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EDITORIAL

Volume 6.1 of the Bulletin of Ecclesial Theology continues to build on 
earlier engagements with issues related to Christianity and science by addressing 
the question of “Theology after Darwin.” In itself, this title encompasses a 
potentially vast array of topics and methods. But it is also a subset of the 
broader question of how to pursue (ecclesial) theology under the conditions 
of Modernity.

In his survey of modern Christian thought, James Livingstone provides a 
helpful typology of approaches to theology after the Enlightenment. At one 
end of the spectrum, there are varieties of approach that seek to accommodate 
Christian thought and life to “modern ideas.” At the other end are theologies 
that engage in “vigorous resistance.” This can take the form either of retreat into 
a “fortress mentality” (what we might legitimately think of as fundamentalism 
of one kind or another), or of “highly sophisticated strategies of repristination 
or restoration of the older tradition of orthodoxy” (as examples, he cites 
Presbyterianism’s Old Princeton, the Roman Catholic Neo-Scholastic revival, 
and, within Anglicanism, the Oxford Movement). The third, and “rather more 
pervasive” approach has been “to preserve most of the classical tradition but 
to reinterpret it in constructive new ways so as to assure its congruence and 
coherence with the received knowledge of modern science, history, and social 
experience.”1 Livingstone’s types do not exist in watertight compartments, and 
it is perhaps better to think of individual positions as existing somewhere on 
a continuum. But they are a helpful heuristic nevertheless.

It would be invidious for this editorial to attempt to pigeonhole the 
different authors and articles in this edition of the journal. Nevertheless, within 
broadly evangelical boundaries, the authors have been free to follow their own 
approach. And the approaches and emphases of the different articles do differ 
from one another, sometimes markedly. They are, however, united by a common 
desire to edify the Church by remaining accountable to the Christian gospel 
while engaging responsibly with our cultural context “after Darwin.”

Gerald Hiestand begins Issue 6.1 by pointing us to the rich resources of St 
Irenaeus of Lyon’s doctrine of creation to help the Church affirm the creaturely 
goodness of the material world. Nathan Barczi draws creatively on Karl Barth 
and Jeremy Begbie’s reflections on the music of Mozart to ask how this might 
shed light on the problem of non-human suffering before the Fall. Meanwhile, 
Jeremy Mann turns to a significant theological contemporary and draws lessons 
John Milbank’s approach to the doctrine of creation in relation to evolutionary 

1 James C. Livingston, Modern Christian Thought. Volume 1: The Enlightenment and 
Nineteenth Century, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006), 2.



theory, in order to help pastors avoid the pitfalls of talking foolishly about 
evolution. Ryan Davidson examines aspects of Herman Bavinck’s Christology 
as they relate to the catholic creeds and Reformed confessions, and also to 
the Modern Christologies of his near-contemporaries. Douglas Estes turns 
our attention to the near-future and critiques transhumanist technological 
optimism by reminding us of the devastating effects of sin, and the impotence 
of technological solutions to address this fundamental human problem. The 
issue then concludes with Zachary Wagner’s exploration of ways in which the 
Christian gospel may be particularly well-equipped to speak into a worldview 
shaped by belief in evolution.

Each article, and each topic addressed, is worthy of consideration on its 
own terms. But to return briefly to Livingstone’s categories outlined above, 
perhaps another way of orienting ourselves to the contents of this BET would 
be to consider how—individually and collectively—they confirm, challenge, 
or refine our own approach to faithfully interpreting and applying the gospel 
within the intellectual, cultural, and ecclesial contexts in which God in his 
wise goodness has placed us.

Reverend Matthew Mason
Rector at Christ Church 

Salisbury, United Kingdom 
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“AND BEHOLD IT WAS VERY GOOD”: ST. IRENAEUS’ 
DOCTRINE OF CREATION

Gerald Hiestand1

“And God saw all that he had made, and behold, it was 
very good.”

Genesis 1:31

The doctrine of creation was one of the earliest contested doctrines of 
the church. Central to the debate was a question regarding the goodness of 
the material world, and even more significantly, the goodness of the God 
(or gods) who had made it. Was the world made from the dregs of creation 
by an evil demiurge, who himself was an outcast from the high heavens (as 
the Gnostics declared)? Or was the world made directly and lovingly by the 
Father of Jesus Christ? Much was at stake in this debate: the interpreta-
tion of Scripture, the nature of Jesus Christ, the nature of humanity, the 
destiny of the world, and the identity of the God of Genesis—all hung in 
the balance. And St. Irenaeus, the Bishop of Lyon (c. 130-200AD) was 
right at the center of it. Irenaeus, more so than any other church father, was 
responsible for crafting a pro-material doctrine of creation that identified 
the Creator-God of Genesis as the Father of Jesus Christ. 

Irenaeus’ star has risen and fallen throughout the centuries. His works 
were widely read and copied in the early centuries of the church. But the 
retreat of organized Gnosticism and the “Platonic turn” of later Christian 
theology tended to sideline him in the fourth century and beyond (for rea-
sons we will soon discover). And for much of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries Irenaeus fared even worse; at the most uncharitable moments, 
he was often characterized as a muddled, primitive theologian whose only 
lasting (and lamentable) contribution was propping up the Roman papacy 
and suppressing minority dissent. But a renewed interest in the doctrine of 
creation has brought with it a renewed appreciation for Irenaeus. 

Orthodox scholar and Bishop Matthew Steenberg, in the opening 
sentence of his favorable monograph on Irenaeus, observes, “Irenaeus 

1 Gerald Hiestand is the Senior Pastor of Calvary Memorial Church in Oak Park, 
Illinois. 
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of Lyon has earned the reputation of a theologian of creation.”2 British 
theologian Colin Gunton goes further, stating that Irenaeus’ “defense of 
the goodness of the material creation is without equal in the history of 
theology.”3 Swedish theologian Gustaf Wingren is no less generous. When 
it comes to affirming a positive material anthropology, Wingren asserts that 
“it would be difficult to find anyone who surpasses Irenaeus either then or 
in the later period.”4 Such statements are, in my estimation, justly earned. 
Irenaeus’ polemic against his Gnostic opponents pushed his theological 
system in a strongly pro-material direction. His cosmology is well developed 
and thoroughly integrated into his overall theological system. Arguably, 
his doctrine of creation serves as the theological foundation of his entire 
thought. Irenaeus is especially noteworthy in the early Christian tradition 
precisely because he, unlike many of the Christian fathers who followed 
after him, managed to avoid the deep suspicion of the material world so in 
vogue in the philosophical currents of the day. Contemporary theologians 
wishing to construct a world-affirming theology are hard pressed to do 
better than Irenaeus. 

In this article my aim is to provide an executive summary of Irenaeus’ 
larger pro-material doctrine of creation. His affirmation of the goodness 
of the material world can be seen in at least six ways:5 1) the demiurge 
(i.e., creator) is identified as the true Father, 2) God creates the world 
directly with His own two hands (i.e., the Son and the Spirit), 3) creation is 
accomplished ex nihilo, 4) the material world is given as a gift to humanity, 
5) God will renew the present earth to its pristine condition in a literal 
millennial kingdom, and 6) God will create a perpetual new heavens and 
new earth in the eternal age.6 

2 Matthew Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation: The Cosmic Christ and the Saga of Redemption 
(Leiden, 2008), 1. 

3 Colin Gunton, The Triune Creator: A Historic and Systematic Study (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 62. 

4 Gustaf Wingren, Man and Incarnation: A Study in the Biblical Theology of Irenaeus 
(trans. Ross Mackensie; 1947; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004), xii. 

5 A seventh reason could be added, namely that Irenaeus views the Devil’s fall as taking 
place in Genesis 3, due to envy of Adam and Eve’s lordship over the earth. For Irenaeus, 
the material world is sufficiently good that the Devil desires to possess it for himself. For 
more on Irenaeus’ view of the Devil, and its pro-material implications, see Gerald Hiestand, 
“The Bishop, Beelzebub, and the Blessings of Materiality: How Irenaeus’ Doctrine of 
Creation Reshapes the Christian Narrative in a Pro-Material Direction,” The Bulletin of 
Ecclesial Theology, 4.1 ( June, 2017): 83-99, and Hiestand, “Passing Beyond the Angels: 
How Irenaeus’ Account of the Devil Informs His Doctrine of Creation,” (PhD diss., The 
University of Reading, 2017). 

6 For the Latin text of Adversus haereses (hereafter, Haer.), I have followed the relevant 
volumes in Rousseau, ed., Sources Chrétiennes (Paris: Éditions du Cerf ). For the Greek text I 
have followed W. Wigan Harvey, Saint Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons: Five Books Against Heresies, 
2 vols. (Rochester, NY: St. Irenaeus Press, 2013). The English translations of Adversus haereses 
I have revised and updated as necessary from A. Roberts and W. H. Rambaut in Ante Nicene 
Fathers, vol. 1, Repr. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1985). The English translation 
for Epideixis (hereafter, Epid.) used throughout is Armitage Robinson’s 1920 translation 
from the Armenian.
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I. THE DEMIURGE AS THE TRUE FATHER
Most basic to Irenaeus’ doctrinal system is his insistence that God 

is the Creator of the material world. “Now this world is encompassed by 
seven heavens,7 in which dwell powers and angels and archangels, doing 
service to God, the Almighty who created all things.”8 And again, “The 
church, though dispersed throughout the whole world, even to the ends 
of the earth, has received from the apostles and their disciples this faith: a 
belief in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven, and earth, and the 
sea, and all things that are in them.”9 Of special note is the way in which 
Irenaeus underscores the import of God’s identity as Creator by linking this 
doctrine to his famous “rule of truth.” For Irenaeus, the “rule of truth” (or 
alternately “rule of faith”) is the summation of the apostolic deposit—a body 
of truths that mark the boundaries for what constitutes true Christianity.10 
Each time Irenaeus explicitly mentions this foundational body of doctrinal 
content, he includes a clear and extended statement about God as Creator. 
Arguably, this aspect of the rule is its chief content. He writes, “The rule 
of truth which we hold, is, that there is one God Almighty, who made all 
things by his Word, and fashioned and formed, out of that which had no 
existence, all things which exist.”11 

Irenaeus is keen to press this point precisely because it lies at the heart 
of his debate with the Gnostics, who generally worked hard to put distance 
between God and the material world. For the Gnostics, the world was not 

7 Irenaeus’ conception of a “seven-heaven” cosmology is not unique to him. See for 
example T. Levi, 3 and the Ascen Isa.10. Uniquely, however, Irenaeus connects the names of 
the seven heavens with the gifts of the Spirit (see Epid. 9). Seven-heaven cosmology was 
likewise present in late Jewish thought; see H. St. John Thackeray, St Paul and Contemporary 
Jewish Thought (London, 1900), 172–79. Irenaeus’ cosmology is significantly less speculative 
than the Gnostic cosmologies he combatted. Gnostic teachers (e.g. Saturninus and Basilides) 
typically maintained a series of descending heavens (even up to 365) with each emanation 
containing its own host of powers and angels. Irenaeus has little patience for such cosmologies: 
“nor are there a series of heavens…madly dreamt,” Haer. 2.30.9. For an extended discussion 
on Irenaeus’ ‘seven-heaven’ cosmology, see Ian MacKenzie, Demonstration, 91-100; Joseph 
Smith, St. Irenaeus: Proof of the Apostolic Preaching. Ancient Christian Writers 16 (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1952), 146-47, no. 57; and Wingren, Man and Incarnation, 8-10. 

8 Epid. 9.
9 Haer. 1.10.1.
10 In content the “rule” overlaps somewhat with the Apostles’ Creed; it does not, 

however, come to us through Irenaeus in a fixed creedal form. Irenaeus links the rule to 
baptism in Haer. 1.9.4, which suggests that it had a catechetical function. For an analysis 
of Irenaeus’ rule, see Alistair Stewart, “The Rule of Truth…Which He Received Through 
Baptism (Haer. 1.9.4): Catechesis, Ritual, and Exegesis in Irenaeus’ Gual,” in Paul Foster and 
Sara Parvis, eds., Ireaneus: Life, Scripture, Legacy (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2012), 
151-58; also Peter-Ben Smit, “The Reception of the Truth at Baptism and the Church as 
Epistemological Principle in the Work of Irenaeus of Lyons,” Ecclesiology 7 (2011), 354-373.

11 Haer. 1.2.1. For other explicit references to the rule in Adversus haereses, see 1.9.4, 
3.1.1-2, 3.11.1. In Epid. 6, Irenaeus likewise details the substance of the rule, again beginning 
with God as Creator as the first principle. See also Epid. 3, where Irenaeus begins with 
baptism in the name of Father, Son, and Spirit, with God as Creator immediately following.
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made by God, but by a lesser (and typically evil and ignorant) demiurge.12 
The term “demiurge” is taken from the Latinized rendering of the Greek 
δημιουργός, literally meaning “public worker.” It first gained philosophical 
currency in Plato’s Timaeus, where it was used to refer to the divine being 
who gave form to the material world. For Plato, the demiurge is not the 
creator of the material world, but rather its “craftsman” or “shaper.” The 
Platonic demiurge is well-intentioned but limited; he does his best to shape 
the chaotic material of creation into order, but is met with limited success. 
In Plato’s Timaeus, and throughout the Platonic tradition, the demiurge 
is cast in a generally positive light.13 

However, the concept of a demiurge is utilized within the Gnostic 
texts in more pejorative ways. For the Gnostics, the demiurge is not a 
benevolent maker/shaper of the material world, but a lesser god who 
most often functions as the primary villain of the Gnostic narrative. The 
identity and nature of the Gnostic demiurge was variously explained, but 
in nearly all instances the accounts were negative. He was one of the weak 
creating angels;14 he was less enlightened than Satan;15 he was ignorant 
of the heavenly realm above him;16 he wrongly presumed himself to be 
the true God;17 he was ontologically inferior to enlightened humans;18 he 
was envious of humans;19 his work was destined to come to ruin;20 he was 
the unintended and degenerate offspring of a wayward Aeon;21 and (most 

12 Here I depart from Michael Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument for 
Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 98-100, 
who does not see a consistently negative portrayal of the demiurge as a unifying element 
of Gnosticism.

13 For more on the Platonic demiurge, see William Wainwright, “Concepts of God,” 
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Spring 2017 Edition, Edward N. Zalta, ed., (https://
plato.stanford.edu/ archives/spr2017/entries/concepts-god/), accessed March, 2017. Also 
Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism,” 20, and Lloyd P. Gerson, “Demiurge,” in Ted Honderich, 
ed., The Oxford Companion to Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

14 Haer. 1.23.2, 24.4-6, 25.1.
15 Haer. 1.5.4.
16 Haer. 1.5.3, 1.17.1.
17 Haer. 1.29.4, 30.6.
18 Haer. 1.7.1, 1.25.2.
19 Haer. 1.30. 
20 Haer. 1.17.2.
21 Haer. 1.5, 1.16.3, 1.18.4, 1.19.1, 1.29.4. In the Valentinian account, the various 

heavenly Aeons come into being as emanations from the true Father. Sophia, the ‘last and 
youngest of the Aeons’ is a female Aeon who leaves her consort (Desired) and strives to 
comprehend the unknowable Father; this knowledge is beyond her grasp. Her passion to know 
the unknowable causes her to fall into grief and despair, out of which the material content 
of creation springs into being. But being female, she can only give birth to substance, not 
form (for the Gnostics, “form” comes from the male). This unformed material substance is 
personalized as Achamoth—a being with substance but no form. Form is granted to her by 
one of the higher male Aeons, and then from her are formed three types of substances – the 
spiritual, the ensouled, and the material (in descending levels of ontological worth). The 
demiurge, who is himself an ensouled being, owes his existence to Achamoth, who is his 
mother. The demiurge separates the ensouled substance from the material substance, thus 
shaping the material world that is visible to humanity. The demiurge mistakenly supposes 
that he has made all of these things himself, and that he is the true and only high God. 
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memorably) humans, upon their death, were to insult him as the means of 
ascending to the heavenly realm.22 

Both implicitly and explicitly, the Gnostic demiurge is set in stark 
contrast to the “true Father”—the beneficent, even if unknowable source, 
of all that is. The demiurge, in varying accounts, is either ignorant of the 
higher heavens and the existence of the true Father, or he is jealous and 
envious that he has been relegated to the lower material world. Indeed, 
the demiurge is set in contrast with all that is good in the celestial realm. 
For the Gnostics, the greater Aeons who dwell within the Pleroma (i.e., 
the highest heavens) are in closer geographical and ontological proximity 
with the Father, and are opponents of the demiurge.23 

For the Gnostics, this unhappy account of the demiurge served to 
darken their cosmology. The Gnostic sects offered varied accounts regarding 
the creation of matter, but none of them were flattering. For the Valentinians, 
matter was created out of the sorrow, grief, and tears of a wayward Aeon 
whose passions had led her astray.24 In another passage this wayward Aeon 
is compared to Judas, and then again to the hemorrhaging woman of the 
gospels (with matter analogously compared to her hemorrhage).25 In Simon 
and Saturninus, matter was formed by envious and evil angels, of which 
the demiurge was one.26 The material world, insofar as it owes its origin 
or form to the demiurge, is guilty by association.27 Further, the existence 
of matter was never intended by the true Father and is thus incapable of 
salvation; it will ultimately and permanently be destroyed by fire.28 Thus 
the Gnostic association between the demiurge and the material world 
served to slander in a single stroke both the demiurge and his creation.29 

22 Haer. 1.21.5.
23 The Gnostics generally maintained a hyperized version of Platonic emanation, 

taking the Platonic concept of emanation and expanding it (often to absurd limits). The 
true unknowable Father was the ontological source of the succeeding pantheon of celestial 
beings, who were in turn the ontological source of lesser beings, on down to humans. The 
number of emanations varied in the Gnostics sects—from thirty to as many as three hundred 
and sixty, and beyond. See Haer. 1.24.3-4, 2.16.2, 30.9. 

24 Haer. 1.2.3, 1.3.1, 1.4.1-3, 1.5.1, 2.13.7. 
25 Haer. 1.3.3.
26 Haer. 1.23.2-3, and 1.24.1, respectively.
27 In many respects, the Gnostics begin with a general Platonic suspicion about 

the material world, but they turn this suspicion into outright hostility by demonizing the 
demiurge. 

28 Haer. 1.6.1, 1.7.1, 2.29.3. See also Tatian, Graec.12, who suggests that the angels fell 
when they turned to what was inferior in matter and conformed their life to it. A similar 
sentiment as Tatian is conveyed in Origen, Princ. 1.8, 1.3-4, and Gregory of Nyssa. See 
William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson, Gregory of Nyssa: Dogmatic Treatises, Etc. Nicene 
and Post Nicene Fathers, Second Series, Volume 5. Repr. (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
2005), 9-10. While Tatian, Origen, and Gregory do not insist that the material world is evil, 
they nonetheless have a basic metaphysical pessimism about the material world. On this 
point, they share more with Gnosticism than they do with Irenaeus. 

29 Here again I depart from Williams’ view that the Gnostics were not anti-materialist. 
The evidence he cites seems rather to invalidate the position he is arguing for. Williams 
argues unconvincingly that the social and political life of the average Gnostic was not anti-
material, and therefore it is improper to use the term “anti-material” as a label to describe 
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Clearly much is at stake for Irenaeus on this point. He cannot grant 
the Gnostic separation between the demiurge and the “true Father” without 
simultaneously demonizing the Creator God of the Old Testament (who 
Irenaeus insists is the Father of Jesus)30 and the material world (into which 
Jesus incarnated Himself ). It will not surprise us, then, to discover that 
Irenaeus will, on occasion, refer to God as the demiurgus. While this is not 
his only way of referring to God as Creator (he seems more typically to 
use conditor and factor) he nonetheless is quite willing at times to press the 
terminological association between God and the demiurge. In the first 
book of Adversus haereses, Irenaeus spends the majority of his efforts simply 
cataloguing the various strands of Gnostic teaching to serve as a negative 
foil before developing his own thoughts. But as he starts his second book, 
he more purposefully begins to establish the basic contours of his own 
system and engages with Gnostic thought more evaluatively and critically. 
Toward this end, he refers to God as the demiurgus in the first chapter of 
book two; for Irenaeus, the fact that God is the demiurge is the “greatest 
principle” that undergirds the entire Christian faith handed down by the 
apostles and taught in Scripture. He writes: 

It is necessary, then, that we begin with the first and greatest principle, 
that is, the Creator God [Demiurgo Deo], who made the heaven 
and the earth, and all things that are therein (whom these men 
blasphemously style the fruit of a defect), and to demonstrate that 
there is nothing either above him or after him; nor that, influenced 
by any one, but of his own free will, he created all things, since he 
is the only God, the only Lord, the only Creator [Conditor], the 
only Father, alone containing all things, and himself commanding 
all things into existence.31

And again in book four of Adversus haereses, 
There is therefore one God, who by the Word of Wisdom created 
and arranged all things; but this is the Creator [Demiurgus] who 
has granted this world to the human race, and who as regards his 
greatness, is indeed unknown to all who have been made by him 
for no one has searched out his height, either among the ancients 
who have gone to their rest, or any of those who are now alive; but 

Gnosticism (Rethinking “Gnosticism”, 100-101). Yet Williams himself admits that there is a 
paucity of evidence that gives us insight into the lives of average Gnostics (101), leaving his 
argument largely one of conjecture. No more convincing is Williams’ argument about the close 
connection between Gnosticism and Platonism (107-08). According to Williams, insofar as 
the Gnostics were making “efforts to reduce the cultural distance” between themselves and 
the reigning philosophical system of their world, we should understand them to be world-
affirming. Williams is correct that the Gnostics were drawing upon Platonic categories, but 
this is hardly evidence that Gnostics were world-affirming. Indeed, just the opposite might 
more naturally be argued. Williams does not take seriously enough the anti-material elements 
in Platonism. While the Platonic tradition offers varied accounts of the material world, 
some more positive than others, assessed on the whole, the entire soteriological narrative 
of Platonism leans strongly in a non-materialist (indeed often anti-materialist) direction. 

30 Haer. 1.22.1.
31 Haer. 2.1.1. 
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as regards his love, he is always known through him [i.e. Christ] by 
whose means he ordained all things.32

The Gnostics tried to slander Irenaeus’ God by associating Him with 
the demiurge; Irenaeus turns this on its head and lifts up the demiurge 
by associating him with the true God. What is more, by insisting that 
the demiurge and the true God are one and the same, Irenaeus is, at the 
same time, insisting upon the goodness of the material world. Insofar as 
the demiurge is indeed the true and high God, what He has willfully and 
purposefully made is necessarily good and worthy of admiration. 

II. GOD CREATES DIRECTLY WITH  
HIS OWN TWO HANDS

As we have seen, Irenaeus is not content to merely assert that God is 
the ultimate source of creation (through endless emanations). For Irenaeus, 
God is the willing and personal Creator who Himself freely and personally 
makes and forms all things. Yet here Irenaeus must strike a balance. While 
he is keen to maintain the direct and personal involvement of the Father in 
creation, he is likewise compelled to ascribe a robust place to the Son and 
the Spirit as the means by which the Father created the world. Irenaeus 
is led into this tension through his commitment to the apostolic teaching 
contained in Scripture, most notably John 1:3. “All things were made by him 
[the Word], and without him nothing was made.”33 It is at this point that 
Irenaeus’ proto-Trinitarian framework emerges. It is important for Irenaeus 
that the activity of the Son and the Spirit in creation not be severed from 
the creative will of the Father. He writes:

It was not angels, therefore, who made us, nor who formed us, neither 
had angels power to make an image of God, nor anyone else, except 
the Word of the Lord, nor any Power remotely distant from the 
Father of all things. For God did not stand in need of these [beings], 
in order to accomplish what he had himself determined with himself 
beforehand should be done, as if he did not possess his own hands. 
For with him were always present the Word and Wisdom, the Son 
and the Spirit, by whom and in whom, freely and spontaneously, he 
made all things.34

This basic Trinitarian starting point is consistent throughout Irenaeus’ 
writings, and is established early in Epideixis, where Irenaeus holds together 
the creative activity of God the Father through the Son in the Spirit. He 
writes:

32 Haer. 4.20.4. See also 4.2.1. In book five Irenaeus begins with regular frequency to 
use the term “demiurge” as a way of referring to the true God. See also Justin, 1 Apol. 8, 58, 
who likewise refers to God as the demiurge.

33 Steenberg remarks, “No single verse of New Testament writing is of stronger influence 
on Irenaeus’ cosmological consideration than John 1:3.” See Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation, 
69. Steenberg lists some of the following uses of this text in Irenaeus: Epid. 43; Haer. 1.8.5, 
1.9.2, 1.22.2, 2.2.5, 3.8.2-3, 3.11.1-2, 8, etc. 

34 Haer. 4.20.1.
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Thus then there is shown forth One God, the Father, not made, 
invisible, Creator of all things; above whom there is no other God, 
and after whom there is no other God. And, since God is rational, 
therefore by the Word he created the things that were made; and 
God is Spirit, and by the Spirit he adorned all things: as also the 
prophet says: “By the word of the Lord were the heavens established, 
and by his Spirit all their power.” Since then the Word establishes, 
that is to say, works bodily [swmatopoie,w] and grants existence, 
and the Spirit arranges and forms the various powers, rightly and 
fittingly is the Word called the Son, and the Spirit the Wisdom of 
God. Well also does Paul his apostle say: “One God, the Father, who 
is over all and through all and in us all.” For “over all” is the Father; 
and “through all” is the Son, for through him all things were made 
by the Father; and “in us all” is the Spirit, who cries “Abba Father,” 
and fashions humanity into the likeness of God. Now the Spirit 
shows forth the Word, and therefore the prophets announced the 
Son of God; and the Word utters the Spirit, and therefore is himself 
the announcer of the prophets, and leads and draws humanity to the 
Father.35

Here the Father creates all things; the Son “establishes and grants 
existence” to all things; and the Spirit “arranges and forms” all things.36 This 
tri-fold unity is neatly captured in Irenaeus’ reading of Romans 11:36. For 
Irenaeus, the “over all” refers to the Father, the “through all” refers to the 
Son, and the “in all” refers to the Spirit. Thus for Irenaeus, the personal, 
creative activity of God is not compromised by the creative activity of 
the Son and the Spirit. The Father, “by his Word and Spirit, makes, and 
disposes, and governs all things.”37 

Irenaeus does not utilize the language of “trinity” or the later catch-
words of the fourth century, but his conceptual framework is substantively 
consistent with the later accounts of the Trinity that will emerge in the 
Nicene formula.38 For Irenaeus, the relational and ontological unity between 
Father, Son, and Spirit is such that the creation of the world by the Father 

35 Epid. 5. This same basic Trinitarian formula is likewise highlighted in Epid. 6, as 
part of the “rule of faith.” Here Irenaeus speaks of God the Father, the Creator of all things; 
the Word of God, through whom all things are made; and the Spirit of God who is poured 
out upon the earth, renewing humanity unto God. 

36 Cf. Irenaeus’ translation of Genesis 1:1 in Epid. 43, “Moses says in Hebrew, Baresith 
Bara Eloim Basan Benuam Samenthares, the translation of which...is: A [S]on in the beginning 
God established then heaven and earth.” The underlying Armenian is difficult and Irenaeus 
scholars do not agree about the best way to translate the text. The translation depends on 
whether one takes “son” as nominative or accusative. J. P. Smith, in his “Hebrew Christian 
Midrash in Ireaneus Epid, 43,” Biblica 38 (1957): 24-34, argues in favor of the accusative, and 
Behr, in his translation of Epideixis leaves it intentionally vague. See Behr, On the Apostolic 
Preaching, 109, n.121 for a helpful summary of the issues. 

37 Haer. 1.22.1.
38 That Irenaeus’ “Trinitarian” framework is substantively consistent with the later 

Nicene articulation, see Gunton, The Triune Creator, 52-56; and especially Steenberg, Irenaeus 
on Creation, 61-100. Steenberg helpfully observes, “Irenaeus’ perception of the eternal life 
in the relationship of the three is indicative of the kind of Trinitarian language and vision 
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via the Son and the Spirit is not a mediated act of creation by the Father, 
but is the very means by which the Father himself creates directly. 

Here we encounter Irenaeus’ famous “two hands” analogy.39 For Irenaeus, 
the Son and the Spirit are not intermediate agents of creation (like the 
Gnostic angels or the demiurge) but rather the “two hands” of the Father 
himself. “Now humanity is a mixed organization of soul and flesh, who 
was formed after the likeness of God, and molded by his hands, that is, by 
the Son and Holy Spirit, to whom also he said, ‘Let us make humanity’.”40

The proto-Trinitarian implications here are fascinating. But for our 
purposes the salient point to note is the way that Irenaeus insists on a Father-
Son-Spirit formula that holds all three together in a way that preserves 
the personal creative activity of the Father. Given Irenaeus’ confrontation 
with the Gnostics, it is not sufficient to simply assert that the Father is the 
ultimate and indirect agent of creation—as though God were like a king 
who gave commands to have a palace built. Rather, Irenaeus is at pains to 
insist that the Father Himself is the Creator of the world, without media-
tors. Thus the Son and the Spirit do not merely work alongside the Father 
(as second and third independent creating agents), or serve as proxies or 
mediators of the Father’s creative power, working on the Father’s behalf. 
Instead, the Son and the Spirit must in some way be an extension and 
embodiment of the Father’s personal creative will. Thus the “two hands” 
metaphor works powerfully to convey the creative unity that Irenaeus is so 
keen to preserve, insofar as the hands of an individual are organically (even 
ontologically) unified with that individual. To say that John built a cabinet 
with “his own two hands” is saying (essentially) the same thing as “John 
built the cabinet himself.” As Lawson rightly notes, “The ‘Two Hands of 

that would be expounded more fully in the debates following Arius; and though we must 
not overestimate his Trinitarian articulation, we must not underestimate it either” (63). 

39 Just as Irenaeus’ “two hands” metaphor underscores the Father’s immediate 
involvement in creation, a similar point could be made through an exploration of Irenaeus’ 
“Logos” theology. See Jackson Lashier, “Irenaeus as Logos Theologian,” Vigiliae Christianae 
66 (2012): 341-61. 

