiveness, that is, the condemnation of the past, and positively in adoption, that is, exhortation to a new life; and as the counterpart of forgiveness, justification really lets forgiveness take place because and insofar as a person obtains a new life in communion with Christ.191 Mediating theologians192 indeed assigned a broader place in dogmatics to the person of Christ and the activity of the Holy Spirit; but in the order of salvation, they did not entirely rise above the ideas of Schleiermacher. In the first place, they almost all attribute to humans the power to accept or to reject grace, whether that power derives from the creation or the providence of God, or from the enabling grace granted in baptism or the [gospel] call.193 On the other hand, while they do correct Schleiermacher insofar as they hold justification to be an objective act of God, they all let it happen on the basis, not of the imputed, but of the infused righteousness of Christ, so that it is not only a judicial but also a communicative and sanctifying act of God and a preview (προληψις) of the future.194
Over against this subject-based justification, Ritschl again returned to the person of Christ seeking the ground for forgiveness in his work, albeit, not in the sense that it was acquired by Christ and consisted in a change of God’s disposition, for God is eternal love and there is no punitive righteousness in him. But Christ, by his perfect fidelity to his vocation, his unbroken communion with God, his complete surrender to God’s will, nevertheless proclaimed and proved that God is love, that he is not wrathful or punitive, but forgives. Now this was necessary, not because God is far removed from humankind, but because humankind, by its sin (which is actually ignorance, not objective guilt but subjective consciousness of guilt) is far removed from God. For that reason Christ proclaimed God’s love even in his death and, making God’s purpose with humankind his own, founded a kingdom of God, a church, into which he transplanted the consciousness that God is love and forgives sin, and that it can live in communion with God without needing to be hindered by sin. In Ritschl, therefore, justification is a synthetic judgment, pronounced not on the basis of good works but prior to good works. First, the fear of God as judge must yield in humans to the consciousness of his communion before they can do good works and fulfill their moral calling. Furthermore, this justification is not a verdict on, or experience of, the individual believer, but a possession of the church, which knows that, despite its sins, it exists in communion with God. It coincides with the founding of the church itself.195 Particular persons only obtain this benefit of justification by joining the church and appropriating it by faith. That faith is free;196 not individuals but the church is the object of election.197 That faith is not effected magically: upbringing is the ordinary form in which a person comes to faith.198 It essentially consists in truth, is independent of historical investigation and its results, and is based on a deep impression made by Jesus’ moral grandeur on the unbiased mind.199 By that faith humans acquire another view of God, of themselves, and of the world. They learn to know God as love and to know that sin is no longer an obstacle to communion with God. They no longer consider disasters and misfortunes to be punishments but spiritually reign over all things; in a word, their consciousness of sin has been removed and therein consists their justification.200 The consequence of this justification is reconciliation, the putting aside of hostility toward God on the basis of that justification.201 And essentially identical with that justification and reconciliation is regeneration, for this occurrence does not consist in a hyperphysical change but in a change of mood and disposition.202
[426] It is to Ritschl’s credit that, in a time when the Reformation doctrine of justification was misconstrued and confused with that of sanctification, he again called attention to its significance for the religious life and again placed the doctrine itself at the center of the redemptive order. He did this, however, in a way that invited criticism. The primary objections raised against it in time can be summed up as follows: (1) Ritschl, in his doctrine of God, gives one-sided prominence to God’s love, ignores his holiness and righteousness, and attempts to deduce reconciliation solely from his love. (2) Reconciliation only consists in the fact that Christ, by his teaching and life, has proclaimed that God is love and that in him there is no room for wrath. (3) Guilt and punishment are only human notions and do not correspond to any objective reality, all the less since sin is essentially ignorance. (4) Justification, contained in Jesus’ proclamation of the love of God, is a possession of the church as a whole, so that the individual receives it by joining the church. (5) It is completely independent of the subject, excludes all mysticism, and is in no way connected with sanctification. (6) Its aim is not to furnish assurance of salvation to the subject but to enable Christians, by their trust in God, to maintain and assert themselves over against the world.203
This summary is far from exhaustive, constituting as it does only some of the serious objections that were in time raised against Ritschl’s theology and specifically against his philosophy. The times changed and with them the intellectual climate. When Ritschl appeared on the scene, people in general expected the greatest benefits from science and culture and girded themselves with confidence and courage to take on the challenge. It was to this situation that the theologian of Göttingen responded. He separated theology from metaphysics, gave free reign to the sciences, and was content to give religion, both objectively and subjectively, a small place. In fact, he made religion subservient to culture and derived from it the confidence to undertake the moral task with courage and to establish the kingdom of God on earth. But this cultural optimism (Kulturseligkeit) gradually yielded to the insight that science and technology, intellectual knowledge and material prosperity cannot produce peace of heart. Along with material progress, spiritual poverty increased as well. People again began to see the limitations of culture and, in that connection, the social evils, the defects in education and upbringing, the misery of people’s earthly existence. Knowledge of their misery again kindled the need for religion and mysticism. Tired of doing, people again thirsted for being. Philosophy, metaphysics, and idealism were again restored to a position of honor. People turned back from Kant to Hegel, or at least exchanged the slogan “Back to Kant!” for that of “From Kant forward!” People felt all the more compelled in that direction because Ritschl had simply, without proof, positioned himself in historic Christianity and proceeded from the personality of Jesus, and the latest studies of antiquity seemed especially to show that Christianity was a syncretistic religion. Where, then, in view of the loss of a historical foundation, could one still find sure footing except in metaphysics? Finally, there was still the fact that Ritschl had attached too little value and paid too little attention to the religious life in the subject. The individual was for him a part of the church, assured in its fellowship of the love of God, but not living from it in the mysticism of one’s own heart. Yet one only rightly learned to know the essence of religion by the study of the religious personality. All these considerations explain why Ritschl’s dogmatic theology gradually became a part of the history of dogma, why after him a new mysticism and a new philosophy emerged, and why his method made way, on the one hand, for the school of the history of religion and, on the other, for that of the psychology of religion.204
PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDY OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE
At this juncture especially the latter is important to us. The psychology of religion is still a young science, but the impetus for it arose from the directions in which the religious life had developed in the preceding centuries. Powerful movements, like those that Pietism had called forth in Germany and Methodism had unleashed in England and America, all had in common that they shifted the center of gravity from the object of religion to the subject. Theology followed this track in the systems produced by Kant, Schleiermacher, and their schools. And later this subjective tendency was promoted by agnosticism, biblical criticism, experimental psychology, and by the study of religions and revivals. The reports that revivalists gave of their meetings and conversion results most immediately triggered the rise of the psychology of religion. The current president of Clark University, G. Stanley Hall, was moved by them to the idea of making a painstaking study of the data contained in them. He soon formed a school that, in accordance with experimental methods including the use of questionnaires, examined religious phenomena, a school that branched out in many countries.205
The psychology of religion, however, does not examine all religious phenomena but leaves the objective phenomena in religion, such as dogma and worship, to the sciences of history and philosophy. It confines itself to the study of subjective religion, to the religious experience of the subject; more precisely, it focuses not so much on religious conceptions as on the feelings, sensations, and passions that accompany them or are aroused by them. It first tries as carefully as possible to gather these phenomena from biographies, letters, conversations, as well as from replies to questionnaires. It then processes this material by means of analysis, comparison, and classification. And, finally, from this factual material it attempts to infer the law that governs religious development.
[427a]206 Now on the basis of such inquiries, some psychologists, exploring the religious development of individuals, offer us the following sketch:
In the child there is as yet no such thing as an independent religious life of its own. Just as the human embryo in its development passes through the various stages of the kinds of organic beings preceding the human species, so childhood represents the original, the oldest, state of the human race. Ontogeny is the repetition and recapitulation of phylogeny. Just as the first humans, in the course of their evolution from lower animals, for a long time remained half-animals, so also a kind of animal life is characteristic of the child. The child enters life with basically the same instincts as animals. The truth of the doctrine of original sin is that in humans, by virtue of their origin, the life of the animal is still pulsating and working. The child, accordingly, is by nature self-seeking, self-willed, and combative. It carries with it the elementary instinct of self-preservation, which manifests itself in anger, touchiness, jealousy, and the like. Associated with this is that, in respect of religion and morality, the child manifests the same self-seeking tendencies. To the child the value of religion consists exclusively in what it can give him or her. And because a child lacks independent insight, it is gullible; it accepts as true everything it hears. For a child religion consists mostly in rules and dogmas imposed by the authority of parents, church, or Bible. It believes in and lives by authority. Religion to the child is still something totally external and objective. “Religion is all external to him; God is a being above and beyond him.”
But at the onset of puberty, in the case of girls usually in their fourteenth and in that of boys in their sixteenth year, a great change occurs. The shift that occurs in adolescence in how young people perceive the character of the church and the extent and significance of its influence in their lives has in recent years been the object of diligent and extensive research. Stanley Hall published a work on it of more than thirteen hundred pages. Carefully and at length, he explored all the changes that occur in human development in the years of puberty. These changes extend to the whole of life and existence and are simultaneously physiological and psychological, biological and sociological in nature. Just as the child is reminiscent of the earliest state of humankind, so also the period of adolescence is neo-atavistic. The conquests that the human race accomplished in a later period revive and repeat themselves in adolescence. The development that occurs then is marked in general by the fact that it happens less gradually and more abruptly. It repeats the earlier period of storm and stress when the human race broke earlier ties and raised itself to a higher level of civilization. The length, weight, and stamina of the body increase much more rapidly than in earlier years, and functions that did not exist before emerge and become important. The voice changes; hair growth increases; the dimensions and proportions of the limbs are altered; the cerebral nervous system, the condition for the psychic life of maturity, attains its full magnitude. It is as if nature arms humans for the struggle awaiting them with all the powers at its disposal. It makes the [young] man aggressive and prepares the [young] woman for motherhood.
Psychologically the change that occurs at this age is no less impressive. Since boys and girls begin to assume a different relation to the world and acquire other interests, their senses also change in structure and function. The senses of touch, smell, taste, as well as hearing and eyesight undergo significant changes. Sense perception, in general, recedes; on the other hand, remarkable progress occurs in the development of the capacity to deliberate and reflect. Thinking, reason, and self-awareness of personality blossom and take on altogether new, more general, abstract, and spiritual form. Whereas the child is controlled by heredity and imitation, at this stage one’s own individuality takes shape. The universally human begins to differentiate and express itself in special, diverging traits of character and facial features. And along with all these new impressions and ideas, another world of sensations also appears in a person. New feelings of pleasure and displeasure, sympathy and aversion, new promptings and desires, wishes and ideals, often unconscious and not understood, enter the human mind. The human being, the individual and personal human being, with its own personal insight, a self of its own, arises in the young man and the young woman: they want to be themselves and live their own life.
Also biologically and sociologically puberty brings about great changes. Puberty is the awakening of one’s sexual life, the reproductive life. The boy becomes capable of reproduction; the girl becomes nubile. This sexual development does not run parallel to physiological and psychological development but is actually at the core of it. It may not cause or explain all the other developments but it does impart color and tone to them; it is the mighty impulse and stimulus behind them. And with this awakening to the reproductive life, humans simultaneously grow into a larger whole, into the society that surrounds them. They begin to realize that, besides having to lead a life of their own, they are also destined to live along with and for others. The new personality, with its much richer world of ideas and sensations, wishes and desires, passes from the tight little circle of a childlike, self-seeking life into an adult society with its numerous complex relations. The focus of activity shifts from interest in the self toward interest in the whole. In a word, puberty is a second birth, a rebirth, the birth of a new personality, one’s own and simultaneously a social personality.
