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Others will argue that Christians should not abandon classical Christian theism.  I shall examine its sources.  

Christians acknowledge that God cannot be seen (John 1:18); indeed, that he dwells in unapproachable light (1 Tim. 6:16).  Yet they also insist that he has revealed himself to us in several ways—by means of creation and conscience (Acts 14:15-17; Rom. 1:18-20; 2:1-16), in Hebrew history and prophecy (Gen. 12:1-3 with Acts 7:2-3; Ex. 3:1-6 with Acts 7:30-32; Joel 1:1), and supremely through the life, death and resurrection of his Son, Jesus Christ (Heb. 1:1-2; John 1:18; 14:5-10).  They also hold that these revelations are corrobo-rated and  preserved for us in the Hebrew/Christian Scrip-tures.  

Classical Christian theism finds its proper grounding in careful Christian reflection on God’s revelation in Scripture.  We will tend to accept it as long as we accept Christianity’s historic view that the Bible clearly reveals God and his pur-poses to human beings.  Doubts about the Bible’s truthfulness and disagreements about how it should be interpreted are the primary reasons classical Christian theism is being abandoned today.  Addressing these doubts and disagreements is, then, crucial to the task of defending classical Christian theism.


From Human Speculation and General Revelation 


to Special Revelation
Why does this book open with a chapter on revelation?
Suppose you want to answer some specific question.  How will you proceed?

That depends on what you want to know and how it can be known.  For instance, “Where is Kenya?” can be answered by consulting an encyclopedia, looking at a globe, or asking someone who knows.  Answering “Did I leave the bedroom light on?” usually requires going to the room to see or asking someone else to go.  Consulting an encyclopedia or looking at a globe won’t help.    

“What is 12 times 12?” can be answered from memory (if you learned your multiplication tables) or by looking at a multiplication table, working out the answer on paper, using a calculator, counting out twelve rows of twelve sticks and then counting through them all, or (again) by asking someone who knows.  It can’t be answered by looking at a globe.  We ask “What are you thinking?” only of persons—and only the person who is being asked can answer it.  We may guess but we won’t know for certain unless we are told.  Consulting encyclopedias, looking at globes, going to another room, or trying to work out the answer on paper aren’t good ways to answer this question.

Our primary question is, What is God like?  That is what we want to know.  Let us assume for the moment that it is possible to know some significant things about God.  Yet still we must ask, How can we know them?

Our answer to this question depends on the kind of being we think God is.  Christians believe God is transcendent, existing outside our world of space and time (Ps. 90:2; 1 Kings 8:27).  As spirit, he doesn’t exist in any particular location (John 4:20-24).  He is not much like a country or a bedroom light.  So we can’t answer questions about him by just going somewhere or looking at a globe.  

Such a God is clearly beyond the reach of our external senses; under normal circumstances, he can’t be seen, heard, tasted, touched or smelled.  But is he completely beyond the reach of our minds?  Answering some questions about him may not be entirely unlike answering “What is 12 times 12?”  Perhaps we can discover that God possesses certain attributes—say, omnipotence and omniscience—just by think-ing hard about what any transcendent spirit that ought to be called “God” would have to be like.
  

Yet if God is also personal, then he has an inner life of thoughts, feelings, desires and plans of his own.  This means that not every question we can have about him—or even some of the most important ones for us, such as “What has God planned for human beings?”—can be answered by just think-ing hard about what the answer must be (Isa. 55:6-9; Rom. 11:33-34).  We can only know for sure what God is thinking or feeling or desiring or planning if he tells us.  He must be willing to bridge what is for us an unbridgeable gap (1 Cor. 2:9-12).  

Almost any question can be answered by someone just telling us what the answer is.  This is often the quickest and surest way to get an answer, even if we could discover it for ourselves.

If God is transcendent personal spirit, then even if we can discover on our own that he possesses certain attributes there is nothing to preclude his revealing that he possesses those attributes to us.  And some of our questions about him won’t get answered unless he tells us what the answers are.  

Revelation involves the unveiling or disclosure of some-thing “so that it may be seen or known for what it is.”
  The Bible characterizes God as one who “reveals his thoughts to man” (Amos 4:13).  In Christianity, one form of revelation involves God just telling us what we should know (Heb. 1:1; 2 Pet. 1:21; 2 Tim. 3:16).  If this is true, then it is the quick-est and surest way for us to answer some of our questions about God and his purposes for human beings.  So it is only natural that we start by asking, “Does God reveal who he actually is?”  

How should we respond to conflicting claims to revelation?
Many cultures have hoped for revelation;
 and claims to rev-elation ground many religions.  Muslims revere the Qur’EQ \O(a,_)n, in its original Arabic, as God’s very words; and most Hindus recognize sabda—“transcendental testimony, i.e. revelation” —as a source of knowledge.

Yet some claims to revelation conflict. The personal Yah-weh of the Hebrew Scriptures is very different from the im-personal Brahman of classic Hindu Upanisadic thought.  The unending cycles of existence in Therav_da Buddhism contrast sharply with the Islamic Day of Judgment that marks the end of the earth’s history and the assignation of each of Allah’s creatures either to paradise or hell.

Having someone answer our questions is a quick way to get answers, but it is also an easy way to get wrong ones.  Usually, if two people give us conflicting answers to the same question, we assume that at least one of those answers is false.  So conflicting claims to revelation can cause us to wonder if any of those claims is true. 

Some religious skeptics take this conflict as good reason to reject all of the claims.  They assume that if we ask the same question of several different people and they all disagree about what the answer is, then there is no reason to believe any of them.  Sometimes they add that if God exists and we are obliged to worship and obey him, then he ought to make his existence and his requirements utterly plain.  Conflicting claims are then taken as reason to doubt God’s existence or goodness.

But the mere fact that we have several different answers to the same question doesn’t imply that one of those answers isn’t true, even if it accentuates the issues of how we might know which answer is true and why everyone’s answer isn’t the same.  Yet raising these issues is not equivalent to show-ing that there are no satisfactory resolutions to them.  How Christians resolve them will become clear as we proceed.  

Radical religious pluralists take a different tack.  They start from the conviction that religions express the cultures from which they come.  Consequently, different cultures will express religious matters differently.  Yet we have no reason to think any culture is significantly better than the rest; in-deed, we are morally obliged to value each more or less equally.  So we must take each culture’s religion equally seri-ously, recognizing that “no religion can advance any legiti-mate claim to superiority over any other.”
  

Every religion makes truth claims. So must we accept the truth-claims of all religions?  But how can we do that, if they conflict?  Here, as our editors note in their introduction, radi-cal religious pluralism shows itself to be a species of theo-logical constructivism.  Theological constructivists doubt that we can have much real knowledge of God.  Most of our reli-gious claims are just shots in the dark.  We can’t get at the supersensible reality to which they supposedly refer; and so we can’t corroborate their truth or their falsity.  Yet religion still does things.  Its “God” symbol, as an imaginative con-struct, transmits important social values and, if properly dis-ciplined, can humanize us.
  And practicing religion ‘de-centers’ us—it saves us from our natural self-centeredness by moving us towards reality-centeredness.