40 Haer. 4. preface, 1. See also 4.20.1. The “two hands” metaphor seems original to 
Irenaeus. Yet it occurs later in the non-Gnostic Teaching of Silvanus, part of the Nag Hammadi 
collection (the only non-Gnostic tract in Nag Hammadi). The text is of Alexandrian origin 
and likely late third century. The author writes, “Only the hand of the Lord created all 
these things. For this hand of the Father is Christ, and forms it all. Through it, all has 
come into being, since it became the mother of all. For he is always Son of the Father.” 
For more on the origin and dating of this tract, see Birger A. Pierson, “Introduction,” ’in 
Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The Revised and Updated Translation of Sacred Gnostic Texts (ed. 
Marvin Meyer. New York: Harper One, 2007), 499-503. For more on the “hands” metaphor 
in Silvanus, see Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation, 81-84. The Egyptian province of Silvanus, 
along with its later date may suggest that Irenaeus’ “hands” metaphor was quickly and widely 
distributed. Steenberg observes that this is not an entirely unrealistic possibility, given that 
the Oxyrrhynchus Papyri 3.045, which dates from the close of the second century and is 
likewise of Egyptian locale, contains the earliest known fragment of Irenaeus’ Adversus 
haereses (c.f., Robert Grant, Irenaeus of Lyons [New York: Routledge, 1997], 6-7). Or it may 
mean that the “hands” metaphor was not unique to Irenaeus, and was a common trope in 
early Christian writing. Both possibilities are intriguing with respect to the wider currency 
of Irenaeus’ proto-Trinitarianism.
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God’ is much more than a corollary of the doctrine of Creation. It is itself 
the expression of the doctrine of an immediately present and active God.”41

All of this serves to underscore the goodness of creation. God not 
only approves of the material world; He has not only ordained that it 
come into existence; He has even further called it into being with His 
own Word, and has arranged it and shaped it by His own Spirit. He has 
Himself, with His own two hands, brought life and existence to the material 
world. The overall effect of Irenaeus’ “two hands” metaphor is to highlight 
his basically pro-material cosmology. The Gnostic “Father” will not sully 
himself with matter. But Irenaeus’ God is not afraid to dig his hands into 
the rich black soil. 

III. CREATION EX NIHILO
For Irenaeus, the fact that God created the world out of nothing is as 

important as the fact that God created it. Irenaeus is one of the earliest 
extant Christian writers to affirm the doctrine of creation ex nihilo.42 Here 
Irenaeus claims for the Christian tradition a doctrine that was still up for 
grabs among at least some otherwise orthodox Christian thinkers. While 
non-Gnostic Christianity universally affirmed God as Creator, some early 
Christian writers seem to suggest an eternal creation. Origen is noteworthy 
here, as are Justin and Athenagoras. 43 But Irenaeus takes it as axiomatic that 

41 John Lawson, The Biblical Theology of Irenaeus (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2006), 122. 
For more on the “two hands” motif in Irenaeus, see Lawson, Biblical Theology, 199-239, 
Wingren, Man and Incarnation, 21-24; Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation, 80-84; and Gunton, 
Triune Creator, 52-56. Throughout his work, Gunton adopts Irenaeus as his patron saint, 
drawing heavily on Irenaeus’ notion of the “two hands.”

42 Theophilus also articulates a doctrine of creation ex nihilo. See his Autol. 2.4, 2.13. 
So too Tatian, Graec. 5. For more on the doctrine of creation ex nihilo in Irenaeus, see Paul 
Gavrilyuk, “Creation in Early Christian Polemical Literature: Irenaeus against the Gnostics 
and Athanasius against the Arians,” Modern Theology 29.2 (2013): 22-32; Jacques Fantino, 
“La creation ex nihilo chez saint Irénée,” Revus des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques 76.3 
(1992): 421-42; J. C. O’Neil, “How Early Is the Doctrine of Creatio Ex Nihilo?” Journal of 
Theological Studies 53.2 (2002): 449-65; and J. G. Bushur, “‘Joining the End to the Beginning’: 
Divine Providence and the Interpretation of Scripture in the Teaching of Irenaeus, Bishop 
of Lyons,” (PhD diss., University of Durham, UK, 2009), 34-73.

43 See Origen, Princ. 1.4.3. Athenagoras seems to assume the basic Platonic account 
of creation, where the demiurge shapes matter, rather than bringing it into existence. See 
Leg. 10.2f. Scholars are divided about this doctrine in Justin. The relevant passages are 1 
Apol. 1.10, 58, where Justin speaks of God shaping unformed matter. Notably, Justin does 
not make a statement one way or the other regarding how this unformed matter came to 
be. Osborne states, “If one looks to concepts rather than to words…. it is clear that Justin 
would never have considered the concept of unoriginated matter because it contradicted 
his central belief about God, the sole unoriginated.” See Eric Osborne, Irenaeus of Lyons 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 67. That Irenaeus so clearly articulates a 
doctrine of creation ex nihilo where Justin fails to do so shows that Irenaeus is willing to 
push beyond Justin, despite the close association of their thought. For a general assessment 
of this doctrine in early Christian thought, see Gunton, Triune Creator, 57-96. For a helpful 
assessment of this doctrine in Irenaeus see Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation, 38-49.



Hiestand: “and BeHold it Was Very Good” 11

God is not only the shaper of the material world, but also the originator 
of the material world.44 He writes: 

The rule of truth which we hold is that there is one God Almighty, 
who has made all things by his Word, and has fashioned and formed, 
out of that which had so far no existence, all things so that they may 
have existence. Just as Scripture says: “By the Word of the Lord were 
the heavens established, and all the might of them, by the Spirit of 
his mouth.” And again, “All things were made by him, and without 
him was nothing made.” There is no exception or deduction stated; 
but the Father made all things by him, whether visible or invisible, 
objects of sense or of intelligence, temporal, on account of a certain 
character given them, or eternal; and these eternal things he did not 
make by angels, or by any powers separated from his thought. For 
God is not in want of all these things, but is he who, by his Word 
and Spirit, makes, and sets up, and governs all things, and commands 
all things into existence,—he who formed the world, for the world 
is of all [etenim mundus ex omnibus],—he who fashioned [plasmavit] 
humanity,—he [who] is the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, 
and the God of Jacob, above whom there is no other God, nor initial 
principle, nor power, nor pleroma; he is the Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, as we shall prove.45

And again,
While humans, indeed, cannot make anything out of nothing, but 
only out of matter already existing, yet God is in this point pre-
eminently superior to humans, that he himself invented the matter 
of his work, since previously it had no existence.46

Irenaeus’ doctrine of creation ex nihilo stood in strong contrast to 
Gnostic thought.47 For the Gnostics, as we have already seen with the 
Valentinians, the true Father does not willingly create the material world out 
of nothing, but rather the material world is (even if indirectly) ultimately 
sourced in his own being. The Gnostics’ descending ontological chain of 

44 Thus Irenaeus’ insistence of creation ex nihilo also served not only to distinguish 
Christianity from Greek thought, such as we find in Plato’s Timaeus and Aristotle’s Physics, 
but also to clarify for the Christian community what he believed to be correct Christian 
teaching vis-à-vis Christianity. 

45 Haer. 1.22.1. 
46 Haer. 2.10.4.
47 The one exception possibly being that of Basilides. “God is non-being because he 

is above being, the cosmos pre-existing in the world seed is non-being because it has still to 
be realized in time and space, and the world seed is created out of non-being in the absolute 
sense, out of nothing.” Quoted in Osborne, Irenaeus, 68. C.f., Hippolytus, Haer. 7.22.1.6; 
10.14.2. The meaning of the passage is unclear. Osborne rightly observes that Basilides’ 
contention that “God is non-being” introduces an element into his thought that makes his 
expression of creation ex nihilo distinct from Irenaeus and Theophilus. What does it mean 
that creation is out of nothing, when God Himself is non-being? See Osborne, Irenaeus, 
68-69. Notably, Basilides is the one Gnostic sect that neither demonizes the demiurge nor 
separates the demiurge and the true God, a point to which we will return below. 
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being, originating from the Father all the way down the hemorrhage of a 
wayward Aeon (who was herself an emanation ultimately sourced in the 
Father), requires that the material world is ultimately of the same essence 
as the Father; the account is essentially monistic. Thus the demiurge, for 
his part, does not create matter but only shapes what is already pre-existent. 
None of this, in itself, necessitates the demonization of the demiurge or 
the material world. Indeed, in some respects, this is not far off the basic 
Platonic narrative.48 Yet this monistic account creates theodicy problems 
for the Gnostics. At various points, the Gnostics posit that the high God 
“has something subjacent and beyond himself, which they style vacuity and 
shadow.”49 This vacuity and shadow account for the original chaos out of 
which ignorance has its origin. But if all things are sourced in the Father’s 
own essence, then is not the Father in some way the cause and source of 
ignorance and evil? 

The Gnostics generally attempted to handle this difficulty by positing 
a vast “geographical” distance between the true Father and the material 
world of ignorance. The material world, and the demiurge that dwells 
therein, are pushed to the bottom of the ontological ladder. With each step 
down the ladder, there is a bit of an “ontological leak” that accounts for an 
increasing level of ignorance and chaos. Minns helpfully summarizes the 
effect of all this on Gnostic cosmology, “All the distress we suffer is simply 
part of the cosmic rubbish left behind by the primordial near-catastrophe 
within the divine realm. The gnostic knows this, and knows that he or she 
does not belong to the shadowy world of matter and soul, multiplicity and 
diversity, but to the divine Pleroma of light and spirit.”50 But as a theodicy 
goes, this is not entirely successful;51 Irenaeus seizes the opportunity and 
presses the point:

But whence, let me ask, came this vacuity? If it was indeed produced 
by him who, according to them, is the Father and Author of all 
things, then it is both equal in honor and related to the rest of the 

48 The Gnostic scheme (while different) is clearly indebted to the basic philosophical 
and ontological framework found in Plato’s Timaeus. In Timaeus, matter is already pre-existent, 
and the demiurge shapes matter according to the eternal forms which stand above him and 
are independent of him (28b-29d). (In this respect the Gnostic “true Father” stands in for the 
Platonic “forms.”) The demiurge creates the gods, who are then told to create humans and 
beasts, lest humans and beasts, created directly by the demiurge, rival the gods (see 41b-d). 
Thus the Platonic scheme, like the Gnostic scheme, assumes some measure of ontological 
“leak” at each stage of creation. The Gnostics lay hold of this basic insight and exploit it, 
using it to demonize the demiurge and the material world. A notable difference, however, 
between the Timaeus and the Gnostics is that Plato in his Timaeus does not suggest a doctrine 
of emanation that necessitates a strict ontological unity between the forms, the demiurge, 
and the material world. The Platonic tradition, including Neo-Platonism, is dualistic, rather 
than monistic like the Gnostics.

49 Haer. 2.3.1.
50 Denis Minns, Irenaeus: An Introduction (New York: T&T Clark, 2010), 25.
51 This is, admittedly, a perennial problem for all monist accounts—not just the 

Gnostics. Vast ontological chains of being generally only serve to mask theodicy problems, 
not resolve them. For more on how Gnostic cosmology was driven by theodicy, see Paul 
Gavrilyuk “Creation in Early Christian Polemical Literature,” 22-32. 
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Aeons, perchance even more ancient than they are. Moreover, if 
it proceeded from the same source it must be similar in nature to 
him who produced it, as well as to those along with whom it was 
produced [Si autem ab eodem emissum est, simile est ei qui emisit, et his 
cum quibus emissum est]. There will therefore be an absolute necessity, 
both that the Bythus [i.e., Father of all things] of whom they speak, 
along with Sige, be similar in nature to a vacuum, that is, that he 
really is a vacuum; and that the rest of the Aeons, since they are 
the brothers of vacuity, should also be devoid of substance [vacuam 
et substantiam habere]. If, on the other hand, it has not been thus 
produced, it must have sprung from and been generated by itself, 
and in that case it will be equal in point of age to that Bythus who is, 
according to them, the Father of all; and thus vacuity will be of the 
same nature [eiusdem naturae] and of the same honor with him who 
is, according to them, the universal Father.52

As Irenaeus points out, it is difficult to impugn one aspect of reality 
without simultaneously impugning the Father with whom all things share 
in essence. But Irenaeus’ doctrine of creation ex nihilo avoids the pitfalls 
of the Gnostics’ monist account. Irenaeus does not need to demonize 
creation or the demiurge in order to articulate a coherent theodicy. For 
Irenaeus, creation is inherently good precisely because it was made by God 
Himself. Yet it is not made from previously non-existing matter, and thus is 
ontologically differentiated from God. As such, any defects in the creation 
need not be ascribed to God’s own nature or essence. 

What is more, for Irenaeus, evil is not sourced in ontology, but in the 
will. At one point, the Gnostics critique Irenaeus’ position by arguing that 
God should not have made angels and humans in such a way that they 
could rebel. This is seen by the Gnostics as evidence of weakness on the 
part of the demiurge, and is proof that the god of the Old Testament is 
not the true Father. Irenaeus responds by saying that if God had made 
angels and humans impeccable by nature, rather than by will, then their 
goodness would amount to nothing. They would in such case be ignorant 
of goodness and thus not truly possess it. He writes: 

Thus it would come to pass, that their being good would be of no 
consequence, because they were so by nature rather than by will, and 
are possessors of good spontaneously, but not by choice; and for this 
reason they would not understand this fact, that good is a comely 
thing, nor would they take pleasure in it. For how can those who are 
ignorant of good enjoy it? Or what credit is it to those who have not 
aimed at it? And what crown is it to those who have not followed in 
pursuit of it, like those victorious in the contest? 53 
Irenaeus’ doctrine of creation ex nihilo makes it possible for evil to be 

sourced in creaturely will, rather than in God’s own being. Further, the 

52 Haer. 2.4.1. Irenaeus uses the same basic argument in 2.7.2, and 17.1-8. Either the 
Father shares the passion of Sophia (which besmirches the Father), or Sophia is without 
passion (which wrecks the Gnostic narrative). 

53 Haer. 4.37.6.
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goodness of the material world is likewise safeguarded. It is creaturely 
freedom (not God’s own essence) that has brought death into the world; 
this in turn has distorted the integrity of creation.54 The net effect of all 
of this is that Irenaeus is able simultaneously to maintain the integrity of 
God’s own ontological goodness, while at the same time safe-guarding the 
original goodness of humanity and the material world. 

Along with creating theodicy concerns, the Gnostics’ monism threat-
ened to undermine any sense of divine transcendence in Gnostic theology. 
The Gnostics’ true Father cannot achieve transcendence and dignity by 
ontology, since he ultimately shares his essence with all things. Indeed, in 
some Gnostic accounts, enlightened humans are of the same untainted 
substance as the Father, in so far as they owe their origin to him.55 Again, the 
Gnostics must deploy geography in the place of ontology. For the Gnostics, 
the “unknowable” and transcendent Father is unknown and transcendent 
only because he is so far away, not because he is wholly other. In order 
to make the Gnostic Father worthy of worship and adoration, he must 
be pushed far above and away from the world of materiality. Again, this 
monistic account need not have resulted in a negative view of the material 
world. But the vast distance between the Father and the world served to 
emphasize and heighten the negative cosmology of the Gnostic system. 
The further one moved away from the world of materiality, the closer one 
drew to God. The implied critique of the material world is evident. 

But Irenaeus’ doctrine of creation ex nihilo establishes the transcendence 
of God by highlighting the ontological inequality that exists between Creator 
and creature. The Creator and creature are wholly other—the latter completely 
dependent on the former for both form and being. This ontological gap between 
Creator and creature allows Irenaeus’ God to draw near to His creation without 
confusion of being, and without compromising God’s transcendence. And God 
does draw near to His creation via the Word and the Spirit. This geographic 
nearness in turn creates space for a more generous account of the material world; 
God, while remaining completely other, dwells close to—indeed incarnates 
into—the world He has made and lovingly cares for. 

We might summarize it thus: for both Irenaeus and the Gnostics, 
God is the ultimate source of the material world; but only Irenaeus’ God 
will admit to it. 

IV. THE MATERIAL WORLD IS GIVEN  
AS A GIFT TO HUMANITY

Irenaeus’ positive cosmology is evident in the way he frames his account 
of the material world as a gift to humanity. For Irenaeus, humanity is the 
highpoint of creation, the apex of God’s creative artistry—even over and 
above that of the angels; humanity uniquely alone bears the image and 
likeness of God. As such, Irenaeus emphasizes the human “dominion” aspect 
of the Genesis account,56 and assigns the material world to humanity’s 

54 Epid. 17.
55 See Haer. 1.6-7, and 1.8.3.
56 Gen 1:26-28.
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lordship. In the opening chapters of Epideixis (a key passage to which we 
will return numerous times) he writes: 

But the man57 he formed [pla,ssw] with his own hands, taking 
from the earth that which was purest and finest,58 and mingling in 
a measure of his own power with the earth. For he traced his own 
form [pla,sma] on the formation, 59 that that which should be seen 
should be of divine form [qeoeidh,j] : 60 for the image of God was the 
man formed and set on the earth. And that he might become living, 
he breathed on his face the breath of life; that both for the breath 
and for the formation the man should be like unto God.61 Moreover 
he was free and self-controlled, being made by God for this end, that 
he might rule all those things that were upon the earth.62 And this 
great created world, prepared by God before the formation of man, 
was given to the man as his place, with all things whatsoever in it.63

With the above passage we have reached the climax of Irenaeus’ creation 
narrative in Epideixis. Adam is formed from the purest and finest material of 
the earth, with a mixture of God’s own divine power mingled in. The man 
is then given lordship over the “great created world” which has been “given 
to the man as his place.” Irenaeus will go on to note that the Devil’s envy of 
humanity is ignited because of “the great gifts of God which he had given 
to humanity.”64 Irenaeus does not specify the nature of these “great gifts” but 

57 Here the reference is to Adam, the first human, rather than humanity generically. Cf., 
Gen 2:7. Eve is not introduced until Epid. 13. The Greek glosses here and throughout are 
drawn from A. Rouseau, La Démonstration de la Prédication Apostolique, Sources Chrétiennes 
vol. 406 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1995).

58 Ian McKenzie notes the explicit connection made elsewhere by Irenaeus between 
Adam’s creation out of “virgin” soil and Christ’s virgin birth (Haer. 3.18.7, 3.21.10) thus 
heightening the divine and Christological identity of Adam. See MacKenzie, Irenaeus’s 
Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching: A Theological Commentary and Translation (Burlington: 
Ashgate, 2002), 101-02. 

59 Robinson notes that the Armenian text here is equivalent to the Latin plasma or 
plasmatio. 

60 Smith glosses the Armenian here as “godlike.” 
61 McKenzie appropriately comments, “The opening phrase of this Section 11 is forceful 

in setting out that which is peculiar to man by way of contrast with all that has gone before 
as background.” McKenzie, Irenaeus’s Demonstration, 101. 

62 Smith, “in order to be master of everything on earth.” 
63 Epid. 11. See Robinson who notes a parallel in Papias, ANF, vol. 1, 52, no. 45. With 

respect to the last phrase, “with all things whatsoever in it,” I follow Smith’s translation pace 
Robinson. Robinson offers the primary translation of, “containing all things within itself,” 
yet recognizes the awkwardness of the rendering; see his no. 44 on the passage. “So both the 
German translations; but they transfer the words so as to link them with ‘this great created 
world.’ What we seem to want is, ‘to have all as his own,’ if the words can bear that meaning.” 
Smith’s primary translation “with all things whatsoever in it” and Robinson’s alternate 
rendering of “to have all as his own” are both more intelligible to the context. Rousseau’s 
retrograde Latin version reads, habens in se omnia. Regardless the translation, the larger point 
is clear: the man is given the world as his place.

64 Epid. 16. For more on the Devil’s envy and its implicit affirmation of the material 
world, See Hiestand, “The Bishop, Beelzebub, and the Blessing of Materiality,” Bulletin of 
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certainly lordship of the world looms large in Irenaeus’ narrative as an obvious 
gift that God has given to humans. 

Here we see the native connection between Irenaeus’ cosmology and 
anthropology. For Irenaeus, anthropology and cosmology rise and fall together. 
The goodness of the world is seen clearly in the fact that the world has been 
given to God’s highest creature—humanity. And the goodness of humanity is 
seen clearly in the fact that humanity has been given the bounty of the good 
material world. (The Gnostics, of course, use parallel logic to disparage both 
humanity and the material world). 

VI. PRO-MATERIAL ESCHATOLOGY
Irenaeus’ commitment to the goodness of the material world can be seen 

clearly in his pro-material eschatology,65 which closely follows the ordering 
of the eschatological events found in Revelation 20-21.66 For Irenaeus, the 
defeat of the Anti-Christ ushers in the resurrection of the righteous, which 
is the definitive event that marks the dawn of the new age.67 The righteous 
are raised to co-reign with Christ in a renewed earth for one thousand 
years.68 Then follows the second resurrection and the Great White Throne 
judgment of Revelation 20,69 which is itself followed by the passing away 
of the “fashion of this world”70 and the ushering in of the new heavens and 
a new earth of Revelation 21:1-7.71 The eternal state then commences, in 
which the people of God dwell with God in heaven, paradise, or the New 
Jerusalem (each according to their just desserts). Irenaeus offers only the 
briefest of speculations about the eternal state; redeemed humanity will 
contain and be contained by the Word, “passing beyond the angels,” and 
made after the image and likeness of God.72 

Two aspects of this eschatological narrative are especially relevant to his 
broader pro-cosmological outlook: Irenaeus’ chiliastic eschatology73 and his 
affirmation of an eternal “new heavens and new earth” (following Revelation 
21:1-7). We begin with Irenaeus’ chiliastic eschatology. 

Ecclesial Theology, 4.1 (2017): 83-99.
65 For a helpful summary of the main lines of Irenaeus’ eschatology, see A. S. Wood, 

“Eschatology of Irenaeus,” Evangelical Quarterly 41 (1969): 30-41. Wood’s focus is on the 
question of hell and universalism, which is only tangential to our primary concern. But the 
overall presentation of Irenaeus is helpfully summarized. 

66 The only significant departure that Irenaeus makes from Rev 20-21 is that he does 
not mention the release of Satan and the subsequent rebellion of the wicked and the great 
white throne (Rev 20:7-15); instead he skips past this to John’s vision of the new heavens 
and the new earth. 

67 Haer. 5.35.1. 
68 See the whole of Haer. 5.32-35.
69 Haer. 5.35.2. 
70 Haer. 5.35.2.
71 Haer. 5.35-36. See also Epid. 61.
72 Haer. 5.36.3.
73 “Chiliasm,” from the Greek cilia,j, for “thousand.” Also referred to as “millenarianism,” 

the belief—drawn from a literal reading of Rev 20:1-10—in a thousand year reign of Christ 
at the end of the world before the final judgment, in which the righteous dead are raised 
to co-reign with Christ. 
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a. irenaeus’ cHiliastic escHatoloGy

The bulk of Irenaeus’ eschatological thought is found in the last five 
chapters of book five of Adversus haereses.74 In these dense chapters Irenaeus 
unpacks his vision for the redemption and consummation of the material 
world. As noted above, Irenaeus closely follows the timeline of Revelation 
20-21. As such he works within the chiliastic framework of early Christian 
thought.75 This thousand year span is referred to variously as “the times of 
the kingdom” or more simply “the kingdom.”76 Throughout theses chapters 

74 These chapters do not appear in all Latin manuscripts. This need not be grounds to 
deny their authenticity, and is perhaps more easily explained by the fact that the medieval 
tradition viewed chiliastic thought as heretical, and would have been inclined to purge 
Irenaeus’ writing of such ideas. Quotations from these chapters have been collected by 
Harvey from Syriac and Armenian manuscripts (see Coxe, ANF, vol. 1, 561, no. 1), suggesting 
their authenticity. In support of the authenticity of these chapters, see Wingren, Man and 
Incarnation, 188-89; and Minns, Irenaeus, 142-44. 

75 Irenaeus is not without precedent in his view that there will be a literal thousand 
year reign of Christ upon a renewed earth. Justin affirmed a literal thousand year millennium 
(while acknowledging that some Christians reject it). See Dial. 80. So also Papias, Frag. 
3.11-13, 5.1-4. Eusebius states that it was due to Papias that “many church writers after 
him held the same opinion, relying on his early date: Irenaeus, for example, and any others 
who adopted the same views.” See Hist. eccl. 3.39.11-13. See also Larry Crutchfield, “The 
Apostle John and Asia Minor as a Source of Premillenialism In the Early Church Fathers,” 
Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 31.4 (1988): 411-27, for a detailed look at early 
Christian writers/leaders who held this view. 

76 There is debate about the extent to which Irenaeus maintained a literal thousand 
year reign. A number of his recent interpreters have attempted to distance him from 
traditional chiliastic thought by arguing that he makes no mention of a literal thousand 
years in Haer. 5:32-36 (or elsewhere). See Wingren, Man and Incarnation, 190-92; Steenberg, 
Irenaeus on Creation, 52-53. For the definitive treatment on this perspective, see Christopher 
Smith, “Chiliasm and Recapitulation in the Theology of Irenaeus,” Vigiliae Christianae 
48 (1994): 313-20. This claim is only narrowly accurate. While Irenaeus does not use the 
term “millennium” or “thousand” in the Latin text of these chapters, he is clearly working 
within the constraints of the events and timeline found in Revelation 20-21. For Irenaeus 
the “kingdom” has a beginning and an end, and is marked on both sides by the first and 
second resurrections (Rev 20:4 and 20:12, respectively). Thus Irenaeus’ many references to 
the “kingdom” throughout Haer. 5.32-36 are most naturally understood as a reference to 
the millennial kingdom of Rev 20:1-10. Even Wingren notes this point, stating that “the 
regnum is not described as being of a thousand years’ duration, but in fact corresponds to the 
millennium of the Book of Revelation,” (Man and Incarnation, 191). Further, it is clear that 
Irenaeus believes himself to be faithfully transmitting the chiliasm of Papias, who clearly 
maintained a literal thousand years (see Haer. 5.33.4). Likewise, Eusebius believes Irenaeus 
to be transmitting Papias, see Hist. eccl. 3.39.13. Even more convincingly, Minns (as recently 
as 2010) has shown that the 1910 Armenian text of Adversus haereses, does indeed include 
an explicit reference to the “thousand” years of Rev 20:1-10. The relevant passage occurs 
in the last paragraph of the last chapter of the last book of the Armenian Adversus haereses, 
where we find a reference to “the seventh thousand years of the kingdom of the just,” after 
which kingdom follows the new heavens and the new earth. See Minns, Irenaeus, 143-44. 
This corresponds to Irenaeus’ view of the “kingdom” as a Sabbath rest, the final seventh age 
where God’s people are rewarded. See Haer. 5.33.2, “These [earthly rewards are granted] in 
the times of the kingdom, that is, upon the seventh day.” In any case, whether the kingdom is 
for Irenaeus a literal thousand years, or more abstractly an extended age of time, is a question 
largely tangential to my primary concern, namely that he conceives of a future earthly kingdom 
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Irenaeus clarifies—in strong contrast to Gnostic teaching—that just as God 
will raise believers bodily from the dead, so too will He bring the material 
world to life again. He begins by summarizing his vision of the kingdom:

Inasmuch, therefore, as the opinions of certain [persons] are 
derived from heretical discourses, they are both ignorant of God’s 
dispensations, and of the mystery of the resurrection of the just, and 
of the kingdom which is the commencement of incorruption, by 
means of which kingdom those who shall be worthy are accustomed 
gradually to partake of God [capere Deum]; and it is necessary to tell 
them respecting those things, that it becomes the righteous first to 
receive the promise of the inheritance which God promised to the 
fathers, and to reign in it, when they rise again to behold God in this 
creation which is renovated [in conditione hac quae renovatur], and 
that the judgment should take place afterwards. For it is just that 
in that very creation in which they toiled or were afflicted, being 
proved in every way by suffering, they should receive the reward 
of their suffering; and that in the creation in which they were slain 
because of their love to God, in that they should be revived again; 
and that in the creation in which they endured servitude, in that 
they should reign. For God is rich in all things, and all things are 
his. It is fitting, therefore, that the creation itself, being restored to 
its primeval condition [redintegratam ad pristinum], should without 
restraint be under the dominion of the righteous; and the apostle 
has made this plain in the Epistle to the Romans, when he thus 
speaks: “For the expectation of the creation [creaturae] waits for the 
manifestation of the children of God. For the creation [creaturae] 
has been subjected to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him 
who hath subjected the same in hope; since the creation [creaturae] 
itself shall also be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the 
glorious liberty of the children of God.”77

Three important themes emerge from this passage. First, Irenaeus 
envisions a renewal of the earth during the time of the kingdom. According 
to Irenaeus, God will “renovate” creation to “its primeval condition,” return-
ing it to its Edenic state. Irenaeus will go on to clarify that this “primeval 
condition” includes the restoration of the animal world, and its harmonious 
subjection to humanity’s benevolent lordship.78 Yet Irenaeus does not envi-
sion a mere return to the past. As with his larger recapitulation theme, going 
back to the beginning is the means by which redemption moves forward. 
God’s redemptive work in the cosmos enables the creation to move forward 
beyond Eden into the fruitful realm always intended by God. Thus, days 

of limited duration preceding the general resurrection of the dead and the eternal age when 
God will raise the righteous dead to reign with Christ upon a renewed earth. 

77 Haer. 5.32.1. The remaining chapters (up until 5.35.2, where he begins to discuss 
the new heavens and earth) are an extended development and apologetic for the claims he 
has made here. 

78 Haer. 5.33.4. Irenaeus arrives at this conclusion through a literal reading of Isa 
11:6-9 and 65:25. 
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will come “in which vines shall grow, each having ten thousand branches, 
and in each branch ten thousand twigs, and in each true twig ten thousand 
shoots, and in each one of the shoots ten thousand clusters, and on every 
one of the clusters ten thousand grapes, and every grape when pressed will 
give five and twenty metretes of wine.”79 Thus for Irenaeus, the “kingdom” 
is not merely an earthly kingdom in which the righteous co-reign with 
Christ, but even more an entire (indeed miraculous) maturing of the natural 
world into the state that God intended all along. 