Like the first birth, however, this second birth is accompanied by labor pains. Puberty brings with it its own pathologies and risks, its own aberrations and sins. Like the corresponding era in the history of the human race, it is a period of storm and stress. The swift asymmetrical growth of the body and its parts triggers a feeling of incompleteness. The enormous potential energy that accumulates in the nervous system and cannot as yet find an outlet brings with it intense unrest and tension. By the arrival in one’s consciousness of a wide range of new perceptions and ideas, the life of the psyche is continually kept in motion and stirred up. It resembles a sea, thrown back and forth and up and down by the wind. The new personality, reaching toward independence and wanting to assert itself, feels enclosed from all directions, held back, hindered by society, which seeks to introduce it to an altruistic lifestyle. The subject and its environment collide. Often it is as if two selves in one person confront each other and fight with each other for dominance. Characteristic for this age, on the one hand, is a feeling of dissatisfaction and discontent that expresses itself in multitudinous forms of doubt, unrest, regret, depression, melancholy, daydreaming, self-preoccupation, obsessive brooding and, on the other hand, in a drive toward freedom and independence, a hunger to investigate, intense enthusiasm for great ideas and great personalities, high-spirited generosity, faith in the future, soaring idealism, a desire to reform everything. Like every other period in life, so also and particularly this one has its peculiar virtues and defects. In this period life zigzags between wisdom and folly, adoration and contempt, interest and indifference, excessive exertion and deep slumps, self-sacrifice and self-seeking, credulity and skepticism, noble inclinations and sinful passions. The young man stands at the crossroads. His whole future depends on the direction he now takes. The boy is father of the man.
But all these states and experiences are the labor pains of the new personality. Driven from the paradisal state of childhood, the young man enters the wide, wide world to carve out a place of his own. As he grows toward personal freedom and self-reliance, he at the same time adapts to his surroundings and conforms to his social milieu. The storm and stress he has to endure are useful and good. They strengthen his personality, enrich its insights, and deepen its life. Leaving their childhood behind them, humans pass through the critical period of puberty to the age of masculine and feminine maturity.
Now in this psychophysical process of the years of adolescence, religious development plays a peculiar role. The discovery of the link between these two processes has so surprised some psychologists that they thought they could explain all of religion out of the sex drive and viewed religion as nothing more than “perverted sexuality.” But most psychologists of religion oppose this “medical materialism.” Certainly, sexual and religious development may well be interrelated and in part coincide for a time, but those who would explain religion totally in terms of sexuality could, in their opinion, just as well derive it from the activities of respiration and metabolism, since it is also related to them, and could equally well pass off science and art—an interest in which also develops in adolescence—as a perverse sexuality. According to Starbuck, sexual development may very well be the occasion and condition for the religious awakening, but one must bear in mind the big difference between condition and cause. In the case of religious development, not only the physical but also the psychological state exerts influence. All sorts of concepts and ideas, especially of an ethical kind, affect it. The religious process is much too complicated to be explained in terms of a single cause or with the aid of a simple formula. To this must be added that the content of the religious consciousness often differs totally from that of the sexual consciousness and therefore also later retains a place and value of its own. There is a dependence of the soul on the body and vice versa; yet one must acknowledge the independent value of the life of the soul and its religious content, since ultimately not the origin but the rational content and moral fruit determine that value. “By their fruits you shall know them (the mental states), not by their roots.”
The rejection of this materialistic theory, however, does not alter the fact that all psychologists of religion recognize the existence of a close (though often not more precisely designated) connection between religion and love and understand adolescent religious development as a natural and necessary developmental process of that period in life. Of course, this religious development does not occur in everyone in the same way and form. Differences exist, depending on upbringing and environment, character and temperament, gender and age. There is a difference in religious development specifically between the “healthy-minded” and “the sick soul.” There are people who need no conversion, others who do. There are “once-born” and “twice-born” persons. Some people have enjoyed a religious upbringing in their youth and for the remainder of their life continue to feel at home in the religion of their childhood years. They need not go through a crisis, know of no broken heart nor of a struggle with sin. They are strangers to the fear of punishment, the dread of judgment. They go through life as carefree, cheerful children, rejoice in the good that surrounds them from all directions, believe in the progress of the human race, and are animated by confident hope for the future. These are the happy people who by their good humor and pleasant attitude overcome the world’s suffering. They are adopted as examples by the Mind-Cure Movement when it seeks by suggestion to banish fear from the human heart and by the mind to annihilate all sin and sickness.
Still, even among these privileged people there often occurs, not perhaps a decisive conversion, yet a more or less vigorous religious revival. In children religion is still external and objective. If this religion is not to remain a merely memorized lesson but a matter of free, personal conviction, a matter of the heart, then an awakening, a revival, a deepening and internalization of the religious life has to take place. And such a development of the religious life usually falls in the same period in which the independent personality is also born in people. But there are different types of religious experience. There is not one standard equally applicable to all. The universe is much richer than we surmise and does not correspond to any single system. There are also sick souls, people who have a very different view of life, who comprehend the misery of the world and the vanity of all things and who, in their own souls, have to wrestle with sin, its guilt, and its power. These are the deeper natures who need a religion of redemption, people with a low “pain, fear, and misery threshold,” who arrive at rest and peace only through a crisis.
Now such a crisis is usually called a “conversion,” and Christianity views it as the fruit of a supernatural operation. But according to the psychology of religion, there is no necessity, scientifically speaking, to resort to any supernatural factor for an explanation of this religious crisis. Conversion, however strange and abnormal it may seem, is a completely natural process that can be adequately explained by psychology.
In the first place, the psychological study of religious experience has brought to light the close connection between the psychosomatic development of the years of puberty and the religious awakening and deepening that occurs in the same period. Surveys of this phenomenon and the statistical analysis of the results have shown that this religious awakening usually occurs in the period between a person’s tenth and twenty-fifth year. One can roughly say that it already occurs at times in the seventh or eighth year, then increases steeply up to and including the sixteenth year, then drops sharply to the twentieth and subsequently steadily decreases to the thirtieth year, and becomes exceedingly rare after that. In this connection, one must note that, although puberty and conversion do not precisely coincide in time, the religious crisis as a rule occurs somewhat earlier in girls than in boys. Among the former, it tends to take place especially in the thirteenth, the sixteenth, and also still—but much less—in the eighteenth year. Among boys, by contrast, it is rare at the age of twelve but occurs most often around sixteen and also still very frequently at eighteen and nineteen.
Even this degree of coincidence is remarkable and prompts the suspicion that there is a close connection between puberty and conversion, love and religion, sexual emotion and religious awakening. This suspicion is confirmed by the fact that, in the second place, one can observe an intimate connection and striking resemblance between the above-mentioned experiences characteristic of young people and the religious experiences that occur in the same years. In the years of puberty, the life of the soul is subject to continual unrest, disturbance, doubt, twists, and so on. Now then, the religious experiences bear the same character: a sense of sin, feelings of guilt, fear of punishment, dejection, melancholy, repentance, dread, and so on are typical. In the moment of conversion, which can be of longer or shorter duration, it is as if two forces—again pictured differently as the old and the new person, darkness and light, sin and virtue, Satan and Christ—wrestle with each other so that the young person in question is not so much himself or herself one of the contending parties but rather appears to himself or herself as the spoils for which the two forces are fighting. In that struggle, finally, the experiences of sin, misery, and calamity gradually, sometimes suddenly, make way for those of peace and joy, of forgiveness and reconciliation, of the favor of God and communion with him. These religious experiences, accordingly, are qualitatively the same as those that are typical of puberty in general and different only in that, being transferred to the religious sphere, they are naturally religiously colored and interpreted.
In the third place, according to the psychology of religion, we need to bear in mind that the religious experiences that we describe with the words “conversion,” “awakening,” “realization,” and so on are not peculiar to one religion but occur in all religions and peoples. Not only people such as Paul, Augustine, and Luther, but also Buddha, Muhammad, and others experienced religious crises. Not only Christianity but every religion can speak of revivals both in the life of individuals and in that of masses of people. All religious phenomena, objective (dogma, cult, church, and so on) as well as subjective (mysticism, asceticism, ecstasy, revelation, inspiration, and so on), are characteristic of all religions. But that is not all. All religions also agree in the fact that, consciously and unconsciously, they accept a connection between religious development and puberty. In all religions, after all, at this age certain ceremonies of separation, testing, circumcision, tattooing, and so on occur, all of which serve to introduce the young man or young woman into full religious communion. Among us, too, Catholics have their first communion, Lutherans their confirmation, the Reformed their public profession. Puberty is the age of the second birth, the birth of an independently religious and religious-social personality.
Finally, in the fourth place, the new psychology considers itself able to offer a very plausible explanation of the change that occurs religiously in persons in the event of conversion or awakening. In recent years many psychologists have discovered the enormous importance in human life of “unconscious,” or better “subconscious” or “subliminal cerebration.” The images and ideas that are present at a given moment in the human consciousness are but a slim part of those that it really possesses. Perceptions, impressions, impulses and desires, and so on introduced or aroused in people earlier, do not totally disappear but sink beneath the threshold of consciousness into the subconscious, leave behind their imprints in the paths of the cerebral nervous system, and, as it were, continue their life and activity there. As a result of the ongoing changes in our consciousness, resulting from the entry of new perceptions, the unconscious material of the impressions is continually kept in motion. And on some occasion or other, a certain group of impressions can very readily rise to the surface and modify or even drive out and replace the impressions present in the consciousness at that moment.
Such transformations of consciousness, such “alterations of the personality,” occur in human life every moment. One day people are full of enthusiasm for one cause or another, and the next they have lost all feeling for it. Hosannas, in the life of the individual or in that of the crowd, can yield at any moment to the cry: “Crucify him.” A number, a name, or an incident, despite all our efforts, refuses to come to mind at a given moment but pops up shortly afterward. A sum, problem, or syllogism seems insoluble to us in the evening, and the following morning the solution is already waiting for us in our mind. President Teddy Roosevelt lives in a very different circle of ideas when he amuses himself on the hunt than when he concentrates on matters of state in the White House. At that moment he is both externally and internally a different human being or personality.
Now then, conversion, or a religious awakening, is nothing but such a transformation of one’s consciousness. It implies that “religious ideas, previously peripheral in [one’s] consciousness, now take a central place and that religious aims form the habitual center of [one’s] energy.” Conversions may seem sudden, immediate, and unprepared, like the sudden occurrence of an idea or the inspiration of a genius. But actually this is not the case. Converts themselves all speak later of religious impressions received earlier. Such impressions, perceptions, and ideas, sometimes received long before in one’s early youth, were not destroyed but only sank down into the unconscious. When from without there comes some stimulus that corresponds to the state of a person’s soul—say a striking word in a sermon, a text from Scripture crossing one’s mind or leaping up from the biblical page, a stirring revival meeting, or other—suddenly what up until that moment lay in the unconscious now stirs and enters one’s consciousness, drives out the prevailing ideas, and itself then establishes the central place there. Consciousness then changes radically, receiving an entirely new content. And with that transformation of consciousness, the second birth, the birth of a new religious personality takes place. “Spontaneous awakenings are the fructification of that which has been ripening within the subliminal consciousness.”
The sudden character of a given religious awakening, therefore, is not proof for its miraculous supernatural origin nor does it essentially distinguish it from the slow, steady growth that characterizes the religious development of others. Also, the value of a religious “revival” depends not on its origin but on its essence and fruit. The question is not, How does it happen? but, What is attained? Whether a given religious development does or does not entail a crisis depends on the uniqueness of a person’s character and is determined by his or her earlier and present state. Conversion, accordingly, is not a sui generis experience of some but the common experience of all: an expression of the awakening of one’s religious personality during the years of puberty, a natural, necessary, and normal psychological process in adolescence.
This psychological explanation of conversion finds support in the religious development that manifests itself at a later age and can in general be described with the term “sanctification.” At that time, after all, it proves impossible to distinguish people who have undergone a religious crisis from those who are not conscious of having had such a crisis. “Converted men are indistinguishable from natural men.” Not infrequently the latter are even morally superior. A state of order and rest—harmony with, and a good adjustment to, one’s environment—is not exclusively characteristic of converts nor only of Christians. One finds feelings of certainty and joy as much in Leo Tolstoy as in John Bunyan. Conversely, neither “twice-born men” nor “once-born” or “healthy-minded men” are later exempt from all doubt and inner conflict, from all temptation and unrest. Total apostasies are rare, but a very common phenomenon is that following a period of enthusiasm and activity comes a slump, a period of dullness. Here, too, the adage holds that a “bow long bent grows weak.” “Every flow has its ebb.”