In other words, religion has social and salvific value, even if it lacks ultimate truth  value.  Its value lies more in what it does to shape the “reality” in which we live than in what it claims about reality.
 

But this kind of pluralism is an abstraction that flies in the face of the world’s actual, historical religions.  Those reli-gions invariably make exclusivistic truth-claims.
  Not all of them distinguish between their adherents and others in a way that places the latter outside the hope of salvation—the Indus Valley religions, for example, are generally slow to condemn doctrinal and cultic diversity.  Yet even they differ from each other precisely because, e.g., Hindus and Buddhists have different beliefs and practices.  Most of the world’s actual, historical religions probably could not survive an attempt to mute their exclusivistic claims.  Indeed, don’t these pluralists contradict themselves by encouraging us to accept each reli-gion more or less as it is even as they urge each of them to surrender its conviction that it is uniquely correct?
   

Moreover, the social and salvific power of a religion in a person’s life seems to be closely linked to how sure that person is of its truth.  If I’m unsure that “There is no god but Allah, and Muhammad is his Prophet,” then I am not likely to obey what the Qur’EQ \O(a,_)n says about the necessity of giving alms to relieve the poor, slaves, debtors, defenders of Islam and travelers.  My giving may also be affected by whether I really believe that giving alms not only benefits others but purifies what remains for me and increases God’s generosity to me because he considers it like a loan to himself that he will doubly repay.

In fact, no one, not even the most diehard theological constructivist, rides as loose on his or her own religious com-mitments as radical religious pluralism requires.  Radical reli-gious pluralists sound skeptical about religious knowledge until their own convictions are challenged. For example, they find the belief that “God has created vast numbers of people whom God knows will forfeit salvation” abominable; and so they vociferously oppose it.
 In other words, they are so sure that this belief is false that their skepticism falters. Radical re-ligious pluralists seem universally tolerant until their standard of universal tolerance is challenged.  They then become im-placably intolerant of intolerance—even as they are almost always vocally intolerant of the patriarchalism, imperialism and triumphalism that they claim to find in most of the world’s historic religions.  Radical religious pluralism is unlivable.

These difficulties with religious skepticism and radical religious pluralism mean that we do not need to respond skeptically or pluralistically to conflicting claims to revela-tion.  We can still maintain that, where religions differ, one of them may be right and the others wrong.  

Why start from the Christian revelation?
This book naturally focuses on Christian claims to revelation.  But mustn’t we first address one more absolutely crucial question, namely, Why take Christianity, of all the world’s religions, to be the true one?

Are there good reasons to trust Christianity’s claims to revelation over similar claims in other religions?  

Christians have often claimed that the miracles that Scripture reports as having accompanied the Gospel’s first proclamation are sure signs of its truth (Mark 16:20; Acts 2:22; 14:3; Heb. 2:1-4).  Yet other religions cite their own miracle-claims in support of their own revelational claims.  David Hume turned this clash of claims into an argument for distrusting all of them.
  Many of our contemporaries accept his argument.  So the claim that Christianity ought to be trusted because God has miraculously corroborated its truth needs more defense.  Yet attempting that defense here would take us far afield from our main task.

Some religions claim that any careful examination of their teachings will establish their truth.  For example, Islam claims that “the absolute truth it espouses can theoretically be recognized and embraced by any perceptive human being.”
  MahADVANCE \r0_yADVANCE \r0_na Buddhism goes even further, claiming in its Lotus S_tra that anyone who has heard the Buddha’s teachings and either worshiped an image of him or made a st_pa (a com-memorative monument and reliquary) will become enlight-ened.
  

Does Christianity make similar claims?  Can we hope, as we proceed, that if classical Christian theism is true, then its truth will become apparent to everyone?  No, for while Chris-tianity claims that the truths that Christians believe by revela-tion constitute a kind of knowledge (John 6:69; Tit. 1:1; 1 John 5:18-20), it also maintains that this kind of knowledge, along with the heart-felt repentance that always accompanies it, must be granted to us by God’s grace (Phil. 1:29; Acts 11:18; 2 Tim. 2:25).  

This does not mean that there are no good reasons to trust Christianity’s claims to revelation over similar claims.  But it implies that these reasons may not affect everyone as they should.  Part of the subtlety of the Christian revelation is that it explains why this is.  

So what do Christians believe about the Christian revelation?

How does God reveal himself to human beings?
Revelation unveils or discloses something “so that it may be seen or known for what it is.”  Some revelations are verbal, either spoken or written.  But we may reveal things in other ways.  For instance, I may manifest my anger without saying a word.

The Bible represents God as having revealed something of himself and his purposes to human beings in each of these ways.  Sometimes God has spoken to us, either directly (Gen. 2:16-17; Ex. 20: 1; Matt. 3:17) or through angelic or human intermediaries (Deut. 18:18; Luke 1:26-38; 2 Cor. 2:17).  Sometimes he has communicated through writing, usually by prompting others to record his thoughts (Ex. 24:4; Jer. 30:1-2; 1 Cor. 14:36-38; 2 Tim. 3:16).  And sometimes he simply manifests himself nonverbally (Acts 14:15-17; Rom. 1:18-20).

God manifests his existence, his glory as the world’s Cre-ator (Ps. 19:1-4; Rom. 1:18-20), his providential kindness (Acts 14:16-18; cf. Ps. 145:9, 17 [rsv]) and his moral re-quirements (Rom. 2:12-15; 1:32; Ps. 97:6) through general revelation.  Paul declares that God “has made it plain” to everyone, everywhere, that he exists and that he ought to be glorified, thanked and obeyed (Rom. 1:19).  Ever since he created the world, God’s “invisible qualities”—his “eternal power and divine nature”—have been “clearly seen” through what he has made (Rom. 1:20). 

By manifesting certain truths about God, general revela-tion gives us some real although limited knowledge of him.  Some knowledge of who God actually is—notably, that he “is powerful and that he possesses those properties normally associated with deity”
—is not merely available to everyone; it is pressed upon us all by God himself.  God never leaves himself without a witness (Acts 14:17).  Consequently, we sin—indeed, we stand before God “without excuse” (Rom. 1:20)—when we do not adequately glorify, thank and obey him.

But God also verbally communicates more of himself and his purposes to particular people at specific times and places through special revelation (Heb. 1:1-2; 1 Pet. 1:10-12; Acts 2:14-36).  Just as I may tell my children and friends things that I tell to no one else, so God shares some things only with those whom he chooses to be his “children” and “friends.”
  Christian faith is grounded in the belief that God specially revealed himself and his saving purposes to the biblical pa-triarch Abraham (Gen. 12:1-25:11; Luke 1:68-75; Rom. 4).  A whole series of special revelations to the Old Testament prophets followed (Deut. 18:18-19; Jer. 1:9; Heb. 1:1), cul-minating in God’s disclosure to his New Testament apostles of the mystADVANCE \l0_ADVANCE \r0rion—or “secret”—of what he has done, is doing and will yet do through the work of his Son, Jesus Christ (1 Tim. 3:16; Col. 1:25-27; Mark 4:11-12).
  These apostles have then proclaimed this Good News to other human beings.  And it is only by believing this proclamation that we can be saved from our sin (Rom. 10:13-15, 17).   