This raises the question about the extent to which Irenaeus viewed the 
material world as “fallen” in some way. In Epid. 17 Irenaeus notes the curse 
of the ground from Genesis 3:17, writing, “For under the beams of this sun 
man tilled the earth, and it put forth thorns and thistles, the punishment 
of sin.” Yet he does not press this idea throughout his writings, no doubt in 
part because of his anti-Gnostic context. Denigrating the material world 
would have played too much into the Gnostic’s hands. But in Haer. 5.32.1, 
Irenaeus does seem to imply that Adam’s failure in the garden prevented 
the material world from becoming all that God had intended it to be. It 
is only after the perfection of humanity and the overthrow of the Devil 
that creation is able to flourish. Irenaeus’ perspective on patience, growth 
and gradual maturity seems to be at work here. Just as Adam was perfect 
yet infantile, so too Adam’s world was perfect yet infantile.80 The maturing 
trajectory of both was forestalled by sin. In redemption, both are together 
brought to full maturity in the millennial kingdom.

Throughout these last five books of Adversus haereses Irenaeus shows a 
tenacious refusal to adopt an allegorical interpretation of the biblical texts 
that speak of a renewed earth and an earthly kingdom. Irenaeus is aware 
that other Christian writers have adopted allegorical approaches to the 
prophetic visions of a renewed earth, but he views such interpretations as 
inadequate.81 Those who do not leave room for a literal renewed earth are 

79 Haer. 5.33.3. This fecund vision is drawn from the “elders who saw John.” 
80 The idea of Adam and Eve’s infancy at the time of creation is a unique feature of 

Irenaeus’ anthropology. For more on this, see Hiestand, “‘Passing Beyond the Angels’: The 
Interconnection Between Irenaeus’ Account of the Devil and His Doctrine of Creation” 
(PhD diss., The University of Reading, UK, 2017), 83-88; The definitive essay on this is 
Matthew Steenberg, “Children in Paradise: Adam and Eve as ‘Infant’ in Irenaeus of Lyons,” 
Journal of Early Christian Studies, Vol. 12.1 (Spring 2004): 1-22.

81 Haer. 5.33.4. Minns appropriately remarks, “So much of Irenaeus’ fight had been 
in favour of the positive value of the material creation, and especially of the human body, 
that he could not countenance so spiritualizing an interpretation.” Minns, Irenaeus, 142. 
Though see also Epid. 61, where Irenaeus is understood by some scholars to have changed 
his mind in favor of the allegorical interpretation of these passages. So Smith, Proof, 196, no. 
270. But Epid. 61 need not be read in this way. Rather Irenaeus seems to be affirming both 
interpretations. He begins Epid. 61 by stating that “the elders say that it really will be even 
so at the coming of Christ.” The key interpretive phrase then follows: “Indeed, even now 
this symbolically signifies the gathering together in peaceful concord people of dissimilar 
races and dissimilar customs through the name of Christ.” (The Latin retrograde reads, 
“Iam enim symbolice signif icat dissimilis generis et[dis]similium morum hominum per nomen 
Christi congregationem concordem in pace.”) If Irenaeus intends the reader to understand that 
he is rejecting the elder tradition, he is too subtle. The passage is more naturally read as 
a development and further application of the elder tradition. For Irenaeus, it need not be 
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“ignorant of God’s dispensations” and have derived their opinions from 
“heretical discourses.” No doubt the heretical discourse Irenaeus has in mind 
here is the Gnostic variety, which maintained the ultimate destruction of 
the material world (including human bodies) in a cosmic conflagration.82 
But he also has in mind other Christian writers who—perhaps nervous 
about such “crass” interpretations—have adopted allegorical approaches. 
He writes: 

If, however, any shall endeavor to allegorize these [passages], they 
shall not be found consistent with themselves at all points, and 
shall be confuted by the teaching of the very expressions…For all 
these and other words were unquestionably spoken in reference to 
the resurrection of the just, which takes place after the coming of 
Antichrist, and the destruction of all nations under his rule; in [the 
times of ] which [resurrection] the righteous shall reign in the earth, 
waxing stronger by the sight of the Lord.83

Irenaeus’ commitment to a literal reading of the biblical prophecies 
can be seen throughout Haer. 5.32-36. With repeated force, Irenaeus links 
together the scriptural promises of earthly reward with the “times of the 
kingdom.” Notably, Irenaeus views the restoration of the material world as 
a fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham in Genesis 12-15 regarding his 
seed inheriting the land of Canaan. Insofar as Abraham’s seed had not yet 
inherited the land, we are to understand this promise as literally fulfilled 
in the church at the end of the age, when the Antichrist has been defeated 
and the world restored.84 Likewise Isaac’s prophecy concerning Jacob and 
his seed (Genesis 27: 27-29), Isaiah’s vision of a pacified animal kingdom 
(Isaiah 65:25), 85 Jeremiah’s prophecy about God’s people inheriting the 
land ( Jeremiah 23:7-8), Ezekiel’s vision of God’s people dwelling securely 
with houses and vineyards (Ezekiel 28:25-26), Daniel’s promise that the 
whole kingdom under heaven should be given to God’s people (Daniel 
7:27), Jesus’ promise that the meek shall inherit the earth (Matthew 5:5), 
Jesus’ promise to drink again from the cup of the vine in the age to come 
(Matthew 26:27), and the apostle Paul’s vision of creation being set free 

“either or.” The future literal concord of the animals is symbolically portrayed by the human 
concord that has already been achieved by the work of Christ in the present.

82 On this point Irenaeus complained that according to Gnostic thought, there would 
be nothing left of humans to enter the pleroma. See Haer. 2.29.3. This vision also set Irenaeus 
apart from much of the later Christian tradition. Eusebius, for instance, rejects Irenaeus’ 
chiliasm by saying that Irenaeus received it from Papias, who according to Eusebius, was “a 
man of very limited intelligence,” see Hist. eccl. 3.39.13. The general movement of Christian 
theology in Platonic directions, embodied most fully in Origen (of which Eusebius was an 
unapologetic heir), was no doubt responsible for much of the demise of early chiliasm. For 
more here, see Minns, Irenaeus, 140-42.

83 Haer. 5.35.1.
84 Haer. 5.32.2. See also the same in Epid. 91-95.
85 Throughout this section of Adversus haereses Irenaeus leans most heavily upon 

Isaiah’s prophetic vision of earthly salvation. The references to Isaiah are many throughout 
these four chapters of Adversus haereses (e.g., Isaiah 6:11, 11:6-9, 26:19, 30:35-26, 31:9, 
58:14, 56:17-25, etc.). 
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into the glory of the children of God (Romans 8:19-22)—all of these are 
linked to the “kingdom” rather than symbolically portraying the eternal 
age. “Now all these things being such as they are, cannot be understood in 
reference to super-celestial matters.”86

Second, Irenaeus’ recapitulation theme is at work here.87 For Irenaeus, 
it is iustos and necessary that the same creation in which humanity suffered 
should be the creation in which humanity is restored. And likewise, it is just 
and proper that creation itself, insofar as it is the reward of the righteous, 
should be renewed before it is returned to humanity. Such recompense 
is the vindication of God’s people and God’s plan. Later in Haer. 5.34.2 
(quoting Isaiah 30:35-2688), Irenaeus remarks, “Now the ‘pain of his stroke’ 
is that inflicted at the beginning upon disobedient humanity in Adam, that 
is, death; which stroke the Lord will heal when he raises us from the dead 
and restores the inheritance of the fathers.”89 As we have already seen, for 
Irenaeus the “inheritance of the fathers” is the promise to Abraham that 
the church would inherit the land and rule the nations. Thus the pain of 
God’s “stroke” brought not only death, but the loss of humanity’s intended 
inheritance (i.e., possession of the earth). As such, the healing of the stroke 
brings not only life, but a restoration of humanity’s earthly inheritance. 
What humanity lost in Adam, God has given back to humanity in Christ. 

Thus recapitulation is not merely an interpretive lens through which 
Irenaeus exegetes the relevant biblical passages.90 For Irenaeus, the escha-
tological recapitulation of creation is the great and necessary telos of God’s 
redemptive activity that has been ever at work since the fall of humanity in 
Adam.91 Irenaeus’ eschatological interpretation is soteriological to the core, 

86 Haer. 5.35.2.
87 Irenaeus’ recapitulation theme is a well-tread aspect of Irenaeus scholarship. Much 

of the discussion centers around its overall place and import in Irenaeus’ thought, as well 
as its origin; is it the unhelpful product of Hellnistic thought (Harnack and other earlier 
interpreters), or a deeply biblical and important theme (Wingren, Lawson, and other more 
recent interpreters). The conversation merits discussion, but need not detain us. It is enough 
to observe, that here and throughout, Irenaeus views the redemption secured in Christ as a 
“summing up” and eschatological fulfilment of God’s original intent for creation. For more on 
the theme of recapitulation in Irenaeus, see Thomas Holsinger-Friesen, Irenaeus and Genesis: 
A Study of Competition in Early Christian Hermeneutics (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 
1-41, where he helpfully details the history of interpretation of Irenaeus on this theme, from 
Harnack to the present; also Osborn, who identifies eleven ideas contained within Irenaeus’ 
use of the term—unification, repetition, perfection, inauguration and consummation, totality, 
triumph of Christus Victor, ontology, epistemology and ethics. See his Irenaeus, 97-98, and all 
of chapters five and six. An effective summary of recapitulation and its function in Irenaeus 
can be found in Minns, Irenaeus, 108-110.

88 “And there shall be upon every high mountain, and upon every prominent hill, water 
running everywhere in that day, when many shall perish, when walls shall fall. And the light 
of the moon shall be as the light of the sun, seven times that of the day, when he shall heal 
the anguish of his people and do away with the pain of his stroke.”

89 Haer. 5.34.2.
90 Smith ably makes this point in his “Chiliasm and Recapitulation.” 
91 This is a point that was obscured in much of nineteenth and early twentieth 

century Irenaeus scholarship, but has more recently been acknowledged and expounded by 
contemporary Irenaeus scholars. See Smith, “Chiliasm and Recapitulation,” 313-15. Smith 
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and integral to his overall project. To remove or minimize this aspect of 
his thought is to do violence to his overall cosmological and soteriological 
framework. The restoration of the material world is the necessary means 
by which God makes good on His promises of “reward,” and thus serves as 
a climactic moment in Irenaeus’ broader soteriological narrative. 

And finally, for Irenaeus there is strong continuity between the “times 
of the kingdom” and the eternal age to come. For Irenaeus, the restoration 
of creation that takes place in the “times of the kingdom” marks the “com-
mencement of incorruption;” it is the dawn of the eternal age (which as we 
will see below, is also an earthly age). It is in the “times of the kingdom” that 
the redeemed of God “become accustomed to partake in the glory of God 
the Father, and shall enjoy in the kingdom intercourse and communion with 
the holy angels and union with spiritual beings, and those whom the Lord 
shall find in the flesh awaiting him from heaven.”92 This partaking of God 
is learned “gradually” and over time.93 Notably Irenaeus does not mention 
the rebellion and defeat of Satan contained at the end of the chiliastic vision 
found in Revelation 12:7-10.94 Instead he moves from his chiliastic vision 
immediately to the Great White Throne judgment of Revelation 12:11-15, 
which marks the dawn of the eternal age. It is impossible to know if this 
omission is intentional, or merely an oversight. In any case, by leaving out 
this cosmic conflict, Irenaeus conveys a smoother continuity between “the 
times of the kingdom” and the “new heavens and the new earth.”95 This 
strong continuity can likewise be seen in the way Irenaeus applies Isaiah’s 
prophetic eschatological vision to both the “times of the kingdom” (with its 
vision of harmonious animal relations) and the “times after the kingdom” 
(with its vision of a new heavens and a new earth).96

highlights the trend in Irenaeus scholarship to dismiss or downplays this aspect of Irenaeus’ 
thought. It is variously “ignored,” treated as an “unfortunate mistake,” an “over-reaction” to 
Gnosticism, or a “regrettable but inevitable consequence of [Irenaeus] insisting too strongly 
in the idea of recapitulation.” Smith argues persuasively and correctly that such approaches 
to Irenaeus’ chiliasm fail to do justice to the import it plays in his overall system. See also 
the positive treatments of Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation, 49-60, Osborne, Irenaeus, 138-
40; Wingren, Man and Incarnation, 181-92; Lawson, Biblical Theology, 279-91; and most 
especially Minns, Irenaeus, 141-47. 

92 Haer. 5.35.1.
93 This is consistent with Irenaeus’ emphasis on growth as a key component of being 

made into the likeness and image of God. See Haer. 4.11.1-2, 4.38.1-3, and 5.36.3.
94 In Rev 20:7-10, Satan is released from the abyss and marshals the wicked to his side. 

Fire comes from heaven and consumes the wicked and the Satan is thrown into the lake of fire. 
95 The continuity between these two ages is so strong in Irenaeus that some scholars 

have suggested that Irenaeus completely conflates the two into a single epoch, thus denying 
his chiliasm altogether. Smith’s work has been most influential here (see Smith, “Chiliasm 
and Recapitulation”). Yet however much Irenaeus posits continuity between the “times of 
the kingdom” and the “new heavens and new earth,” he is indeed careful to distinguish the 
two. See in particular his comments in Haer. 5.35.2, where he states, “But in the times of 
the kingdom,” and then a few sentences later, “For after the times of the kingdom”—with 
the former a clear reference to the millennium and the latter a clear reference to the new 
heavens and new earth. 

96 Notably, however, Irenaeus is careful to apply Isaiah 11 (which makes no mention of 
a new heavens and earth, but does include a reference to a pacified animal kingdom) to the 
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Thus Irenaeus’ vision of a renewed creation in the millennium marks the 
inauguration of a progression toward a cosmic perfection that is naturally 
and (almost) seamlessly brought to completion in the new heaven and the 
new earth of Revelation 21. For Irenaeus, the resurrection of the just and 
the renewal of their creation is the climax of his soteriological story; to 
limit this renewal to a thousand years would undercut the full redemptive 
scope of God’s salvific activity. 

Ultimately, Irenaeus’ chiliasm is entirely consistent with his broader 
soteriological narrative and should not be viewed as a mere appendage. 
For Irenaeus, the material world is itself the reward that God gives to the 
righteous, for the material world was intended as their possession all along. 
Were God to fail in restoring creation, or fail to restore it to His people, 
He would fail in redeeming His people. Further, it is in the kingdom that 
God’s people learn to live with Him and are nurtured into the fullness of 
the image and likeness of God. All of this serves to highlight the innate 
connection between Irenaeus’ anthropology and cosmology, and necessar-
ily underscores the goodness of creation. Creation is the place in which 
humanity comes to know and learn that God is good.97 As such, creation 
itself is destined for renewal and redemption every bit as much as humanity. 

B. an eternal new Heaven and  
an eternal new eartH

Our understanding of Irenaeus’ pro-material cosmological framework 
is likewise informed by his eschatological vision of an eternal new heaven 
and earth. In the final two chapters of Adversus haereses, Irenaeus turns his 
attention away from the millennial kingdom of Revelation 20:1-11, and 
begins to speak about the eternal state. In doing so he explicitly draws upon 

“times of the kingdom” (Haer. 5.33.4), while applying Isaiah 65 (where there is a reference 
to the new heavens and earth, as well as a reference to the pacified animal kingdom) to the 
“new heavens and new earth” (Haer. 5.35.2).

97 Recent evangelical conversations about the eschatological renewal of creation, such 
as one finds in Richard Middleton, A New Heaven and a New Earth: Reclaiming Biblical 
Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), and N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: 
Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (San Fransico: Harper One, 
2008), have been critiqued by Michael Allen, Grounded in Heaven: Recentering Christian 
Hope and Life on God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018), for instrumentalizing God, making 
Him merely a means to some other end (i.e., cosmic renewal). Allen’s argues for a robust 
appropriation of the beatific vision as a means of maintaining a proper theocentric orienta-
tion in eschatology. Here Irenaeus manages to strike a remarkable balance. For Irenaeus, 
the restoration and perfection of creation is the very means by which the beatific vision of 
God comes to humanity. So his famous statement, “The glory of God is a living man, and 
the life of man consists in beholding God. For if the manifestation of God which is made 
by means of the creation, affords life to all living in the earth, much more does that revela-
tion of the Father which comes through the Word, give life to those who see God,” (Haer. 
4.20.7). Creation is not a ladder to be climbed and then kicked away once one has reached 
the beatific top. Rather, the logic of the incarnation compels us to understand that creation 
itself is the eternal and necessary means by which God reveals the fullness of Himself to 
His creatures. Thus following Irenaeus, we need not choose between cosmic renewal on the 
one hand, or the beatific vision on the other. 
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the “new heavens and new earth” language of Revelation 21 (and Isaiah 
65:17-18). He writes: 

For after the times of the kingdom, [ John] says, “I saw a great white 
throne, and him who sat upon it, from whose face the earth fled 
away, and the heavens; and there was no place for them.” And he sets 
forth too, the things connected with the general resurrection and the 
judgment, mentioning the “dead, great and small”…And after this, 
he says, “I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and 
the first earth had passed away”…and Isaiah also declares the very 
same: “For there shall be a new heavens and a new earth, and there 
shall be no remembrance of the former, neither shall the heart think 
about them, but they shall find in it joy and exultation.”98 
Here we see the full expression of Irenaeus’ confidence in God’s cosmic 

redemption. The earth and heavens will indeed pass away99 (as the Gnostic 
and Stoics declare), but they will pass away only to be replaced by an 
eternally fixed new heaven and an eternal new earth.100 The holy city, the 
New Jerusalem, which is the anti-type of the old earthly city,101 will descend 
from above and “then all things will be made new, and [the righteous] will 
truly dwell in the city of God.” 

This vision is in keeping with Irenaeus’ larger cosmological outlook. He 
cannot cede the Bible’s vision of new heaven and earth without undermining 
the integrity of the argument that he has made throughout the whole of 
Adversus haereses. This is perhaps even more fundamentally true with respect 
to the eternal state than his chiliasm. Creation is good because it has been 
made directly by God; and God is good because He has made such a great 
and good creation. To end his soteriological narrative with a super-celestial 
vision that does away with the cosmos would call into question the very 
integrity of God and His faithful commitment to humanity. In the final 
chapter of Adversus haereses, Irenaeus again connects anthropology and 
cosmology, insisting that the “loyalty” of God is contingent upon the “real 
establishment” of creation. He writes: 

For since there are real [veri] humans, so must there also be a real 
establishment [veram plantationem], that they not vanish away 
among non-existent things, but progress among those which have 
an actual existence. For neither is the substance nor the essence 
of the creation annihilated [Non enim substantia neque materia 
conditionis exterminatur], for true [verus] and steadfast [f irmus] is he 
who has established it. But “the fashion [f igura] of the world passes 
away;” that is, those things among which transgression has occurred, 
since humanity has grown old in them [quoniam veteratus est homo 

98 Haer. 5.35.2.
99 Here Irenaeus references Paul’s comment in 1 Cor 7:31, “The fashion of this world 

passes away,” and Christ’s words in Matt 26:35, “Heaven and earth shall pass away.” 
100 See Behr, Asceticism and Anthropology in Irenaeus and Clement (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 80-85, who notes Irenaeus’ unique emphasis in the Eastern Orthodox 
tradition regarding the salvation of the material world. 

101 See Haer. 5.32.2.



in ipsis]. And therefore this fashion has been formed temporary 
[temporalis], God foreknowing all things; as I have pointed out in 
the preceding book, and have also shown, as far as was possible, the 
cause of the creation of this world of temporal things. But when this 
fashion passes away, and humanity has been renewed [renovato], and 
flourishes in an incorruptible state, so as to preclude the possibility 
of becoming old ever again [ut non possit iam veterescere] there shall 
be the new heaven and the new earth, in which the new humanity 
shall be remaining [in quibus novus perseverabit hom], always holding 
fresh converse with God. And since these things shall ever continue 
without end [Et quoniam haec semper perseverabunt sine f ine], Isaiah 
declares, “For as the new heavens and the new earth which I do 
make, continue in my sight, says the Lord, so shall your seed and 
your name remain.”102 
For Irenaeus, “real” humans require a “real” creation, so that they do not 

vanish away. Here Irenaeus takes it as axiomatic that human beings are by 
nature tangible, embodied creatures. As such, humans will always require a 
material creation in which to live. Were God not to provide humans with 
a material creation, this would prove their undoing, and He would prove 
Himself less than “true” and “loyal” to His children. Irenaeus’ eschatologi-
cal vision here eclipses even that of the renewed earth of the preceding 
chapters. The chiliastic kingdom is indeed a renovation of creation, but this 
final stage of cosmic salvation represents the ultimate perfection of God’s 
creative and redemptive work. No longer will humanity be able to “grow 
old” but will continue eternally ever young, “holding fresh converse with 
God” in the new creation that “shall continue without end.”

Notably Irenaeus goes on in the next two paragraphs to argue for a 
three-tiered eschatological reward system that seems to suggest a prefer-
ence for a celestial (rather than terrestrial) redemption. He writes, “And 
as the presbyters say, then those who are deemed worthy of an abode in 
heaven shall go there, others shall enjoy the delights of paradise, and others 
shall possess the splendor of the city; for everywhere the Savior shall be 
seen according as they who see him shall be worthy.”103 Irenaeus ascribes 
this system to the “presbyters,” who “affirm that this is the gradation and 
arrangement of those who are saved, and that they advance through steps 
of this nature.”104 In many respects this move seems surprising and runs 
somewhat counter to his strong terrestrial eschatology; it is, one might 
have thought, too perilously close to the Gnostic three-fold division of 
humans as “spiritual,” “ensouled” and “fleshly”—each of whom have different 
experiences in the afterlife.105 Yet Irenaeus is consistent in his dependence 
on the traditions that have been handed to him; the “presbyters” gave him 
his chiliasm and his vision for a new heaven and earth; he adopts their 
three-tiered reward system as well. Perhaps Irenaeus senses the ill-fit of this 

102 Haer. 5.36.1. 
103 Haer. 5.36.1.
104 Haer. 5.36.2.
105 See Haer. 1.6-7, where the “spiritual” enter into the pleroma, the “ensouled” dwell 

halfway between the material world and the pleroma, and the “fleshly” are ultimately destroyed 
with the material world.
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system; he does not spend much time discussing the three-tiered system, 
and even seems to suggest a certain fluidity between these three realms, 
with the saints moving back and forth throughout eternity. In any case, he 
immediately returns to the theme of cosmic and terrestrial renewal, which 
is how he finishes his book. 

In the final chapter of book five, Irenaeus sums up the preceding chap-
ters by again stressing the non-allegorical nature of the Scripture’s promise 
for terrestrial redemption and God’s people inheriting an earthly kingdom. 
Here again he blurs the lines between his chiliasm and the eternal state, 
with the former passing naturally and seamlessly into the latter without 
an earth-shattering apocalypse. He ends his work with a moving vision of 
cosmic and terrestrial redemption. 

And in all these things, and by them all, the same God the Father 
is manifested, who fashioned humanity, and gave promise of the 
inheritance of the earth to the fathers, who brought it forth at the 
resurrection of the just, and fulfills the promises for the kingdom of 
his Son; subsequently bestowing in a paternal manner those things 
which neither the eye has seen, nor the ear has heard, nor has arisen 
within the heart of humanity.106

CONCLUSION
Irenaeus’ pro-material cosmology is consistent throughout his work. 

He never vacillates about the goodness of creation, and his insistence on 
the inherent integrity of creation provides a clear coherence to his system. 
For Irenaeus, the creation is inherently good because it has been given 
by a good God to a good humanity. More aspects of Irenaeus’ cosmology 
could be marshalled in defense of this assertion,107 but the salient point 
has been made. For Irenaeus, creation is not merely a temporary backdrop 
for an otherwise celestial narrative. Indeed, creation itself (the earth most 
especially) is the gift that God has given to humanity, and perhaps most 
especially to the human Son of God. It is the royal prize awarded to creation’s 
Lord, and to all who belong to Him. 

106 Haer. 5.36.3.
107 One might also note here the fascinating way that Irenaeus connects the Eucharistic 

meal with the goodness of creation. He writes, “But our opinion [regarding the goodness 
of creation] is in accordance with the Eucharist, and the Eucharist in turn establishes our 
opinion,” (Haer. 4.18.5; see all of 4.16.5-18.6; also 5.2.2). For more on the connection 
between the Eucharist and Irenaeus’ cosmology, see Joel R. Kurz, “The Gifts of Creation 
and the Consummation of Humanity: Irenaeus of Lyons’ Recapitulatory Theology of the 
Eucharist,” Worship 83.2 (2009): 112-132. 
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BARTH, MOZART, AND THE  
SHADOW-SIDE OF CREATION

NATHAN BARCZI1

In the fall of 2017, I gathered a group of scientists, members of my 
church, for a study group on the doctrine of creation in an age of modern 
science. In our first gathering, I asked them if they would be willing to 
share the most vexing problem they perceived in reconciling the Christian 
faith with science. One woman, a postdoctoral researcher in neuroscience 
at Massachusetts General Hospital, was unhesitating. “Death before the 
fall,” she said. Like many Christians, and most of my study group, she saw 
no conflict between the creation account in Genesis and an evolutionary 
explanation for biological variety on earth. But natural selection assumes 
death, and lots of it—and so, she asked, what does it tell us about God if 
the way he brought life about on earth involved millions of years of pain, 
suffering, and death before human sin entered the picture?

This has indeed proved to be a perplexing issue—a more difficult chal-
lenge, for some, to the notion of an all-powerful, all-loving creator than the 
“problem of evil” as it pertains to humans, who can at least be said to be at 
fault in some way for their suffering. In this essay, my aim is far more modest 
than providing a solution to the problem of non-human suffering before 
the fall. Instead, I aim to introduce and explore some surprising resources, 
as I look at Karl Barth’s understanding of death and other aspects of what 
he called the “shadow-side” of creation—and how his love of Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart informed his theological reflections on the topic.

THE PROBLEM: NON-HUMAN DEATH AND  
SUFFERING BEFORE THE FALL

Philosopher of science Philip Kitcher recently wrote an essay entitled 
“The Many-Sided Conflict Between Science and Religion.”2 Despite its 
title, he focuses on one topic: the “Darwinian problem of evil”—the millions 
of years of animal suffering that precede humans, if Darwin’s theory that 
natural selection and common descent are the best explanation for the 
variety of species we observe on the earth today is correct. This problem, 
Kitcher argues, is the single most challenging obstacle to belief in a good 

1 Nathan Barczi is the pastor of Christ the King Presbyterian Church, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. 

2 Philip Kitcher, “The Many-Sided Conflict Between Science and Religion,” in William 
Mann, ed., Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Religion (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005).
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and all-powerful creator. “[Were we to imagine] a human analogue peering 
down over a miniaturized version of this arrangement—peering down over 
his creation—it’s hard to equip the face with a friendly expression.”3 And, 
as Michael Murray points out, this problem is hardly peripheral to an 
evolutionary account: if Darwin’s theory is correct, then animal suffering 
does not merely antedate human existence or the advent of human sin, but 
“predation, pain, and death [are] now viewed as among the very instruments 
of creation.”4

Darwin himself had foreseen the problem, writing in a letter that 
“the sufferings of millions of the lower animals throughout almost end-
less time” are apparently irreconcilable with the existence of a creator of 
“unbounded” goodness.5 Many contemporaries agreed. In 1887, Borden 
Browne, philosopher and theologian at Boston University, wrote:

If evolution is the law of life, of course the present must seem 
imperfect relative to the future, and the past imperfect relative to 
the present…[But this] does not meet the question of why this 
progress might not have been accomplished at less cost of toil and 
struggle and pain. In truth, it is only another way of saying that 
the system is to be judged only in its outcome and the outcome is 
assumed to be good. The fact that evolution in any way diminishes 
the Creator’s responsibility for evil is really somewhat infantile…
Why might not pain have been dispensed with as a means? Why 
might not everything have been made perfect at once? Things may 
be as good as possible, but if there is an omnipotent goodness at the 
root of things, why are they not better?6

And John Fiske, a disciple of Herbert Spencer (the prominent nineteenth 
century British philosopher and biologist who coined the phrase “survival 
of the fittest”), wrote that: 

A scheme which permits thousands of generations to live and 
die in wretchedness cannot be…absolved from the…charge of 
awkwardness or malevolence...[I]t is impossible to call that Being 
good who, existing prior to the phenomenal universe, and creating it 
out of the plenitude of infinite power and foreknowledge, endowed 
it with such properties that its material and moral development 
must inevitably be attended by the misery of untold millions of 
sentient creatures for whose existence their creator is ultimately 
alone responsible.7

3 Kitcher, “The Many-Sided Conflict,” 268.
4 Michael Murray, Nature—Red in Tooth and Claw: Theism and the Problem of Animal 

Suffering (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 2. 
5 Darwin’s letter to Hooker of Jul 13, 1856, in More Letters of Charles Darwin, ed. F. 