It is a remarkable phenomenon, moreover, that as a rule when humans reach maturity, they get past their doubts and begin to reconstruct their faith and life. Relatively small is the number of those who as adults continue to assume a purely negative attitude toward religion. Despite all sorts of aberrations, in almost all cases religious development finally ends in “a positive and active religious attitude.” Reconstruction seems to be a law of the religious life in the later years. Once people are established citizens, when a man becomes a husband and a father and a woman a wife and mother; when they assume a place of their own in society and are bound to it by all sorts of ties; when after the period of storm and stress, they begin to listen more calmly and seriously to the voices they hear coming from the realms of science and philosophy, religion and art, from a sense of duty and responsibility; when they become personally familiar with the disappointments and disasters of life, they often change their tune, judge more kindly, and reconstruct their religious faith. Some then return to the religion of their youth; others, by separation and combination, construct for themselves a new faith. Also, there remains great religious diversity among people. To the extent life develops, it becomes more differentiated and complex. The religious life in many cases even frequently displays pathological forms.
Yet, says Starbuck, with the diversity also the unity increases, and does so specifically in three ways. In the first place, there arises in everyone a growing consensus in the belief in a personal God, in the existence and immortality of the soul, and in an appreciation of the person of Christ, either as Redeemer or as example. Second, although many religious ideas are restored, in the eyes of everyone the dogmas lose weight. A greater value is attached to religious feeling than to religious faith and more emphasis is put on the inwardness of the religious life than on its external forms. In the third place, according to a growing conviction, motives and intentions in religion even exceed faith and feeling in importance, for people’s conduct is increasingly guided in the direction of altruism. Egocentric tendencies have begun to yield to other tendencies of which society, the world, and God constitute the center.
So then—to sum it all up—there is both idea and law, dynamic and design, in religious development, in humanity as well as in the individual person. The former recapitulates itself in the latter. One must discern in it three components: first, the evolution of the human being into an independent personality of its own, corresponding to the centuries-long birth of humans from the animal world; then, the evolution of the individual person into a social entity, corresponding to the slow genesis of society with its infinite forms and complex relations; finally, the evolution of the social person into a part of humanity, of the world as a whole, of the deity, “the Power that makes for righteousness.” According to Stanley Hall, right now we are in the middle of this period. The evolution of humans has an infinite number of centuries behind it, also countless centuries ahead of it. Right now we are not in the era of the world’s old age, the gray era, as Christians often think. We are in the world’s adolescence. The twilight we observe is not that of the evening but that of the dawn. The soul is not, but is still in the process of becoming—“the soul is still in the making”; there are forces in it that are now still slumbering like sleepers in the forest but which will one day awaken. More than is now possible, they will then more forcefully promote the coming reign of “the kingdom of man.”207
BASIC OPTIONS AND ERRORS
[427b] The history of the order of salvation convincingly highlights its importance, not only for the enrichment of our knowledge but above all practically for the conduct of our life. Since God has put eternity in the heart of humans, they can never escape the need to—in some way—formulate the question: How do I find the supreme good and lasting happiness? What is it that reconciles me with God and incorporates me in his fellowship? Which is the road that leads to the eternal blessed life? Or, as Luther once put it: How do I find a gracious God? It is the order of salvation, the order or way of salvation (ordo or via salutis) that seeks to answer that question. For by it one must understand the manner and order in which, or the road whereby, the sinner obtains the benefits of grace acquired by Christ. It was late before the subject was first assigned an independent place in dogmatics and given a somewhat orderly treatment. In the scholastics the material for this locus is still scattered. The most important material that is discussed under this heading can be found in the commentaries on the Sentences II, dist. 26–29; III, dist. 25–27; and in the Summa II, 1 qu. 109–114. The Decree of Trent treats all the topics relating to grace under the title of Justification session VI. Catholic theologians usually sum up the material in a locus on grace and discuss in it consecutively: actual grace (its nature, necessity, gratuity, universality, sufficiency, and efficacy); habitual or sanctifying grace (its nature, dispositions, effects, stability, and increase); and the fruits of grace or merit (their nature, condition, and objects).
Initially, Reformed theology usually treated the order of salvation under three headings: repentance, faith, and good works. But soon it saw itself compelled to expand this series and subsequently included a variety of topics: the call, illumination, regeneration, conversion, faith, justification, sanctification, and so on. Soon, of course, theologians felt a need to sum up this mass of rich material under a single heading and to arrange it along certain lines. Calvin, taking the lead, gave to the third book of his Institutes the title: “The way in which we receive the grace of Christ: what benefits come to us from it and what effects follow.” Others spoke of the “applied grace of the Holy Spirit” (Quenstedt), “the effecting of salvation or the mode of pursuing it” (Calovius), “the application of redemption” (Mastricht), “the order or way of seeking and obtaining salvation” (Reinhard), and so on, while in the order of treatment there was even greater diversity.208
In treating this order of salvation, however, theologians do not invent a way of salvation of their own, or take instruction from science, art, or culture, but have to adhere to their starting point that Holy Scripture is the sole and sufficient principle of theological science. As in every other locus, so also in the treatment of the way of salvation they have to be on their guard against self-willed religion. To the question, What is the way to heaven? they may give no other answer than what is contained in Scripture. No human, but God himself, has established and made known that way in Christ. It is a fresh and living way that Christ himself has cleared and walked, which truly leads to eternal life (Heb. 10:20) and on which God’s children are led from beginning to end by the Spirit of Christ (Ps. 73:24; Rom. 8:14). But precisely when theology seeks—also in the subject of the way of salvation—to adhere as rigorously as possible to the instruction of Holy Scripture, it is immediately confronted by a peculiar difficulty. On the one hand, after all, everything has been accomplished by Christ: sin has been atoned for, the law fulfilled, death conquered, Satan subdued, forgiveness obtained, eternal life brought to light. Focusing on this fact alone, one would expect that those for whom Christ died would immediately be completely delivered from sin, suffering, and death and obtain holiness and blessedness. That, however, is not the case. On the contrary, we are exhorted, in time, to faith and repentance; have to be regenerated, justified, sanctified, and glorified; remain subject in this life to sin, suffering, and death; and only enter the kingdom of heaven through much affliction. How can we square the one with the other? On the one hand, everything has been accomplished, so that there is nothing left for us humans to do; on the other hand, the most important things still have to happen in the life of humans if they are to obtain the salvation acquired. The Christian religion seems to hold two irreconcilable positions, the heterosoterical and the autosoterical, when it attributes the acquisition of salvation completely to Christ and still exhorts us to work out our own salvation in fear and trembling.209 There are, accordingly, two submerged rocks on which the ship of the Christian order of salvation is always in danger of suffering shipwreck: antinomianism, on the one hand, and nomism, on the other.
Nomism (Pelagianism in its various forms and degrees) not only collides with the decrees of God,210 but also fails to do justice to the person and work of Christ. To the degree that in the acquisition of salvation it expands the activity of humans, it shrinks that of Christ. It is clear, certainly, that if faith, repentance, and perseverance are in whole or in part within the powers of human beings and their work; if the decision concerning one’s actual salvation ultimately, when it comes to the crunch, lies in human hands, then Christ can at most have acquired the possibility of our being saved. Then he has indeed created the opportunity for us to be saved, but whether a person, or a few, or many, or all persons will take advantage and continue to take advantage of that opportunity ultimately depends on the people themselves. God has left them free and put the decision in their hands. It follows, then, that Christ has in fact fallen far short of accomplishing everything; and that the most important thing, namely, what is decisive in actual salvation, still has to be done by us humans. Christ, accordingly, steps down from the unique position he occupies in the work of salvation. He is reduced to the level of all the prophets and teachers by whom God has taught and nurtured humanity. His work is then akin to and joined into all those preparatory and pedagogical activities that God has expended on the human race. The gospel of grace is only distinguished in degree from the law of nature. And humans themselves, though aided and supported by all that God has done to nurture them, are summoned to self-activity.211 It depends on them whether they will seize the opportunity God offers them and thus obtain salvation.
The Pelagian order of salvation, therefore, wipes out the specific distinction between Christianity and the pagan religions, comprehends them all in a single process, and can at most honor the Christian religion as first among equals. It falls back into paganism and has people gain salvation by their own wisdom and strength. And in so doing it undermines the certainty of faith as well. Of the Gentiles, Paul testifies that they are without Christ and therefore also without God and without hope in the world (Eph. 2:12). By the works of the law, no one is justified nor is there certainty of salvation. To the degree that people examine themselves and their work more carefully, they make the sad discovery that even their best works are imperfect and stained with sin. They must therefore content themselves with an appeal to the love of God, who overlooks what is lacking and accepts the will for the deed, or with the authority of their church and priest and surrender themselves to a false security. But they do not have and will never have certainty for themselves. Indeed, since grace—to the degree it is granted to them and necessary for them—is not only resistible but also always remains amissible, they at all times run the danger of losing what they have and the hope of salvation. On this position no steady course, no development of the Christian life, is even possible. It is even quite uncertain what the outcome of world history will be, whether there will even be a church or a kingdom of God. With respect to the most important point, that is, [the world’s] eternal destiny, the management of the world rests in human hands.
The errors of this rationalistic nomism are unmistakably clear. But they are no less present when it dresses itself in Pietistic or Methodistic clothing. Like so many other efforts at reforming life in Protestant churches, Pietism and Methodism were right in their opposition to dead orthodoxy. Originally their intention was only to arouse a sleeping Christianity; they wished not to bring about a change in the confession of the Reformation but only to apply it in life. Yet, out of an understandable reaction, they frequently went too far in this endeavor and swung to another extreme. They, too, gradually shifted the center of gravity from the objective to the subjective work of salvation. In this connection it makes essentially no difference whether one makes salvation dependent on faith and obedience or on faith and experience. In both cases humanity itself steps into the foreground. Even though Pietism and Methodism did not deny the acquisition of salvation by Christ, they did not use this doctrine or relate it in any organic way to the application of salvation. It was, so to speak, dead capital. The official activity of the exalted Christ, the Lord from heaven, was overshadowed by the experiences of the subject. In Pietism, instead of being directed toward Christ, people were directed toward themselves. They had to travel a long road, meet all sorts of demands and conditions, and test themselves by numerous marks of genuineness before they might believe, appropriate Christ, and be assured of their salvation. Methodism indeed tried to bring all this—conversion, faith, assurance—together in one indivisible moment, but it systematized this method, in a most abbreviated way, in the same manner as Pietism. In both there is a failure to appreciate the activity of the Holy Spirit, the preparation of grace, and the connection between creation and re-creation. That is also the reason why in neither of them does the conversion experience lead to a truly developed Christian life. Whether in Pietistic fashion it withdraws from the world or in Methodist style acts aggressively in the world, it is always something separate, something that stands dualistically alongside the natural life, and therefore does not have an organic impact on the family, society, and the state, on science and art. With or without the Salvation Army uniform, Christians are a special sort of people who live not in but outside the world. The Reformation antithesis between sin and grace has more or less made way for the Catholic antithesis between the natural and the supernatural. Puritanism has been exchanged for asceticism. The essence of sanctification now consists in abstaining from ordinary things.
On the other side of the spectrum stands antinomianism. Over against nomism it stands for an important truth, a truth that—to overcome antinomianism—we must fully acknowledge. It is true that Christ has accomplished everything and that humans have not added, nor can add, a thing to his sacrifice for our salvation. But antinomianism (not to be confused with the antineonomianism of England and the Netherlands) only employs this truth to gain acceptance for a completely different doctrine. Surely, Christ has accomplished everything. Does this mean that not just we but Christ too has nothing left to do after he has suffered and died? No, for Christ has also been raised and glorified. By his resurrection he has been appointed Ruler and Savior, the Lord from heaven, the life-giving Spirit. In the state of exaltation there still remains much for Christ to do. He must also apply and distribute to his church the salvation he acquired, and to that end he has sent his Spirit to regenerate the whole church and lead it into all truth. Antinomianism ignores this application of the work of salvation. In principle it denies the personality and activity of the Holy Spirit. Ultimately, in keeping with the law that opposites attract, it agrees with nomism. But precisely because it was inwardly motivated by an interest other than that of the perfect sacrifice of Christ, it proceeds even farther and so arrives at the denial and criticism of the objective atonement (satisfaction).