This special verbal revelation is “the word of God in its fullness” (Col. 1:25).  We are born again into a living hope and an imperishable inheritance through believing it (2 Thess. 2:13).  As it is now written in the New Testament (2 Pet. 3:14-18), this word is able to “make us wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). So Scripture, as the written record of God’s past communications, remains the primary vehicle for his present communication (2 Pet. 1:19).  As Carl F. H. Henry neatly put it, through Scripture “God heralds his unchanging truth to [human beings] once for all and ongoingly.”
   

Why doesn’t everyone believe in God, given general revela-tion?
God, then, according to Christianity, has revealed himself to human beings. More particularly, he has manifested himself to everyone through general revelation.  So why are there atheists?

Scripture says that it is because God’s general revelation is inevitably suppressed by sin (Rom. 1:18).  Although we all know at some level that God exists and ought to be glorified, thanked and obeyed, none of us has done as we know we ought (Rom. 3:9-20, 23).  Indeed, since Adam and Eve’s fall in the garden (Gen. 3; Rom. 5:12, 16-19; 1 Cor. 15:22), we have been alienated from God (Col. 1:21), our thinking has been futile (Rom. 1:21; Eph. 4:17), our minds and consci-ences corrupt (Tit. 1:15) and our hearts darkened (Rom. 1:21; cf. Eph. 4:18; Gen. 8:21; Jer. 17:9).  

As strange as it initially seems, Scripture declares that no one has thought it worthwhile to retain his or her knowledge of God (Rom. 1:28).  We have all deliberately (although usu-ally somewhat subconsciously) turned away from him, rebel-ling against his truth and righteousness and applauding others who do the same (Rom. 3:10-12 with 1:32).  As long as we remain untouched by God’s saving grace, we are by nature prone to all kinds of idolatry and wickedness (Eph. 2:1-3; Rom. 1:21-2:1).  So while God’s general revelation is objec-tively sufficient to lead each of us to know that he is the world’s all-powerful Creator and Sustainer, our sin renders it subjectively insufficient to produce all of the knowledge it should.  Just as their defective retinas make those who are colorblind unable to see colors that are actually there to be seen, so sin makes us all epistemically blind to various as-pects of God’s general revelation.
 

So what is the purpose of general revelation?  And how is it related to special revelation?
God’s revelation of certain truths about himself through gen-eral revelation still gives us at least some vague awareness of him and his purposes for human beings (Acts 14:15-17; 17:16-31).  Perhaps we can discover that God possesses cer-tain attributes by careful reasoning.  In any case, we usually know some of these truths by general revelation.  Our aware-ness of them can help to warrant our acceptance of the Gospel proclamation (see the Acts passages just cited, along with Rom. 3:9-21 and 2 Cor. 4:1-2),
 even as it insures that none of us can claim not to know whom we should be worshiping. 

Yet certainty about God’s nature and purposes comes pri-marily from special revelation.  We can only know by special revelation that Jesus can save us from our sins.  But our sinful blindness means that we also need it to confirm general reve-lation.  In fact, only the repetition of general revelation’s truths in Scripture has anchored human insistence that there is just one God, a transcendent person who both created and rules the universe, and who is omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good.
  

Nonchristians are blind to a wide variety of truths (2 Cor. 4:1-4; Matt. 23:16-26).  They only begin to apprehend these truths if God grants them faith (Phil. 1:29; John 6:44).  Faith “comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ” (Rom. 10:17 [rsv])—it depends on our coming into contact with God’s verbal revelation and then being moved by his Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:12, 14; John 3:1-8; Tit. 3:3-7) to believe it (2 Kings 23:1-3; John 5:24-25; Acts 8:26-38).  God’s Spirit then indwells us (Rom. 8:9-11; 1 Cor. 3:16; Eph. 1:13-14) and then he, the very Spirit of truth (John 14:17), enables and encourages us to take the Bible for what it is, God’s truth (2 Tim. 3:15-16; 2 Pet. 1:19-21).

We can then start to see some of our blindness.  We be-gin to realize that the Bible is right:  once we suppressed even the most elementary truths about God (Rom. 1:18) and we exchanged God’s truth for a lie (Rom. 1:25).  We then begin to apprehend how our aversion to God has corrupted our minds, darkened our hearts and made our perception of his general revelation unreliable (Col. 1:21; Tit. 1:15; Eph. 4:17-19; Rom. 1:21-22, 25). Contact with the Scriptures thus becomes crucial to assure us that we are thinking rightly about God; and so without the Bible we might very well des-pair of achieving any settled certainty about him. In this way, our commitment to the truths of special revelation helps to hold our assurance of the truths of general revelation in place.

Is classical Christian theism either too biblical or not biblical enough?
Christians, then, naturally turn to the Bible as they seek to know who God is.  But at this point we find that classical Christian theism is being challenged from opposite sides.  

On the one hand, theological constructivists like Gordon Kaufman, Edward Farley and Sallie McFague claim to be working from a Christian perspective even as they argue that we should no longer accept the Bible as our faith’s supreme authority.
   They claim that because classical Christian the-ism’s source is historic Christianity’s “house of authority” with its “Scripture principle” it is not generally credible to-day.

On the other hand, open theists claim that classical Chris-tian theism slights Scripture’s authority.  Its first proponents, they charge, were seduced by ancient Greek philosophy; and a truly biblical theism still awaits development.
  More care-ful Bible reading, Gregory Boyd claims, has been the primary reason why he and most other open theists have come to abandon the classical view.
  

Some classical Christian theists hold their position with-out much explicit reference to Scripture.  Some of them sometimes distort the Christian doctrine of God with terms and categories borrowed from ancient Greek philosophy.  But most classical Christian theists have based their beliefs about God on what they have found in the Scriptures.  Some of us reject open theism’s charge that we are preferring a God of human speculation over the God of Scripture precisely be-cause we believe we find the God of classical Christian theism in Scripture.  The real issue between us and these open theists is simply whether our God or their God corresponds to Scrip-ture’s God.

With theological constructivists, the issue is more basic.  It is whether a theological position that deliberately rejects historic Christianity’s formal norm for Christian doctrine should still be called “Christian.”

These challenges require us to think carefully about bibli-cal authority and interpretation.

 

Biblical Authority and Theological Constructivism
What is Scripture’s view of itself?