Darwin and A. Seward (London: Murray, 1903) i. 94, cited in Murray, 2.
6 Borden Bowne, Philosophy of Theism (New York: Harper, 1887), 227, 232, cited in 

Murray, 3.
7 John Fiske, Miscellaneous Writings, iv. Outline of Cosmic Philosophy (Notre Dame, IN: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 135, cited in Murray, Nature, 4.
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, Richard Dawkins has provided the most emphatic 
contemporary statement of the problem. He is worth quoting at length:

If Nature were kind, she would at least make the minor concession 
of anesthetizing caterpillars before they are eaten alive from within. 
But Nature is neither kind nor unkind…It is easy to imagine a gene 
that, say, tranquilizes gazelles when they are about to suffer a killing 
bite. Would such a gene be favored by natural selection? Not unless 
the act of tranquilizing a gazelle improved that gene’s chances of 
being propagated into future generations. It is hard to see why this 
should be so, and we may therefore guess that gazelles suffer horrible 
pain and fear when they are pursued to the death—as most of them 
eventually are. The total amount of suffering per year in the natural 
world is beyond all decent contemplation. During the minute it 
takes me to compose this sentence, thousands of animals are being 
eaten alive; others are running for their lives, whimpering with fear; 
others are being slowly devoured from within by rasping parasites; 
thousands of all kinds are dying of starvation, thirst and disease. It 
must be so. If there is ever a time of plenty, this very fact will lead 
to an increase in population until the natural state of starvation and 
misery is restored. Theologians worry away at the “problem of evil” 
and a related “problem of suffering.” On the day I originally wrote this 
paragraph, the British newspapers all carried a terrible story about 
a bus full of children from a Roman Catholic school that crashed 
for no obvious reason, with wholesale loss of life. Not for the first 
time, clerics were in paroxysms over the theological question that a 
writer in a London newspaper (The Sunday Telegraph) framed in this 
way: ‘How can you believe in a loving, all-powerful God who allows 
such a tragedy?’ The article went on to quote one priest’s reply: “The 
simple answer is that we do not know why there should be a God 
who lets these awful things happen. But the horror of the crash, to 
a Christian, confirms the fact that we live in a world of real values: 
positive and negative. If the universe was just electrons, there would 
be no problem of evil or suffering.” On the contrary, if the universe 
were just electrons and selfish genes, meaningless tragedies like the 
crashing of this bus are exactly what we should expect, along with 
equally meaningless good fortune. Such a universe would be neither 
evil nor good in intention. It would manifest no intentions of any 
kind. In a universe of blind physical forces and genetic replication 
some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get 
lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. 
The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should 
expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no 
good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.8

In his book, Murray considers four varieties of defense the theist might 

8 Richard Dawkins, River out of Eden (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 132, cited 
in Murray, 5.
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raise.9 The first are those that deny the phenomenon of animal suffering 
altogether.10 A second set of defenses refer to the moral wrongdoing of 
humans or supernatural creatures; these include young-earth creationism 
(which generally rejects evolutionary theory and posits that human sin, in 
fact, preceded all suffering and death, for both humans and non-human 
creatures), but among those who hold to some form of old-earth creationism, 
these accounts have largely fallen out of favor since Darwin. A third set of 
defenses claim that animal suffering is a necessary condition for securing 
certain goods for animals themselves—for instance, that pain is necessary 
to develop the flight instinct that promotes survival in the face of predators. 
Finally, Murray considers defenses that claim there are overridingly good 
reasons for the world to exhibit regular and well-ordered laws of nature, 
and that such a world requires the possibility of pain and suffering. Murray 
notes that most such explanations include human goods in the benefits of 
this “nomic regularity,” and so these defenses struggle to explain prehuman 
suffering. He argues that such defenses cannot succeed unless they show 
that it is good for the world to move from chaos to order by well-ordered 
natural processes, and he explores what might be necessary to defend that 
claim. Murray concludes by noting that not all of these different categories 
of defense are mutually exclusive, and considers how they might most 
robustly be combined.

Murray’s book is focused primarily on the analytical philosophical 
literature, but it is worth noting other approaches to the question within 
Christian theology. Matthew Levering has recently surveyed several in his 
book Engaging the Doctrine of Creation.11 He notes that Thomas Aquinas 
argued that death and related ills, while unnatural and a punishment for 
sin in the case of humans, are a natural element of creation in the case of 
non-human creatures.12 

Aquinas’ claim that death is sin’s punishment for humans refers to 
Romans 6:23 (“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is 
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”), Romans 8:10 (“But if Christ is in 
you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of 
righteousness.”), and Genesis 2:17 (“…but of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
die.”).13 He also cites Augustine (On the Trinity, City of God, and Against 

9 Murray, Nature, 6-8 for summary.
10 Descartes provides the classic example of this argument; a more recent, if less careful, 

exploration of the question can be found in David Foster Wallace’s “Consider the Lobster”: 
“Is it all right to boil a sentient creature alive just for our gustatory pleasure? A related set 
of concerns: Is the previous question irksomely PC or sentimental? What does ‘all right’ 
even mean in this context? Is it all just a matter of individual choice?” David Foster Wallace, 
“Consider the Lobster,” Gourmet Magazine, August 2004. 

11 Matthew Levering, Engaging the Doctrine of Creation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2017).

12 Aquinas’ discussion of the question can be found in De Malo, q. 5, a. 4-5. Citations in 
this article are to the English edition, On Evil, tr. Richard Regan, ed. Brian Davies (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003).

13 De Malo, q. 5, a. 4, 242.
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the Letter of the Foundation) and Isidore.14 His argument that death is 
unnatural for human beings has two parts. The first hinges on two ways 
of speaking of what is “natural” for some entity. One can speak of nature as 
regards form, and as regards matter. As regards matter, Aquinas concedes 
that the material human body is “a body composed of contrary things” like 
any other, “and it follows from a necessity of the matter that the body is 
dissoluble.”15 But the form of the body, which is the rational soul, cannot 
be dissolved, so that “the dissolution resulting from a necessity of matter 
is in a special way unbefitting the form that is the rational soul.”16 And 
“since God, who creates human beings, could by his omnipotence prevent 
this necessity of matter from coming about, his power conferred on human 
beings before sin that they be preserved from death, until they by sinning 
proved themselves unworthy of such a benefit.”17 Aquinas also refers to the 
end for which human beings were created, which is everlasting happiness. 
“Therefore, they by their nature have everlasting life.”18 “Therefore, death 
and dissolution are natural to human beings by reason of a necessity of 
matter, but immortality would befit them by reason of the form’s nature.”19

Why does Aquinas believe that death and suffering are natural for 
non-human creatures? They have in common with humans a material body, 
to which death and dissolution are natural. But God has not conferred on 
animals a rational soul,20 nor acted by His omnipotence to preserve them 
from death, so that they did not “lose anything through moral fault, from 
which such ills [as death] would result, as in the case of human beings.”21 
Death and suffering in non-human creatures, then, is natural and is not 
the punishment for sin, nor its result in any other way.

14 De Malo, q. 5, a. 4, 243. Aquinas cites On the Trinity XIII, 16, n. 20; City of God 
XV, 6; and Against the Letter of the Foundation 1. He also cites Isidore’s On the Supreme 
Good, but Davies notes that in fact his citation comes from (Pseudo-)Isidore, On the Order 
of Creation 10, n. 8.

15 De Malo, q. 5, a. 5, 249. These phrases, and those in the following quotations, are 
found in Regan’s English translation, cited above.

16 De Malo, q. 5, a. 5, 249.
17 De Malo, q. 5, a. 5, 249.
18 De Malo, q. 5, a. 5, 247.
19 De Malo, q. 5, a. 5, 249.
20 Thomas does not discuss the animal soul at length in De Malo. In the Summa, on 

the other hand, he distinguishes between the rational soul of the human and the sensitive 
soul of the animal at ST Ia.75. For both humans and animals, the soul is the first principle 
of life, and incorporeal (ST Ia.75.1). But whereas (ST Ia.75.2) the rational soul of the human 
is a subsistent (particular) thing because it has an activity that pertains to it that does not 
depend on the use of any corporeal organ (that is, intellect), he argues in ST Ia.75.3 that the 
sensitive soul of an animal is not a subsistent thing because all of its operations depend on 
a corporeal organ. St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, 
Summa Theologiae (available at http://www.op.org/summa/). This is why the rational soul 
of the human is indissoluble, and the animal soul is not; the latter ceases to exist with the 
corporeal organs on which it depends (even though it is itself immaterial). This is why in 
De Malo, he only needs to worry about the lack of fit between the dissoluble soul and the 
corruptible body in the case of humans.

21 De Malo, q. 5, a. 4, 244.
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Later in this essay, we bring Karl Barth into the conversation. Notably, 
his approach to the problem does not fall into any of the categories sum-
marized by Murray from the analytical philosophical literature; nor does he 
adopt the Aristotelian approach typical of the Thomistic tradition.22 Instead, 
Barth argues that the death and suffering that we find in the non-human 
creation are part of what he terms the “shadow-side” of creation—the dark-
ness which is not the nothingness out of which God created, but which is 
itself a feature of the created world, and therefore good and capable of bear-
ing witness to God in its creaturely limitations. Into this discussion Barth 
draws an unlikely conversation partner: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. And 
so, before examining Barth in detail, we will consider why music might aid 
theological reflection on death and creaturely limitations in the first place.

MUSIC AND CREATURELY LIMITATIONS
In Theology, Music and Time, theologian Jeremy Begbie considers 

how music can aid our theological reflections on creation. In particular, 
music helps us reflect on the nature of creation as temporal and, moreover, 
temporally limited and transient—both of which are integral to the presence 
of death and decay in the created world. His reflections on time begin, 
appropriately, with Augustine’s famous exploration of time in the Confessions. 
For Augustine, time presents a paradox. Only what presently exists “is”; what 
is past is lost and what is future is not yet and uncertain.23 But Augustine 
does not believe that there are indivisible units of time —time-atoms as it 
were. The present is merely a boundary between past and future. Augustine 
concedes that past and future events exist,24 but as past and future events 
they exist as representations to the mind in the present. “Perhaps,” he 
writes, “it would be exact to say: there are three times, a present of things 
past, and present of things present, a present of things to come.”25 And 
so the paradox: only what is present is in the specialized sense of existing 
now—but what is now is extensionless, being of no duration.26

Begbie notes that for Augustine, true existence is only immutable 
existence.27 Augustine writes, “And I viewed the other things below you, 
and I saw that neither can they be said absolutely to be or absolutely not 

22  Yet another model compatible with animal death before the fall, indepedent of  those 
considered in this essay, is that of  Irenaeus, in which creaturely finitude, including death, was 
part of  the original creation. John Walton compares Irenaeus and Augustine on the relation-
ship of  death (human and animal) to sin, and shows sympathy for the Irenaean approach (The 
Lost World of Adam and Eve [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015], 156-160). Gerald 
Hiestand has addressed Irenaeus’ account of  death before the fall in “A More Modest Adam: 
An Exploration of  Irenaeus’ Anthropology in Light of  the Darwinian Account of  Pre-Fall 
Death,” Bulletin of Ecclesial Theology, Vol. 5.1 (June 2018), 55-72, and in “The Irenaeus Option: 
How Irenaeus Does (and Does Not) Reduce the Tension between Christian Theology and 
Evolutionary Science,” Bulletin of Ecclesial Theology, Vol. 6.2 (forthcoming October 2019).

23 St. Augustine, Confessions, tr. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1991), XI.18.24.

24 Confessions, XI.17.22.
25 Confessions, XI.20.26.
26 Confessions, XI. 15.20.
27 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 78. 
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to be. They are because they come from you. But they are not, because 
they are not what you are. That which truly is is that which unchangeably 
abides.”28 This is effectively an expression of the analogy of being:29 the 
being of creatures and the being of God can neither be treated univocally 
(as though God and creatures were entities alongside one another, belong-
ing to the same genus), nor equivocally, as though the being of creatures 
were entirely divorced from that of their Creator. Existence is not essential 
to creatures; rather creatures have their being from God, by the free and 
contingent gift which is creatio ex nihilo. In contrast, God uniquely exists 
essentially, necessarily, and self-subsistently. What Begbie finds lacking in 
Augustine is a failure to press this logic through even to time itself, which 
is not God nor coeternal with him, but is itself a creature, so that “the 
entirety of all that is not God, is regarded as possessing its own full but 
distinct reality, directly contingent upon God, and as created not before 
time or in time but with time.”30 Time is therefore not the environment 
within which creation, nor events within creation, take place;31 it is itself a 
creature. “Following this through,” Begbie writes, requires: 

[A] more concentrated orientation toward the earthly economy 
of salvation—more particularly, a view of temporality with (a) 
an uncompromising focus on the engagement of the Son of God 
(through whom all things were created) with spatio-temporal 
reality, enacted in the history of Jesus Christ, and (b) an equally 
uncompromising stress on the work of the Spirit as the one who 
directs created reality towards its fulfilment, which includes the 
fulfilment of temporality as a dimension of created being.32 

What we have seen so far is that for Augustine, true existence is immutable 
existence, but this is simply another way of saying that God alone is in and 
of Himself. Creaturely existence is not immutable, but it has its existence 
in and from God. This is true for time itself, so that while temporality 
brings with it limitations and transience, it is nonetheless part of God’s 
good creation and, like the rest of that creation, it has its existence in 

28 Confessions VII.11.17.
29 For discussion see the essays in the volume edited by Thomas Joseph White, The 

Analogy of Being: Invention of Antichrist or Wisdom of God? (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Co., 2010).

30 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 80, and Confessions XI.12.14-XI.13.15, XI.30.40; 
cf. also City of God XI.6.

31 Often referred to as “the myth of passage.” See D.C. Williams, “The Myth of 
Passage,” Journal of Philosophy 48 (1951), 457-472.

32 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 80. This, we might note, is precisely what we 
find in Barth’s discussion of time. “There is no time in itself, rivaling God and imposing 
conditions on him. There is no god called Chronos. … Only a docetic attitude to Jesus can 
deny that being in time also means what being in time means for us all. Our recognition of 
His true humanity depends on our acceptance of this proposition. Even the recognition of 
His true deity, implying as it does the identity between His time and God’s, does not rule 
out this simple meaning of His being in time. On the contrary, it includes it.” Karl Barth, 
Church Dogmatics (henceforth CD) III/2, eds. G.W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010), 456, 463.
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Him—as Barth will say, specifically in Christ.33 To understand more fully 
how Barth’s engagement with the limitations and transience of the created 
world benefited from the music of Mozart, it is worth staying with Begbie 
for a moment longer, for a few general comments on how music informs 
our theological reflections on the temporal finitude of the created world.

Begbie continues to fault Augustine for an overall ambivalence about 
the temporality of music, grounded on a Neoplatonic distrust of the tem-
poral over against the timeless, which leads Augustine to focus on what 
music can teach us when we abstract away from its temporal existence as 
we experience it.34 Begbie argues that, to the contrary, music challenges 
our distrust of the temporal and finite in at least four ways. 

“First and most obvious, music demonstrates that there can be ordered 
change, that change need not imply chaos.”35 Particularly where our instincts 
are attuned to the effects of the second law of thermodynamics to move 
closed systems from order to chaos,36 music provides a stark reminder that 
a system need not be static to be ordered; indeed, music depends on change 
for its ordered existence.

“Second, music also challenges the assumption that because something 
takes time to be what it is, it is thereby of deficient value or goodness 
compared to that which is not subject to created time.”37 The created world 
develops, moves through its days, seasons, and years, and is never at any 
one moment all that it is. In short, “[t]he created world takes time to be.”38 
And while waiting can be unpleasant, “[r]ecogni[z]ing that duration is not 
itself a mark of fallenness makes possible a positive assessment of patience 
and waiting.”39 Simply sitting through a musical performance instructs us 
in this way, for a piece of music simply cannot be enjoyed all at once, by its 
very nature. “Music requires my time, my flesh and blood, my thought and 
action for its performance and reception. Music asks for my patience, my 
trust that there is something worth waiting for. And it does this without 
promising some particular visible thing or idea or principle we can take 
away with us when the music is over, something that shows us that it was 
‘worth the wait.’”40 In other words, it is the performance itself, in its temporal 

33 CD III/2, 518.
34 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 81-85.
35 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 85.
36 Physicists, observing that our standard models do not require time to move in 

one direction only, have hypothesized that it is precisely this – entropy – that constitutes 
the “arrow” of time as we experience it. For an overview with references, see the entry on 
“Thermodynamic Asymmetry in Time” at the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
(https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/time-thermo/).

37 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 86.
38 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 86.
39 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 86.
40 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 87. Begbie offers fascinating reflections on 

how Mozart effectively puts time to use in the “Jupiter” Symphony: “[M]usic is capable 
of bringing specific and particular futures to our awareness through anticipation…In the 
third movement of [Mozart’s] ‘Jupiter’ Symphony no. 41 in C major (1788), immediately 
after the end of the minuet section we encounter a ‘perfect cadence’ – an unambiguous and 
universally recognizable gesture of closure in tonal music. Indeed, so redolent is this cadence 
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duration, that is worth waiting for. As Rowan Williams puts it, music “tells 
us what we are and what we are not, creatures, not gods, creators only when 
we remember that we are not the Creator, and so are able to manage the 
labour and attention and expectancy that belongs to art.”41

“Third, not only different durations, there are different time-structures 
appropriate to different created entities: different rates at which things 
happen, different concentrations of activities at different periods, and so 
forth.”42 Begbie argues that this facet of music teaches us to see the variety 
of temporal and other constraints under which different creatures exist not 
as a sign of corruption or lack, but as an aspect of a well-ordered creation 
as it was meant to be. 

Finally, “[t]he fourth area where music can challenge a distrust of tem-
porality concerns the temporal limits or boundaries imposed by finitude.”43 
This is the most significant lesson taught by music for our purposes here, as 
we consider death in the non-human natural world, and it is also perhaps 
the challenge leveled most powerfully by music, because it is so integral to 
the nature of music itself. “Music offers an extremely vivid and particular 
embodiment of fruitful transience…Music depends heavily for its meaning 
on finitude at every level. Tones give way to tones. Music is constantly 
dying, giving way…The fact that music never solidifies or coagulates to 
form a thing or substance is critical to its intelligibility.”44 Music, in other 
words, simply could not be what it is, could not possess such beauty or wield 
such power to move and fortify the soul, if it were not infused through and 
through by temporal limitations and transience. To be clear, the limitations 
and transience of music are not the same thing as the death and related 
ills suffered by living things. Begbie is not arguing that music teaches us 
that death is a good thing; his point is more modest: “that music, by its 
very constitution, can serve to release us from the assumption that limited 

with closure, if it were not for the reduced orchestration we might think it was a reiteration 
of the ending we have just heard. From the point of view of metre, there is nothing to 
suggest it is anything other than an ordinary cadence. Yet it turns out to be the beginning 
of an entirely new phrase. What we recognize as an ‘ending’ constitutes a new start. Mozart 
is playing on the ambiguity between closing gesture and opening process. Consider Luke’s 
portrayal of the day of Pentecost in Acts 2: is this an ending or a beginning?…Not only 
that, the cadence becomes the chief ingredient out of which the next section of the music is 
elegantly woven. An ending becomes the initiative and the material for a sequence of novel 
developments. The raising of Christ and the explosion of the Spirit are the end, the ‘last days’ 
upon us, and they initiate a series of extraordinary elaboration. And all this music takes place 
in the midst of the third movement: here Mozart introduces an atmosphere rife with fertile 
rumours of the end. God’s ‘new start’ is presented in the midst of our history. It would seem 
that Mozart was something of a theologian of eschatology, in ways that perhaps not even 
Karl Barth fully appreciated.” Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 111-114.

41 Rowan Williams, “Keeping Time,” in Open to Judgement: Sermons and Addresses 
(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1994), 249.

42 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 89.
43 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 91.
44 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 92.
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duration is of necessity problematic, that we can only discover authentic 
meaning in the unbounded and unlimited.”45

We are now in a position to engage with Barth and to see how Mozart 
helped him to understand the shadow-side of creation.

BARTH, MOZART, AND CREATURELY WITNESS
Barth’s appreciation for Mozart is well known: in 1956, he became very 

involved in the festivities celebrating Mozart’s two hundredth birthday, 
claiming that the year was more significant for that reason than for his own 
seventieth.46 He began each day in his study listening to Mozart’s music, 
and claimed that upon arriving in heaven he would seek out Augustine, 
Aquinas, and Calvin only after first sitting at Mozart’s feet.47 “It may be,” he 
wrote, “that when the angels go about their task of praising God, they play 
only Bach. I am sure, however, that when they are together en famille, they 
play Mozart and that then too our dear Lord listens with special pleasure.”48 
In Mozart, Barth heard sacred music, not because it didactically served 
the Word, or offered up a personal confession (as he characterized Bach 
and Beethoven, respectively),49 but because it represented a “parable of the 
kingdom”50 that allowed the world to be the world, testifying to its Creator 
as the world, in all the limitations of its finitude. “What he translated into 
music,” he wrote, “was real life in all its discord.”51 And here, Barth heard 
something sacred, if unconventionally so: 

45 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 93. The philosopher Michael Hanby has offered 
some similar reflections on how to understand the coherent identity of a species, given the 
temporal flux exhibited in the lines of descent in an evolutionary process: “[I]f ‘form’ or ‘spe-
cies’ simply names the ontological identity of an organism, and if such an identity coextends 
with an organism’s being and is thus one, then we must say that species can be immutable, 
eternal even, in a very precise sense, without denying the genealogical relatedness of living 
things or descent with modification. Species are eternal not in the sense that they perdure 
as subsistent entities for an infinitely long time, but insofar as their actuality, which is only 
ever in historical organisms, is indivisible by time and space. It is precisely this that permits 
its members to transcend the temporal flux of which they are a part. And yet, precisely 
because these forms do not subsist outside of the individuals in which they inhere, there is 
no problem in understanding each species and every individual of the species as a historical 
novelty which first makes its appearance at a distinct moment in time.” Michael Hanby, No 
God, No Science? (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), 361.

46 Jeremy Begbie, Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of Music (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 153-154.

47 Karl Barth, “A Testimonial to Mozart,” in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock Publishers, 1986), 16.

48 Karl Barth, “A Letter of Thanks to Mozart,” in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 1986), 23.

49 “Mozart’s music is not, in contrast to that of Bach, a message, and not, in contrast 
to that of Beethoven, a personal confession.…Mozart does not wish to say anything: he just 
sings and sounds.” Karl Barth, “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 1986), 37.

50 Karl Barth, “Mozart’s Freedom,” in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
& Stock Publishers, 1986), 57.

51 Barth, “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” 33.
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This much is true: in the music he contributed to this area, he did 
not really observe the well-established norm that the music should 
only serve the Word and explain it. But is that the only possible 
principle for church music?…Mozart’s sacred music…is heard to 
originate in a region from which vantage point God and the world 
are certainly not to be judged identical but which does allow church 
and world (these also not to be interchanged) to be recognizable 
and recognized in their merely relative difference, in their ultimate 
togetherness: both emanating from God, both going back to God.52

This was despite the fact that Mozart had had no theological training; 
indeed, Barth observed that Mozart appears to have paid attention to 
nothing other than music. How, then, did he know the world so well? “He 
must have had organs which…made it in fact possible for him to apprehend 
universally what he was able to state universally.”53

As we will see, Barth judged this characteristic of Mozart’s music—that 
in it church and world sound together and yet distinctly, neither trying to 
overstep one another’s boundaries nor trying to breach the borders of their 
own creaturely finitude—to be essential to sacred music. Indeed, music 
which failed in this regard ran the risk of joining forces with das Nichtige, 
the privative darkness of evil which rebels against God’s act of creation, 
precisely by trying to leave behind the shadows of creaturely existence. 

Barth addressed das Nichtige in the midst of expositing the doctrine 
of Creation that takes up the third volume of his Church Dogmatics. 
Nothingness, the chaos that negates God’s creative work, is not to be 
found anywhere in creation, not even in its “shadow-side”54—the darkness, 
bitterness, death, and decay found within the world. These, Barth says, 
represent limitations by which creation bears witness beyond itself, to the 
revelation of God in Jesus Christ. 

Barth stood opposed to the view—a “slander,” as he put it55—that 
creation has any share in the chaos of das Nichtige. What, in contrast to 
Creation’s shadow-side, is “nothingness”? Barth is, as often, elliptical, but 
some of the main themes can be gathered together: “nothingness is not 
simply to be equated with what is not, i.e. not God and not the creature…
What we have called the ‘shadow side’ of creation is constituted by the ‘not’ 
which in this twofold respect, as its distinction from God and its individual 
distinctiveness, pertains to creaturely nature.”56 “Nothingness is that from 
which God separates Himself and in the face of which He asserts Himself 
and exerts His positive will…Nothingness is that which God does not 
will.”57 “Nothingness ‘is’, therefore, in its conne[ct]ion with the activity of 

52 Barth, “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” 38-40.
53 Barth, “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” 37.
54 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics III.3, trans. G.W. Bromiley et al. (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 2010), hereafter CD III/3, 296. 
55 CD III/3, 299.
56 CD III/3, 349-350.
57  CD III/3, 351-352.
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God. It ‘is’ because and as and so long as God is against it…The character 
of nothingness derives from its ontic peculiarity. It is evil.”58

Creation’s shadow-side, on the other hand, does not stand opposed to 
God, nor is it opposed or rejected by God; on the contrary, God has not 
revealed Himself apart from the limitations and incompleteness of creation, 
because He has chosen to reveal Himself in Jesus Christ. “For in Him God 
has made Himself the Subject of both aspects of creaturely existence. And 
having made it His own in Jesus Christ, He has affirmed it in its totality, 
reconciling its inner antithesis in His own person.”59 Barth refused the claim 
that creation could only testify to its Creator in its beauty and the demand 
that the shadows be purged, for this is a demand that creation be other 
than what God has determined it to be, and indeed, a call for the positive 
aspect of creation to rise up in “a titanic revolt against heaven,” prematurely 
extinguishing the darkness that God made and called very good.60 He made 
the darkness, and the sea is His, for He made it; these creatures must be 
allowed to speak their praise, for it is precisely in the attempt to silence 
them that “the creature crosses the frontier” of finitude, and “nothingness 
achieves actuality in the creaturely world.”61

Barth does not claim that Mozart is identical to the gospel or that the 
gospel is contained in his music, but he does find in Mozart “parables of 
the kingdom,”62 mediating the praise of the cosmos: 

I make this interposition here…because in the music of Mozart… 
we have clear and convincing proof that it is a slander on creation 
to charge it with a share in chaos because it includes a Yes and a No, 
as though orientated to God on the one side and nothingness on 
the other. Mozart causes us to hear that even on the latter side, and 
therefore in its totality, creation praises its Master and is therefore 
perfect.63 

The secular parables told by the creation are affirmed in their limitations as 
creaturely witnesses. “It belongs to the essence of creaturely nature, and is 
indeed a mark of its perfection, that it has in fact this negative side…that 
it is thus simultaneously worthy of its Creator and yet dependent on Him, 
that it is not ‘nothing’ but ‘something’, yet ‘something’ on the very frontier 
of nothingness, secure, and yet in jeopardy.”64 It is the glory of creatures 
to render a praise which is limited and finite, for in so doing they bear 
testimony to God precisely in their difference from Him.

Begbie argues that Barth further develops the notion of “secular 
parables” told by creation in the fourth volume of the Church Dogmatics. 
“These ‘secular parables’ are not to be confused with Christ; they point to 
Christ, testify to who he is and what has happened in him. And Christ alone 

58 CD III/3, 353.
59 CD III/3, 296.
60 Barth, “Mozart’s Freedom,” 53.
61 CD III/3, 350.
62 Barth, “Mozart’s Freedom,” 57.
63 CD III/3, 299.
64 CD III/3, 296.
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has the capacity to call them forth.”65 Begbie notes that “David Moseley 
has convincingly argued that Mozart is the unnamed figure haunting these 
discussions,” and later quotes Barth being “quite explicit about the link”:66 

I am not…inclined to confuse or identify salvation history with 
any part of the history of art. But the gold sounds and melodies 
of Mozart’s music have always spoken to me not as gospel but as 
parables of the realm of God’s free grace revealed in the gospel—and 
they do so again and again with great spontaneity and directness.67

In Mozart’s music, Barth heard both light and darkness—not in equilibrium, 
but precisely in the unresolved tension of creation that points to its Creator. 
“What occurs in Mozart is rather a glorious upsetting of the balance, a 
turning in which the light rises and the shadows fall, though without 
disappearing, in which joy overtakes sorrow without extinguishing it, in 
which the Yea rings louder than the ever-present Nay…We will never hear in 
Mozart an equilibrium of forces and a consequent uncertainty and doubt.”68 

Mozart lived in a world of increasing doubt; he was born one year after 
the great Lisbon earthquake of 1755 that launched the modern project of 
theodicy. And yet, “he knew something about creation in its total goodness.” 

He had heard, and causes those who have ears to hear, even to-day, 
what we shall not see until the end of time—the whole context of 
providence. As though in the light of this end, he knew something 
about creation in its total goodness…he heard the harmony 
of creation to which the shadow also belongs but in which the 
shadow is not darkness, deficiency is not defeat, sadness cannot 
become despair, trouble cannot degenerate into tragedy and infinite 
melancholy is not ultimately forced to claim undisputed sway. Thus 
the cheerfulness in this harmony is not without its limits. But the 
light shines all the more brightly because it breaks forth from the 
shadow. The sweetness is also bitter and cannot therefore cloy.69

65 Begbie, Resounding Truth, 155, referring to CD IV/3, §69.2. Begbie quotes at 
length: “What is lacking to the self-attestation of the creature as such…they can acquire 
as and when God Himself begins to speak and claims and uses them in his service.…They 
can blend their voices with that of God. He could hardly be God who has lent them these 
voices if they could not do this as commanded and empowered by him. What they say can 
so harmoni[z]e with what He Himself says that to hear Him is to hear them, and to hear 
them to hear Him, so that listening to the polyphony of creation as the external basis of 
the covenant…is listening to the symphony for which it was elected and determined from 
eternity and which the Creator alone has the power to evoke, yet according to His word the 
will also. Nor has He only the will. For when He speaks His one and total Word concerning 
the covenant which is the internal basis of creation, this symphony is in fact evoked, and even 
the self-witness of creation in all the diversity of its voices can and will give its unanimous 
applause.” CD IV/3, 159-160.