Christ, says antinomianism, did not acquire eternal salvation by his suffering and death but only made known the love of God. Atonement and justification are eternal. Just as in nomism, Christ here descends to the rank of a prophet and teacher. But whereas nomism is driven to these errors by its Deistic principle, antinomianism fundamentally arises from pantheism. It resembles, like two peas in a pod, the philosophy of Gnosticism, of Spinoza and Hegel. God is essentially one with humankind. From all eternity he has been reconciled. Wrath and righteousness are human notions, except that, as a result of their finiteness and limitations, humans feel far removed from God. They think that he is far removed from them, that he is filled with wrath against sin and demands satisfaction. That is an incorrect idea that humans have formed of God. God is eternal life, eternally reconciled, eternally one with humankind. And the whole of redemption is that humans, through the preaching of the prophets, be better informed and enlightened, that they abandon the illusion of the wrath and the punitive righteousness of God, that they acknowledge God as their Father and themselves as his children. Nothing is needed for this redemption other than this enlightenment. It consists in enlightenment. It embraces nothing other than faith. There is no repentance, no contrition, no regret over sin, no fear of hell, no dread of judgment, no prayer for forgiveness, no sanctification: those are all Pelagian errors, which fail to do justice to the objective facts of God’s grace and atonement. On a low and legalistic position, people still feel a need for them, just as they still construe the atonement as coming about by Christ’s sacrifice and still speak of God’s wrath and his righteousness. But these are religious notions, symbolic phrases, which have their value for the common people but which, on the position of the πνευματικοι (the “spirituals”), the philosophers, make way for the pure idea and the fully adequate concept.212 Like nomism, so also antinomianism ends with a total rejection of the essence of Christianity, sinks back into paganism, and locates salvation from sin in the rationalistic enlightenment or moralistic improvement of humans. Both, either in an Arian or a Sabellian sense, reject the confession of the Trinity.
THE TRINITARIAN WAY OF SALVATION
[428] There is room for an order of salvation in a scriptural, Christian, and Reformed sense only on the foundation of the trinitarian confession. In the first place, it follows from this confession that the application of salvation is distinct from its acquisition. The Holy Spirit, as we know, though one in essence with the Father and the Son, is distinct from them as a person. He has his own way of existing, his own manner of working. Although it is true that all the external works of God [opera Dei ad extra] are undivided and inseparable, in creation and re-creation one can nevertheless observe an economy that gives us the right to speak of the Father and our creation, the Son and our redemption, the Spirit and our sanctification. Why is it that Christ can testify that the Holy Spirit had not as yet been given because he himself had not yet been glorified (John 7:39), and why did the Holy Spirit have to be poured out on the day of Pentecost if sanctification were not a work distinct from creation and redemption, just as the Spirit is distinct from the Father and the Son? Accordingly, the work the mediator was charged to do did not end with his suffering and death. Christ is not a historical person like others in the sense that, after living and working for a time on earth, he now still affects people by his mind and exerts influence on them by his word and example. Although he completed all the work the Father had instructed him to do on earth, in heaven he continues his prophetic, priestly, and royal activity. Precisely to this end he was justified and glorified at God’s right hand. He is the living Lord from heaven. That activity is distinct from that which he performed on earth, though it is most intimately connected with it. By his earthly sacrifice he accomplished everything there was to do in the sphere of justice: he satisfied God’s demand, fulfilled the law, and acquired all the benefits of grace. That work is complete and incapable of being increased or decreased. Nothing can be added to it, and nothing can be detracted from it: it is complete, perfect. The Father rests in it and sealed it with the resurrection of his Son. All the benefits that God bestows in the covenant of grace he bestows “through and on account of Christ.”213
But there is a difference between ownership and possession. Just as a child, even before birth, has a claim on all the goods of his or her father but only at a much later age enters into possession of it, so also all those who will later believe have—long before they believe—ownership rights in Christ to all the benefits he has acquired but only enter into the possession of them by faith. The acquisition of salvation therefore calls for their application. The former implies and produces the latter. As Christ’s exaltation is linked to his humiliation, as his activity in heaven is connected with that on earth, so the application of salvation is bound up with its acquisition.
And that application is twofold. Redemption by Christ, we know, is redemption from sin and its consequences. He not only took over from us our guilt and punishment but also fulfilled the law in our stead. The application of Christ’s benefits, accordingly, has to consist in justification (i.e., the assurance of the forgiveness of sins and the right to eternal life) but also in sanctification (i.e., the renewal in us of the image of Christ). Not only the guilt but also the pollution and power of sin must be removed. It has to be a complete redemption, a total re-creation. To the end of effecting and bringing about this redemption based on his completed sacrifice, Christ was exalted to the right hand of the Father. To that end he sent the Holy Spirit, who not only “bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:16) but who also regenerates us and refashions us after the image of God. This work of application is, therefore, just as much a divine work as the creation by the Father and the redemption by the Son; and the Holy Spirit who brings it about is therefore, together with the Father and the Son, the one, sole God, to be praised and blessed forever.
Implied in the confession of the Trinity, in the second place, is that the work of sanctification—in an “economic” sense, the task of the Holy Spirit—though distinct, is not for a moment separated from the work of redemption and creation accomplished by the Father and the Son. This is already evident from the fact that in the divine being the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son and participates with them in the same essence. And as he is, so he works, both in creation and re-creation. From this it follows, first of all, that the work of the Spirit is connected with and agrees with the work of the Father. Between the two there is neither opposition nor contradiction. It is not the case that the Father wills the salvation of all and the Holy Spirit applies it only to the few, or vice versa, but the two work together because they are one in essence. From this it also follows that nature and grace, however distinct from each other, are not mutually exclusive. The Roman Catholic system is totally dominated by the contrast between nature and supernatural grace; and various Protestant groups and sects have relapsed into that error. Pietism and Methodism misjudge the right and value of nature both before and after conversion. But the Reformation, in principle, knew no other antithesis than that of sin and grace. Also nature was a creation of God and subject to his providence. As such it is of no less value than grace. For that reason the Reformation could accord to nature, that is, to God’s guidance in the life of nature, both in that of peoples and that of special persons, a pedagogical role and significance. It is God himself who prepares the gracious working of the Holy Spirit in the line of generations; and the Holy Spirit in his activities links up with the guidance of God in the natural life and attempts by his grace to restore the natural life, to free it from the power of sin and consecrate it to God.
From the essential unity of Father, Son, and Spirit, it also follows that the Holy Spirit is connected with the work of the Son. The Son and the Spirit do not work against each other. An illustration of that would occur if, for example, the Spirit would apply salvation only to a few, whereas the Son had acquired it for all humans, or vice versa. One in essence, the three Persons, in their varying activities, work together. By his humiliation the Son himself, after all, became a life-giving Spirit. He lives totally by the Spirit. “The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God” (Rom. 6:10). He has fully attained immortality, the eternal life of the Spirit. In him there is nothing “natural” or “soulish” left that can suffer and die. Having already been equipped by the Spirit for his work on earth and anointed without measure with him, he has fully acquired that Spirit and received all the gifts of that Spirit and now lives, rules, and governs by that Spirit. The Spirit of the Father and the Son has become his Spirit, the Spirit of Christ. Before Christ was glorified, he was not yet that Spirit, but now he is the Spirit of Christ, his rightful property, his possession.
And so, on the day of Pentecost, he sends that Spirit in order by the Spirit to apply all his benefits to his church. The Holy Spirit does not acquire those benefits nor add a single benefit, for Christ has accomplished everything. In no respect is the Spirit the meriting cause of our salvation. That is Christ alone, in whom the fullness of the Godhead dwells bodily and whose work therefore does not need to be augmented or improved. On the contrary, the Holy Spirit takes everything from Christ: as the Son came to glorify the Father, so the Holy Spirit in turn came down to glorify the Son. To that Son he bears witness; out of his fullness, he communicates grace upon grace; he leads people to that Son and through the Son to the Father. He applies all Christ’s benefits, to each in his measure, at his time, according to his order. He does not stop his activity before he has made the fullness of Christ to dwell in his church and the church has reached maturity, “the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). The activity of the Holy Spirit is therefore nothing but an applicatory one. The order of redemption is the application of salvation (applicatio salutis). The relevant question, therefore, is decidedly not, What must a person do to be saved? but only, What is God doing in his grace to make the church participate in the complete salvation acquired by Christ? Also the “application of salvation” is a work of God that must be viewed theologically, not anthropologically, which from beginning to end (“economically” speaking) has the Holy Spirit as its author and may be called his special work. The whole “way of salvation” is the “applicatory grace of the Holy Spirit.”
Against this view of the order of salvation and from the side of Pelagianism, however, the objection is always raised that in that way the right of humanity is denied, human self-activity is suppressed, and an ungodly life is fostered. Insofar as this objection is fundamentally calculated to overturn the scriptural testimony that by the works of the law no human being will be justified (Rom. 3:20), it is not, from the Christian position, admissible. Those who would to some extent agree with it would at the same time and to the same extent leave the scriptural basis behind. Insofar as it is really an objection and deserves consideration, it is untrue and based on misunderstanding. For the view of the “application of salvation” as God’s work does not exclude but includes the full recognition of all those moral factors that, under the guidance of God’s providence, affect the intellect and heart of the unconverted person. They may not suffice for salvation, as Scripture and experience clearly indicate, but on a truly reformational position there can be no failure to appreciate their value, even for the work of grace. It is God himself, after all, who thus leads his human children, witnesses to them, and showers benefits down on them from heaven [cf. Acts 14:17] that they should seek God in hope of finding him [cf. Acts 17:27]. We do not see, moreover, why the Holy Spirit, who calls people to faith and repentance by his Word, should nullify that moral effect of the Word on the human heart and conscience that Pelagianism attributes to it.
Reformed doctrine contains not less but more than what is recognized by Pelagius and his followers. They think they can be content with that moral effect. Augustine and his allies, however, while considering it inadequate, still fully included it in the Holy Spirit’s working of grace. In addition, the application of salvation is and remains a work of the Spirit, a work of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ, and is therefore never coercive and violent but always spiritual, lovely, and gentle, treating humans not as blocks of wood but as rational beings, illuminating, persuading, drawing, and bending them. The Spirit causes their darkness to yield to the light and replaces their spiritual powerlessness with spiritual power. Grace and sin are opposites; the latter is overcome only by the power of the former, but as soon as and to the same degree that the power of sin is broken, the opposition between God and humans ceases: It is God’s Spirit who “bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (cf. Rom. 8:16). “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me; the life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God” (cf. Gal. 2:20). “It is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure” and who himself wants us to work out our salvation “with fear and trembling” (cf. Phil. 2:12–13). This theological view is so far removed from fostering an ungodly life that, instead, it alone guarantees the reality of a new Christian life, assures believers of the certainty of their salvation, infallibly vouches for the victory of the kingdom of God, and causes the work of the Father and of the Son to attain completion in that of the Spirit. Pelagianism, by contrast, makes everything wobbly and uncertain—even the victory of the good and the triumph of the kingdom of God—because it hangs everything on the incalculable arbitrariness of humans. Standing up for the rights of humankind, it tramples on the rights of God and for humans ends up with no more than the right to be fickle. But the Reformation, standing up as it did for the rights of God, has by that very fact again gained recognition for the rights of humankind. For here, too, the word of Scripture applies: “those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be treated with contempt” [1 Sam. 2:30]. The theological view of the order of salvation gathers up all the good that is concealed in the anthropological view, but the reverse does not happen. Those who start with God can also do justice to humans as his rational and moral creatures; but those who start with humans and first of all seek to secure their rights and liberties always end up limiting the power and grace of God.
WHAT IS “GRACE”?
[429] All the benefits of the covenant that Christ acquired and the Holy Spirit applies can be summed up in the word “grace.” But grace means different things to different people. In the first place, it can denote the undeserved favor that God bestows on his creatures, especially on human beings as sinners. As such it already appeared in the doctrine of God’s attributes.214 Next, it is a term for all sorts of physical and spiritual benefits that God out of his grace granted to his creatures and which are collectively called “gifts of grace” and “grace” itself (Rom. 5:20; Eph. 1:7; 2:5, 8; Phil. 1:2; Col. 1:2; Titus 2:11; 3:7; etc.). In addition, the word denotes the charm or gracefulness that a person displays with the gifts with which he or she has been adorned in soul and body. Finally, the Greek word χαρις and the Latin gratia frequently also have the meaning of the gratitude a person shows for favors received (gratias agere). Here we are concerned only with grace in the second sense. Even so the concept is still much too broad for the matter we are treating here. For in this locus we do not have in view the objective benefits of grace that God has granted in his law, the gospel, the person and work of Christ, the church and the means of grace, and which are treated separately in dogmatics. Here we discuss only those gifts of grace which the Holy Spirit communicates subjectively—internally—to humans and which are most intimately related to their salvation. Excluded here, on the one hand, are the gifts of God’s common grace, which are granted in some measure to all people and all sorts of people (Matt. 5:45; Acts 14:17; James 1:17), and, on the other hand, the extraordinary gifts (charismata; usually designated in Catholic theology, with reference to the giving in Matt. 10:8, with the term gratia gratis data [grace freely bestowed] because the recipient must employ these charismata freely—for nothing—in the service of others), which the Holy Spirit “allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses” (1 Cor. 12:4, 11). Left to be treated in this chapter are only those gifts of God’s special grace which in the preaching of the gospel are offered to all hearers and are effectively granted to the elect.