Christian theologians have always viewed Scripture as the authoritative repository of true Christian faith.
  This was natural, given Christianity’s Jewish roots, with its own strong tradition of scriptural authority (John 5:39; 10:35; Acts 17:2, 11).  Judaism’s view was modified by the distinctively Chris-tian insights that these theologians believed were bequeathed to the apostolic writers by the Holy Spirit as they wrote the New Testament (Col. 1:25-27; 1 Pet. 1:10-12; John 16:13; 2 Pet. 1:19-21).  This led almost all of them to view Scripture as “not only exempt from error but [as containing] nothing that was superfluous;”
 as “sufficient, and more than suffici-ent, for all purposes;” and as “consonant in all its parts, and [such] that its meaning should be clear if it is read as a whole.”  Indeed, Scripture was taken as the formal norm of Christian faith so that anyone deviating from it “could not count as a Christian.”  

These early affirmations of the doctrines of the Bible’s inerrancy, necessity, sufficiency and clarity represent the his-toric Christian position because Christians have historically accepted this view of Scripture as the one that Scripture, as God’s written revelation, has of itself.
  The Bible’s supreme and final authority in Christian thought and life follows from this.

Scripture affirms its own authority by presenting itself as being entirely God’s words.  This is as apparent in its as-sumptions as in its outright assertions.  Scripture often de-clares that “This is what the Lord says” (Isa. 37:6; Mal. 1:4; Rom. 9:14-15; Rev. 1:8) or that someone in Scripture is speaking in God’s name (1 Kings 14:18; Zech. 7:4-12).  It also asserts that God has inspired all of itself (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20-21).  Yet, more significantly, our Lord and other New Testament writers assume that each biblical word is a word from God. At Matthew 19:5, our Lord places the words of Genesis 2:24, which are not spoken by God in Genesis, in God’s mouth (cf. Mark 7:9-13).  In Acts, Peter identifies the words of two Psalms as what “the Holy Spirit spoke long ago through the mouth of David concerning Judas” (Acts 1:15-16, 20 with Ps. 69:25 and 109:8; cf. Neh. 9:30; Acts 4:24-26; Heb. 3:7).  He inserts a present-tense “God says” into a prophecy originally made by Joel (Acts 2:17).  And Paul refers to the gospel that God “promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures” (Rom. 1:2; cf. Matt. 1:22; Luke 1:70; Acts 3:18, 21).
 

Our Lord and his apostles assume that we must believe everything in Scripture (Luke 24:25-27, 44; Acts 24:14; 28:23-28).  Paul tells Timothy to continue in what he has learned and become convinced of, because he has known “the sacred writings” from infancy and these sacred writings —meaning primarily the Old Testament—“are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15 [rsv]).  He then declares that all of Scripture is “God-breathed” and thus “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the godly person may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16, my translation).
 

Elsewhere it is assumed that Christian faith is to be based entirely in the Scriptures.
  Paul defends himself before King Agrippa by claiming that he is saying nothing more than what Moses and the prophets had said (Acts 26:22).  Luke com-mends the Bereans for receiving Paul’s message eagerly and then examining the Scriptures to be sure of its truth (Acts 17:11; cf. Isa. 8:20).  Some Old Testament passages prohibit God’s people from adding to or subtracting from its words (Deut. 4:1-2; 12:32; Prov. 30:5-6), and some New Testament passages suggest that the same holds for it (Rev. 22:18-19; cf. Gal. 3:15-22).

Additionally, each of the New Testament’s fifty or so in-stances of the Greek word graph_—translated as “Scripture” or “Scriptures” at places like Acts 17:11, Romans 9:17, Gala-tians 3:8, 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2 Peter 3:16—refers to some Old Testament passage.  But two of these instances also refer to words or writings that were to become part of God’s New Testament.
  This suggests that the New Testament’s writers were constantly aware of the boundaries of what could be called “Scripture” as well as of the fact that some of their own writings would receive the same status.
   

Does Scripture reveal particular doctrinal truths?  Can we expect it to help us to resolve the current controversy over who God actually is?  

This issue is somewhat confused by the fact that in four places the New International Version renders the Greek in terms of “spiritual truths” or “truths of the faith” or “the ele-mentary truths of God’s word” (1 Cor. 2:13; 1 Tim. 3:9; 4:6; Heb. 5:12) even though the Greek word for truth is not found in those places.  Moreover, many scholars have taken the Hebrew concept of truth to refer primarily to a person’s faith-fulness and reliability and not to the intellectual quality of conformity with reality that underlies our supposedly “Wes-tern” way of thinking about truth.
  They then claim that the Hebrew concept carries over into the New Testament and thus dismiss orthodox Christianity’s concern for doctrinal truth as foreign to the biblical writers’ mindset.  

Yet sometimes the Hebrew words for truth indicate con-formity with reality (Deut. 17:2-5; I Kings 10:6).  And some-times the Greek word bears the same meaning, as when the Samaritan woman tells Jesus the truth about her marital status (John 4:18) or when the emphasis is on a witness speaking truthfully (John 19:35; Rev. 22:6). In the last two passages, these truths are essential to specific doctrines of the Christian faith.  So the gospel has a specific factual content (1 Cor. 15:1-8; 1 John 1:1-3; 4:2) with particular doctrinal implica-tions (Rom. 3:21-26; 5:6-11; Gal. 3:1-12).  The New Inter-national Version’s renderings of the Greek phrases to mys-t_ADVANCE \r0rion t_ADVANCE \r0s pisteADVANCE \l0_ADVANCE \r0s (literally, “the mystery of the faith”) and ta stoicheia t_ADVANCE \r0s arch_s t_ADVANCE \r0n logi_n tou theou (“the first principles of the word of God”) as “the deep truths of the faith” (1 Tim. 3:9) and “the elementary truths of God’s word” (Heb. 5:12) are then acceptable.  For New Testament faith has a definite content and “the first principles of God’s word” can be articu-lated in a set of claims.  

Scripture, then, presents itself as being, in whole and in each of its parts, God’s own words.  This authorizes it to set the bounds of Christian faith.  In fact, its divine status implies that disbelieving or disliking or disobeying any of it is equiv-alent to disbelieving or disliking or disobeying God himself.
  We who have been born again of God’s Holy Spirit through hearing or reading God’s special revelation are moved by him to take Scripture for what it is—God’s own words, including God’s own claims—and its complete truthfulness and rightful-ness should become increasingly apparent to us as we hear and read it (Ps. 119:160; 19:7-11; John 17:17).  Indeed, its truthfulness and rightfulness should become axiomatic for us,
 including its assumptions and assertions about God’s nature and attributes.

How do theological constructivists respond to this?  
Sallie McFague condemns this view of Scripture as “funda-mentalism.”
  Fundamentalism, she tells us, identifies God’s word with human words, “notably those human words in the canonical Scriptures.”
  But this assertion “of univocity be-tween human language about God and God or ‘God’s Word’” runs contrary to what she takes to be “the most basic char-acteristic of religious and theological language,” namely, its “iconoclastic” or “destabilizing” character.

In typical theological-constructivist language, McFague asserts that we are now conscious “of the constructive char-acter of all human activities, especially of those within which we live and therefore of which we are least aware:  our world views, including our religions.”  Human existence is always creative and interpretive.  We never experience reality “raw” or uninterpreted; our experience is always partly our con-struction, less imitative of reality than productive of it—and this includes our experience of God, who “is and remains a mystery.”  