66 Begbie, Resounding Truth, 155.
67 Karl Barth, How I Changed My Mind, trans. John Godsey (Edinburgh: St. Andrew 

Press, 1969), 71-72, cited in Begbie, Resounding Truth, 155.
68 Barth, “Mozart’s Freedom,” 55-56.
69 CD III/3, 298.
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Mozart’s music stood as a “clear and convincing proof ” to Barth that 
not even the Shadow-side of creation shares in das Nichtige. Everything 
God has made, even the darkness, praises Him and is for that reason very 
good.70 Barth understood that he and Mozart would have diverged in 
their theological convictions,71 and yet his music transported him “to the 
threshold of a world which in sunlight and storm, by day and by night, is a 
good and ordered world.”72 In Mozart he heard music that bears witness to 
the faithfulness of God in the midst of suffering, music that seeks neither 
to rationalize nor ignore the darkness of the world in its limitations, nor to 
deny the goodness and power of its Creator. But for Barth, Begbie observes, 
“[t]his is just what Mozart’s music does not do. It does not try to be divine. 
Nor does Mozart.”73 Mozart, Barth wrote, does not “will to proclaim the 
praise of God. He just does it—precisely in that humility in which he 
himself is, so to speak, only the instrument with which he allows us to hear 
what he hears: what surges at him from God’s creation, what rises in him, 
and must proceed from him.”74 “He was remarkably free from the mania 
for self-expression. He simply offered himself as the agent by which little 
bits of horn, metal and catgut could serve as the voices of creation…”75 In 
Mozart, Barth heard music that, with the Psalms, can offer a cry of lament 
to the only God worthy to hear it, “borne upward by the trust that the 
plea for mercy was granted long ago,”76 music with which, in the midst of 
a fallen world, “one can be young and become old, can work and rest, be 
content and sad: in short, one can live.”77 

CONCLUSION
Barth died on the night of December 9, 1968. “His wife found him the 

next morning, while in the background a record was playing the Mozart 
with which she had wanted to waken him.”78 In Mozart’s music Barth 
heard the world as it is, pointing to the grace of God beyond itself. In its 
incompleteness, creation bears witness to the Creator who reveals Himself 
in the humiliation of the crucifixion, in which God Himself suffers in the 
flesh,79 and in which, as in the music of Mozart, “[l]ife does not fear death 
but knows it well.”80

This essay has not attempted to solve the problem of non-human 
suffering before the fall. Instead, it has tried to introduce some voices not 
often heard in the debate, offering a very different perspective. Barth is not 
interested in trying to justify the ways of God, or in providing a defense of 

70 CD III/3, 299.
71 CD III/3, 298; Barth, “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” 26.
72 Barth, “A Letter of Thanks to Mozart,” 22.
73 Begbie, Theology, Music and Time, 96.
74 Barth, “Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,” 38.
75 CD III/3, 298.
76 Barth, “Mozart’s Freedom,” 56.
77 Barth, “A Letter of Thanks to Mozart,” 22.
78 Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1976), 498-499.
79 CD III/3, 296.
80 CD III/3, 298.
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death and corruption in the natural world. In a sense, he has inverted the 
question asked by the neuroscientist in my focus group. Instead of asking 
what death tells us about the character of God, Barth begins with the 
goodness of God and of His creation and asks, what does this mean for 
death? And his answer is that the limitations and boundaries of creation, 
and even the transience of life in the natural world, are capable of bearing 
witness to the Creator, not least by pointing beyond themselves to the one 
unbounded, immutable source of all life.
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LEARNING FROM JOHN MILBANK’S APPROACH  
TO CREATION AND EVOLUTION

JEREMY MANN1

The 48 percent of the American population who don’t 
believe in the process of evolution and natural selection, 
the evangelical conservatives who believe the earth and its 
creatures were created by God only ten thousand years ago, 
see change as a threat rather than as an opportunity to grow 
and evolve to a higher level.

Yvon Chouinard, Let My People Go Surfing2

The quotation above from the founder of the clothing and equip-
ment retailer Patagonia Inc. serves as a good example of the theoretical 
muddling that often happens when worlds collide. Chouinard makes the 
remark two-thirds of the way through his book on Patagonia’s origin story 
in a chapter on the company’s management philosophy. His larger point 
concerns the necessity of constant innovation and exploration, particularly 
for an organization that hopes to wield influence a century from now. The 
book itself is well-written, inspiring, and quite thoughtful, but this swipe at 
Evangelicals has nothing to do with anything the author is talking about. It 
is silly to imagine a matrix that charts business innovation on one axis and 
views on evolutionary biology on the other, but even if one did, illuminating 
conclusions seem rather unlikely. 

Chouinard’s comment also misses the fact that among various religious 
traditions, not just Christian ones, Evangelicalism is decidedly nimble and 
actually quite interested in pioneering new technological, ethnic, and cultural 
possibilities. But as pastors know all too well, careful processes of reasoning 
are generally pushed aside in heated discussions of what we hold most 
dear. Chouinard’s understanding of the world frames Evangelicals as either 
instrumental or at least complicit in the degradation of the environment 
and perpetuation of systems of oppression. So even though management 

1 Jeremey Mann is the Head of School at the Field School in Chicago, Illinois. 
2 Yvon Chouinard et al., Let My People Go Surf ing: The Education of a Reluctant 

Businessman, Including 10 More Years of Business Unusual (New York: Penguin Books, 2016), 
173.
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techniques are a big leap from cosmology, a clear connection is nevertheless 
asserted with force.

Evangelicals are hardly blameless in this arena. We often too-quickly 
draw causal relations that serve our own interests. The theory of evolution 
seems particularly prone to the kind of straw-man, weaponized reasoning 
that plagues all human thought. (Who has not witnessed that patiently 
sagacious rejoinder, “Are you saying my grandma was a monkey?!”) Part of 
the challenge of evolution concerns the extent to which the debate requires 
familiarity with a whole host of scientific disciplines. The Evangelical tradi-
tion has also generally exhibited suspicion about the conclusions of educated 
insiders , given its revivalist populism and concern for special revelation.3 
Scientists, even church-going, Bible-trusting scientists, are viewed with 
caution, and there is an instinct that any earnest thinker ought to be able 
to evaluate claims about the origins and nature of life. (This works the 
other way as well: Christians in the sciences who blithely pontificate about 
theology when they know almost nothing about the discipline.) Adding to 
the challenge is the apt recognition that the stakes are quite high and the 
implications rather broad. It makes quite a bit of sense then that evolution 
would be linked with all manner of remote arguments.

This essay is interested in the process by which ideas and frameworks 
deteriorate. There seems to be a logic to it—claims are often first simplified, 
then caricatured, and then finally adulterated or weaponized. The process 
can be seen in the evolution debate writ large, but this essay will explore 
just one figure, John Milbank. I will first summarize his approach to the 
doctrine of creation and then explore more closely Milbank’s theological 
engagement of the theory of evolution.4 

HOW NOT TO TALK ABOUT EVOLUTION
It first must be acknowledged that pastors deserve some sympathy. They 

have to constantly negotiate the tension between careful theorizing and 
rough-and-ready “takeaways.” In their vocation they have one foot in the 
conceptual realm of Scripture, theology, ethics, and cultural commentary 
and another foot in the practical world of first impressions, executive sum-
maries, and slogans. Evangelical pastors face this challenge with particular 
force on both sides. On the practical side, their networks of organizational 
alliances are more nebulous, there is an accelerated rate of change within 
the community, and aggressive political conflict attends their work at every 
turn. On the theoretical side, many Evangelical pastors navigate streams 
that are often confessionally mixed, and, given the Evangelical emphasis 
on contextual responsiveness, their supporting conceptual frameworks are 
generally more fluid. Shepherding God’s people requires both a soft heart 
and a sharp mind. 

3 The seventh chapter of Mark Noll’s seminal The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind is 
especially insightful on this. Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994) 177–211. 

4 Milbank’s position is tied up in the movement he helped start, Radical Orthodoxy; 
some attention will thus be given to other key figures within the movement.
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The writing of Milbank is interesting in this regard. Since his ground-
breaking work, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, Milbank 
and the allied Anglo-Catholic of Radical Orthodoxy have powerfully 
shaped contemporary discussions of the doctrine of creation. The campaign 
Milbank grew to orchestrate was signaled by his first book’s opening 
sentence, “Once there was no secular.”5 With this statement, Milbank 
established his concern for reclaiming the primacy of theology in the public 
intellectual arena. Among many insights, three themes are woven through 
Milbank’s work: the conceptual primacy of theology, the assertion of an 
ontology of peace against secular ontologies of nihilism and violence, and 
the character of all creation as sacred gift. To many American Evangelical 
readers, this trio would seem to be clearly at odds with Darwinian evolution. 
And yet—in a helpful example of the complex character of any theoretical 
landscape—Milbank is comparatively eager to incorporate elements of 
theories of common descent and natural selection into his larger thought.

Milbank’s most concentrated treatment of evolution comes in his 
Stanton Lectures, delivered in 2011 at Cambridge University. 6 But before 
examining those lectures in closer detail, we must understand the larger 
interests of Milbank’s approach to the doctrine of creation. 

JOHN MILBANK ON CREATION
Critical to properly understanding Milbank’s doctrine of creation is 

recognizing the extent to which Milbank, for all his learned discourse (many 
might say “opaque” and a few “culpably incomprehensible”), approaches 
these questions with deep passion. His gradual movement toward theology 
after beginning his academic training as a historian was prompted by abiding 
misgivings about the assumptions on which whole disciplines are predicated. 
Milbank’s work begins with critique of modernism and the apparatus that 
aided its ascent: an epistemological dualism that directed unverifiable 
claims into religious ghettos, cut off from discourse about public life in a 
supposedly pluralistic age. Radical Orthodoxy’s origin in epistemology is 
critical for understanding the larger movement’s concerns. As Milbank, 
Graham Ward, and Catherine Pickstock see it, the renunciation of faith 
by reason establishes the critical battle line of an on-going campaign that 
threatens the church. Secular reason’s rejection of faith erects a bulwark 
of thought that denies any basis for public discussion of the natural world 
with reference to transcendent meaning. Milbank believes many Christian 
thinkers are complicit in this exclusion by doubling-down on the underlying 
logic that divided reason and faith in the first place, thereby validating the 
underlying dualism: “…the pursuit of pure faith is as much a modern quest 

5 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (London: Blackwell, 
1993), 2.

6 The lectures have yet to be published in print, but they can be found online: John 
Milbank, “Immanence and Life: Lecture 2 of the 2011 Stanton Lectures,” < https://www.
abc.net.au/religion/stanton-lecture-2-immanence-and-life/10101740> [last accessed Dec. 
31, 2018].
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as the pursuit of pure reason.”7 Kant, aided by the complicating questions 
of the late medieval nominalists (the tragic villains of many Milbankian 
dramas), bracketed the sacred as beyond all human ken, while “the natural” 
asserted idolatrous independence from God.8

Beyond any variety of fideism, Milbank is also dissatisfied with 
attempts to re-establish frameworks in which knowledge of the natural 
world—delivered “impartially” by the academy—engages types of know-
ing that transcend the material. The priority of the empirical assumes a 
fundamentally denuded world ; it is human longing that prompts deeper 
questioning, not the pressure of reality itself. Furthermore, according to 
Milbank’s critique, in such a dualistic framework, the notion of the sacred 
becomes arbitrary, vague, and reactive, particularly as technology brings 
more aspects of human experience into the domain of personal control. 
Inevitably, each century is more dismissive than the last for any call for 
what seems to be vacuous piety .

Instead of simply reasserting the value of an acknowledged and articu-
lated telos (which might serve as a guaranteed placeholder for appeals to 
the transcendent), Milbank goes on the offensive, challenging the existence 
of secular reason altogether, seeking to “reclaim the world by situating its 
concerns and activities within a theological framework.”9 The most incisive 
elements of Radical Orthodoxy’s larger oeuvre are its various interrogations 
of purportedly objective accounts of reality, justice, or human flourishing.10 
In contrast to Christian construals that offer belated replies to contemporary 
thought, Radical Orthodoxy moves with nimble confidence, visiting “sites 
in which secularism has invested heavily—aesthetics, politics, sex, the body, 
person-hood, visibility, space” and resituating them with explicit reference 
to their theological character.11

While Milbank’s project began with epistemological concerns, the 
deeper threat he seeks to counter concerns ontology.12 The irony of secular-
ism, according to Milbank, is that while it purports to celebrate the only 

7 John Milbank, “Programme of Radical Orthodoxy,” in Radical Orthodoxy? A Catholic 
Inquiry, ed. Laurence Paul Hemming (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2000), 33. 

8 There have been a number of treatments of Milbank’s grand narrative of history, most 
are mentioned in Tom Jacobs, “Flirting with Premodernity: John Milbank and the Return 
of the (Christian) Master-Narrative, ARC the Journal of the Faculty of Religious Studies 34 
(2006): 131–158. 

9 John Milbank, Graham Ward, and Catherine Pickstock, Radical Orthodoxy: A New 
Theology, eds. John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward (London: Routledge, 
1999), 1.

10 See, for example, Graham Ward’s critique of the derivative quality of attempts by 
Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier to envision “cities of eternal aspiration.” Graham 
Ward, Cities of God, (London: Routledge, 2000), 38-43. 

11 Milbank, Ward, and Pickstock, Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, 1.
12 Worth mentioning are the many implications Milbank and company draw for ethics, 

including secularity’s complicit role in validating an “ontology of violence.” A unifying theme 
informing these critiques concerns the false humility of modern theology and the broader 
conceit of an impartial battery of natural sciences and soft-sciences. Milbank notes that 
theological revisionism turns out to have interests aligned to white, privileged academia. 
Gone is the prophetic voice of Scripture. In its place are “historical scholarship, humanist 
psychology, or transcendental philosophy.” 
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thing it says actually exists—the material world—it actually collapses on 
itself, given its lack of any larger support. Secularism’s rejection of transcen-
dental language leaves only the most impoverished vocabulary, given that 
the earthly world is at best cosmic flotsam and human litter. Embodied 
life, self-expression, sexuality, aesthetic experience, and human political 
economy are all ultimately meaningless—they lack an inherent sense. This 
absence of a fixed reference will sound optimistic and welcoming to some, 
but secularism does not in fact result in joyful human engagement with 
the natural world. The more honest assessment according to Milbank is 
that secularism results in nihilism, and that such a picture of the world is 
fundamentally privatized, power-hungry, and violent. Radical Orthodoxy 
thus sought to “reclaim the world by situating its concerns and activities 
within a theological framework.”13

As has been mentioned, movement away from nihilism starts with a 
rejection of epistemic dualism, but for Milbank and his allies it ends with 
a kind of maximal ontology. Smith uses a fitting metaphor: “the crescendo 
of Radical Orthodoxy’s symphony.”14 This crescendo is composed of four 
related notes. First, a rejection of any attempt to define things apart from 
their relationship to God. Second, the establishment of participation as 
the proper fundamental category for understanding creation’s relationship 
to God. Third, a framing of ontology with deliberate reference to Plato 
and his philosophical legacy. And fourth, the dismissal of all attempts to 
preserve the larger account without full embrace of analogia entis. 

The significance of the first theme, the nature of all creation as God’s 
gift, has been well-identified by South African theologian Nico Vorster. He 
argues that the notion of gift is the best transcendental category for all the 
topoi of theology. For Milbank, “Creation and grace are gifts, Incarnation 
is the supreme gift, while the Fall, evil, and violence are the refusal of the 
gift.”15 This emphasis on gift is poetically defined against the notion of 
a “given.” The shared root of these two words belies their opposition to 
one another. A given in the modern age is that which is assumed without 
question; a given is axiomatic and invites no further question. Milbank 
rightfully rejects this dismissal—the source of the gift and the nature of 
its giver is the most important question. Yet given how the perquisites for 
political pluralism delimit the bounds of larger inquiry, the given is framed 
as the furthest thing from an actual gift. Most theologians will embrace 
Milbank’s emphasis on gift. The additional elements of Radical Orthodoxy’s 
crescendo are more controversial. 

MILBANK ON PARTICIPATION
In the introduction to the edited collection Radical Orthodoxy, Milbank, 

Graham Ward, and Catherine Pickstock write:

13 Milbank, Ward, and Pickstock, Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, 3.
14 James K. A. Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy: Mapping a Post-Secular Theology 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004), 74.
15 Nico Vorster, “A Critical Assessment of John Milbank’s Christology,” Acta Theological 

2 (2012): 277-298. 
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The central theological framework of radical orthodoxy is 
“participation,” as developed by Plato and reworked by Christianity, 
because any alternative configuration perforce reserves a territory 
independent of God. The latter can lead only to nihilism (though 
in different guises). Participation, however, refuses any reserve of 
created territory, while allowing finite things their own integrity…
[E]very discipline must be framed from a theological perspective; 
otherwise these disciplines will define a zone apart from God, 
grounded literally in nothing.16

This passage is a useful distillation of a number of key aspects of 
participation. The mention of both the notion’s Platonic genesis and the 
Christian adaptation is important and will be explored in greater detail 
later. Also clearly presented is the rationale for participation’s centrality. 
The essays in the rest of the volume are often most effective in their incisive 
demonstrations of how insidious and common is the functional indepen-
dence of the created order, even among Christian thinkers. In response 
Milbank and his allies issue something like the disjunction Jesus presents 
on one’s allegiance to money (“he must love one and hate the other”) to 
every discipline of knowing and doing. To serve a lesser god is not imperfect 
worship, it is idolatrous. But if nihilism is the threat on one side, Milbank, 
Ward, and Pickstock believe participation also avoids the problem on the 
other side—the collapse of creation into a single totalizing Creator.

While it is quite dense, Milbank’s narrative style is not one of fre-
quent strict definition. Like other aspects of his theological program, he 
consistently articulates the warrant, lineage, and implications of participa-
tion through illustration and implication. And for reasons that will be 
explored shortly, Milbank is especially indirect on the nature of participation 
itself, despite its place as “the central theological framework” of Radical 
Orthodoxy’s project. There is one significant element, however, that can 
be safely seen as essential to Milbank’s understanding of participation. He 
describes it as “the notion of the cosmos as sharing in, displaying to a certain 
degree, the divine essence.”17 It is this element of Milbank’s understanding 
of participation—the sharing of the divine essence—that invites deeper 
scrutiny. Milbank is not the only proponent of such a view. Michael J. 
Gorman, a New Testament scholar, writes similarly:

If, in fact, the human response of obedience/faith is co-crucifixion 
with (and indeed mutual indwelling with) the faithful and loving 
Jesus, who is in turn the revelation of God’s own fidelity, love 
and holiness, then is it not the case that obedience is inherently a 

16 Milbank, Pickstock, and Ward. Radical Orthodoxy, 3. Apart from a few isolated 
exceptions, for the purpose of this chapter I will from here forward limit our scope to the 
writings of John Milbank himself, despite the deep and varied connections to Ward and 
Pickstock. 

17 John Milbank, “Alternative Protestantism.” Radical Orthodoxy and the Reformed 
Tradition: Creation, Covenant, and Participation, eds. James K. A. Smith and James Olthuis 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 27.
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participation in the being—or at least the narrative identity (which 
implies of course the essence)—of God.18

While there is undoubtedly more that should be included in a full 
account of participation, we can usefully articulate this necessary condition 
of Milbank’s view of the relation between creation and the Creator. Let 
us call this “strong cosmic participation” and stipulate two aspects of the 
condition:

Strong cosmic participation: (1) All creation shares in God’s 
essence and (2) this property is creation’s most fundamental dynamic, 
governing all other aspects of its being.

Before considering the basis for this condition of Milbank’s account of 
participation, it is worth noting Milbank’s use of essence as a key category 
for understanding participation represents an example of evolution in 
his thought toward a more historically-inflected account of being. Early 
in his career, Milbank wrote that postmodernism “invalidated” what he 
considered modernity’s understanding of the world as “consisting of fixed 
essences.” Instead, reality consists of “temporary relational frameworks” that 
are fluid, constantly shifting and always being “re-distributed with greater 
and greater freedom”.19

Strong cosmic participation’s pantheistic overtones have raised some 
eyebrows. And although Milbank never explicitly mentions panentheism, 
according to Amene Mir his writings contain “latent and underlying 
panentheistic contours.”20 For Mir the danger becomes particularly evi-
dent in Milbank’s view of poesis, according to which God is revealed not 
from without, but embedded within culture, language, history and human 
making. As will be discussed, the relation between human and poesis 
warrants questioning, but three important caveats of Milbank’s account 
dull the charge of either pantheism or panentheism. The first caveat—that 
the participation of the finite in the infinite must always be understood 
paradoxically—explains Milbank’s earlier-mentioned reticence to sharply 
define participation. In dialogue with Žižek he writes:

Whereas dialectics is concerned with impossible contradiction 
that must be overcome, paradox is concerned with a coincidence of 
opposites that can be persisted with. The logic of paradox can also be 
described as the constitutively relational or metaxological because it 
is about that which is ‘shared’ and ‘between’ identity and difference, 
univocality and equivocality.21

18 Michael J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justif ication, and Theosis 
in Paul’s Narrative Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 93. 

19 John Milbank, “Postmodern critical Augustinianism: A short summa in forty-two 
responses to unasked questions,” Modern Theology 7 (1991): 225-237, 225.

20 Amene Mir, “A Panentheist Reading of John Milbank,” Modern Theology 28 (2012): 
526-560, 526.

21 John Milbank, “The Double Glory, or Paradox and Dialectics: On Not Quite 
Agreeing with Slavoj Žižek” in The Monstrosity of Christ: Paradox or Dialectic, ed C. Davis 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009), 163, emphasis original. 
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The term metaxological (“in between” from metaxu) is a trademark of 
continental philosopher William Desmond and replaced “analogical” as 
Milbank’s preferred term for the paradox of participation. Both terms are 
critical for understanding an abiding element of Milbank’s interests and 
the common refrain of many of his attacks on other systems of theology. 
Milbank expands on the nature of this paradox:

The infinite is related paradoxically to the finite in the sense that 
infinite and finite both coincide and do not coincide, they are distant 
from one another yet united with another. When we see things as 
identical with their opposites, when we see things as like each other 
in terms of their differences, we are sensing the involvement of the 
finite with the infinite.22

This “involvement” is described by Milbank in relatively standard 
ways on the divine side—“giving source” and “inner reality.” The human 
dimension is more extreme: “we are identical with God, only because God 
is our deepest identity.”23 Since everything finds its origin in God, it also 
finds its ontological modes in the being of God.

The second caveat in Milbank’s account is that participation is partial. 
Unlike many contemporary theologians, Milbank maintains many elements 
of classical theism’s picture of God. Like in Aquinas, God is “pure act,” “As 
infinite power which is unimpeded, nothing in God can be unreali[z]ed, 
so that it would appear that God is actus purus”.24 Milbank speaks of God 
as “...a plenitudinous supra-temporal infinite which has ‘already reali[z]
ed’ in an eminent fashion every desirable effect.”25 Divine simplicity is 
affirmed: God has “no outside, and therefore it is also beyond the contrast 
‘self-sufficient’ versus affectable-from-without.”26 Even divine aseity is 
maintained: “God...never, properly speaking, interacts with creatures.”27 
Given these elements of a traditional doctrine of God, one cannot dismiss 
Milbank’s account of participation as a species of process theology. 

Third, a properly Christian account of participation conforms to a 
Trinitarian shape. When discussing human craft, Milbank describes this as 
participating in a God “who is infinite poetic utterance: the second person 
of the Trinity.”28 Poetic existence, according to Milbank, can be described 
as an activity, mode of knowledge and ethical behavior which is concerned 
with aesthetics and the beautiful, that which fits and harmonizes. Milbank 
develops his account of poesis through the incarnation, by which the Father 
“hands over the created realm to filial rule until the eschaton.”29

22 Milbank, “The Double Glory,” 164.
23 Milbank, “The Double Glory,” 209.
24 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 430.
25 Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 309. 
26 John Milbank, The Word Made Strange: Theology, Language, Culture (London: 

Routledge, 1997), 110.
27 John Milbank, The Suspended Middle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 43.
28 John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon (London: Routledge, 2003), ix.
29 Milbank, “The Double Glory,” 157.
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PROBLEMS IN MILBANK’S ACCOUNT
Participation is not a foreign idea to Christian theology. Traditionally, 

however, participation is used to describe the regenerate believer’s union 
to Christ (this the favored use by Protestants) or the sacraments’ divine 
substance (this more favored by Roman Catholics). Milbank intends to 
more broadly apply the term, taking up the pre-existing usage but also 
expanding it “in a new way.” He writes: “Traditional methexis concerned 
a sharing of being and knowledge in the Divine…I have always tried to 
suggest that participation can be extended also to language, history and 
culture: the whole realm of human making.”30 Traditional accounts of God’s 
omnipresence are here being subsumed by Radical Orthodoxy’s stronger 
claim. Omnipresence describes God’s essence as present to all created things. 
Radical Orthodoxy describes all created things as sharing in the divine 
essence (yet not identical to it). As Milbank admits, a key figure informing 
this approach is Plato (although one could argue the influence is more 
precisely Neoplatonic).

Some will likely be somewhat surprised to see appeals to Plato in a 
larger case defending the goodness of creation. James K.A. Smith makes 
this point in his critical evaluation of Radical Orthodoxy’s use of Plato:

A different “enemy” explains the difference of emphasis between 
Radical Orthodoxy and aspects of the Reformed tradition. If one is 
battling gnostic escapism, then Plato seems infected with the worst 
of diseases. If, however, one is battling naturalistic materialism, then 
Plato can seem a powerful antidote and ally.31

In such strong and thorough-going appeals to Plato, Radical Orthodoxy 
passes over a great deal of Christian thinkers. When considering worldly 
phenomena like language, knowledge, the body, art, and friendship, Milbank 
characterizes most of orthodox Protestant theology as misguided by “an 
embrace of a sort of nominal ethereal distancing from these realities and 
a disdain for them.”32 At the same time, Milbank heeds the example of 
some earlier figures, albeit with a caveat. He writes:

Radical Orthodoxy sees the historic root of the celebration of 
these things [earthly realities] in participatory philosophy and 
incarnational theology, even if it can acknowledge that premodern 
tradition never took this celebration far enough.33

Describing it this way suggests Milbank wants an adjustment of degree, more 
celebration. In fact, Milbank does not just celebrate the earthly realm, he 
takes it as essential for any ascension to heaven: “when we contingently but 
authentically make things and reshape ourselves through time, we are not 

30 John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon, 4.
31 James K. A. Smith, “Will the Real Plato Please Stand Up?” Radical Orthodoxy and 

the Reformed Tradition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 62.
32 John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon, x.
33 John Milbank, Graham Ward, and Catherine Pickstock, “Suspending the Material: 

the Turn of Radical Orthodoxy,” in Radical Orthodoxy, A New Theology, eds. John Milbank, 
Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward (London: Routledge, 1999), 4.
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estranged from the eternal, but enter further into its recesses by what for us 
is the only possible route.”34 Here we see a particularly clear example of what 
Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy is occasionally criticized for—a valoriza-
tion of all domains of human existence, with somewhat sporadic attention 
to the traditional aspects of Christian faith prescribed by Scripture. Where 
traditional accounts of omnipresence maintained that God was present to 
all creation and “participation” was reserved for restored sons and daughters 
in Christ (and even then with no small amount of hand-wringing about 
how to maintain the spiritual inflection of the term), Radical Orthodoxy 
expands participation to all creation.35 

Let us now consider how Christology shapes Radical Orthodoxy’s 
larger theological project. Philip Blond—in a chapter on visual art’s abil-
ity to evoke the transcendent—reflects on how the Incarnation made 
such imaging possible, through what he later calls “re-consecration.” He 
reasons that “Christ binds together in his own body the invisible and the 
visible, and as a result he incarnates the transcendent in the flesh and 
prevents any subsequent account of human materiality divorcing itself from 
theology.”36 This understanding accords with Milbank, who also seeks to 
ground creation’s divine reference in the eternal Word. Along these lines, 
yet more narrowly focused on theological anthropology, Milbank sees in 
Johann Georg Hamann resources for understanding human nature and 
the claim of the Imago Dei: 

Our only solid anthropological resource may now be Christological: 
that is to say that we can construe some faint human integrity 
only from the point where we glimpse an absolute integrity. Thus 
Hamann, in an astonishing fashion, denies, against Herder, all the 
usual claims to the effect that we have some attribute distinguishing 
us from the animals. All supposed differences in kind cannot really 
be distinguished in kind, he says, from differences in degree: we are 
simply a more various, more imitating, more multi-voiced, more 
open-ended sort of animal.37

In addition to Christ filling out the full picture of human integrity, 
Milbank takes the Christ event in the other direction. Humanity, in all its 
historied, limbed finitude, is established for all time in Jesus as theologically 
significant: “the occasion for incarnation was our deliverance...the upshot 
of the Incarnation exceeds its occasion. The result of the contingency of 

34 John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon, ix.
35 Space prevents full exploration of a further distinction in Thomas between sentient 

and non-sentient apprehension of God. “Although the Word of God by His power penetrates 
all things, conserving all, that is, and supporting all, it is to the intellectual creatures, who 
can properly enjoy the Word and share with Him, that from a kind of kinship of likeness 
He can be both more eminently and more ineffably united.” Summa contra Gentiles IV.41.13. 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, IV.41.13, Trans. Charles O’Neil (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1975), 298.

36 Phillip Blond, “From Modern Painting to the Vision in Christ” in Radical Orthodoxy: 
A New Theology, 189.

37 John Milbank, “The Theological Critique of Philosophy in Hamann and Jacobi,” 
in Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, 30.
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deliverance is paradoxically the eternal inclusion of a human nature under 
a divine enhypostasization.”38 

Thinking of Christ as an ontological link between heaven and earth is 
not unique to Radical Orthodoxy. What Milbank and the larger movement 
overlooks, however, is the significance for the Reformers of the difference 
between those aspects of creation that are graciously united to Christ in 
resurrection life and those that remain still outside His representative 
privilege. Milbank is quite right when he notes the Calvin’s focus when 
addressing participation: “Participation is present, therefore, in Calvin’s 
thought, but primarily in a christological context.”39 Colin Gunton describes 
this as a strength, more properly reserving the term “self-communication” 
for the tabernacling of God with humanity in Spirit-uniting, interpersonal 
love, not the quasi-divinization of the whole stage on which this climactic 
scene occurs:

We conclude that the Reformers and their predecessors have enabled 
us to move to a conception of creation which exorcises some of the 
more unfortunate elements of Neo-platonism from the tradition. It 
is better if we do not speak of creation as divine self-communication, 
which is more appropriately used of God’s self-giving in Christ.40

Going on, Gunton writes “if we understand the creation rather than 
Christ as the locus of God’s giving of himself, we are in danger of losing 
the essential otherness of creation from the Creator, that which it needs 
to have if it is truly to be itself in distinction from God.”41 Gunton’s worry 
could be put this way: How does a sharing of the divine essence not involve 
the functional oblivion of creation’s essence? To put the question this way 
brings echoes of early Christological disputation: how can a divine nature be 
joined to a human nature without the human nature either being subsumed 
or mixed with the divine nature? Of course, it must be recognized that 
Milbank and others in the Radical Orthodoxy movement would hardly 
equate God’s presence in all things with God’s Incarnation in Christ. Yet 
the conceptual difference awaits clearer explanation. Similarly unclear, at 
least on my reading thus far, is how the rupture of creation’s peace by sin and 
the ensuing curse limit Radical Orthodoxy’s celebration.42 This disinterest 
(despite writing a book with the subtitle “Ontology and Pardon”) perhaps 
explains Milbank’s ambivalence about a more traditional emphasis on 
Christ’s mediatorial office. 