Concerning this grace, there is an important difference between Rome215 and the Reformation, particularly in its Reformed development. In Catholic theology, the grace referred to here is called gratia gratum faciens, the grace that makes humans pleasing to God, and it is further differentiated in actual and habitual grace. The former is granted humans to enable them to engage in saving activities. For the natural human, the human without the superadded gift, though still capable of performing many naturally and morally good works, cannot perform the works that belong to a higher order and are linked with supernatural, heavenly blessedness. Absolutely necessary to humans for the performance of saving works is actual grace (sometimes also called prevenient, antecedent, arousing, and even working grace), so that on this point Rome decisively rejects Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism. By actual grace, Catholic theology means not merely the external call of the gospel with its moral influence on the human intellect and will, but thinks in this connection of an illumination of the intellect and inspiration of the will that communicates to humans not only moral but even natural (physical) powers.
At this point already we need to note that Rome bases the absolute necessity of habitual grace not so much on the sinful state of humankind as on the thesis that humans, having lost the superadded gift, are now purely natural beings who in the nature of the case cannot perform supernatural good works or saving acts, for “it is fitting that acts leading to an end should be proportioned to that end.”216 In addition, Catholic theologians teach that this actual grace is universal, not only in the sense that it may be offered to all, but specifically also in the sense that it is in fact given to all humans without distinction, hence also to unbaptized children who die in infancy, to unbelievers, to hardened sinners, to non-Christians.217 However, if this is the case and, on the other hand, salvation does not in fact become the portion of all, this discrepancy can only be harmonized by the thesis that from beginning to end actual grace remains resistible and amissible. By itself, objectively, this grace is sufficient, but whether or not it becomes efficacious depends—say Molinists and Congruists—on the human will. Although Catholic theologians make every effort to interpret Augustine in this sense and sharply attack and condemn the proponents of predestination (Gottschalk, Calvin, Jansen, and others), they themselves nevertheless end with the admission that we are here facing an impenetrable mystery.218 Indeed, many Catholic theologians, following Augustine and Aquinas, ascribe the efficacy of grace to a special operation of God and teach a “predestination to grace and glory before any foreseen merits.”219
Equally important is the difference between Rome’s view and that of the Reformation with respect to the essence of grace. Catholic theologians expressly state that “actual” as well as “habitual” grace is not a substance but a quality. They reject Lombard’s opinion according to which love is identical with the Holy Spirit,220 for though the Spirit is the efficient cause, he is not the formal cause, the essence, of grace. They do not want a Deistic separation between God and humanity but are equally opposed to a pantheistic mingling of the two. Yet even of actual grace it is said that it not only morally but also “physically” elevates our faculties so that they are capable of acting supernaturally, and it is therefore entitatively (essentially) supernatural, “transcending the entire natural order,”221 forming, with merely natural grace, a contrast that is no less sharp than that between nature and supernature.222 Of habitual (infused) grace it is stated even more sharply that it is a gift of God by which humanity “is elevated to the supernatural order and in some manner made a participant of the divine nature.”223 It is a “divine quality inhering in the soul; like a kind of brightness and light it removes all stains from our souls and renders these same souls more beautiful and more bright.”224 More precisely, it is a “substantial disposition” that, unlike knowledge, for example, renews and perfects not just a certain faculty but the essence of the soul itself.225
This renewal and perfection consists in the fact that by infused grace a person is regenerated, justified, and sanctified; that this person receives the status of a child of God, is taken up into friendship with him, and elevated to be a temple of the Holy Spirit. But it finds its most succinct expression in the fact that by this grace a person is made a partaker of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). Grace creates in humans a kind of being by which, in a totally special way, they are divinized. It elevates them “into the divine order.” It cannot make them into God but does put them in a very special relation to the Deity. It does not merely raise persons—with all their capacities—to the highest pinnacle of which they are by nature capable, for in that case they would not exceed their natural perfection. But inasmuch as in the strict sense grace is supernatural, it elevates them to a level above their nature, above the nature of angels, above all nature, above actual creation, and also above all possible natures. It “lifts us not merely above human nature but above every nature, above the highest choirs of heavenly spirits … not merely above the whole existing creation but also above all possible beings, the most perfect beings conceivable not excepted.” And since only God stands above all possible beings, “this grace-filled elevation must transpose us to a divine sphere.”226 From this account it is clear what the actual intent of grace is in Catholicism. It has a dual role: it seeks to elevate and to make well. The former, however, forces the latter almost completely into the shadows. “The task of elevating is primary and befits grace in the entire supernatural order. The task of making well, however, is accessory and adds to grace in the fallen natural order.” In the first sense, it is absolute; in the second, merely incidentally necessary.227 Grace, in the thinking of Rome, is, in the first place, a supernatural quality added to human beings by which they are in principle taken up into a supernatural order, become partakers of the divine nature, of the vision of God, and are able to perform supernatural acts such as by a condign merit deserve eternal life. The forgiveness of sins is secondary here. Faith has only preparatory value. The primary thing is the elevation of human beings above their nature: divinization, “both becoming like God and union with him.”228
The Reformation rejected this Neoplatonic mysticism, returned to the simplicity of Holy Scripture, and consequently gained a very different concept of grace. Grace serves, not to take up humans into a supernatural order, but to free them from sin. Grace is opposed not to nature, only to sin. In its real sense, it was not necessary in the case of Adam before the fall but has only become necessary as a result of sin. It is therefore not absolutely necessary but only incidentally. The “physical” opposition between the natural and the supernatural yields to the ethical opposition between sin and grace. When grace totally removes sin, with its entailment of guilt, pollution, and punishment, it has done its work. Then humans automatically again become the image of God, for the image of God is not a superadded gift but integral to the essence of humanity. Accordingly, besides the grace that delivers us from sin, there needs to be another grace that then elevates humans above their nature. Granted, according to the Reformed, grace has given us back more than we lost through Adam. For Christ not only acquired the “ability not to sin and die,” as the Lutherans picture the matter, but immediately gave believers the “inability to sin and die” (non posse peccari et mori). He does not bring us back to the point on the road where Adam stood but has covered the whole journey for us to the very end. He not only accomplished the passive but also the active obedience. He acquired an inamissible salvation, eternal life, which for Adam still lay in the future. Precisely because Adam’s destiny lay in eternal blessedness, Christ could acquire it for us in his place. Yet grace does not give us any more than what, if Adam had not fallen, would have been acquired by him in the way of obedience. The covenant of grace differs from the covenant of works in method, not in its ultimate goal. It is the same treasure that was promised in the covenant of works and is granted in the covenant of grace. Grace restores nature and takes it to its highest pinnacle, but it does not add to it any new and heterogeneous constituents.
From this it follows that in reformational theology, grace cannot in any respect bear the character of a substance. The Reformation did confess of grace that it is not only external but also internal, that it bestows not only moral but also “hyperphysical” (supernatural) powers, that it is a quality, a disposition. But even though it sometimes expressed itself in the same terminology as Rome, it put a different meaning in it. In Rome grace is a physical power because it has to elevate nature to the supernatural order. With a view to the Catholic doctrine of sin, if grace only served to free humanity from sin, the moral power of grace would probably be sufficient. But the Reformation had a different idea of sin. Sin was both guilt and the total corruption of human nature. Humans are by nature dead in sins and trespasses. Their powerlessness can in a sense be called “natural.”229 Therefore grace must be such that it illumines the mind and bends the will, hence works not only morally but also “hyperphysically” (supernaturally) and restores [human] powers. In the Catholic view, this physical operation of grace is the opposite of an ethical one, in any case, one that far exceeds the ethical; in the view of the Reformation, the operation of grace is and remains ethical. Natural incapacity, after all, is by its very nature a spiritual and moral kind of incapacity: an inability to do good solely caused by sin. It is only called “natural” because it is “by nature” (i.e., by virtue of their fallen sinful nature) characteristic of humanity—not effected in humans by custom, upbringing, or other influences—and cannot, therefore, be removed from them by such moral powers either. Grace only works “supernaturally” because it takes away the incapacity deriving from fallen nature and restores the capacity to do good deriving from original nature. In the thought of Rome, grace, strictly speaking, communicates a “physical” (natural) power that natural humans without the superadded gift, even if they are completely sinless, do not possess and which has to be separately bestowed on them. It is “physically” (naturally) impossible for those humans to do supernaturally good works, just as it is physically impossible for them to touch the stars. But in the Protestant confession, spiritual-moral incapacity is not of such a nature; and therefore grace is not a “physical” quality in the Catholic sense, even if it restores the original power to do good that has been lost by sin.
Moreover, since sin is not a substance and does not deprive humans of anything substantial, grace can never be conceived as a substance either. It is a restoration of the form (forma) originally imprinted at the creation on humans and creatures in general. The re-creation is not a second, new creation. It does not add to existence any new creatures or introduce any new substance into it, but it is truly “re-formation.” In this process the working of grace extends as far as the power of sin. Sin has infected everything; it has corrupted the organism of the creation, the very nature of creatures. Grace, accordingly, is the power of God that also frees humankind inwardly, in the core of its being, from sin and presents it before God without spot or wrinkle. A morally operative grace, therefore, is inadequate. Rome seems to honor grace when it calls it absolutely necessary and has it confer “physical” powers that far surpass nature. But in the end it makes all that grace so powerless that in its effect it depends on the will of humans. It effects nothing if the will resists it. And if the will consents to it, it only serves to give to humans the powers needed to merit each following grace and eternal life. It is an aid to humans in their pursuit of deification. In the Reformation, however, grace is the beginning, the middle, and the end of the entire work of salvation; it is totally devoid of human merit. Like creation and redemption, so also sanctification is a work of God. It is of him, and through him, and therefore also leads to him and serves to glorify him.230
THE BENEFITS OF GRACE
[430] Included under the general heading of grace are numerous special benefits. Scripture is inexhaustible in its enumeration of the blessings that were acquired by Christ and communicated to the church by the Holy Spirit. Theology, as a result, was at all times perplexed as to how to treat them comprehensively and in a regular order. In Catholic dogmatics it gradually became a rule to sum up all the benefits to be considered here under the word “grace” and to divide them over three sections (actual, habitual, and the fruits of grace). The order of salvation here bears the character of a “hierarchical-ecclesiastical order,” according to which the priest, by means of the sacraments, infuses, restores, and increases grace in the heart of believers. Grace follows the track of the sacraments.231 The Reformation, which had its inception in the experience of regeneration and repentance, from the very beginning focused its attention much more on believers and on the way by which they were led to salvation than on the institution of the church with its sacraments. It therefore no longer spoke of grace as a good that was administered by the church but dealt with the work of the Holy Spirit by which the benefits of Christ are applied to the members of the body. Although in this connection a few theologians still gave precedence to the church and the means of grace over the treatment of the order of salvation,232 the majority of them followed the reverse order. The organism, after all, is logically antecedent to the institution. The covenant of grace includes believers and their offspring, and based on the fact that the offspring of the church belong to the covenant of grace, they are incorporated by baptism into the institutional church. When, in the order of salvation, the Reformation thus again placed the work of the Holy Spirit in the foreground, it initially simply discussed it under the three headings of repentance, faith, and good works. But soon it saw itself compelled to give it a fuller treatment. Not only was the number of loci expanded but in their content and interrelationships there gradually emerged all kinds of important modifications, especially in Reformed theology.