We have become increasingly aware, McFague says, of “the power of language as the most distinctive attribute of human existence,” as well as of “the ways in which we con-struct the worlds we inhabit through it.”  We do this primari-ly by using metaphors.  Metaphors are inappropriately used words or phrases, words or phrases that properly belong to one context but are being used in another.  For instance, calling God “Mother” takes “mother” out of its proper con-text in order to see if it can help us to experience God more fruitfully. A metaphor’s inappropriateness accounts for its constructive or interpretive power, for it is this that helps us to experience something new.  Jesus’s likening himself to a mother hen who wants to gather her chicks under her wings helps us to experience anew his loving care.

Religious and theological language becomes properly iconoclastic and destabilizing when we acknowledge that all God-talk is metaphorical.  All of it “is human construction and as such perforce ‘misses the mark’” of informing us, once and for all, of who God is.  But fundamentalism doesn’t ap-preciate this, insisting, instead, “that only one construction (which is not admitted to be a construction) is true, right, and good.”  

Yet as the elaboration of key metaphors, “theology is mostly fiction.”  Nietzsche said  language deceives us “into believing it is fixed and definite, referring to something out-side ourselves, when in fact it is nothing but the play of metaphors.”  McFague believes that language is a bit more than just the play of metaphors—our words refer to something beyond language that makes our metaphors more or less in-appropriate, more or less inadequate.  But no metaphor is al-ways appropriate.

McFague concedes that Christianity is a historical faith, “one that claims in some sense an illumination, revelation, or rendering explicit of divine reality in history, specifically, in the paradigmatic figure of Jesus of Nazareth and the subse-quent witness to that event in Scripture.”  Consequently, it “must always deal with the constant of its tradition.”  Yet it must not make its tradition finally authoritative or objectively true.  McFague admits that the church wanted to make Scrip-ture an authoritative text of true claims that would be the for-mal norm for all subsequent theology.  But Scripture, like all other texts, is just a “sedimentation” of interpreted experi-ence.  Its language about God is “principally adverbial, hav-ing to do with how we relate to God rather than defining [God’s] nature.”  Consequently, its metaphors must not be “reified, petrified, or expanded so as to exclude all others.”  We must not let the Bible seduce us into taking its images and concepts as fixed and definite, referring to something outside ourselves.  We must recognize that we live in “a post-Chris-tian world” where “we cannot accept currency from former times as our truth.”  We must constantly remind ourselves that “[o]ur primary datum is not a Christian message [that is true] for all time . . .; rather, it is experiences of women and men witnessing to the transforming love of God interpreted in a myriad of ways.”

Scripture can serve only as “a model of how theology should be done, rather than as the authority dictating the terms in which it is done.”  It is “a case study, classic, or pro-totype” that encompasses a “plurality of interpretive per-spectives.”  Taking this plurality seriously means having “to do the same risky, adventuresome thing that [Scripture itself] does: interpret the salvific love of God in ways that can address our crises most persuasively and powerfully.”  This “will not, cannot, mean using the terminology of two thou-sand years ago;” and so we must reject “the language of dying and rising gods, personal guilt and sacrificial atonement, eter-nal life and so forth,” as well as any references to God’s om-nipotence, omniscience and omnipresence.
  

For McFague, Scripture is not really a divine revelation.  Consequently, she believes “that what we can say with any assurance about the character of Christian faith is very little and even that will be highly contested.”  She ventures that “Christian faith is . . . most basically a claim that the uni-verse is neither indifferent nor malevolent but that there is a power (and a personal power at that) which is on the side of life and its fulfillment.”  Christians also believe that “we have some clues for fleshing out this claim in the life, death, and appearances of Jesus of Nazareth.”  Yet she admits that you can’t get to her view of Christianity just by reading Scripture, for the Bible’s texts are so distorted by oppressive ideologies that we must be suspicious of them.

What can we learn from theological constructivism? 
For all of its errors, McFague’s approach to the Scriptures is right about this: language is human life’s most distinctive fea-ture; and without it human life as we know it would not exist.

Scripture itself attests to this.  The Psalmist says, “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you.  Do not be like the horse or the mule, which have no understanding but must be control-led by bit and bridle or they will not come to you” (Ps. 32:8-9).   Instructing, teaching and counseling is done primarily through language, which gives us the understanding we need so that we can make the sorts of thoughtful decisions that are part and parcel of our humanity.
  Words are thus the ve-hicles by which we are made free (Ps. 119:45).  Scripture stresses their importance again and again:  by receiving them we can come to live good and godly lives (Prov. 2:1-22); by using them we can do things, like confess (Rom. 10:8-13) and request mercy and forgiveness (Hos. 14:1-3; Matt. 7:7-12).  In fact, words are so crucial that we will have to render account for each careless one on Judgment Day and it will be by our words that we will be justified or condemned (Matt. 12:36-37).  

We are, by nature, verbivores—word-eaters—whose lives take on the character of the words we digest.  Jesus said this in rejecting Satan’s challenge to turn stones into bread: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4, quoting Deut. 8:3).  Scripture everywhere assumes that life—real life, eternal life— depends on hearing or reading God’s words (Deut. 11:18; Jer. 15:16; John 6:68; 1 Cor. 2:11-13; Phil. 2:16).  And this is not just a helpful metaphor.  It is literally true.  We cannot make sense of life without ‘digesting’ some particular set of words—without being told stories that enable us to understand who we are as well as where we have come from and where we are going, without being given credible evaluative cate-gories by which to judge what is true and false and good and bad, and without acquiring a cogent pattern of metaphors and explanations that helps us to construe our lives in meaningful ways.
  Life only begins to make sense for us within the framework of some particular and more or less consistent way of looking at the world and understanding ourselves that is conveyed to us through language.  That is why the prospect of a word-famine is so frightening.  For without words we would indeed be condemned to “stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east,” searching for life’s meaning without being able to find it (Amos 8:11-12).

Theological constructivism is right to insist that language is essential to distinctively human existence.  Yet we must re-ject it when it evacuates Christian faith of its historic content by insisting that faith’s historic language of Scripture has lost its credibility and therefore must be replaced.  Christians have always held that Scripture—as God’s special written revelation to us of what we must know to think and to live truthfully and righteously before him (2 Pet. 1:2-3)—is the means by which we can acquire the particular stories (Deut. 6; Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:1-11), the specific evaluative categories (Ps. 19:7-11; Matt. 5; 1 Cor. 13; Gal. 5:19-23) and the appropri-ate metaphors (Ps. 23:1-4; Isa. 53:6; Matt. 18:1-4; Eph. 4:17-24; 6:10-17) and explanations for properly understand-ing and ordering our lives (Deut. 6:20-25; Rom. 5:12-21; 7:7-25; Heb. 9).  Theological constructivists deny this.  Even more basically, they believe that the very idea of an authori-tative divine revelation is inappropriate in our time.