In summary, we can make two conclusions. First, in Radical Orthodoxy, 
the mode of God’s being within creation blurs the line between His nature 

38 John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon, xii. 
39 John Milbank, “Alternative Protestantism,” 29.
40 Colin Gunton, “The End of Causality?” in The Doctrine of Creation, ed. Colin Gunton 

Colin E. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2004), 81.
41 Colin Gunton, “The End of Causality?” in The Doctrine of Creation, ed. Colin Gunton 

Colin E. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2004), 82.
42 Milbank, for his part, would aggressively deny that Radical Orthodoxy lacks a robust 

category for the effects of sin. He writes of his allies that “we tend to have a far more realistic 
and robustly ontological doctrine of the fall than any other contemporary theologians apart 
from the Russians.” Forward to James K. A. Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy, 17. 
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and that which He creates. It speaks of creation “sharing with” God’s essence 
instead of traditional doctrinal language of His essence being “present to” 
all that exists. Second, while Radical Orthodoxy does lift high the cosmic 
Christ in whom all things hold together, it does not simultaneously sharply 
distinguish this, His ontological role, from His more narrow mediatorial 
role. By failing to articulate the manner in which all creation does not 
participate in the life of Christ, this account risks obscuring the New 
Testament’s picture of liberation brought by the crucified Savior, to and 
through the Church, by the power of the Spirit. 

MILBANK AND EVOLUTION
We are now ready to consider Milbank’s approach to evolution. There 

are two remarks worth making by way of preface. First, true form, Milbank 
approaches this topic “on the offense.” He seeks not just to protect the 
claims of Christian orthodoxy, but also to undermine the secular framework 
that both props up elements of naturalistic accounts of human origins 
and benefits from certain approaches to modern science. Even Milbank’s 
description of the pastoral implications of these views employs some 
rhetorical flair—humans inhabit “an accidental dot in the middle of a dark 
void.”43 The second remark relates to Milbank’s approach to a different 
topic , that of the new thinking among most scientists on the regularity of 
natural phenomena. A lengthy quotation from a recent written interview 
with Milbank is here warranted: 

If, as we now reali[z]e, “laws of nature” are, in fact, linked to 
contingent cosmic circumstances, then only the unsubtle theologian 
will imagine that, in order to defend divine ordo, she should try to 
retrieve such legality. Instead, she should point out that, given the 
supposition of anarchic randomness, scientists and philosophers are 
now forced to postulate an infinity of real possible worlds, for which 
there is not the slightest shred of empirical evidence. But if, instead, we 
see that the regularity of the known single cosmos is a matter of habit 
and not inexorability, then the alternative hypothesis is naturally 
that an immanent but unknown “intelligence” is working, in this 
instance, at the “metaphysical edge”. In this way, we could consider 
once again, but in a revised way (as Cusanus, who had abolished the 
difference between terrestrial and celestial mechanics, already did), 
the medieval view that there are “intelligences” moving the spheres.44

Here Milbank pushes against a mechanistic picture of the world, arguing 
both that contemporary science portrays the regularity of the universe in 
terms amenable to a providential sustainer, an “intelligence,” and also that 
there are two approaches theologians can take to such a fact. The first, 
“unsubtle” theologian, insists with knee-jerk confidence that God made 

43 John Milbank, “Radical Orthodoxy and Protestantism Today: John Milbank in 
Conversation, Acta Theologica 2017 Supplement 25:43-72, 69.

44 John Milbank, “Radical Orthodoxy and Protestantism Today: John Milbank in 
Conversation, Acta Theologica 2017 Supplement 25:43-72, 69. Emphasis original. 
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the world orderly and thus misses the opportunity to use a new scientific 
discovery to illuminate the deeper truth. The more shrewd theologian points 
out that a who at the bottom of it all instead of a what aligns with what 
the medieval churchmen said all along. Milbank’s barbed remark about the 
fantastic resort to infinite worlds shows his instinct to point out the cracks 
in secularism’s bulwark. Pastors do not often have the same awareness of the 
frontier discoveries of science, but the pattern here established is instructive. 

Milbank’s approach to evolution shows a similar deftness. The punch-
line comes early in Milbank’s second Stanton lecture, “Immanence and 
Life.” He writes, “the idea of evolution in time is not only compatible with, 
but actually requires, the doctrine of creation.”45

Evolution is significant in two debates for Milbank. First, against those 
outside the Christian faith, Milbank maintains that Darwin himself, against 
many contemporary atheists, was convinced evolution made no sense apart 
from something like the Creator God of Christianity. The interest within 
each living organism to live and reproduce is proof to Milbank of some 
type of biological telos. Further, the fundamental reflection of all reality 
after the picture of God is inescapable. “Life endlessly engenders life and 
does not as life die—for if death cannot generate life, then the priority of 
life over death renders it immortal.”46 Here Milbank engages the work of 
French philosopher Henri Bergson at length, engaging the same theme of 
“laws of nature” previously mentioned:

[W]e need to put bad mental habits of reduction into reverse: life 
is not built-up from the pre-living; instead, if we free ourselves of 
the anthropomorphic delusion that physical reality from the outset 
“obeys laws,” then we shall see that it is more likely that something 
like a “living” impulse, a totally unpredictable auto-creative force 
underlies all of physical nature, with a rising hierarchy of complexity 
and capacity for self-causation.47

This force for Milbank is well-termed by Bergson the élan vitale. Milbank 
goes on:

Picking up on post-thermodynamic notions of evolution, Bergson 
saw biological life as reverse entropy, temporarily recuperating its 
diminishing series, though also as that which constantly expressed 
the self-renewing ultimate source of being—transcendental life—
beyond the grasp of physical science as such.48

45 John Milbank, “Immanance and Life: Lecture 2 of the 2011 Stanton Lectures,” 
< https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stanton-lecture-2-immanence-and-life/10101740> [last 
accessed Dec. 31, 2018]. 

46 John Milbank, “Immanance and Life: Lecture 2 of the 2011 Stanton Lectures,” 
< https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stanton-lecture-2-immanence-and-life/10101740> [last 
accessed Dec. 31, 2018]. 

47 John Milbank, “Immanance and Life: Lecture 2 of the 2011 Stanton Lectures,” 
< https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stanton-lecture-2-immanence-and-life/10101740> [last 
accessed Dec. 31, 2018].

48 John Milbank, “Immanance and Life: Lecture 2 of the 2011 Stanton Lectures,” 
< https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stanton-lecture-2-immanence-and-life/10101740> [last 
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Within Christian theology, Milbank views evolution as an example of 
non-competitive causality. According to Milbank, the nominalist tradition 
that challenged the logical coherence of analogia entis (in which God is 
thought to exist in a manner than is non-identical with but similar to 
created beings) imperiled many essential elements of Christian doctrine. 
One problem is the necessity that divine and creaturely causality share a 
common plane and are thus in his eyes in a “zero-sum” competition: “the 
more God is at work, the less can immanent causes be operative and vice-
versa.”49 In evolution Milbank sees a vivid illustration of how God both 
establishes the foundations of the earth and superintends all its movements 
without eliminating the influence of the created order itself. Whether one 
agrees with Milbank or not, he presents a creative and intriguing picture.

Additionally, Milbank is quite critical of those who act as though no 
accumulation of scientific evidence should give Christians pause about the 
theological impossibility of common descent of the species (even with clear 
statements about the active purposes and powers of God at work). This 
echoes his criticism about fundamentalist appropriation of modernist logic. 
As was quoted, “the pursuit of pure faith is as much a modern quest as the 
pursuit of pure reason.”50 For Milbank, special and general revelation must 
be constantly harmonized; they are complementary. In a world of limited 
human knowledge, this complementarity involves sustained dialogue. It is 
a position that I personally find attractive, despite some of my reservations 
about Milbank’s larger work. If nothing else, the complexity and intricacy 
of Milbank’s theology invite both humility and praise. Humility at how 
small a single person is in the wide, rolling world, and praise at a God who 
sustains it with untiring care. This is good news for anyone, but it is espe-
cially relevant for pastors, as there is deep rest in embracing one’s finitude 
in the face of constant need, especially when that need springs from within 
one’s own heart. Part of the pressure pastors feel to feign expertise on all 
domains of human inquiry stems from losing sight of God’s own fatherly 
love for His people. His love lights the cosmos and moves its furthest star; 
His power establishes the work of our feeble hands. 

accessed Dec. 31, 2018]. 
49 John Milbank, “Immanance and Life: Lecture 2 of the 2011 Stanton Lectures,” 

< https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stanton-lecture-2-immanence-and-life/10101740> [last 
accessed Dec. 31, 2018]. 

50 John Milbank, “Programme of Radical Orthodoxy,” in Radical Orthodoxy? A 
Catholic Inquiry, ed. Laurence Paul Hemming (Burlington: Ashgate, 2000), 33.



BET 6.1 (2019) 

NICAEA AND CHALCEDON AFTER MODERN 
CHRISTOLOGIES: HERMAN BAVINCK  

AS EXEMPLAR IN ENGAGING  
CHRISTOLOGICAL  
DEVELOPMENTS

J. RYAN DAVIDSON1

Herman Bavinck, the nineteenth century Dutch theologian, still cap-
tures the minds and hearts of seminary and graduate school classes within 
the Reformed theological sphere. When his works are fully considered, his 
academic acumen, scholarly prowess and theological devotion is hard to 
surpass within the last few centuries of Christian Dogmatics. Writing in 
a time full of theological developments, Bavinck is a helpful conversation 
partner to assess the intersection of new developments with that of creedal 
theology and to mine the riches of this intersection. One of his biographers, 
Ron Gleason writes this summary:

While holding firmly to historical Reformed theology, Bavinck 
wrestled with how to apply those truths in his contemporary setting 
without compromising them. He was a man of many and varied 
talents. Without a doubt he was a great theologian, perhaps the 
greatest Holland ever produced. As a philosopher/theologian, he 
strove against the positivistic Materialism of the nineteenth century 
and as a confessor of the Reformed faith he refused to get caught up 
in the maelstrom of the secularization of faith and theology.2

The aim of this paper is to briefly analyze Bavinck’s approach to 
modern Christologies, specifically focusing on the Person of Christ in 
light of the work of his quasi-contemporaries in systematic theology. 
Bavinck himself argued for the centrality of Christology: “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.”3 Because in his Reformed Dogmatics Bavinck 
engages modern developments in Christology, this paper will analyze the 
intersection of Bavinck’s Christology with the modern Christologies with 

1 Ryan Davidson is the pastor of Grace Baptist Chapel in Hampton, Virginia.
2 Ron Gleason, Herman Bavinck: Pastor, Churchman, Statesman and Theologian (New 

Jersey: P&R Publishing, 2010), 406.
3 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics. vol. 3 Sin and Salvation in Christ. Ed. John 

Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 274.
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which he interacted—those of Kant, Schleiermacher and Ritschl. The 
resulting data demonstrates that, in his Christology, Bavinck continued in 
the creedal tradition,4 even after the work of modern dogmaticians who 
differed from those creeds. Specifically, we shall see that the work of modern 
thinkers did not ultimately change Bavinck’s thought on the nature of Jesus 
Christ. Rather than providing original or new understanding of Bavinck’s 
Christology, this article aims to summarize how Bavinck addressed newer 
developments within Christology. It will also advocate for a similar approach 
within ecclesial theology.

I shall examine portions of Bavinck’s Christology, and then show 
specific ways that his Christology interacted with modern thought of his 
time. The focus will not be on the work of Christ, nor specifically his role 
in salvation, but rather upon the area of Christology related to the natures 
of Christ. This article will begin with a partial summary of Bavinck’s 
Christology and its connections both to the ancient creeds of Christianity 
and to the Reformed confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Herein, Bavinck shows himself to be a man of creeds and confessions. 
Following on from this, the Christologies of which Bavinck was critical are 
briefly articulated, thus showing his interactions with divergent formulations 
of the doctrine. The comparison briefly demonstrates how Bavinck sided 
with the ancient creeds of the church over and against heresies such as 
Adoptionism, Monophysitism, Nestorianism, etc. However, it will mainly 
focus on the critique Bavinck made of more modern versions of Christology 
present in his own day. 

From there, the focus of this paper moves to touch on the interaction 
of Bavinck with Darwin specifically in any ways in which theological 
Christology is in view, before analyzing Bavinck’s view of the importance 
of Christology. This paper will conclude with a discussion of what we 
can learn from Bavinck’s Christology, and from how he undertakes both 
the critique of others and the actual work of doing Christology within a 
systematic approach. 

BAVINCK AND THE CREEDAL FORMULATIONS  
OF CHRISTOLOGY

Whether or not one agrees with Bavinck’s arguments and conclusions, 
there are few works of dogmatics—or systematic theology—that can com-
pete with the breadth of information and interaction found within his four 
volume Reformed Dogmatics. In surveying the Christology found in Reformed 
Dogmatics, a clear connection to the historic voice of the church, specifically 
through her creeds, comes to the fore. For instance, when discussing the 
Person of Christ and the two-natures doctrine, Bavinck writes: 

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 

4 Viz, that of the Nicene and Chalcedonian creeds. 
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dogma and to bring it home to us fail to do justice to the riches of 
Scripture and the honor of Christ.5

These are strong words and they demonstrate the conviction that is 
apparent in the theological work of Bavinck, which was to do theology 
for the glory of Christ, in faithfulness to the Scriptures and alongside the 
church through the ages. Bavinck, after all, is arguing from a traditional 
creedal and confessional Christological standpoint. For Bavinck, Modern 
Christologies, were not improvements on the creedal formulations. James 
Eglinton explains: “Chalcedon refrained from defining Christ’s person as 
a confusion or commingling of humanity and divinity. In an ontological 
exploration of Christ’s humanity and divinity, Bavinck attempts to follow 
suit…It is unsurprising that Bavinck’s Christology itself is of impeccable 
orthodoxy.”6

It should be noted that the title of his work gives away his theological 
leanings and commitments. Bavinck was thoroughly within the Reformed 
stream in his views of theological issues, and even in the area of Christology, 
he clearly demonstrates the differences this brings:

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 stresses 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.7

Here, his Christology aligns with a purely Reformed view over and 
against the Lutheran view.8 This difference is not just a summary of various 

5 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics. vol. 3 Sin and Salvation in Christ. Ed. John 
Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 304.

6 James Eglinton, Trinity and Organism: Towards a New Reading of Herman Bavinck’s 
Organic Motif (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012), 126.

7 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics. vol. 3 Sin and Salvation in Christ. Ed. John 
Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 258-259. 

8 Many actually do not realize that there is a difference in the Christologies of 
Lutheranism and the Reformed. Many, likely lumping Martin Luther as a leader in the 
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views, but also an exhaustive and particularly distinctive reality of differing 
dogmatics.

Within his work on the doctrine of Christ, Bavinck takes a creedal 
approach to Christology, and from within his own theological camp, he 
articulates how he and others of his ilk had maintained the historical views of 
orthodox Christian theology as it related to the doctrine of Christ. Without 
giving a summary of each component of his theology, the aforementioned 
examples provide instances where Bavinck articulated a Christology in line 
with the cherished position of the church through the ages.

Bavinck also discusses divergent Christologies that occur both within 
the bounds of Chalcedon as well as those that occur outside its walls. He 
sought to follow on his historical theology with a discussion of movements 
that abounded in his day in the area of Christology. He writes:

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. The most significant representatives of this new 
Christology are Kant, Schleiermacher, and Ritschl.9

Bavinck then endeavors to point out the theological, and philosophi-
cal problems with the Christologies of these three thinkers, among many 
others. With Kant, Bavinck demonstrates that due to his “wall” between 
the noumenal and phenomenological realms, there is an inability to know 
the supernatural. He thus demonstrated the Kantian view that the necessity 
of a Redeemer is lacking. Bavinck writes, “To Kant, Christ could therefore 
function only as a model of morality and a teacher of virtue…In the new 
philosophy, Kant began—like the ancient Gnostics—to separate the histori-
cal Christ from the ideal Christ…”10 There is a continued return in Bavinck 
as he offers criticisms of modern and new, or divergent Christologies, not 
only to see how those views compare with the Scriptures, but also with 
how they align with what the church had said through the ages. This is 
similar in his critique of Schleiermacher. Bavinck begins his summary and 
evaluation of Schleiermacher’s view with the phrase “he too rejected the 
church’s doctrine of Christ.”11

Regarding Schleiermacher, Bavinck opines that a problem in the 
movement of his Christology is that “the doctrine of the communicatio 
idiomatum [the communication of proper qualities] was virtually abandoned, 
and the human nature of Christ moved to the fore.”12 Bavinck demonstrates 

Reformation, have assumed that Luther is “reformed”. However , the respective Christologies 
of the two streams are quite different, as can be seen, for instance, in the divergent view of 
the Sacraments. Bavinck details this distinction in his writings on the matter. See: Herman 
Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 308-316.

9 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 259.
10 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 260.
11 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 262.
12 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 262.
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in this discussion the implications of such a perceived tinkering with the 
Doctrine of Christ. For Bavinck, Christology was something to be pondered, 
considered, memorized and taught, yet it was not something that each new 
thinker, academic or lay alike, should expand outside the testimony of what 
had been handed down through the ages. So, what if the implication of 
Schleiermacher’s Christology was an overemphasis on the human nature of 
Christ and the church-cherished view of the communicatio idiomatum was 
nearly forsaken? For Bavinck, this would cause other strands of theology 
to be irreparably impacted.13 

This same consequence can be seen in his critique of Ritschl. According 
to Bavinck, “Ritschl, too, rejects all metaphysics and everything that is con-
demned 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.”14

This too would not do for Bavinck, for this would mean that Christ 
was to be reduced to a mere human being, who although special, was not 
“tainted” in Ritschl’s mind by the silly notion of the metaphysical.15 Ritschl 
differed from the traditional creedal formulations in the area of the divinity 
of Christ. Summarizing Ritschl, Bavinck writes, “Christ is not God in a 
metaphysical sense; rather, in his case the name ‘God’ denotes his rank and 
status in the kingdom.”16 The post-Kantian shift, from a metaphysics that 
is knowable, to an unknowable noumenal realm, did not change Bavinck’s 
insistence that orthodox Christological formulations be maintained.

Schelling and Hegel among others were also discussed and critiqued. 
While Bavinck was critical of their various Christologies, he undertook not 
simply to dismiss their views, but to explain them, and offer an explana-
tion as to why the historic and creedal Christology of the church was the 
better alternative. This was not mere confessionalism that did not seek 
to understand its opponents, but rather a confessionalism that brought 
about the ability to demonstrate the problems with newer formulations. 
Bolt writes, “An oft-repeated critique—to this very day!—asserts that 
the doctrine of the two natures represents a Greek philosophical model 
that is neither biblical nor suitable in the modern context. Consequently, 
modern thinkers proposed radically revising our understanding of Christ. 
A popular revision was initiated by the German philosopher Immanuel 

13 For instance, Bavinck writes, “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.” Herman Bavinck, Reformed 
Dogmatics, vol. 3, 262.

14 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 264.
15 Bavinck writes, “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.” Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 264.

16 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, 264.
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Kant (1724-1804). Bavinck “adds a clarification showing how Kant turns 
the meaning of the incarnation upside down.”17

scientific developments

In addition to modern formulations of Christology, Bavinck also 
addressed new developments in the area of science, which were connected 
to the larger theological enterprise in the area of Christology. For instance, 
Bavinck, a near-contemporary of Charles Darwin, wrote about the intersec-
tion of new scientific theories and systematic theology. He even connected 
the area of Christology to scientific theory. Gleason writes of Bavinck and 
his Reformed Dogmatics that: 

[T]hrough the successive editions of the RD, Bavinck criticized 
Darwin and evolution and even devoted a separate booklet to 
the subject. In his Stone Lectures he pointed out that one of his 
greatest criticisms of the notion of evolution was that it was merely 
a hypothesis that had been elevated to a formula to declare a 
worldview.18

Indeed, Bavinck was critical of the work of Darwin, but this reality 
must not be viewed with anachronistic lenses. In the twenty-first century, 
often if a theologian or simply a religious person is said to be critical of 
Darwin’s theory of evolution, it is assumed that that individual is tena-
ciously holding to a view of origins—a view of the age of the earth in 
relationship to the book of Genesis. However, this does not appear to have 
been Bavinck’s primary concern.19 Rather, what is observable is a concern 
regarding the implications of Darwin’s theory as it stood without the voice 
of the Scriptures. In an essay in which he critiques Darwin and his “theory 
of development,” he reveals his main concern:

Thus presently over against the old world-view there will be 
place [for] the new world-view thought out to its latest instance 
and consequently applied to every department of life, namely, the 
irreligious over against the Christian, the atheistic over against the 
theistic, the mechanical over against the organic, or as it has been 
named the world-view of development over against that of creation. 
It is our purpose to compare these two world-views…in order that 
the comparison may establish us the more firmly in the Christian 
faith and may gird us with strength for the conflict which, in lesser 
or greater measures of fierceness, awaits us all.20

17 John Bolt, Bavinck on the Christian Life: Following Jesus in Faithful Service 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015), 81.

18 Ron Gleason, Herman Bavinck: Pastor, Churchman, Statesman and Theologian, 405.
19 In fact, in his discussion of the creation of the material work in his Reformed 

Dogmatics, Bavinck is interpreted by many as having a unique view, which could make his 
assumptions about the age of the earth nuanced.

20 Herman Bavinck, “Creation or Development?” Electronically accessed through 
(hermanbavinck.org), but originally published in Methodist Review (1901), trans. J. Hendrik 
de Vries, pg. 3. Taken from: (http://richardsibbes.com/_hermanbavinck/BAVINCK-Creation.
pdf).
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It was the worldview implications that were the foundation of Bavinck’s 
concern. His engagement with scientific theory did not result in his rejec-
tion of science as a vehicle for general revelation, or even as an enterprise 
considered valuable, but rather, he interpreted the implications of certain 
theories in the light of Scriptural truth claims. 

Bavinck’s view of Christology was linked to his interaction with Darwin. 
For instance, in his discussion of Christ’s divine and human natures, Bavinck 
makes connections to evolution and to Darwin:

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…[T]his 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.21 
The influence of Darwinism upon the field of Christology was 

something that Bavinck surveyed. In some sense the two men were con-
temporaries of one another, and for Bavinck, engaging in the Christology 
of the Christian church meant needing to interact with the influences of 
scientists and philosophers upon the modern Christologies of the academy. 
Yet, Bavinck did not leave the historic creedal Christology.

BAVINCK AND THE IMPORTANCE OF CHRISTOLOGY
Bavinck boldly declares his view of the place of Christology within 

theology itself:
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…22

It could be argued that for Bavinck, his Reformed system of theology 
hinged on the biblical doctrine of Christ. Rather than the modern day 
overly-simplistic understanding that ‘reformed theology’ simply means 

21 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 299.
22 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics. vol. 3 Sin and Salvation in Christ. Ed. John 

Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 274.
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five soteriological points, Bavinck demonstrates a robust understanding 
that the scope of Scripture is the person and work of Jesus Christ. In fact, 
for him, the entire ground for a mediator is found in the nature of Christ: 

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 mediator because he is God, with the Father 
and the Spirit the one and only God, to be praised over all forever.23

ECCLESIAL CONNECTIONS: BAVINCK AND THE WORK  
OF TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY CHRISTOLOGY

Bavinck died in 1921. Much has transpired in the world of theo-
logical discourse in the century since his death, and even newer forms of 
Christology have been put forward. What therefore can his theological 
process mean for the work of Christology today? This is the final focus of 
this paper. The argument of this paper is that, whether or not one agrees 
with his views, Bavinck’s Christology and related theological process is 
of immense value today for theologians and pastors. Bavinck is valuable 
for four reasons: his faithfulness to the creedal statement of the Christian 
church, his willingness to engage and not avoid modern Christology, his 
expansive breadth of scholarship, and his theological commitment to the 
Christian church. 

a. Historical faitHfulness

In each theological area, including Christology, Bavinck demonstrated 
a clear pattern of tracing doctrinal developments asking, “What has the 
church said?” In Reformed Dogmatics, he demonstrates a clear understand-
ing of the scholarship, writings and creedal heritage that had come before 
him. Bavinck undertook his work, but only after he clearly understood and 
articulated what had been said on his topic prior to his own time. This is 
a helpful pattern to emulate in that it keeps a scholar from assuming that 
his “groundbreaking” idea is really “groundbreaking”. It also serves as a 
helpful guardrail for the theologian to ensure that his work is not outside 
the mainstream writers of the historic church who undertook that same 
area of work before him. This is not to say that theological uniqueness is 
inherently wrong because of its uniqueness, but it is to provide a necessary 
caution that uniqueness of a theological idea ought to give one pause prior 
to moving forward. 

Many today go about the work of theology with a less than careful 
understanding of historical theology. Bavinck speaks to this when in his 
willingness to engage in modern theological dialogue, he continues to ask, 
or demonstrate “What the church has said” on the various dogmas. 

23 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 319.
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B. willinGness to enGaGe modern cHristoloGy

Another helpful attribute of Bavinck was that he was conversant 
with work being done in the various theological areas in his day. Yes, he 
was indeed faithful and committed to the theological orthodoxy of the 
Christian church, but he was willing to undertake the work of engagement 
with countering views. It is speculation, but perhaps some of this tendency 
came from his own doctoral experience at the University of Leiden where 
theological liberalism was something that he was tempted to embrace.24 
Or perhaps it was a character strength forged from continued engagement 
with the work of theology. Either way, a strength of Bavinck’s, including 
his work in Christology, is that when one reads him, the orthodox view 
is placed next to competing ideas and knowledge is gained of both. His 
approach did not demonstrate a fearfulness to venture into the territory of 
other theologies, yet he did not feel compelled to be ashamed of the historic 
position of the church, and it appears that, in some cases, he re-convinced 
himself of the orthodox nature of the doctrines he was analyzing. 

c. expansive BreadtH of scHolarsHip

In my own reading of Bavinck, I have often found that I need some 
type of internet device in hand in order to search for names and movements 
with which I am unfamiliar. The sheer number of persons and movements 
he mentions indicates the expansive breadth of Bavinck’s scholarship. 
Moreover, this range of knowledge was not limited to theology and phi-
losophy, but also to other disciplines, including science. To read Bavinck is 
to walk through theology with other disciplines weaving in and out of the 
journey. Bavinck is helpful to the twenty-first century pastor theologian in 
part because he was not limited to one discipline. He models for the pastor 
and theologian an ability to read deeply on a wide range of topics and to 
engage those topics with theological fluidity and precision. This provides 
a valuable model for pulpits and academies today. 

d. tHeoloGical commitment to tHe cHurcH

Bavinck had a rich connection to the Christian church, and in particular 
to his own denomination. His theological and pastoral involvement in his 
church is beyond the scope of this paper, yet important to mention. Gleason 
is helpful here as he demonstrates Bavinck’s role in his only pastorate in 
Franeker, but then in his continued work within the Dutch Reformed 
churches as a theologian and statesman.25 His interactions with, and service 
alongside, Abraham Kuyper are helpful historical notes through which his 
overall love for the church of Jesus Christ can be seen. His teaching and 
writing occurred largely within his appointment to positions within his 
denomination. His theological works, specifically his Reformed Dogmatics, 
were largely drawn from years of teaching theological students and pastoral 

24 Gleason’s biography detailing Bavinck’s journey is particularly helpful here in 
detailing the experience.

25 Ron Gleason, Herman Bavinck: Pastor, Churchman, Statesman and Theologian, 
69-123.
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candidates. It is from decades of teaching and writing with a focus towards 
the training of pastors for the church that most of his published works were 
drawn. This is a lesson for many within the church and academy today. 
No doubt Bavinck taught and wrote with a theological and scholarly vigor. 
Yet his aim was that such knowledge should benefit the church. In the 
twenty-first century, we are often inundated with pastors divorced from 
theological rigor or the work of the academy. Bavinck was not this way. 
He was indeed a pastor-theologian. 
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SIN AND THE CYBORG: ON THE (IM) PECCABILITY  
OF THE POSTHUMAN

DOUGLAS ESTES1

Of all near-future technologies, the autonomous vehicle (self-driving 
car) captures the attention—both interests and fears—of Western citizens 
more than most. The self-driving car is a future technology that has already 
arrived, and it is poised to make a major mark on the social landscape in the 
latter half of the twenty-first century by redefining individual transporta-
tion. Even with recent accidents (including fatalities) attributed directly or 
indirectly to self-driving cars,2 the use of this technology seems inevitable. 
To whatever degree society adopts this technology, it will eventually be 
hailed as “good,” because it will eventually reduce the number of traffic 
accidents (including fatalities) due to “human error.”