Earlier we pointed out that in the first period the doctrines of election and the covenant of grace were often treated as part of the order of salvation but were later usually moved forward and included in the locus on God and in that on Christ.233 As a result of changes in the concepts, a similar shift also occurred in the case of other loci in the order of salvation. Whether or not predestination, covenant, church, and the means of grace preceded the treatment of the order of salvation, in the order of salvation the first place was assigned to “calling.” As in creation and providence, so in re-creation God also brought all things into being by means of the Word. Also when this calling was broken up into an external and an internal call, when regeneration was understood in a restricted sense and assigned to a place before faith, calling continued to occupy first place in the order of salvation.234 This order was maintained over against the Anabaptists, who completely detached the working of the Spirit from the Word, and over against the Remonstrants, who accused the Reformed, with their doctrine of a direct and efficacious operation of the Holy Spirit, of disdain for and neglect of the Word as a means of grace. In the order of salvation, furthermore, there was no disagreement over saying that the principle and inception of the new life in a human being was due solely to an internal, direct, efficacious, and invincible operation of the Holy Spirit. Sometimes this operation was even called an “immediate” one, not to exclude the Word as a means of grace from the operation of the Holy Spirit, but for two reasons: first, to uphold against the Remonstrants that the Holy Spirit, though employing the Word, himself with his grace entered into the heart of humans and there effected regeneration without being dependent on their will and consent; and, second, to assert against the theology of Saumur that in regeneration the Holy Spirit does not merely by the Word illumine the intellect but also directly and immediately infuses new affections into the will.235
On the other hand, there were disagreements over the terms with which the very first work of the Holy Spirit in the heart of the sinner was designated. Following Luther’s experience, many theologians spoke first of repentance and then about faith and good works. But soon they noted that not everyone went through such an experience, and, further, that such an experience could not be required of all, especially not of the children of the covenant. Furthermore, as Luther and Calvin had already pointed out, there is a great difference between the worldly grief that proceeds from the law, may also occur in the unconverted, and definitely does not necessarily lead to a saving faith, and the godly grief that presupposes the faith and arises from the new life. Following Calvin,236 the Reformed therefore included penitence in the Christian life and soon gave it a different name. The word “penitence,” like the word “penance,” had acquired a Roman Catholic flavor and involuntarily made one think of a punishment imposed by the priest and “paid” by the penitent. It might still be suitable, therefore, as a term for the grief or regret that a sinner sometimes feels arising in his or her heart on account of the consequences of sin but is a most inappropriate term for the sincere sorrow over sin as sin that is found only in the believer. Soon, therefore, another word for this came into vogue, the beautiful word resipiscentia237 [lit. “becoming sane again,” “coming to one’s senses again”]. This again had a double consequence: (1) the necessity of describing the very first work of grace with a name other than “penitence”; and (2) a change in the meaning and place of resipiscentia.
As for the former, Calvin began with faith as the first benefit of grace and viewed regeneration in the broad sense as the renewal of humans after God’s image.238 Others distinguished an “inefficacious” from an “efficacious”239 or an “external” from an “internal” calling240 as the beginning of the new life. Still others gave it the name of “conversion,” “regeneration,” “drawing,” or “resuscitation” and usually assigned to these words a more restricted meaning than they had had earlier.241 Various circumstances led Reformed theology, in considering the application of the benefits of salvation, even to go back behind faith. According to the Anabaptists, the children of believers, so long as they had not yet come to the age of discretion and could not in fact believe in Christ, were deprived of the benefits of the covenant of grace and hence of the privilege of baptism. Over against them, the Reformers had to defend the position that the children of believers, though not actually able to believe, nevertheless shared in the principle and “disposition” of faith and therefore ought to be baptized. Hence, if they died they, as much as adult believers, were not lost but saved. Adult believers, moreover, often fell into states in which they did not, or even could not, exercise actual faith but in which they nevertheless retained the faculty of faith. Furthermore, according to the unanimous confession of the Reformation, humans are of themselves incapable of believing or repenting. Faith and repentance, therefore, had to be the fruits of an omnipotent operation of the Holy Spirit, the fruits of a seed planted in the heart by the Holy Spirit. Thus, for a variety of reasons, theologians saw themselves compelled to distinguish between the working of the Holy Spirit and the fruit of that operation; in other words, between the faculty and the act of faith, between conversion in a passive and in an active sense; or also between regeneration in a restricted sense and faith (with conversion in the active sense). “Regeneration” now became the word for the benefit that consisted in the infusion of the very first principle of the new life and as such preceded faith. “The grace of regeneration occurs in us prior to faith, which is the effect of it.”242 Disagreement continued to exist over the time of regeneration. Whereas Catholics, Lutherans, and many British theologians had it occur in baptism in the case of all children (baptismal regeneration), the Reformed said that the grace of regeneration was granted to the elect children of the covenant either before, or during, or after baptism [that is, they specified one of these] or simply before, during, or after baptism [that is, they maintained that it was one of these but refused to specify which].243
With respect to the second consequence mentioned above, the following needs to be said. If resipiscentia (conversion) differed essentially from poenitentia (repentance), it must naturally be located in a place other than that which was initially assigned to it, especially by Lutheran theologians. The Reformed did not deny that many of those who are saved are only born again and converted at a later age. They assumed that frequently in that case numerous experiences and activities, such as going to church, hearing the preaching of the gospel, knowing the will of God, a sense of sin and misery, a fear of punishment, a felt need for redemption, hope of forgiveness, and so on may precede regeneration; they even dared speak in this connection of a “preparatory grace.”244 Usually, however, regeneration (in the restricted sense) took place in covenant children in their early years, before the years of discretion, and therefore preceded faith and conversion in the active sense. In that case it did not always have to be accompanied, as Pietism and Methodism later demanded, by a “noteworthy impact and strong attraction” but could also occur “in time, in stages, and gracefully.” Nor was it necessary that people knew exactly and could give a clear account of the manner and time of their conversions,245 as John Wesley, for example, knew that for him it occurred at a quarter to nine in the evening on the twenty-fourth of May 1738. It was not concentrated then at a single point in time but extended over the whole of the Christian life. Neither, finally, could it be treated any longer, as penitence used to be, at the beginning of the order of salvation, nor could it have contrition and faith as its components, but had to be given a place later, in the doctrine of gratitude, and there be described as a continuing mortification of the old and an ongoing resurrection of the new person.246
Also with respect to the doctrine of justification, finally, some Reformed theologians arrived at a somewhat different view than was generally assumed earlier. For when neonomianism made faith a condition that had to be fulfilled before one’s sins could be forgiven, the antineonomians registered their disagreement, arguing that in this manner violence was done to the doctrine of free justification. Faith and conversion could not and might not be legalistic conditions that persons had to fulfill on their part to be justified, for they were gifts of the Holy Spirit, benefits of the covenant of grace, fruits of the work of Christ. But in that case no participation in these benefits was possible except after and through communion with the person of Christ. The imputation of the person of Christ along with all his benefits, therefore, preceded the gift of the benefits. Justification, in other words, did not occur as a result of or by faith, but with a view to faith. Before the elect receive faith, they have already been justified. Indeed, they receive this faith precisely because they have already been justified beforehand. This objective and active justification was made known in the gospel from Genesis 3:15 on and in the resurrection of Christ (Rom. 4:25), but had actually already occurred in the decree of election when they were given to Christ and Christ was given to them, when their sin was imputed to Christ and his righteousness was imputed to them. Although some began to speak in terms of this view of eternal justification, this had little or no influence on the treatment of the order of salvation. Fear of the antinomianism that, on the basis of an eternal justification, opposed the satisfaction of Christ, changed the nature of faith, and rejected the normative use of the law, kept Reformed theology from shifting the doctrine of justification back to that of the decrees. Although people recognized the element of truth in it, the doctrine of justification from eternity was not accepted. Even Maccovius expressly rejected and opposed it. He does accept that justification in an active sense occurred for all the elect in what is called the “maternal promise,” Genesis 3:15, and finds proof for this in the phrase “before the ages” (Titus 1:2), which does not refer to eternity but to ages of long ago. He, accordingly, treats the benefits in the following order: active justification, regeneration, faith, passive justification, good works; but he nevertheless continues to distinguish justification from its decree in eternity.247 Add to this that the conditions gradually beginning to prevail in the church increasingly made the maintenance of the Reformed scheme of the order of salvation difficult. In a comparatively sound church life, it is possible to assume that as a rule the children of the covenant will be born again in their youth and come to faith and conversion “in stages and gracefully.” But when the world penetrates the church and many people grow up and live for years without showing any fruits worthy of faith and repentance, then the serious-minded feel called to warn against trusting in one’s childhood regeneration and one’s historical faith in Christian doctrine and to insist on true conversion, conversion of the heart, an experiential knowledge of the truths of salvation. Against a dead orthodoxy, Pietism and Methodism, with their conventicles and revivals, always have a right and reason to exist.
RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AND THE TRUTH QUESTION
[431] The revivals, as noted above,248 triggered the rise of the new science that is called the psychology of religion and that sometimes seeks to replace all philosophy of religion and dogmatics. Now we assume there will probably be no disagreement over the possibility and legitimacy of examining religious phenomena from a psychological perspective, provided this is done with appropriate sensitivity and respect.
For although being (esse) and perception (percipi) are by no means coextensive, the world exists for us humans solely in and through our consciousness. The content of that consciousness can therefore be considered and studied objectively, in itself and for its own sake, but also subjectively, from a psychological angle. And this psychological study in a remarkable way supplements the former and sheds a striking light on the phenomena that it thus considers, as it were, from below. This is the case in art, science, philosophy, the study of society, and elsewhere and has now become evident in the study of religion as well. The distinctive features in the religious life of a child, a young man or woman, the adult, and the aged; the links between religious development and physical, psychological, and moral development; the connection between religious awakening and puberty; the clarification of conversion through recurring transformations of one’s consciousness; the operation of subliminal forces in the religious process—all that and much more broadens one’s vision, deepens one’s insight into the religious life, and produces valuable results for the theologian, pastor, homilist, missionary, teacher, and nurturer.
But the psychology of religion is still a young science and therefore at times bent on picking fruit before it is ripe. One may extend one’s survey ever so far, but it is still always limited to a few dozen or hundreds of persons. And what do these say over against the millions who remain outside the survey and the investigation of whom would totally upset the conclusion that conversion or awakening is a natural and necessary process of the years of puberty? Further, one may select the persons one studies with ever so much care and formulate the questions one puts to them ever so skillfully; the answers given in response—like all autobiographies, diaries, confessions, conversion stories, and descriptions of personal states and experiences of the soul—can only be used and processed for the purpose intended with extreme caution. Intentional insincerity need not be a factor; but in this area there is such a serious lack of self-knowledge, so much danger of self-deception, such a gap between being and consciousness that one can frequently base very little on those accounts. And when these religious experiences, which often attach very different meanings to the same word, then have to be statistically analyzed, reduced to a single formula, classified, and generalized into laws, the difficulties become so mountainous that people shy away from drawing any general conclusions. In the history of religions, as in sociology and history in general, the search for fixed laws up until now has not met with success. There exists a well-founded fear, therefore, that the psychology of religion will not see its labors bear fruit as speedily as some think.
For example, there is probably a connection between religion and love, between religious awakening and pubescence, but what the nature of that connection is remains obscure. The same is true of the relation between soul and body. Also, it is altogether certain that many religious awakenings occur in the years of puberty, but the number of those that occur before and after that period is not insignificant either. The rule is marked by numerous exceptions. Further, while sudden conversions occur quite frequently in Methodist circles—though certainly not universally—some large Christian churches have never promoted them and have a different view of the way they occur. Finally, it can hardly be denied that many people, when questioned about the religion of their youth, tend to speak more of loss than of gain. And aside from these folks, also Starbuck and Hall recognize that in the period of adolescence not only religious-ethical personalities but also criminals, sex addicts, and drunkards are formed. If in the face of all these facts, one still maintains that conversion is a necessary developmental element in the period of puberty, this can be done only by separating conversion from its entire content and equating it with every transformation of consciousness. For example, there is a kind of conversion without any God concept, as James says somewhere, but also one from virtue to sin as well as from sin to virtue. Detached from its content, hence viewed purely psychologically and as a transformation of consciousness, the two are entirely the same. The psychology of religion can up to a point teach us what conversion often means in the practice of life, under what circumstances it sometimes takes place, what is sometimes passed off as conversion and passes for it; and by the study of persons and testimonies it can still significantly expand our knowledge in this area, but by itself it cannot possibly tell us what the difference is between a true conversion and a pseudoconversion, between worldly grief and godly grief; why conversion takes place in the life of one person and not in the life of another who perhaps lives in much more favorable circumstances, for example, as a member of a pious family; why it occurs in one person’s life in this period, and in another person’s life in a much earlier or later period. The reason is that it has no criterion of its own, and of itself it does not know what conversion is—and has to be. God, in his revelation, alone tells us what it is, or else no one tells us. Most arrogant, accordingly, is the assertion of some psychologists of religion that only psychological factors are operative in conversion and that there is no room for a supernatural factor. It cannot and may not make any pronouncement on this subject, since it only observes the exterior of religious phenomena, and neither here nor anywhere else does it penetrate to the most basic and final ground of the phenomena. The point where the finite touches the infinite and rests in the infinite is everywhere undemonstrable; and what happens in the depths of a human soul, behind one’s consciousness and will, is a mystery even for the person in question, and all the more so for those who are on the outside and have to rely on phenomena. The psychology of religion itself demonstrates this when it links seemingly sudden conversions with impressions and experiences incurred much earlier, and thereby confirms the distinction assumed in Christian churches between regeneration and conversion.