Well-versed, biblically-faithful Christians will respond that skepticism about Scripture’s credibility and authority is not new (1 Cor. 1:18-25).  Scripture never is authoritative for anyone until God’s Spirit has worked in that person’s heart (1 Cor. 2:6-16; Eph. 2:1-10).  The Scriptures are indeed objec-tively sufficient to give each of us a proper knowledge of who God actually is, but their objective sufficiency is undercut by our sin.  The fact that theological constructivists do not find the language of Scripture credible or authoritative does not tell us anything about its actual credibility or authori-tativeness; instead, it tells us something about them.
  Thus, we should feel free, with Christians of other ages, to turn to the Scriptures to understand who God is. 


Biblical Interpretation and Open Theism
What do open theists believe about Scripture’s truth and con-sistency?

Historically, those who have been convinced that Scripture is God’s special written revelation have taken that to insure its complete truthfulness and consistency.  Their reasoning went like this.  Words mimic and betray a person’s character (Matt. 15:18; Luke 6:43-45).  So if God is Scripture’s pri-mary author and its every word is ultimately a word from him, then Scripture will be as truthful and consistent as God himself is.  How truthful and consistent will it then be?  Wholly truthful and completely consistent, for that is what God is and must be (1 Sam. 15:29; Ps. 119:160; Mal. 3:6; Heb. 6:16-19).
  This prompted classical Christian theists to try to shape their conception of God to what the whole Bible, as God’s one necessary and sufficient special revelation, reveals about him.

This kind of reasoning for the utter truthfulness and consistency of God’s words is found in Scripture (Num. 23:19-20; Ps. 89:34; Tit. 1:2).  Today, however, many open and process theists are questioning it.  And this, rather than some recognition of ancient Greek philosophy’s undue influ-ence on Christian theism, is probably the most basic cause of open theism’s rejection of the God of classical Christian theism.  

Open theists emphasize Scripture’s authority.  Clark Pin-nock argues that Scripture must be Christianity’s supreme and final authority if real Christian faith is to survive.  He admits that “inspiration would mean very little if it could not guar-antee a basic coherence in the Bible’s teaching and a solid reliability in the Bible’s narrative,” for “[b]roken would be the authority of a norm that could not rule.”
  Yet from these truths, he claims, “we cannot deduce what the Bible must be like in detail.”

In particular, the case for Scripture’s perfect errorlessness is not, Pinnock thinks, as good as it may seem.  He concedes that “God cannot lie, but that,” he declares, “is not the issue.  God gave the Bible . . . by transmitting [it] through all man-ner of secondary authors” and so we “cannot determine ahead of time what kind of text God would give in this way.”
  We must approach Scripture inductively to ascertain its actual character.  But we shall then see that neither our Lord nor the New Testament unambiguously teaches its perfect error-lessness.  At best, “one could say only that [total inerrancy] is implicit and could be drawn out by careful argument.”  Yet in the final analysis, inerrancy is “not well supported exe-getically.”  Indeed, insisting that Scripture is unerringly true only serves to highlight the Bible’s more perplexing features, which then overshadow the “wonderful certainties of salva-tion in Christ.”

 This rejection of Scripture’s perfect errorlessness means that there is “a distance between the Word of God and the [Bible’s] text.”
  There is “human weakness”—errors such as misidentifications and mangled references—“attaching to the sacred text.” 

Yet Pinnock continues to affirm Scripture’s fundamental self-consistency.  We must, he says, “permit the biblical tes-timony to be what it is, namely, ‘obviously fragmentary and unsystematic’,”
 yet we are not thereby absolved of the obli-gation to try to make systematic sense of the entire text: 

Of course, passages must be studied first in their own right, but eventually they ought to be placed in the framework of [God’s] whole revelation . . . [which] was the way of the older exegetical tradition, which operated out of a firm conviction about biblical inspiration.  

Pinnock reminds us that historically “the unity of the Scrip-tures was assumed, and drawing out the systematic message of the Bible was the theologian’s task.”  He takes this posi-tion to follow from “the fact of divine inspiration. . . .  If Scripture is our inspired teacher, making us wise unto salva-tion, then we expect it not to confuse us or tell us lies but to communicate intelligibly with us.”
 

Yet some open theists do doubt Scripture’s consistency.  In his chapter in The Openness of God, Richard Rice asks, “What . . . is the biblical view of God?” and then says this:

It is a challenge to ascertain the biblical view of almost anything, let alone the most important idea of all.  The Bible contains an enormous range of material, and on almost any significant topic we can find diverse state-ments if not diverse perspectives as well. . . .  This is why biblical scholars often object to expressions like “the biblical view of” or “according to the Bible.”  They in-sist that there are biblical views, but no one biblical view.
 

This comes very close to denying that God is Scripture’s pri-mary author, as Rice almost admits:

different passages [of Scripture] often seem to support different points of view.  To cite a familiar example, many people do not see how the same God could com-mand Israel on occasion to utterly destroy its foes . . . and through Jesus instruct us to love our enemies.

If we accept this example, then we are well on our way to denying that the same God inspired both the Old and the New Testaments.

Other open theists de-emphasize Scripture’s unity.  For example, in his God Who Risks:  A Theology of Providence, John Sanders slights many crucial biblical texts.  This may be because he, like McFague, considers all God-talk to be meta-phorical.  Scripture’s assertions about God have “the peculiar quality of saying that something both ‘is’ and ‘is not’.”
  No biblical assertion about God is, then, literally true and thus such that it should govern our interpretation of the rest.
  Yet often particular biblical metaphors come to dominate our thinking, thereby becoming key models or lenses through which we view everything else.  “Different key models,” San-ders says, “embody different theologies;” and many theo-logical disputes “arise because we look at the [same] ‘evidence’ through different lenses.”  He looks at the Scrip-tures “through the lens of divine risk taking . . . in order to see what should be said concerning a risk-taking God.”  Yet since he is just developing “a particular theological model,” he never mentions Philippians 2:12, 13 nor does he attend to the full range of scholarly exegesis of passages like Romans 9, in spite of the fact that providence is necessarily concerned with how God’s will and human wills relate.

In general, open theism’s move away from affirming Scripture’s perfect errorlessness and fundamental self-consis-tency does more to shape its conception of God than its affir-mation of Scripture’s supreme authority.  For it allows open theists to evade the principles of biblical interpretation that tell against their readings of various texts.

Does open theism violate Scripture’s own witness about its own authorship?
Doubts about Scripture’s utter truthfulness and consistency are natural for open theists because they have a view of hu-man freedom that runs against Scripture’s own witness to the unique kind of authorship that produced its texts. 

Open theists sometimes accuse holders of the historic view of Scripture’s complete truthfulness and fundamental self-consistency with being committed to an outmoded theory of biblical inspiration whereby God guaranteed Scripture’s truthfulness and consistency by dictating its every word.  Scripture’s human writers were then no more than secretaries who just transcribed what God said.  The historic position, recognizing that the assertion of God’s primary authorship of Scripture means that he has ordained all of its details, is thus taken as implying that there is no real secondary human authorship of its texts.
    