“Human error” is often a euphemism for a general pattern of “selfish-
ness.” A brief look at National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
(NHTSA) statistics reveals 37,461 fatalities in 34,439 crashes in 2016 
on roads in the United States.3 Of those fatalities, 10,497 fatalities were 
influenced by the consumption of alcohol, meaning that almost a third of 
Americans killed on U.S. highways were due to drunk-driving. Similarly, 
almost a third of Americans killed on U.S. highways involved speeding. 
Beyond these two, other types of “human error,” such as various kinds of 
distracted driving, caused additional fatalities.4 While there are numerous 
other minor factors involved in the high number of traffic fatalities in the 
U.S., the fact remains that the “human error” in about half of all traffic 
fatalities we could better describe as “selfishness.” Driving recklessly through 
speeding, or driving under the influence of drink or drugs, is an action 
motivated by a person’s own self-interests (to get home, to get somewhere 
quickly) and not the interests of others. In a simple contrast, Christian 
belief requires that “whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also 
to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets” (Matt 7:12 ESV). Since we 
do not wish others to take the chance of harming us through reckless or 
impaired driving, we should not do this to others, either. As Paul suggests 

1 Douglas Estes is an Associate Professor of New Testament & Practical Theology at 
South University in Columbia, South Carolina.

2 Larry Greenemeier, “Uber Self-Driving Car Fatality Reveals the Technology’s Blind 
Spots,” Scientif ic American, March 21, 2018.

3 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, “2016 Quick Facts,” (2017): 1.
4 By one analysis, 94% of all traffic accidents are the result of “human error”; see The 

Week Staff, “When Will Self-Driving Cars Take Over?” The Week, November 17, 2018.
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further, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in 
humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests 
but each of you to the interests of the others” (Phil 2:3–4 NIV). Therefore, 
as much of the bloodshed on U.S. roads and highways is a result of drivers 
looking to their own interests rather than that of others, the unfortunate 
suggestion is that sinfulness is as much as to blame as “human error.”5

Implementing the use of self-driving cars promises to reduce the 
number of fatalities on US roads (and based on statistics it seems hard to 
imagine that it will not),6 in part as it will eliminate selfishness—sin—from 
the equation. Or will it? Self-driving cars may be autonomous, but me-first 
humans who are prone to “human error,” selfishness, and sin will still occupy 
them. In fact, one could argue that self-driving cars may reduce fatalities but 
may slowly edge the human population to a greater degree of selfishness 
due to the phenomenon of human attitude change that prevails whenever 
certain types of new technology appears.7 For example, as modern air travel 
became increasingly safe and efficient in the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries, the social attitudes surrounding it also became increasingly 
indifferent to the needs of fliers, and fliers became increasingly indifferent 
to each other.8 Social media, though not a transportation technology, is 
another obvious example where trolls, catfishers, echo chambers, virtue 
signalers, Twitter mobs and cyberbullies have taken selfishness into new 
worlds. In each of these cases, the potential for increase in selfishness is not 
a direct result of the technology itself, but is a result of humanity’s constant 
desire to create its own plan (whether it hurts others or not) rather than to 
invest in a Creator-designed plan.9

As the proliferation of technology increases, the rapid growth and 
spread of these types of technologies will bring with them the assump-
tion of new-found freedoms from the limitations of our past (at least in 
the West). From this perspective, the horse was better than walking, the 
horse-drawn carriage was better than the horse, the automobile was better 
than the horse-drawn carriage, and the self-driving car will be better than 
the automobile. This proliferation of technology will shape our world in 
ways that we cannot yet imagine today. From a technological perspective, 
futurists wonder whether there is a singularity on the horizon where the rate 

5 Many automobile accidents are just that, accidents; I do not equate mistakes such as 
errors in judgment with sinfulness.

6 Alvin Powell, “Checking the Progress of Self-Driving Cars,” Harvard Gazette, May 
7, 2018.

7 For further discussion, Douglas Estes, Braving the Future: Christian Faith in a World 
of Limitless Tech (Harrisonburg: Herald, 2018).

8 For example, according to the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI), in the 
last twenty years air travel customer satisfaction has declined 400% in the US. For discussion, 
with link to the ACSI data, see (https://viewfromtheaisleseat.wordpress.com/2013/09/15/
the-airline-industry-and-its-pursuit-of-the-elusive-customer-satisfaction/). Recent trends 
seem to suggest satisfaction is on the upswing (or travellers have accepted a “new normal”). 
Further, plenty of anecdotal evidence of this can be found on social media or in tabloids.

9 Technology often provides the “easy out” for people to be more selfish and more 
hurtful than ever before.
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of technology will increase so rapidly that it will hit an exponential curve.10 
If this happens, there is sufficient evidence that some type of curve is in 
fact occurring, it is likely the curve won’t be a smooth one. From a social 
perspective, the rapid rise in technology will likely destabilize our current 
philosophical systems and worldviews (perhaps in a similar way to the 
impact of the Renaissance or the Enlightenment), and possibly economic 
and political systems as well.11 Already new philosophical movements such 
as transhumanism, posthumanism, and dataism are on the rise.12 These 
related movements wed the impact of rapid technological change to their 
understanding of the human condition. They also often speak in ways 
reminiscent of a (secularized) religion.13 Though these philosophies promise 
to explain the imminent transformation of humanity in a way that people 
will call “good,” I argue they will not succeed because they are unable to 
resolve an age-old problem that has plagued this stream of thought: sin.14

HUMANISM TO TRANSHUMANISM
Out of all the new techno-philosophies, the one primed for the greatest 

cultural impact is transhumanism (sometimes referred to as techno-humanism, 
technoscience, or H+).15 The first use of this term, though perhaps not the 
origin of the idea, traces back to Julian Huxley (1887–1975), a prominent 
humanist thinker of the early-to mid-twentieth century.16 Key adherents 
to this philosophy created an extensive explanation, excerpted here:

Transhumanism is a way of thinking about the future that is based 
on the premise that the human species in its current form does not 
represent the end of our development but rather a comparatively 
early phase. We formally define it as follows:

10 The classic text on this is Ray Kurzweil, The Singularity Is Near: When Humans 
Transcend Biology (New York: Penguin, 2006).

11 E.g., Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (New York: 
Harper, 2017).

12 A few working definitions: transhumanism is the belief that humanity will evolve 
through technology into a new type of human species; posthumanism is the belief that once 
the transhumanist evolution is complete, humanity will be so different from its past that it 
will cease to be human (and the way I use the term here, in its transhumanist sense, is in 
contrast to other uses of the term in other areas of philosophy); and dataism is the belief that 
for humans to evolve they must relinquish control of their lives to data.

13 For example, Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, “Transhumanism as a Secularist Faith,” 
Zygon 47 (2012): 710–34; and Linell E. Cady, “Religion and the Technowonderland of 
Transhumanism,” in Building Better Humans? Refocusing the Debate on Transhumanism, 
ed. Hava Tirosh-Samuelson and Kenneth L. Mossman, Beyond Humanism: Trans- and 
PostHumanism 3 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2011), 83–104.

14 Of course, there are other age-old problems that will not allow these philosophies to 
succeed, but I chose to focus on sin because that one seems to me to be the most intractable, 
while at the same time most explainable to those outside the Christian perspective.

15 See for example, Mark Walker, “Transhumanism,” in What the Future Looks Like: 
Scientists Predict the Next Great Discoveries and Reveal How Today’s Breakthroughs Are Already 
Shaping Our World, ed. Jim Al-Khalili (New York: The Experiment, 2018), 96.

16 See for example, Julian Huxley, New Bottles for New Wine (London: Chatto & 
Windus, 1957), 13–17.
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1. The intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the 
possibility and desirability of fundamentally improving 
the human condition through applied reason, especially 
by developing and making widely available technologies 
to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human 
intellectual, physical, and psychological capacities.

2. The study of the ramifications, promises, and potential 
dangers of technologies that will enable us to overcome 
fundamental human limitations, and the related study 
of the ethical matters involved in developing and using 
such technologies.

Transhumanism can be viewed as an extension of humanism, 
from which it is partially derived. Humanists believe that humans 
matter and that individuals matter. We might not be perfect, but 
we can make things better by promoting rational thinking, freedom, 
tolerance, democracy, and concern for our fellow human beings. 
Transhumanists agree with this proposition but also emphasize 
what we have the potential to become.17

Transhumanists, then, are preoccupied with using technology to 
improve the human condition. This is, in and of itself, “good.” Within 
Christian tradition there is a long history of arguments that encourage 
people based upon spiritual convictions to use earthly means to improve the 
world around them. However, in contrast to this tradition, transhumanists 
argue technology is the singular focus on which humanity should place 
their ability to improve the world around them. Because of the central role 
technology plays in transhumanist thought, technological advancements 
(and their effects) are the feature of transhumanism that scholars and 
thinkers most often discuss. However, in this essay I want to focus on the 
philosophical supports that still undergird transhumanist philosophy—those 
of humanism. As the “Transhuman FAQ” acknowledges, “transhumanism 
can be viewed as an extension of humanism.”

In many ways, transhumanism is the latest incarnation of humanism. 
Humanism is a tall tree with many branches; it is not possible to define the 
whole tree concisely.18 The branch of humanism that most seems to under-
gird transhumanist thought is the humanism espoused by Auguste Comte 
(1798–1857) and Julian Huxley, and popularized in the English-speaking 
world by nineteenth- and twentieth-century art and literature.19 This branch 
springs from the area of the trunk sometimes labeled “secular humanism” 
as a way to distinguish it from other forms of humanism.20 This is the form 

17 Nick Bostrom et al, “The Transhumanist FAQ,” in Transhumanism and the Body: 
The World Religions Speak, ed. Calvin Mercer and Derek F. Maher (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014), 1.

18 Tony Davies, Humanism, New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 1997), 2. Or, 
as others have pointed out, a better analogy may be a rhizome instead of a traditional tree.

19 Davies, Humanism, 30.
20 Robert Ranisch and Stefan Lorenz Sorgner, “Introducing Post- and Transhumanism,” 

in Post- and Transhumanism: An Introduction, ed. Robert Ranisch and Stefan Lorenz Sorgner, 
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of humanism that, following Friedrich Nietzsche’s pronouncements on the 
state of our world and the death of God, promoted a “systematic counter-
faith” to religion in general, and Christianity most specifically.21 It tends 
toward a one-dimensional understanding of religion, seeing religion(s) as 
grouped ideology that stands opposed to a modern, sophisticated, liberal, 
secular worldview. Thus, speaking of this kind of humanism:

Humanism, contrary to the accepted stereotype, is not the advocacy 
of an easy-going, benevolent, and serene attitude towards the 
ultimate questions, a synonym for tolerance of all points of view, 
it is a militant stance in the name of an absolute, called man. In 
ages like ours, when the meaning of religion is fading and confused, 
humanism appears as a fundamental and original position, agreeable 
to common sense and arising spontaneously from the most natural 
of all insights…Humanism is, consequently, a religious view, more 
precisely an idolatrous view insofar as it does not deny God like 
materialism, or a personal God like pantheism, only identifies ‘god’ 
with generic man, and more vulgarly, with mankind.22

This type of humanism does not simply think well of humans. Rather, 
it puts humans at the center of the universe.23 To do so, it must remove 
God from the center, a theocentric view long held by traditional religions 
and cultures. Finally, as a result of its victories, but more so its defeats, 
humanism as a whole (primarily its classical iterations, perhaps less so its 
secular iterations) appears to be on the decline.24 In contrast, transhuman-
ism is on the rise in the twenty-first century.25 Or, perhaps a better way of 
putting it, transhumanism is the newest form of humanism that is moving 
to eclipse its progenitor.

TRANSHUMANISM TO SIN
From a biblical perspective, there are a number of immediate weaknesses 

with the humanist and transhumanist perspectives. First, of course, the 
ideology replaces a transcendent yet immanent God who creates, sustains, 
and redeems with a purely immanent “god” found within humanity. Second, 

Beyond Humanism 1 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2014), 9; and John Portmann, A 
History of Sin: Its Evolution to Today and Beyond (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2007), 181.

21 Thomas Molnar, Theists and Atheists: A Typology of Non-Belief, Religion and Reason 
18 (The Hague: Mouton, 1980), 61.

22 Molnar, Theists and Atheists, 62.
23 Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (New York: Harper, 

2017), 599 Kindle edition; and Tzvetan Todorov, Imperfect Garden: The Legacy of Humanism, 
trans. Carol Cosman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 30.

24 This is a view commonly held among transhumanists; see for example, Robert 
Pepperell, The Posthuman Condition: Consciousness Beyond the Brain (Bristol: Intellect, 2003), 
158–67.

25 Mark Walker suggests that transhumanism represents “the biggest question of the 
twenty-first century,” in his essay, “Transhumanism,” in What the Future Looks Like: Scientists 
Predict the Next Great Discoveries and Reveal How Today’s Breakthroughs Are Already Shaping 
Our World, ed. Jim Al-Khalili (New York: The Experiment, 2018), 96.
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this perspective denies the efficacy of the resurrection (in that it would 
deny non-technological resurrection in general), thereby eliminating the 
purpose of Jesus for our world. We could go on, but different ideologies 
are different for a reason; each has different tenets that are not shared. 
Instead, for the purpose of engaging in constructive dialogue, we turn to 
a tenet that is shared to some extent by both Christianity and humanism: 
the imperfection of people. Christian theology maintains that people are 
flawed primarily as a result of the fall (Gen 3), and secondarily (or equally) 
as a result of each individual’s conscious turning away from God’s expecta-
tions for their lives (Rom 3:12). The results of this rejection of God’s plan 
is generically labeled sin, and one of the most common demonstrations of 
sin in humanity is selfishness (cf. Rom 12:3; James 1:4, 3:16; Phil 2:3–4).26 
Selfishness is an imperfect attitude of a person that encourages them to 
put their interests and needs in front of the interests and needs of others. 
Instead of following God’s lead, and thinking first of others, people are 
tempted to put their own desires first—this self-focus is at best unhealthy, 
and at worst, evil. In sharp contrast to Christian belief, humanism implicitly 
encourages selfishness by putting the interests of the individual ahead of 
the interests of their community (and God).27

Humanists, of course, do not agree with the biblical concept of sin, with 
its mythological origins, but they do recognize that humans contain flaws 
and do selfish things.28 In one articulation of this, humans are described as 
driven by their desire to survive, a desire which hinders altruism and selfless-
ness. If so, the drive for survival is an inherently selfish aspect of human 
nature.29 The argument for this drive is implicit in both the materialistic and 
Darwinian currents found in recent examples of transhumanist thought. In 
another articulation, humanism allows that there is an “anguish of existence,” 
that culminates in death that contributes to the human condition.30 In 
summary, there is some common ground between biblical and humanistic 
thought in the area of human imperfection on which to proceed. The dif-
ference seems to be the degree to which humans are individually affected 
by a drive towards selfishness and away from altruism.

The antidote for selfishness in biblical perspective is the confession 
of sin and the forgiveness of God, all made possible by the atoning death 
of Jesus, with God pouring out his love for us through the Holy Spirit 
(Rom 5:5–6). In contrast, humanism does not have a definitive antidote 

26 For example, see Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian 
Interpretation (New York: Scribners, 1941), 1:186.

27 A great example comes from Julian Huxley’s explanation of humanistic priorities: 
“there are two complementary parts of our cosmic duty - one to ourselves, to be fulf illed in the 
realization and enjoyment of our capacities, the other to others, to be fulfilled in service to the 
community and in promoting the welfare of the generations to come and the advancement 
of our species as a whole” [emphasis mine]. Notice how Huxley places the fulfillment of the 
individual ahead of the needs of others; see Huxley, New Bottles for New Wine, 17.

28 Todorov, Imperfect Garden, 38.
29 See for example, Richard Dawkins, The Self ish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1976), 2. In disagreement with this idea, see Bart Nooteboom, Beyond Humanism: The 
Flourishing of Life, Self and Other (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 179.

30 Nooteboom, Beyond Humanism, 35.
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for selfishness, but it does offer a few different approaches. One approach 
is education—humanists believe that selfishness and other hurtful desires 
can be replaced with good through education.31 Another approach is social 
connectivity—the more a person is connected to other people, the more 
likely the person is to be good. While there is merit in these approaches (i.e., 
education and community are positive features), none of these approaches 
seem poised to eradicate selfishness from our world. We can demonstrate 
this on a very literal level: numerous people who are convicted of driving 
while impaired have advanced education and are prominent members of 
their community. More broadly, there is little evidence to suggest that 
humans today are less selfish than humans several centuries ago, even 
though humans today are far more educated than humans several centuries 
ago.32 Therefore, while humanistic endeavors such as education and com-
munity can discourage or deter selfishness, they cannot deal with the root 
of selfishness that exists within people. From a biblical perspective, this is 
because selfishness is a sin rooted in fallen human nature (Rom 3:9–10). 
It cannot easily be extracted during our time on earth (cf. 1 Cor 5:6–7). 
It is even less clear that technology, in and of itself, will fare any better in 
addressing the root cause of selfishness within people.

TRANSHUMANIST EXPECTATIONS
Among humanists, transhumanists, and Christians, there is general 

agreement that people can be selfish, and that this selfishness can lead to 
greater problems for individuals and communities. Christians see this as an 
aspect of the sinful nature of people, whereas humanists and transhuman-
ists see this as an unfortunate byproduct of evolutionary pressure that can 
often be corrected through education, community, and related processes. 
In addition to these processes accepted by Christians and promoted by 
humanists, transhumanists argue that technology will help us to perfect 
the human species. Using evolutionary ideas, transhumanists believe that 
technology will continue to improve the human species to the point where 
homo sapiens will cease to exist and will become homo superior (or homo 
cyberneticus or homo deus or other proposed species names). For the 
purpose of this paper, let us grant that major technological changes are 
on the horizon that will deeply change the way humans relate to their 
world and to each other.33 The questions that loom are: What are these 
technological advances likely to be? And how will these adaptions affect 
the nature of humanity?

31 Todorov, Imperfect Garden, 38.
32 And perhaps current generations are more selfish than ever before; see Kristin 

Dombek, The Self ishness of Others: An Essay on the Fear of Narcissism (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2016), 10. Though see Steven Pinker, The Better Angels of Our Nature: 
Why Violence Has Declined (New York: Penguin, 2012).

33 See for example, Kevin Kelly, The Inevitable: Understanding the 12 Technological Forces 
That Will Shape Our Future (New York: Penguin, 2016); Simon Young, Designer Evolution: 
A Transhumanist Manifesto (Amherst: Prometheus, 2006); and cf. Fabrice Jotterand, “At the 
Roots of Transhumanism: From the Enlightenment to a Post-Human Future,” Journal of 
Medicine and Philosophy 35 (2010): 620.
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Transhumanists often cite examples from the worlds of medicine, 
biology, and information as the most obvious examples of the evolutionary 
changes that are on the horizon. For example, some members of the scientific 
community believe they can use the CRISPR gene editing technology to 
prevent genetic diseases in humans by editing human embryos. Already, 
Chinese scientists have performed genetic engineering on humans, and U.S. 
researchers now plan the same.34 Nanotechnology promises to soon beat 
most disease and bring us to great health and long life.35 At some point in 
the very near future, transhumanists predict that technology will allow us 
to begin to upgrade the physical parts of our bodies. More than just organ 
transplants—themselves “miracles” of modern medicine—all of our bodies 
will increasingly be seen as physical containers for ourselves comprised 
of many unique—but replaceable—parts. In that sense, the growth of 
cybernetic technology will turn humanity into cyborgs.36

As this begins to happen, there will be two things that occur simultane-
ously. First, doctors will use the miracles of modern medicine to heal people 
of illness, disease, and disability; and second, doctors will use the miracles of 
modern medicine to upgrade people. While some Christian philosophers 
support the first, and reject the second, arguing that upgrading people 
introduces hubris and a “playing-God” mentality,37 I am not convinced 
that this will be the case in most situations. For example, many Americans 
already regularly use the miracles of modern medicine to “upgrade” them-
selves—wearing eyeglasses, or getting eye surgery (such as LASIK); having 
straight, white teeth, or getting dental implants. Laser eye surgery to make 
vision perfect and getting dental implants to have perfect teeth may not 
seem similar, but the primary reason Westerners do these things is that 
cultural standards have changed. If in the twenty-second century, cultural 
standards include eyes genetically-engineered to be cobalt blue, or fire 
red, or obsidian black, and with the ability to see in the dark, then these 
actions that seem as “upgrades” to us will seem normal to the citizens of 
that century.38

Based on the trajectory of modern science, it increasingly appears that in 
the next one hundred years, humans will continue to become cyborgs. I say 
“continue” because wearing eyeglasses as I do already makes me a minimally 
tech-enhanced human (and if I get LASIK, even more so). Skeptics can 
point to the flying car as prime example of the dangers of future-casting, 
but one look at disabled veterans with robotic parts and soldiers wearing 

34 Kelly Servick, “First U.S. Team to Gene-Edit Human Embryos Revealed,” Science, 
July 27, 2017. And of as the time of writing, see Gina Kolata, Sui-Lee Wee, and Pam Belluck, 
“Chinese Scientist Claims to Use Crispr to Make First Genetically Edited Babies,” New 
York Times, November 26, 2018.

35 E.g., Robert F. Service, “Nanoparticles Awaken Immune Cells to Fight Cancer,” 
Science, Jan 5, 2017.

36 Against this idea, see the interview with Noreen Herzfeld in Douglas Estes, “Your 
Brain is Not a Computer,” Christianity Today, November 26, 2018.

37 For example, Steven J. Jensen, “The Roots of Transhumanism,” Nova et Vetera 
(English Edition) 12 (2014): 518.

38 For a much lengthier treatment of this argument, see Estes, Braving the Future.
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exoskeletons reveals that cybernetics have already arrived (even if they are 
not exactly the way that sci-fi books and movies picture them).39

Therein lies the primary problem with the transhumanist argument: 
that the evolution of humanity will make humanity better. Because trans-
humanism tends to see people as biological machines without a soul or 
spirit, transhumanists regard outward/biological upgrades as a part of the 
perfection of humanity. Yet no degree of physical updates to the human body 
will cause a person to be less selfish—or less sinful.40 Perfect eyesight, white 
teeth, edited genes, and cybernetic organs are wonders of the age in which 
we live, but they do not upgrade a person’s soul.41 Though I argue physical 
upgrades are permissible as Christians, it is clear in biblical perspective 
that physical upgrades do not address the selfishness—the sinfulness—of 
people.42 The warning Jesus gives to the Pharisees and the Scribes in 
Matthew 23:25 and Luke 11:39 is applicable: Humans cannot “clean” 
their externals, and believe they are clean; if they do, their insides may still 
be full of sin. To remove sinfulness from the internal requires an internal 
solution. We can argue with confidence that transhumanist philosophy 
will produce a world of beautiful, healthy, selfish, sinful humans.43 While 
a few members of transhumanist and related movements recognize this 
danger,44 their recognition is limited due to their inability to accept the 
sinfulness of people that exists deep in the souls of humans. In fact, many 
transhumanists do not accept that humans have souls; for them, humans are 
biological machines, which only encourages an external (almost Platonic) 
concern with human selfishness.

The danger for human society is the likelihood that the rapid increase 
in technology over the next century will enhance the outside of the cup at 
the expense of the inside of the cup. Conventional wisdom suggests that 
increasing externals tends to have an overall negative spiritual impact. This 
is coupled with the amplificatory effects of technological use: when new 
technology emerges, it adds to the power of human actions, both good and 
bad. Therefore, technology amplifies our ability to do good and bad, but 

39 Andrea Vicini and Agnes M. Brazal, “Longing for Transcendence: Cyborgs and 
Trans- and Posthumans,” Theological Studies 76 (2015): 157.

40 Calvin Mercer suggests there is a “theoretical possibility,” but on this issue I am less 
generous, see “Resurrection of the Body and Cryonics,” Religions 8.5 (2017): 96.

41 One could argue that since people are fully embodied, that the perfection of our 
bodies (coupled with better stimuli from our senses) would therefore perfect our souls. 
However, I see a greater distinction between the soul, the spirit, and the body that would 
prohibit such transference.

42 Right now, the word “upgrade” seems relatively innocuous, but a time is coming 
when people will want enhancements that are only upgrades in a euphemistic sense. For 
example, in the 2018 movie Upgrade, a tech company “upgrades” their security personnel 
with in-arm weapons.

43 For example, Hava Tirosh-Samuelson and Kenneth L. Mossman explain that 
“transhumanism defines the betterment of humanity primarily in material terms as 
improvement of the capacities of the human body;” in their essay, “New Perspectives on 
Transhumanism,” in Building Better Humans? Refocusing the Debate on Transhumanism, 
Beyond Humanism: Trans- and PostHumanism 3 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2011), 36.

44 Harari, Homo Deus, Kindle edition.
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often in a way that either at best ignores, or at worst minimizes, healthy 
spirituality in people. In describing the different goals of Christian faith 
and transhumanism, Ronald Cole-Turner remarks that “for Christianity, it 
is to put the old self to death in order to be like Christ in his resurrection 
and glorification; for transhumanism and for the advocates of technological 
enhancement, the goal is to bring the old self to a higher life while worrying 
about whether it will remain the same.”45 To put it slightly differently, from 
the Christian perspective, the problem is not technological enhancement, 
the problem is what we are enhancing. The Christian call to future society 
should not be to stop human enhancement, generally speaking, but to 
make sure emotional, spiritual enhancement is concurrent with physical 
(technological) enhancement.

As such, if humans do transcend their humanity and become 
posthuman,46 it is likely to produce two things: a) a world that claims it 
is more united and at peace than it ever was before and b) a world full of 
people convinced of their own superiority. This superiority, however, will 
be one based on their own internal definition, not any external definition 
(e.g., God’s standard). As humans “evolve,” it is likely to amplify confusion 
over who really is God of our world. If selfishness is not addressed, it will 
likely result in far-reaching negative consequences for human populations. 
For example, if technological advancement eschews theological warnings 
and selfishness is allowed to prosper, selfishness quickly leads to other, 
community-level sins. Ted Peters suggests that one side-effect of externally-
focused tech enhancement is the dehumanization of people.47 If selfishness 
increases among a group of people, it becomes easier to dehumanize other 
groups due to the wants and demands of the people in the first group. I 
again cite the example of the rapid increase in aviation technology over 
the last several decades: the more efficient air travel has become, the more 
there has been a rise in selfishness among both the airline industry and 
passengers, which has resulted in an overall dehumanizing experience 
with air travel. From air travel it is not a large step to the dehumanization 
that can come through algorithmic tracking of people via facial recogni-
tion technology,48 and from a surveillance society it is not a large step to 
population control leading toward eugenics. From a biblical perspective, 
this is logical: Sin starts small but if left unchecked continues to greater 
and greater damage of people.

45 Ronald Cole-Turner, in the introduction to Transhumanism and Transcendence: 
Christian Hope in an Age of Technological Enhancement, ed. Ronald Cole-Turner (Washington, 
D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2011), 9.

46 There are two variations of the concept “posthuman” in vogue today; I mean 
posthuman in the sense that transhumanism uses it: the type of person who lives after 
humanity has experienced transcendence through technology.

47 Ted Peters, “Progress and Provolution: Will Transhumanism Leave Sin Behind?” in 
Transhumanism and Transcendence: Christian Hope in an Age of Technological Enhancement, ed. 
Ronald Cole-Turner (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2011), 76.

48 Douglas Estes, “You Have Searched Me, Oh Apple Face ID, and You Know Me,” 
Christianity Today, April 5, 2018.
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FORWARD PROGRESS FOR TRANSHUMANIST- 
CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

Transhumanists may not agree with Christians on who God is (a big 
issue), but there are areas where both tribes can work together to make our 
world a better place. As a starting point, transhumanists agree that human 
altruism can positively influence human flourishing. Altruism, though, is the 
antithesis of selfishness; a person cannot easily be both altruistic and selfish. 
Therefore, a first step would be for transhumanists to not only promote 
altruism but to recognize more clearly that selfishness impedes altruism. In 
order to do so, transhumanists must accept that selfishness is not merely a 
biological imperative but is rooted in something deeper in the essence of 
humanity. Without pushing transhumanists to accept the concept of a soul 
within humans, transhumanists can accept that it is not fully possible to 
reduce humans into neat parts where something as complex as selfishness 
can easily be excised by genetic engineering or a pill.49 Transhumanists can 
start with a less reductionist view of humanity, and human nature, even if 
they want to regard these views as approximations.

Likewise, Christians can agree that technological advancement is 
largely a “good” for humanity, even if the tendencies of its use do not 
always move in a good direction. Because technology amplifies the actions 
of people, both good and bad, Christians may find that emphasizing the 
good is more productive—or at least as important—as criticizing the bad. 
Christian thinkers and leaders can do a better job of engaging with tech 
advances, especially in teaching Christians how to respond to new tech 
with thoughtfulness and a more biblically-informed nuance. Like human-
ists, Christians can continue to encourage the positive impacts of social 
connection and education for the improvement of the human condition 
throughout the world in which we live. As a result, as technology increases, 
the voice of Christian conviction will continue to call people away from 
selfishness and toward a more abundant life within God’s plan, even if it 
is a tech-enhanced abundant life.

49 Akin to the suggestion of Mark Walker that happiness can be pharmaceutically 
enhanced or genetically programmed; see Walker, “Transhumanism,” 85–88.
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NARRATIVES IN DIALOGUE: THE INTERPLAY  
BETWEEN EVOLUTIONARY HISTORY  

AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

ZACHARY WAGNER1

Rudolf Bultmann famously highlighted the supposed need to “demy-
thologize” the New Testament in order to discern its enduring relevance 
in the modern world. Both the biblical text itself and the early theological 
formulations of the church came together within a cultural context that 
assumed a “world picture” that we no longer hold in the post-Enlightenment 
West.2 These supposedly primitive ancient philosophies and cosmologies 
were part of the cognitive milieu from which classical Christology and 
creedal formulations emerged. Today, Christians in the West are separated 
from these contexts by thousands of years and even thousands of miles. 
Over the past few centuries, discoveries and advances in philosophy, his-
toriography, and the hard sciences have created a new world picture that is 
no longer hospitable or amenable to the “mythological world picture of the 
New Testament”––or so the narrative goes. Many biblical interpreters and 
Christians rightly view the cultural gap between ourselves and the earliest 
Christians as an interpretive problem to be overcome. 