If the psychology of religion nevertheless stands by its preconceived dogma and attempts to explain all religious phenomena in exclusively psychological terms, it will get to the point where, instead, it will destroy the object of its study by robbing it of its true character. Suppose, for example, that it examines the religious phenomenon of prayer. It will, then, immediately discover that prayer consistently and everywhere implies the belief that God exists as a personal God who hears and also answers prayer. Now if the psychology of religion does not wish to stop with the observation of this fact but also wants to, and thinks it can, explain it in psychological terms, then at that very moment it is guilty of denying the nature of prayer. Just as the idealism that is grounded in theoretical knowledge, by removing from observation the implied belief in the reality of the outside world, undermines human knowledge, so the psychology of religion, which denies to metaphysics its right to exist, dissolves religious phenomena into delusions.
From this, moreover, it becomes evident that by the road it has chosen to travel, the psychology of religion can never demonstrate the validity, truth, and value of religion. For as long as in religion, as in law, morality, aesthetics, and so on, we cannot hold everything to be true, good, and beautiful but also acknowledge the existence of abnormal and pathological phenomena, as James and others in fact also do, then, in order to make our judgments, we either have to introduce a norm from another area or attempt to derive such a norm from the religious phenomena themselves. This latter option is the one chosen by pragmatism, a school of philosophy that also counts James as one of its adherents. Not the “roots” but the “fruits” will be the standard for the truth and validity of religious phenomena. Religion, says James, belongs to the “sthenic affections”; it is a vital force, one of “the most important biological functions of mankind.” What matters in religion is not so much what God is as how he is used by us. “Not God, but life, more life … is the end of religion. God is not known, he is used” [James]. By being and exercising such a vital force, religion proves its truth and validity.
This is a remarkable standpoint insofar as James here takes a position directly opposed to that of Kant, with whom he otherwise closely aligns himself. For Kant tried to free virtue completely from all eudaemonism. But here religion and virtue are recommended to us precisely because they foster the general well-being: because of their social utility. Still even with this utilitarian norm, James fails to surmount the difficulty, for if “life force” is the sole criterion for deciding the truth and validity of religion, it remains a question—one that can never be answered by historical research—whether Islam or Buddhism is perhaps in a stronger position than Christianity and whether superstition, which survives in all religions among a large segment of their people, does not come out on top against a purified religion. But aside from that issue, also in the assessment of what “life force” and “the promotion of general well-being” is, one cannot dispense with a firm criterion. For what matters in this connection is not merely vigor, power, brute force, but content. If “value” is proof of “truth,” there must first of all be agreement about that “value.” Pragmatism, to be consistent, would now have to say that that “value” can only be argued by its “value” and so on ad infinitum. Since this is impossible, pragmatism dead-ends unless it turns around and argues the truth and validity of religion by a route other than “value.”
James himself felt this as well when at the end of his work, he poses the question whether and to what degree the psychology of religion proves the existence of a corresponding objective reality and thereby the truth and validity of religion. He answers the question by saying that mysticism with its appeal to immediate revelation and theology and metaphysics with its speculation are powerless to prove it. But humans not only possess an intellect; they also have a heart, feelings, will. By means of the intellect, we reach only the phenomena, “the symbols of reality,” but by the heart, we come into contact with true objective reality, the noumenal world, “with realities in the completest sense of the term.” The heart, accordingly, must be restored to a place of honor. More vigorously even than the intellect in the sciences does this emotional and volitional side of humanity assert itself in the practice of life. It takes us to another view of the world and life than science alone can furnish us. All evaluations, especially religious and ethical evaluations, depend on personal will and are rooted in the heart. “The heart has reasons that reason does not know.”
Actually, in saying this, James is returning to the mysticism he initially rejected. On the foundation of a positivistic science, he attempts to erect the building of an idealistic worldview. To that end he splits the human being into an entity of intellect and one of will, and the world into a phenomenal and a noumenal world, and then says that the two are related to each other as symbol and reality, as menu and dinner. With respect to the unconscious, James, like Myers in his Human Personality and many members of the Society for Psychical Research, adopted the mystical theory, despite the fact that it has been opposed on very strong grounds by Pierce, Jastrow, Hall, and others. Admittedly, James does not go so far as to say that he accepts the indwelling and interior working of all sorts of supernatural agents in the unconscious, the heart, or feelings. But he does say that reality reveals itself and is felt there, that hidden ideas and forces are at work there, that God’s grace works its way through “the subliminal door.” Not without reason, therefore, he calls himself a “supernaturalist,” be it in a highly modified sense.
But the knowledge that James obtains of the supersensual by this route, the route of Schleiermacher and Schopenhauer, is minimal. It comes down to the fact that the truth of religion is demonstrated by psychological study only to the extent that there proves to be “something more” than science, which investigates the phenomena, makes known to us. Objectively, this “something more” is the essence of all religions, just as the corresponding feeling in humans constitutes the core of subjective religion. Of course, no one is satisfied with this “something more” in religion; everyone dresses it up differently and interprets it in his or her own way. These descriptions and explanations form the content of the “overbeliefs” that, though “absolutely indispensable,” still cannot claim objective validity. Everyone, therefore, has and must have his or her own religion, his or her own God. “All ideals are matters of relation.” It is even a question whether religious experience in fact proves or demands the unity of God. For it does not need an absolute power or a being with absolute metaphysical attributes, such as independence, simplicity, personality, and so on. All such attributes are empty titles, stones in place of bread; they offer “a metaphysical monster to our worship.” Religion only needs a higher power. There is perhaps an important truth inherent in polytheism. The infinite diversity of the world comes more into its own in a polytheistic worldview.
With these research results, James himself furnishes proof that the psychology of religion, although it can make important contributions to a better understanding of the religious life, can never, not any more than can the history of religions, replace or make up for dogmatics, philosophy, or metaphysics. It does admittedly teach us, at least to some extent, what religion is, how it is rooted in and links up with human nature as a whole, but it does not say anything about its content, its truth, and its validity. It is a good thing, therefore, to understand that in the end James again moved back to metaphysical territory and took refuge in the mystical background of religious phenomena. We have to choose: either religious phenomena are merely psychological and therefore a delusion (Feuerbach), or they are grounded in a reality that lies behind them. Even modern theologians and philosophers (Biedermann, Pfleiderer, Hartmann, Drews, and others) still assume the existence of an ontological base. The infinite indwells humanity, working in and through it. But because there is no true revelation of God in word and deed, strictly speaking, we know nothing about him. We only feel him in our heart and interpret what we feel in our religious concepts, which have a merely symbolic value. Granted, the idea of revelation is a necessary product of religion, but there is no revelation that factually underlies religion. Hence also on this position all religious phenomena (ideas, sensations) have only a psychological value, and the reality of religion is only sought in a vague and undefinable “essence” of religion. Religion, with all its ideas, sensations, and actions, can only be maintained as reality when it rests in revelation; and then that revelation at once provides the criterion by which religious phenomena (conversion, faith, prayer, and so on) can be assessed.249
ONLY REVELATION YIELDS REALITY AND TRUTH
[432] In distinction from the psychology of religion, a science that can give only an inadequate account of subjective piety, the task of dogmatics is to set forth what the order of salvation is according to the word and thought of God. Knowledge of the Christian life, in its origin and development, can undoubtedly be helpful in teaching the dogmatician to better understand the meaning of Holy Scripture, just as in general it is a requirement for him or her to be a spiritual person able to discern the things of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:15). But this by no means relieves dogmaticians from—rather only equips them for—the task of reproducing, not their own ideas, nor of writing a conversion history of the sinner, but of putting on display the treasures of salvation that God has caused Christ to acquire for his church and distributes to it by the Holy Spirit. Now Scripture is very effusive in summing up and in describing those benefits. It frequently mentions the same benefits under other names or represents them under other images. In Matthew 4:17, Jesus appears on the scene with the message: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near,” but in Mark 1:15, he says, “Repent, and believe in the good news,” and in John 3:3, 5, he speaks only of being born again as the way into the kingdom of God.
Elsewhere we are told that only the narrow gate and the hard road lead to life (Matt. 7:13), or that one must hate and leave behind everything to be his disciples (Matt. 10:37ff.). What in the Old Testament is called the “circumcision of the heart” agrees in substance with what in the New Testament is called “regeneration”; and this word, which in John is repeatedly found on the lips of Jesus, is mentioned only once in Paul (Titus 3:5). Hence the idea here is not, anymore than elsewhere in dogmatics, simply to put side by side the concepts occurring in Holy Scripture or to think that the words that dogmatics employs have precisely the same content they have in Holy Scripture. “Regeneration,” “faith,” “conversion,” “renewal,” and so on, after all, here frequently do not denote consecutive components on the road of salvation but sum up in a single word the whole transformation that takes place in humans. “Its expressions are, so to speak, collective concepts, which do not denote either the individual stages, levels, degrees, or phases of development, but rather the completed fact itself.”250
For this reason repeated attempts at simplification were made in the order of salvation. Pietism started with this when it placed the “penitential struggle” (Busskampf) and “breakthrough” (Durchbruch) at the center, and Methodism followed suit when it began to speak almost exclusively of conversion and sanctification. Schleiermacher moved rebirth into the foreground, dividing it into conversion and justification, and Ritschl highlighted justification and reconciliation. To the degree that sin is located more in the head or more in the heart (the will), was experienced more as guilt than as a pollution (power), the emphasis falls on justification (reconciliation, forgiveness, “sonship”) or on regeneration (conversion, redemption). The one-sidedness of these two tendencies, therefore, again leads others to combine these benefits and to treat—in the order of salvation—both justification and regeneration. As soon as a people want to avoid one-sidedness, however, the simplification they strive for begins to consist more in name than in substance, for in fact they subsume under a smaller number of categories the same subjects that in the older dogmatics were divided over several chapters. Simplification was frequently also achieved by the mere device of transferring various topics, such as regeneration and conversion, to the domain of ethics251 or treating justification, regeneration, reconciliation, and election as part of the doctrine of the work of Christ, so that only faith was left for soteriology.252 Over against all these attempts at real or apparent simplification, it is the calling of the dogmatician to proclaim the full counsel of God and to disclose all the benefits that are included in the one splendid work of salvation. As in the doctrine of the Trinity and the person of Christ, dogmaticians will indeed be compelled to sometimes use words that do not occur in Scripture or to assign to them a broader or narrower meaning than they possess in some places there. But their duty is not to repeat Scripture literally word for word but to discover the ideas that are concealed in the words of Scripture and to explicate the relationships between them. The various words and images that the authors of the books of the Old and the New Testament employ all contribute to the disclosure of the pivotal issue from a variety of perspectives and in all its riches and fullness.