But this accusation is false.  Scripture does occasionally represent God or his angelic emissaries as dictating messages (Ex. 34:27; Jer. 30:1-4; Rev. 2:1, 8, etc.).  But usually it im-plies that his influence over its human authors was quite different than that (Luke 1:1-4; 2 Pet. 3:15; 1 Chron. 28:11-19).  God’s authorship of Scripture can be overemphasized, where its status as God’s word cuts all motivation to attend to the humanity of its texts.  But this violates the principle that because all of Scripture is “God-breathed” its every feature ought to be noticed, including those that stress its human authors’ thoughts and purposes (Luke 1:3; Ps. 45:1, 17; John 20:31; 2 Cor. 2:3-4, 9; 13:10; Jude 3).  Some Scriptures fo-cus on what particular writers have written (Deut. 24:1-4 with Mark 10:2-9; Rom. 10:19-21) while others emphasize their style in writing it (2 Pet. 3:16).  So even when we bear in mind all that Scripture says about its divine aspects, we must acknowledge that it presents itself as both human and divine.  Its individual books manifest their human authors’ purposes and characteristics even as it overall reveals God’s one wholly true and fundamentally self-consistent word. 

This implies that Scripture came about by a kind of dual authorship that process and open theists cannot accept.  For them, we act freely only when we can choose to act otherwise than we actually do.  If God ordains that I do something, then my doing it is not of my own free choosing.  This is as true of writing as of any other act.  In researching and writing his gospel, either Luke finally chose which words to use or God did.  

Acknowledging the freedom of Scripture’s human au-thors means conceding, then, as Pinnock puts it, that God has not “predestined and controlled every detail of the [Bible’s] text.”  Divine inspiration cannot be “word for word” nor can the Scriptures be errorless.  “Inerrancy thinking,” as Pinnock says, “is deductive thinking rooted in the assumption of total divine control;” and so, Pinnock concludes, defending Scrip-ture’s verbal inspiration and inerrancy requires accepting a “Calvinistic cosmology.”
 

In creature-to-creature relations, something like the open view of freedom is often the case.  Either I have written the words you are reading or someone else has.  Moreover, in giving credit and assigning responsibility, we usually assume that only one agent or party of agents is finally responsible for a particular act.  

But Scripture portrays the relations between divine and human agency differently.  Passages such as Acts 4:27, 28—

Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed.  They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen—

and Philippians 2:12, 13—

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed . . . continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose—

suggest that the Creator’s will relates to creatures’ wills in a unique way, where God’s choosing and a creature’s choosing —God’s deciding and human beings’ conspiring, God’s work-ing salvation in us and our working our salvation out—are not mutually exclusive acts.  In fact, Joseph’s discrimination be-tween his brothers’ selling and God’s sending him to Egypt assumes that when we are considering both divine and human agency, the same event can be explained as both God and hu-man beings each carrying out their intentions without con-straint.  Joseph’s descent into Egypt can be explained as God’s having chosen to send him there in order to save many human lives and it can also be explained as Joseph’s brothers having chosen to sell him to those who were going there as a way to harm him (Gen. 45:4-8 and 50:20).
  

Because Creator/creature relations are unique, it is hard to illustrate what these texts depict.  Joseph’s going to Egypt was not due partly to God’s choice and partly to the choice of his brothers, as if God and they collaborated to produce one result.  Rather, God freely chose to bring about his good purpose through ordaining that Joseph’s brothers would freely choose to do their wicked act.  

I cannot defend this view of human freedom now.  Yet it is the view we arrive at when we consult the whole Bible and do not allow unscriptural intuitions about free will’s condi-tions to override the overwhelming witness of Scripture’s texts.  It is process and open theists who are reading their own presuppositions into the text.  And it is only those who hold this view of freedom who can unreservedly affirm, as Scripture demands, that God is the Bible’s primary author and yet that there is also real secondary human authorship of its texts.  

What principles of biblical interpretation should those com-mitted to this kind of dual authorship embrace? 
Revelation involves not only God’s unveiling or disclosing truths that are beyond the bounds of normal human cognition.  Through Scripture’s poetry, God intends to arouse our emo-tions.  Through its laws, he means to govern our conduct.  The first principle of biblical interpretation, then, is that we must aim to allow the Scriptures, in whole and in each of their parts, to function as God intends.  We must not paste whatever meanings we would like onto its texts.  

History is littered with wrong interpretations.  The Scrip-tures have often been read allegorically, where someone be-lieves that “above and beyond the literal meaning of a [biblical] text there stands a higher (or perhaps several higher) senses” that give it moral and spiritual meanings that any plain reading of it does not suggest.
  Sometimes it has been maintained that any meaning that can be given to a passage is legitimate, so long as that meaning is found in some other biblical text.  Augustine defends allegorical interpretation by appeal to God’s primary authorship:  “the Spirit of God who produced these texts . . . foresaw without a shadow of doubt that [these interpretations] would occur to some reader or lis-tener”—indeed, he planned for them and so they are part of the Bible’s inexhaustible depth.
  Consequently, he some-times distorts the Bible’s texts—for example, when Christ feeds the five thousand (John 6:1-5), the boy’s five loaves signify the Pentateuch’s five books; and their being barley, which is hard to crack, signifies how hard it is to reach the underlying spiritual message of the Old Testament through all its literal “chaff”.
 

Overemphasizing God’s authorship of Scripture can thus pull readers away from a passage’s central intent.
  So Scrip-ture’s human authorship needs emphasis.  

Just as Joseph’s going to Egypt can be explained in terms of God’s choice and his brothers’ choices, so all of Scripture except those parts that have been dictated can be explained both as God’s having ordained them to be exactly as they are and as their human authors’ having composed them from their own perspectives.  For those committed to Scripture’s fully dual authorship, both kinds of explanation must make sense:  Scripture’s human writers were inspired—indeed, “moved” [rsv]  or “carried along” [niv] by God’s Holy Spirit (2 Pet. 1:21)—to write as they did and yet in a way that did not vio-late their own agency.   

The initial step in narrowing the acceptable interpre-tations of a biblical text is, then, to determine what its human author might have meant. So the second principle of biblical interpretation is this:  the function or meaning of any indi-vidual biblical passage should first be sought by attempting to determine what its human author intended in writing it.  This involves investigating the passage’s literary and histori-cal contexts.  

This means that passages a biblical author meant literally ought to be taken literally and passages meant metaphorically ought to be taken metaphorically.  Sometimes this line is quite clear:  references to God as the Rock of Israel are obvi-ously metaphorical, as their contexts show.  For even when they call him a rock, the biblical writers never refer to God impersonally as “it” but always personally—as “whom” or as “he” (compare Ex. 17:6 with 2 Sam. 22:2-3).  