Keeping this in mind, one must in the first place note that all the benefits that Christ acquired and distributes to his church are benefits of the covenant of grace. This covenant, though first revealed in the gospel in time, has its foundation in eternity: it is grounded in the good pleasure of God, the counsel of God. Christ was designated from eternity to be the mediator of that covenant and could therefore vicariously atone for his own in time. Hence already in eternity an imputation of Christ to his own and of the church to Christ took place. Between them an exchange occurred, and a mystical union was formed that underlies their realization in history, indeed produces and leads them. In the controversy with neonomianism, some Reformed theologians therefore began to speak of an “eternal justification” or of a “justification from eternity.” The concept that these theologians wanted to express by these terms is recognized by all of them, for Christ indeed from eternity offered himself as surety for his people, took their guilt upon himself, and imputed his righteousness to them in the counsel of peace. But the name they chose for this matter always elicited criticism from many. For not only did they accord to justification a very different meaning than that which it had from ancient times, but they also lost sight of the difference between the decree and its execution, between the “immanent” and the “objectivizing” act. Furthermore, even when it is considered in the decree, the satisfaction of Christ for his own is undoubtedly logically anterior to the forgiveness of their sins and the imputation of the right to eternal life. After all, those who reversed this order would in fact make Christ’s satisfaction superfluous and go down the road of antinomianism. The Reformed were always on their guard against this error as much as they were against that of nomism. Even those among Reformed theologians who accepted a kind of eternal justification never claimed that the exchange between Christ and his church in the pact of redemption already constituted full justification. But they considered it its first component and expressly stated that this justification had to be repeated, continued, and completed in the resurrection of Christ, in the gospel, in the calling, in the testimony of the Holy Spirit by faith and from its works, and finally in the last judgment. Accordingly, not one of them treated or completed [the doctrine of] justification in the locus of the counsel of God or the covenant of redemption, but they all brought it up in the order of salvation, sometimes as active justification before and as passive justification after faith, or also completely after faith. It is of the greatest importance, nevertheless, to hold onto the Reformed idea that all the benefits of the covenant of grace are firmly established in eternity. It is God’s electing love, more specifically, it is the Father’s good pleasure, out of which all these benefits flow to the church.
In the second place, on the Christian position there can be no doubt that all the benefits of grace have been completely and solely acquired by Christ; hence, they are included in his person and lie prepared for his church in him. Nothing needs to be added to them from the side of humankind, for all is finished. And since these benefits are all covenant benefits, were acquired in the way of the covenant, and are distributed in the same covenantal way, there is no participation in those benefits except by communion with the person of Christ, who acquired and applies them as the mediator of the covenant. The covenant of grace, the mystical union, the imputation of Christ to his church and of the church to Christ, all of which are rooted in eternity, are first of all objectively realized in time in the person of Christ, who was crucified, buried, raised, and glorified for and with his church. The bestowal of Christ on the church, therefore, also in this sense precedes the church’s acceptance of Christ by faith. How else could we receive the Holy Spirit, the grace of regeneration, and the gift of faith, all of which after all were acquired by Christ and are his possession? It is therefore not the case that we first repent or are reborn by the Holy Spirit and receive faith without Christ, in order then to go with them to Christ, to accept his righteousness, and are thus justified by Christ. But just as all the benefits of grace come to us from the good pleasure of the Father, so they now proceed from the fullness of Christ. Yet, just as earlier we made a distinction between the decree and its fulfillment, so here we must distinguish between the acquisition and the application of salvation. Kaftan is admittedly correct when he remarks that the doctrines of objective and subjective salvation may not be split up. But, aside from the fact that distinction is something very different from separation, this comment of Kaftan arises from a peculiar view of the benefits of grace. Justification (here equated with atonement) and regeneration (equated with redemption) are viewed by him not as specific moments in the spiritual life of a Christian but as “the saving act of God in Christ, which brings about the whole of Christianity.” The doctrine of the saving work of Christ must first of all be developed as the doctrine of regeneration, justification, and election. What is given in the person of Christ, specifically in his death and resurrection, is not merely an objective presupposition of salvation but is itself the saving act of regeneration and justification. This salvation in Christ is now effected wherever the word of Christ produces and finds faith. By that faith we are, according to God’s will, justified and saved before him.253 Consequently, all the benefits of salvation are discussed under the rubric of the work of Christ, and only faith is left for the order of salvation. Kaftan, therefore, equates redemption or regeneration with the resurrection,254 and justification or atonement with Christ’s surrender to death.255 Neither one is actually acquired by Christ, therefore, but is revealed in his death and resurrection,256 and now, in the word, becomes our possession by faith. Now, though it is perfectly correct to posit a most intimate connection between the work of Christ and the benefits of salvation and not to separate them even for a moment or at any point, there is definitely a distinction between what Christ did for us with God and what he now does for us with God, between the work he did in the state of humiliation and the work he does in the state of exaltation, between the acquisition and the application of salvation.
In the third place, it is only in this manner that justice can be done to the work of the Holy Spirit in the salvation of humans. It is remarkable and at the same time most understandable that in the work of Kaftan the person and the work of the Holy Spirit have almost completely dropped out of the order of salvation. It is only stated that the Spirit of God or Christ, by his vital presence in history and the Word, thus inwardly impacts us.257 The Spirit of Christ comes even less into his own in Herrmann and all who, with Ritschl, are averse to mysticism in religion. According to Herrmann, it is the image of Jesus that must directly affect people inwardly to arouse faith in them. Others tend to focus more on historical “mediations” in upbringing, preaching, church, sacraments, and so on and regard faith more as the fruit of the activity of the Holy Spirit in the church than as the effect that proceeds from the image of the historical Jesus in Scripture.258 In this connection we further encounter the question whether the Holy Spirit works only historically and mediately through the Word, the sacrament, and so on or also immediately and directly in the human heart.259 Connected with all this, finally, is the fundamental question whether the Holy Spirit is a force, a mind-set, a principle of the new life that proceeds from God, was manifest in the person of Jesus, and presently continues his work in the church, hence whether he is identical with the communal spirit of the church (Schleiermacher), with love (Lombard), with the new and holy life present in believers,260 or is, with the Father and the Son, the one true God to be praised in all eternity. If the latter is the case, as the Christian church on the basis of Scripture confesses against all Pneumatomachians, we still face the question whether the Holy Spirit always works in the human heart directly and immediately without the Word (Anabaptists), or only by the Word (Lutherans), or exclusively by the sacrament (Rome), or as a rule in connection with the Word. Depending on the answer given to all these questions and points of difference, the order of salvation acquires another character that manifests itself more or less in all subjects (calling, regeneration, and so on).
Reformed theology delineates itself as follows. Along with the whole Christian church, it accepted the Holy Spirit’s consubstantiality with, and personal distinction from, the Father and the Son; but from this position, in keeping with the scriptural data, it deduced that the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Christ, who, on the one hand, takes everything from Christ and freely binds himself to his Word but who, on the other hand, since the day of Pentecost, dwells personally in the church and in each of its members and fills them with all the fullness of God. All the benefits of salvation that the Father has awarded to the church from eternity and the Son acquired in time are at the same time gifts of the Holy Spirit. Thus Christ by the Spirit, and the Father himself by Christ, incorporates all his children into most intimate fellowship with himself.
In the fourth place, inasmuch as all these benefits of Christ are not an accidental aggregate but organically interconnected, the Holy Spirit distributed them in a certain order. Those who believe will be saved. Regeneration is necessary for us to enter the kingdom of God. Without faith it is impossible to please God. Without holiness no one will see God. Those who persevere to the end will be saved. One cannot obtain the ensuing benefits without having received the preceding ones. Calling, the preaching of the gospel, therefore, precedes all other benefits, for as a rule the Holy Spirit binds himself to the Word. That calling, however, serves not only at the start to invite nonbelievers to faith and repentance but also to admonish and warn, to teach and lead believers permanently. The proclamation of the Word continues without ceasing and to the end of life continues to insist on the mortification of the old and the putting on of the new “man.” It therefore differs depending on the persons to whom and the circumstances in which it addresses them. Peter spoke differently to his hearers on the day of Pentecost, and Paul spoke differently to the Athenians than either of them wrote in his letters to the churches. There is a distinction between mission preaching and church-oriented preaching. Even the administration of the Word in the midst of the congregation now highlights one truth and then another. Sometimes the staff of consolation has to be used, at other times the rod of chastisement. Sometimes one must build; at other times one must break down. The comfort of the promises of the covenant of grace must sometimes alternate from serious exhortation to self-examination. But it is always the same bountiful Word, which the Spirit employs to make the church grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ. The Spirit even employs that Word not only in its public administration in the church but also in the family, the school, in public address, and in reading, in upbringing and education. And this calling (external and internal), with the corresponding acts of faith and repentance (arising from regeneration in the restricted sense), are, as it were, the initiatory benefits by which one obtains those that follow.
In the fifth place, these following benefits can be divided into three groups. Sin is guilt, pollution, and misery: a breach of the covenant of works, a loss of the image of God, and submission to the domination of corruption. Christ redeemed us from all three: by his suffering, by his fulfillment of the law, and by his conquest of death. Thus Christ’s benefits consist in the following: (1) he restores our right relation to God and all creatures (the forgiveness of sins, justification, the purification of our conscience, acceptance as children, peace with God, Christian liberty, and so on); (2) he renews us after God’s image (regeneration in the broad sense, renewal, re-creation, sanctification); (3) he preserves us for our heavenly inheritance and will some day free us from all suffering and death and grant us eternal blessedness (preservation, perseverance, glorification). The first group of benefits is given us by the illumination of the Holy Spirit, is accepted on our part by faith, changes our consciousness, and makes our conscience free. The second group of benefits is conferred on us by the regenerative activity of the Holy Spirit, renews our very being, and redeems us from the power of sin. The third group of benefits is communicated to us by the preserving, guiding, and sealing activity of the Holy Spirit as the guarantee of our complete redemption and wrenches us free in soul and body from the domination of misery and death. The first group of benefits is that which again anoints us as prophets, the second as priests, the third as kings. In the first, our eye is especially directed toward the past, to the historic Christ, to the cross of Golgotha, where our sin was atoned. In the second, our gaze is directed upward to the living Lord in heaven, where he is seated as high priest at the right hand of God’s majesty. In the third, we look forward to Christ’s future, a future in which he will have put all his enemies under his feet and deliver the kingdom to God the Father. These benefits, though distinct, are not separate. Like faith, hope, and love, they form a threefold cord that cannot be broken. It is Christ himself, the crucified and glorified Lord, who by his Word directs our faith to his sacrifice, by his Spirit incorporates us into his fellowship, and by both Word and Spirit prepares and preserves us for heavenly blessedness.
In the sixth place, by way of summary, we must treat four groups of benefits in the order of salvation: calling (with regeneration in a restricted sense, faith, and repentance); justification; sanctification; and glorification. Although the last usually is treated only at the conclusion of dogmatics, in the doctrine of the last things, it nevertheless actually belongs to the way of salvation (via salutis) and is inseparably bound up with the preceding ones. The four groups correspond to what Paul says of Christ (1 Cor. 1:30), “who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption.” In Romans 8:30, the apostle lists three benefits in which God’s foreknowledge is realized, namely, calling, justification, and glorification. All these benefits are temporal. Similarly, the phrase “he glorified” (ἐδοξασεν) does not refer—at least not exclusively and in the first place—to the glorification that awaits believers after death or after the day of judgment but, as is evident from the aorist, to the glorification that believers, by the renewal of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:2, 10; 2 Cor. 3:18; Eph. 3:16), already experience on earth and that is fully unfolded at their resurrection on the last day (1 Cor. 15:53; Phil. 3:21). Hence the phrase ἐδοξασεν includes both sanctification and glorification.261 And therefore here, too, we encounter four main benefits that Christ acquired for and communicates to his own. Corresponding to these benefits are also the activities of the Holy Spirit and the operations of grace. In calling, the Holy Spirit primarily engages his convicting and teaching role and grants us preparatory, prevenient, and effecting grace. In justification, the comforting role of the Spirit and his illuminating grace are prominent. In sanctification, the Holy Spirit fulfills his sanctifying role and renews us day by day by his cooperating grace. And in the glorification that already begins in this life (2 Cor. 3:18), he fulfills his sealing role and totally restores us by his conserving and perfecting grace to the image of Christ in order that Christ may be the firstborn among many brothers (Rom. 8:29).
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251 Th. Haring Christian Faith, II, 677ff.
252 J. Kaftan, Dogmatik, §§48–60, §§68–69.
253 J. Kaftan, Dogmatik (1897), p. 499.
254 Ibid., §55.
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257 Ibid., pp. 592, 601, 624, 625.
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259 Th. Häring, Christian Faith, II, 592, 653.
260 M. Reischle says, for example, “All in all, therefore, the Holy Spirit is the vital orientation and power that raises sinful finite humans [to the level of] participation in God’s holy and eternal being. This orientation and power derives from God’s eternal being, was manifested in the earthly person of Jesus, and, as a result of the continued activity of the exalted Lord, is unfolded in Christianity” (Christliche Glaubenslehre, 108).
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