From this, some of classical Christian theism’s claims fall out of the text quite quickly.  Thus if we, unlike Mc-Fague, take Scripture as “the authority dictating the terms in which [theology] is done,” then we will refer to God only as “he.”  For while the biblical authors sometimes liken God’s care for us to a hen’s concern for her chicks or to a woman in labor pains (Matt. 23:37; Isa. 42:14), they never call God “she”.  

This second principle requires us to place a writer in his-tory so that we do not read him anachronistically.  Since God’s Old Testament revelation only foreshadows the Chris-tian mystery (Heb. 10:1-18; 8:1-7; Col. 2:16-17), we must not construe an Old Testament writer’s words so that they possess a definiteness of meaning that only those knowing God’s New Testament revelation could intend (1 Pet. 1:10-12).  Special revelation’s progressive nature means that Scrip-ture’s later writers, because they possess more revelation, may understand earlier revelations in new ways (compare, for instance, Acts 10:9-16 with Lev. 11).  Thus, the Bible’s unity is not simplistic.  Its consistency is often not the kind we would anticipate.  Thus, pace Rice, different eras in redemp-tive history may very well warrant the same God issuing seemingly contradictory commands. 

Still, God is Scripture’s primary author and the same Spirit inspired both the Old and the New Testaments.  So the Scriptures will be fundamentally consistent.  A third prin-ciple of biblical interpretation is then this:  ultimately, our interpretation of any particular biblical passage must ac-knowledge and take into account the fundamental unity and consistency of God’s whole written word.  Our interpretation of a particular biblical passage must not ignore or dismiss any passages relevant to it. 

We must try to make coherent sense of everything the Bible says about God because this is what it means to honor Scripture as God’s word and not just as human words about God.  Thus any Christian doctrine of God must grapple with everything the Bible says about him.  Otherwise we will be prone to misinterpret specific Scriptures because we do not know everything God has said (Mark 12:18-27).  This is why Jesus often opened his responses to questions and contro-versies with the words, “Haven’t you read?” (Matt. 12:3, 5; 19:4; 21:16, 42).   

Sometimes some of these passages may seem to conflict.  Even within a particular redemptive-historical era, Scripture’s consistency is not such that all of God’s writers move in lock-step.  Paul and James seem to disagree about faith and works, with James apparently denying exactly what Paul claims (compare Rom. 3:21-30 and Gal. 3:1-5 with James 2:14-26).  With that case, we have good reasons to think that the dis-agreement is more verbal than real,
 but this is not always the case.  Sometimes we will have to hold some Scriptures in tension because we cannot yet see how to reconcile them.  

Historically, this third principle was referred to as the analogia fidei or “the analogy of faith.”  It reminds us that our first impressions of particular Scriptures must sometimes be nuanced to agree with the rest of the Scriptures.
  Some-times this means that a passage about God must be interpreted anthropomorphically, as giving us a view of God that Scrip-ture itself makes clear ought not to be taken literally even though it helps us to relate meaningfully to him.  In fact, this is the right way to handle the “divine ‘repentance’” texts.
 

What is biblically-based classical Christian theism’s most fundamental conviction?

Biblically-based classical Christian theists believe that consis-tent application of these principles—and especially of the ana-logia fidei—will establish that it is their God—and not, say, the God of open theism—who is revealed in Scripture.  

Defending this conviction in depth is others’ task.  But one illustration of the application of my third interpretive principle may suggest how strong the case for classical Chris-tian theism is.

Both process and open theists question why omnipotence should be taken as God’s most fundamental attribute.  Isn’t “love rather than almighty power . . . [the Christian God’s] primary perfection”?
     

No; for omnipotence (or “almightiness”) holds pride of place in both general and special revelation.  Paul singles out God’s “eternal power” when he is emphasizing what is manifested about God through general revelation.  God’s power as the Maker of “heaven and earth and sea and every-thing in them” also grounds his appeal to the Lystrans to ac-knowledge God’s bountiful kindness and thus turn to him from “vain”—that is, worthless and powerless—“things” (Acts 14:15 [rsv]).  

The New International Version translates two Old Testa-ment words as the divine title “Almighty” over 300 times.  This is far more often than any other title is applied to God.  Throughout Scripture, God is described as loving and kind and merciful, but these traits never become formal titles for him. Granted, in the New Testament God is only rarely called Almighty except in Revelation.  Moreover, John does declare that “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16).  But do facts like these imply that love rather than power is God’s primary perfec-tion?  Applying the analogia fidei suggests not.  For Scrip-ture assumes that God’s almightiness is the perfection through which perfections like his lordship over history and his love operate.

So does God reveal who he actually is?  Christians be-lieve, on the basis of Scripture, that God has revealed himself to us in two different ways.  His eternal power and divine na-ture are manifest to everyone. He has also proclaimed his sav-ing mercy to specific people at specific times and places.  Scripture preserves that special revelation; and through it God still speaks.  Indeed, we should bow to whatever Scripture re-veals about him.  

We must, however, know how to approach the Scrip-tures.  What does it mean to acknowledge their authority?  How truthful and consistent should we take them to be?  His-torically, Christians have believed, on the basis of what Scripture itself assumes and asserts, that God is the Bible’s primary author and thus that it is wholly true, fundamentally self-consistent and finally authoritative.  This has compelled them to try to conform their conception of God to what the whole Bible, as God’s one self-consistent special revelation, says about him.  And that leads us to the adoption of specific principles of biblical interpretation that biblically-based clas-sical Christian theists are sure will continue to show that Scripture’s God is indeed the God of classical Christian theism.    

[5/02/01:  This will appear in Douglas S. Huffman and Eric L. Johnson, eds., God Under Fire:  Modern Scholarship Re-invents God (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, forthcoming 2002).]

�  See, e.g., J. N. Findlay, “Can God’s Existence be Disproved?,” Mind, 1948, Vol. 57, 176-83.


�  “The Eng. word ‘reveal’, from Lat. revelo, is the regular rendering of the Heb. g�EQ \O(a,-)�lâ and the Gk. apoka-lypt_ . . ., which corresponds to g�EQ \O(a,-)�lâ in the lxx and NT.  g�EQ \O(a,-)�lâ, apokalypt_ and revelo all express the same idea—that of unveiling something hidden, so that it may be seen and known for what it is” (J. I. Packer in J. D. Douglas, et al., New Bible Dictionary, third edition [Leicester, England, and Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1996], s.v., “Revelation”).


Nicholas Wolterstorff has argued that Scripture is more adequately understood as discourse than as revelation, since God does more in Scripture than just reveal truths.  To say that God speaks through Scripture is to acknowl-edge that God may do things such as make promises or is-sue commands in it.  He may also aim to affect us emotion-ally through Scripture’s words.  The fundamental category for understanding Scripture is, then, speech-act theory rather than revelation.  I think Wolterstorff is right, since this takes nothing away from the claim that God reveals truths in Scripture but it acknowledges that God does more in Scripture than just that.  See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Divine Discourse:  Philo�sophical reflections on the claim that God speaks (Cambridge and New York:  Cambridge University Press, 1995).   
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