The fact is that all theological reflection––whether modern, pre-
modern, or post-modern––takes place from within certain cultural contexts, 
geographical locations, human communities, and creational ecosystems. The 
substance metaphysics and Neoplatonism of the late classical period were 
as much a part of ancient Christians’ historical-cultural context as scientific 
inquiry and evolutionary biology is in the late modern period. We should 
also acknowledge that different world pictures (whether Neoplatonist or 
evolutionary) are not value neutral. They can and should be critiqued. 
However, critiquing either a scientific or a pre-scientific worldview is not the 
aim of this paper. Rather, it is my aim to point out that the dominant world 
picture is often assumed by those inhabiting its historical and geographical 
territory. Thus, if faithful Christian witness would seek to speak in any 
context in relevant and compelling ways, it should do so in ways that are 
in some measure comprehensible to the assumed world picture of the day.

1 Zachary Wayner is the Managing Director at the Center for Pastor Theologians in 
Oak Park, Illinois. 

2 Rudolph Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology” in Schubert M. Ogden, New 
Testament and Mythology and Other Basic Writings (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 1–43.
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It has become commonplace to preface articles on the intersection 
between science and faith by noting how evolutionary biology has presented 
new challenges for classical Christian doctrinal formulations.3 While this is 
certainly the case, it is important to remember that many of the mysteries of 
the faith have challenged ancient and modern thinkers alike. For example, 
the work of N.T. Wright has highlighted the “chronological snobbery”4 
of late modernists’ conviction that the bodily resurrection of Christ is 
impossible given the findings of modern science. Wright has noted that 
both in the ancient world and the modern world, people were not believed 
to rise from the dead with any regularity.5 The resurrection of Jesus was 
every bit as scientifically impossible and difficult to believe for those in the 
non-Jewish ancient world as it would be for many modern Westerners. I 
would argue that a similar dynamic has taken hold in popular contemporary 
thought with regard to the incarnation, the trinity, the existence of the 
soul, and many other Christian doctrines. It is often assumed that the dif-
ficulty modern minds have believing, for instance, that the human Jesus of 
Nazareth was “very God of very God” is a recent development. The fact is 
that some Christian teaching has always been difficult to believe given the 
human understanding of the natural world. It is not as if no one had any 
categorical or conceptual difficulties relating the humanity and divinity of 
Christ before the emergence of evolutionary biology. The specific reasons 
for our struggle may be unique to our own late modern context, but the 
fact that there is a struggle is not.

For the purposes of this paper, I hope to approach evolutionary biology 
not as a challenge to Christian faith that must be resisted and refuted, but as 
an important feature of our own world picture in the late-modern West that 
must be accounted for in our presentation of the gospel. Recent proposals 
have sought to show how creedal (and biblical) conceptual formulations 
might be adapted in new contexts.6 Language of “revising” or “rearticulating” 
Christian doctrine is common in such proposals. As helpful and necessary 
as these discussions often are, my goals for this paper are slightly different. I 
plan to treat evolutionary biology, broadly construed, as a given. This is not 
because I believe that the biblical data in no way challenges this narrative, 
nor because I believe the scientific community has attained a final “theory 
of everything” as a result of Darwin’s insights. Rather, it is because the 
most helpful touch point for many in the modern West may not be how 
the Christian faith speaks against evolutionary theory, but rather how the 
gospel of Jesus Christ speaks into it. In this paper I hope to demonstrate 
that the Christian faith is especially well-suited, rather than deficient, for 
speaking into the historical narrative of evolutionary biology––a narrative 
that many modern people consider to be beyond reasonable dispute. Stated 

3 Also common are comments bemoaning the idiosyncratically American problem 
of so-called culture wars and the drawing of battle lines between “liberal” evolutionists and 
“conservative” young-earth creationists.

4 A term coined by C.S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy (London: Harcourt, 1955), 207–08.
5 N.T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 83.
6 David Yeago, “The New Testament and the Nicene dogma: a contribution to the 

recovery of theological exegesis,” Sewanee Theological Review, 45.4 (2002) 371–384.
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another way, I will seek to demonstrate that Christianity and evolutionary 
history are promising dialogue partners regarding some of the most basic 
questions of human identity and cosmological significance. The gospel of 
Jesus Christ speaks into the natural world made known to us by modern 
science, not in a contrarian or antagonistic way, but rather in a way that 
offers redemption and healing a world that many would argue has been 
ravaged by evolutionary history. I will proceed by surveying three topics 
related to the origins and evolution of life: the solidarity of creaturely 
existence, the unique role of humankind in the cosmos, and the redemption 
of suffering and death.

THE WORD BECOME FLESH
One of the most basic features of evolutionary history is the claim 

that human beings share a common ancestry with other animals. What 
implications does this radical continuity have for Christian doctrine? For 
instance, how does the insight that “flesh” is evolved change our view of the 
Word become flesh?7 One way that biblical Christianity supplements and 
clarifies the narrative of evolutionary history is by affirming the goodness 
of all creation, not merely the exceptionalism of human beings as the most 
advanced and well-adapted animals on the planet.

In a recent proposal known as “deep incarnation,” Niels Henrick 
Gregersen seeks to expand the theological concept of incarnation to include 
all of material creation, not just human beings.8 Adherents of Gregersen’s 
proposal note how at the climax of the prologue to John’s gospel, the author 
declares that the Word became, not “human,” but rather, “flesh.”9 The term 
“flesh” bears significance for the Word’s entry into creaturely, embodied 
existence as a whole, not just His taking on of human nature. Similarly, 
Gregersen argues that the Christ hymn of Philippians 2:6-11 emphasizes 
the humility of Christ’s descent, taking on the form of a “servant” rather 
than the form of a “human.”10 In this shifted emphasis on enfleshment 
rather than the assuming of a human nature, we see the love of God poured 
out not merely humankind but on creation as a whole in solidarity with 
its materiality. God the Son has not merely crossed the threshold between 
his divine essence and our human nature; in crossing this threshold he has 
crossed what is arguably the greatest and most fundamental of ontological 

7 Celia Deane-Drummond, “Christ and Evolution: A Drama of Wisdom?” Zygon 
47.3 (Sept 2012), 525.

8 Gregersen first coined the term in 2001 in response to a particular question on 
theodicy brought to light by evolutionary history. Niels Henrik Gregersen, “The Cross of 
Christ in an Evolutionary World,” Dialog 40.3 (Fall 2001), 192–207.

9 Elizabeth A. Johnson, “Jesus and the Cosmos: Soundings in Deep Christology” 
in Incarnation: On the Scope and Depth of Christology, ed. Niels Henrik Gregersen 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 135.

10 This is not to say that there are no references to his human nature per se in Philippians 
2; there are clear references in both v. 8 and v. 9. However, the overall illocutionary emphasis 
of the passage is on Christ’s self-emptying humility and subsequent exaltation rather than 
his taking on of a human nature.
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distinctions, the separation between his incorporeal existence and the 
materiality of the created order. 

The interplay between deep incarnation and evolution is substantial. As 
Gregersen and his interlocutors have pointed out, the biological continuity 
shared by all living things on planet earth implies a fundamental physical 
continuity with all that is, living and inanimate.11 Rocks and rabbits, nebulae 
and nuclei, walruses and waterfalls––and Jesus’ human body––all things 
material originate from the same fountain of stardust that burst forth in 
the big bang. Several scientific disciplines including evolutionary biology, 
astrophysics and chemistry have drawn to our attention the relative sameness 
and kinship of all created things and all life. These are what Robin Collins 
calls “ancestral connections” to non-human creatures.12 Jordan Wessling and 
Joshua Rasmussen go further by suggesting that we may carry some part 
of these ancestors with us as part of our human identity.13 

The narrative of evolutionary history affirms not only interspecies 
connections between different animals, but also even more fundamental 
connections within the material networks of creation. There is a radical 
and beautiful interconnectedness to the fabric of the cosmos, not just 
in terms of the genealogical connections between living things, but also 
between all material reality on a molecular level. In amazing coherence14 
with the findings of modern chemistry, astrophysics, and biology, the Bible 
repeatedly refers to humankind as “dust” (Gen 2:7, Gen 3:19, Ps 103:14). 
Our interdependence as homo sapiens is not just with human networks but 
with the entire creaturely order.15 And it is precisely this creaturely material 
order that the Logos assumed when he became flesh. Deep incarnation 
extends the creation affirming power of incarnational theology naturally to 
all creatures and all of the cosmos. By entering into kinship with humanity, 
God the Son has become kin to the complex and beautiful network of life 
and matter. 

As promising as Gregersen’s proposal has proven for dialogue with 
modern science and evolutionary biology, it may also raise theological 
concerns when viewed through the lens of traditional Christian theological 
confessions. One of these doctrinal challenges involves the distinction 

11 Robert John Russell, “Jesus: The Way of All Flesh and the Proleptic Feather of 
Time” in Incarnation: On the Scope and Depth of Christology, ed. Niels Henrik Gregersen 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 332.

12 “Divine Action and Evolution.” In The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Theology, 
ed. Thomas P. Flint and Michael C. Rea (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 250.

13 Jordan Wessling and Joshua Rasmussen, “A Radomness-based Theodicy for 
Evolutionary Evils,” Zygon (2017), 993.

14 I do not here mean to adopt a concordist view of the biblical text’s relationship to 
scientific theory. Rather, I mean simply to note an elegant continuity in this instance. This 
is not meant to read as a statement on how the biblical text functions as a whole as it relates 
to modern scientific theory. For discussion on concordist views of the relationship between 
science and the biblical text, see Deborah B. Haarsma and Loren D. Haarsma, Origins: 
Christian Perspectives on Creation, Evolution, and Intelligent Design, revised edition (Grand 
Rapids: Faith Alive, 2011), 93 ff.

15 Niels Henrick Gregersen, “Deep Incarnation: From Deep History to Post-Axial 
Religion,” HTS Theological Studies 72.4 (2016), 3.
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between immanence and incarnation. Gregerson’s provocative question, 
“Is God incarnate in all that is?” ostensibly threatens the preeminence and 
exclusivity of God’s presence in Christ. Whatever we may say about the 
solidarity expressed by God with all of the creative order in the incarnation, 
it seems that there is a manifest, unique presence in this one creature, this 
one person, Jesus. If we say that God is incarnate in all things, it remains 
unclear what, if anything, is exceptional about his presence in Jesus. In 
the person of Jesus, God is not merely present in and with a creaturely 
entity. Rather, he is present as Jesus.16 Despite Gregerson’s insistence to 
the contrary, the concern remains that “a promiscuous use of the concept 
of incarnation carries with it a dangerous whiff of pantheism.”17 

Where evolutionary biology affirms the solidarity of humanity with 
non-human creation, the Christian doctrine of the incarnation adds even 
greater significance to this interconnection of creatures; the Creator God has 
seen fit to enter into His creaturely network of relationships by becoming a 
human being. The implications of this are significant for creations broadly 
and for Christians in particular. As the Apostle Paul suggests in Rom 
8:19-23, the salvific benefits of the incarnation are not just enjoyed by 
human beings. Indeed, God’s gift of salvation in the Christ event is not a 
saving of human beings from creation but a saving of the creation itself.18 
The incarnation has not merely served to affirm the immense worth of 
the human person, but also to echo God’s original declaration over his 
creation “that it was good” (Gen 1:31). The incarnation is a statement not 
just of God’s intent to redeem humankind, but his intent to redeem the 
whole cosmos. And this holistic salvation will seem quite fitting to the 
biologist who has devoted her life to studying and reveling the kinship of 
all living things.

CROWNED WITH GLORY AND HONOR
We have seen that the intersection of the biblical doctrine of the 

incarnation and the narrative of evolutionary history can serve to affirm 
the goodness, dignity, and kinship of all creation, not just human beings. 
However, our kinship with creation is only one feature of the Christian 
teaching on human identity. We should also be quick to acknowledge that 
Christians have consistently affirmed some form of human exceptionalism 
above and beyond the rest of the created order and the animal kingdom. 
The specific dignity of human beings has been articulated throughout 
church history as the doctrine of the Imago Dei, the teaching that God has 
uniquely bestowed upon human beings the privilege of being created in His 
image. In today’s cultural moment, this exceptionalism clarifies the vision of 
humanity that one might surmise from the evolutionary data, particularly 

16 Richard Bauckham, “The Incarnation and the Cosmic Christ” in Incarnation: On 
the Scope and Depth of Christology, ed. Niels Henrik Gregersen (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2015), 28.

17 John Polkinghorne, “Reservations” in Incarnation: On the Scope and Depth of 
Christology, ed. Niels Henrik Gregersen (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 357. 

18 Dirk Evers, “Incarnation and Faith,” in Incarnation: On the Scope and Depth of 
Christology, ed. Niels Henrik Gregersen (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 313.
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regarding human vocation in the world. According to the biblical account, 
the creation of humankind is not merely the next step in an evolutionary 
process. Rather, it is the culmination and climax of God’s creative work. 
This is the final act of the drama toward which all creation––all evolutionary 
history––has been moving, the arrival of a creature created in God’s image, 
a mediator between the God and all that is not God. This realization can 
indeed awaken us to awe, the sense that we play an important and pivotal 
role an emerging drama of creative activity.19

The significance of humankind is not a one-off theme in the biblical 
text. The Imago Dei is first mentioned in the creation account (Gen 1:26 –28) 
and is also mentioned again in a warning against murder (Gen 9:6). The 
psalmist marvels at the exalted status God has bestowed upon human beings, 
declaring, “You [YHWH] have made them a little lower than the angels 
and crowned them with glory and honor. You made them rulers over the 
works of your hands; you put everything under their feet” (Ps 8:5–6, NIV). 
In a passage already referenced above, the Apostle Paul also notes the key 
role of humanity in the redemption of the cosmos, “For creation waits in 
eager expectation for the children of God to be revealed” (Rom 8:19, NIV). 

An important feature of these passages and others regarding human 
identity is that they prescribe both a present and future significance to human 
identity. They do not merely describe the elevated status of humanity as a 
bare fact. Both the biblical and evolutionary accounts agree that humankind 
holds a unique and exceptional place in the history of life on this earth. 
Disagreements persist within the scientific community regarding what 
exactly has led to the global dominance of homo sapiens as a species. Human 
exceptionalism is often associated with our large brains, our capacity for 
abstract thought, our ability to use spoken language, our proficiency in 
making and using tools, our ability to quickly recognize and interpret 
patterns of behavior and symbols.20 A Christian may well find this debate 
fascinating, but not in any way surprising. Whatever the historical or 
biological explanation for human exceptionalism may be, the theological 
explanation has been clear throughout Christian history. God intended 
and prescribed that human beings would be the exalted species on planet 
earth. We have been given a unique dignity of ontology as well as a unique 
dignity of vocation. The biblical account and theological framework of 
Christian belief here enter into meaningful and relevant dialogue with the 
evolutionary narrative, both by adding important and relevant purpose to 
human identity and human exceptionalism, as well as adding more to the 
telos of our existences than mere survival and perpetuation of our species.

SELECTION AND SUFFERING
What, Gregersen asks, do the incarnation, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus have to say in response to the long and bloody evolutionary history 

19 Wessling and Rasmussen, “A Randomness-Based Theodicy,” 989.
20 For an accessible treatment on the evolutionary and historical advantage of homo 

sapiens as a species see Yuval Noah Harari Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2015), especially “Part I: The Cognitive Revolution,” 1–63.
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of death that led to the emergence of homo sapiens?21 For people of faith 
(Christian or otherwise) who affirm the existence of a good and benevo-
lent Creator God, certain questions of theodicy are brought to light by 
evolutionary history. For Christians, one question is: if the Christ event 
is God’s solution to suffering and death in His creation, why does this 
solution come so late in the history of the planet? Why would God wait 
so long to address the problem of death? As Gregersen frames the ques-
tion: does the incarnation “offer any relevant perspective to problems of 
suffering and decay during these first 4 billion years of biological life?”22 Is 
God’s redemption in Christ limited––even scandalously limited––to this 
late-emerging genus of hominid, while utterly indifferent to the scores of 
billions of non-human creatures that lived and died before the first human 
appeared?

Given the emphases of deep incarnation discussed above, we can see 
that Christ has not merely entered into human experience but enters into 
nature red in tooth and in claw. On this account, one may argue that Jesus 
is not merely taking upon Himself the suffering of humankind from sin and 
death; He also takes on the suffering of non-human creation, of the multi-
tudes of creatures who have been trampled underfoot by the competition for 
survival in evolutionary history. Jesus participates in this struggle as a “loser 
in the evolutionary arms race.”23 He does not procreate, and He is killed at 
a young age for the benefit of other creatures, just as many of the “losers” 
of evolutionary history were. By no means does this observation easily 
resolve all the questions of theodicy associated with gratuitous non-human 
suffering, just as Christ’s suffering does not automatically resolve all tension 
in current experiences of human suffering. However, connection between 
Jesus’ death and that of non-human creatures is worth noting nonetheless. 
For instance, given what we have noted above regarding our kinship with 
non-human creatures, our connection with our animal ancestors could 
potentially solve some of the problems here. Using appropriately nuanced 
language, Wessling and Rasmussen suggest that there may be some true 
way to speak of a correlation of identity between us and our non-human 
ancestors, which could in turn mean that our redemption is in some way a 
redemption of all the lives that have preceded ours.24 

We should also note that the role of death and suffering in evolutionary 
history is potentially troubling not only for Christians. Non-believers may 
well ask themselves, “if I am here today because all of my ancestors (human 
and otherwise) were able to survive and reproduce (often at the expense, 
suffering, and death of the other, weaker and less well-adapted creatures 
around them), how then ought I live?” Evolutionary mechanisms favor 

21 Gregersen, “The Cross of Christ,” 192.
22 N.H. Gregersen, “Deep Incarnation: From Deep History to Post-Axial Religion,” 

HTS Theological Studies 72.4 (2016), 2.
23 Gregerson, “The Cross of Christ,” 203.
24 Wessling and Rasmussen, “A Randomness-Based Theodicy,” 993–94. A potential 

objection to this is that this would not ostensibly include creatures that fall outside of the 
direct genealogical chain leading to homo sapiens, as is the case with the vast majority of 
species alive today.
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competition and survival at any cost. Still, with the emergence of human 
beings it seems that for the first time evolution has produced a life-form that 
can question and evaluate the “oughtness” of the process that brought that 
very life-form into existence. Indeed, even the presence of these questions 
of “oughtness” in the human psyche should give us pause in adopting a 
purely naturalistic understanding of origins. Homo sapiens ask themselves 
not merely “How can I survive?” but also “How should I live?” While I do 
acknowledge the possibility that human moral questionings are themselves 
an evolutionary adaption that favors the survival and perpetuation of our 
species, we should ask ourselves why the mechanistic explanation for our 
existence is so unsatisfactory for human beings. Even as we give intellectual 
assent to naturalistic origins, we often still assume that the world has a 
teleological order in our everyday decision-making. Why not continue the 
trajectory of evolutionary progress where the strong survive and weak do 
not? All this is to say that many people––even most people––who accept 
the evolutionary picture of the emergence of life do not accept the values 
of natural selection as a totalizing narrative that should determine how he 
or she acts in the world.

In this regard, the Christian theological narrative speaks into the 
cognitive dissonance that may arise for some studying evolutionary history. 
The gospel of Jesus Christ provides a compelling worldview alternative to 
a totalized evolutionary naturalism. Indeed, the death and resurrection of 
Christ serves as precursor to the coming of the Kingdom of God, a New 
Creation that is not characterized by suffering, death, and competition with 
others, but rather love and service of others. Bethany Sollerder writes, “now 
that humanity is called into the role of being the image and likeness of 
God, a new law prevails. Love must now predominate over our evolution-
ary instincts.”25 The creational tension on this side of the resurrection is 
unavoidable, but we need not let the unease that we feel make us despair 
of the final consummation and telos of the cosmos. The difficulty we have 
comprehending the purpose or justification for these sufferings does not 
itself imply that they are incomprehensible or will not be comprehensible 
by us in the future. Wessling and Rasmussen suggest that the current and 
dramatic state of creation may be similar to that of a developing work of 
art with rising tension and even dissonance. Presumably, the final work 
will help us see the beauty of the creative narrative as a whole.26 This is the 
premise that there is some future, unseen aesthetic good to the suffering in 
the universe. This seems to be at least a possible biblical option given that 
it appears similar to the logic that Paul uses when he writes, “For I consider 
that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the 
glory that is to be revealed to us” (Rom 8:18). This is not to say the death 
and resurrection of Christ automatically cancel any and all of our concerns 
of theodicy. Far from it. Paul in this passage is speaking specifically of the 

25 Bethany Sollereder, “From Survival to Love: Evolution and the Problem of Suffering,” 
The Christian Century, 131.19 (2014), 22.

26 Wessling and Rasmussen, “A Randomness-Based Theodicy,” 990–91. They also note 
that this approach seems to work best when viewed as a system that allows for suffering, not 
as justification for an individual instance of suffering.
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future aesthetic good that Christians in particular will experience in the new 
creation. It may well be the case that the logical extension to the suffering 
of non-believers or non-human creatures is not implied by Paul’s logic. We 
should not be surprised that a fully satisfactory explanation eludes us in our 
current perspective. However, I believe we may still suggest the possibility 
that the resurrection of Christ may well be archetypal for a divine pattern 
of the life that comes from death in God’s creation, a renewal of life that 
is inaugurated by and mediated only through Christ.

CONCLUSION
I have sought in this paper to highlight three ways that the Christian 

faith is especially well positioned to speak into––not against––a culture 
whose “world picture” increasingly views evolutionary biology and common 
ancestry as a given. The Christian story tells of a good creation. Our faith 
teaches not only of the exalted state of humankind, but also their unique role 
in the world we inhabit. Christians also confess a Christ who has expressed 
solidarity with His creation in the incarnation, a God who has spoken an 
answer to the problem of suffering and death in the resurrection of Jesus. 
The goals of this paper have been modest and intentionally exploratory 
rather than exhaustive. I do not suppose I have solved or even delved 
especially deeply into the topic discussed above. I do, however, hope that 
I have noted the thematic resonance between some of the questions being 
explored in evolutionary history and in the story of the Christian faith.

While the methodology for theology and modern science are very 
different, their stated goals for understanding and explain a coherent view 
of the world are remarkably similar.27 This serves as an important point of 
contact between believers in Christ and believers in science alike. Far from 
being opposed to one another, the impulses that drive both forms of study 
are quite congruent. We desire to understand the world in which we live, 
the story in which we find ourselves as individuals and as a species. These 
basic lines of human inquiry include such questions as, “How do I relate 
to the world around me?” “What is the place and role of human beings in 
this universe?” “Why is the cosmos plagued with death and suffering?” This 
is not to say that the two meta-narratives of Christianity and evolutionary 
history fit seamlessly together. Christianity does not solve every moral and 
intellectual dilemma created by an evolutionary system. Nor does embracing 
evolution as compatible with the Christian narrative remove all tension 
between the historical faith and the modern scientific consensus. Again, 
this paper has sought modestly to create avenues of discussion for pastors 
and believers who wonder at both sets of questions.

Admittedly, there is immense disparity within and among believing 
communities with regard to their attitudes toward evolutionary biology. 
Some churches are made up of a majority of people who hold a young-earth 
view, other churches consist of a majority of evolutionary creationists. I 
myself am part of a faith community where congregant beliefs are mixed. 

27 For more on this point, see Owen Gingerich, God’s Planet (Cambridge: Harvard, 
2014) 104.
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I hope this paper will serve in some way as a call for pastors to care for 
congregants who do affirm an evolutionary picture of the emergence of life. 
It is important that ministers be pastorally sensitive and able to address the 
unique contours of theodicy within an evolutionary worldview. Additionally, 
many congregations have people in STEM field in their pews, the majority 
of whom lack the theological training that pastors have. In order to embody 
faithful gospel witness within our cultural context, it is important that pas-
tors be able to keep these people in mind and the unique difficulties they 
will face (not to mention non-believers) when the doctrines of our faith 
are presented to them in the proclamation of Jesus Christ. This, I believe, 
is what it means to do faithful theology within our cultural moment.
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Jeffrey D. Arthurs. Preaching as Reminding: Stirring Memory in an 
Age of Forgetfulness. Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2017; xi + 166 
pp.; $20.00.

Preachers are responsible to communicate the great truths of the gospel 
in such a way that people are moved to change how they live, turning from 
sin and turning toward Christ. You do not have to preach for very long 
until you realize this is an overwhelming, impossible task. As Paul says in 
2 Corinthians 2:16, “who is adequate for these things?” Praise God this is a 
rhetorical question, as the answer is clearly “no one.” Paul soon clarifies that 
our adequacy as servants of the new covenant comes from God, that the 
Holy Spirit is the one who gives life through our words (2 Cor 3:5-6). This 
does not lessen the enormity of the task, but it does give us the assurance 
that God works to change people through preaching. 

Unfortunately, this promise is easy to forget when you are struggling to 
proclaim something memorable, impacting, or life-changing about truths 
so many of your church members have already heard dozens of times. 
This problem is only compounded when you have faithfully pastored the 
same congregation for many years and your congregation is overly familiar 
with your favorite expressions and gestures. The temptation for many 
preachers is to try and be original, to say something new. Some preachers 
will demonstrate their exegetical prowess by “discovering” a little known 
truth in a familiar passage. Others will spend more time scouring the 
internet every week for novel ideas to anchor their sermons than they will 
in trying to discern what God’s Word has for their people. 

The purpose of Preaching as Reminding is to help preachers understand 
that a primary function of preaching is to help people remember what they 
have forgotten, to stir memory. Preachers are not purveyors of originality, 
but proclaimers of an “old, old story” through which God has promised 
to work. Jeffrey Arthurs, Professor of Preaching and Communication at 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, draws on the phrase “the Lord’s 
rememberancers” from a sermon preached by Lancelot Andrews, the 
chaplain to Queen Elizabeth I and King James I, to illustrate this truth. 
In his sermon from 1594, “Remember Lot’s Wife,” Andrews develops 
the idea of preachers as “rememberancers,” those members of the royal 
court who were tasked with reminding the king or queen of their most 
important, pressing business. Preachers likewise exist to remind God’s 
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subjects of their covenant with their King. Contrary to many preachers’ 
fears, this can be done without nagging, monotony, or boring repetition, 
and it does not require novelty. 

The first three chapters of the book present a biblical theology of 
memory, showing that memory in the Bible is more than mental recall, but 
the act of making past things present. Chapter one examines memory from 
God’s perspective, explaining what it means to say that God remembers 
and God forgets, while chapter two examines memory from humanity’s 
perspective, explaining what the Bible teaches when it says we remember 
and forget. Chapter three then applies memory to preaching, examining 
the role of the Lord’s rememberancers in helping people to remember 
what they should and forget what they should. Presenting examples from 
Deuteronomy, the prophets, and the New Testament epistles, Arthurs 
demonstrates how one of God’s central purposes for preaching is stirring 
memory when knowledge has faded and conviction has cooled. 

The last four chapters of the book take the theology of the first three 
chapters and apply it to how preachers can accomplish the task of stirring 
memory. Arthurs explains how style (chapter four), story (chapter five), 
delivery (chapter six), and symbol (chapter seven), can all serve as effective 
tools for reminding people of familiar truths in interesting, meaningful 
ways. Each chapter explains the connection between the particular tool and 
memory, and then contains tips, practical exercises, and concrete examples 
from preachers such as Haddon Robinson, Bryan Chappell, Tony Evans, 
and Tim Keller. Throughout these chapters, Arthurs appeals to a host of 
ancient and contemporary Christian authors and preachers, particularly 
Augustine and C. S. Lewis, to help preachers grasp the importance of 
these tools. 

The strength of the book is found in these last four chapters. Arthurs 
effectively responds to concerns and questions about the central role of 
reminding in preaching by clarifying how preachers can do this well. Any 
preacher, new or experienced, will find something to put into practice. The 
first three chapters accomplish his purpose of highlighting an important 
biblical theme, but in a book this size they cannot help but be cursory 
treatments. For example, important biblical themes such as the preacher as 
steward or the preacher as witness that would help establish the importance 
of preaching as reminding are almost wholly absent. However, the metaphor 
of the preacher as “the Lord’s rememberancer” is a powerful, well-needed 
reminder. As someone who has too often wondered, “what can I say about 
grace (or judgment, love, faith, etc.) this week that I did not say last week, 
six months, or eight years ago?” I was encouraged to remember my calling 
and equipped with some fresh insights to fulfill it. 

Gary L. Shultz Jr. 
First Baptist Church 
Tallahassee, Florida
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Knut Alfsvåg. Christology as Critique: on the Relation between Christ, 
Creation, and Epistemology. Eugene: Pickwick, 2018; vii + 251 pp; 
$31.00.

At the outset of Christology as Critique, Knut Alfsvåg, professor of 
Systematic Theology at VIT Specialized University, Stavanger, Norway 
states his intent: “to explore the christologically and creation-based 
critique of modernity both in its critical and constructive potential” (8), 
by marshalling the arguments developed by seminal Christian thinkers in 
conversation with the prevailing philosophies of their respective centuries. 
“How,” he asks, “did these thinkers understand the relation between the 
human and the world as informed by the relation both entities have to God, 
and what is the potential of these approaches for solving the problems with 
which contemporary and scientifically informed worldviews find themselves 
confronted?” (9). With these parameters laid out, Alfsvåg begins in the 15th 
century with Nicholas of Cusa, and then proceeds chronologically with 
Martin Luther, Johan Georg Hamann, and Soren Kierkegaard and their 
respective philosophical interlocuters along the way. At the core of Alfsvåg’s 
project lies the conviction, shared by his four subjects, that “the only adequate 
beginning is the one that liberates humans from the obligation of having 
to define reason with reference to themselves only; one should rather start 
from the supposition of divine creation” (200). Although to the modern 
reader, this supposition as an epistemological starting place for legitimate 
intellectual dialogue outside the confines of the church might seem naïve 
or hopelessly outdated, it is precisely here where the power of this critique 
is found. It is his contention that only a full-throated representation of the 
two natures Christology formally confessed by the church universal since 
the Council of Nicaea can sufficiently ground epistemological reflection on 
human existence so as to avoid the pitfalls of both modern and post-modern 
projects that “share a belief in human reason as the absolute standard for 
rationality” (199). When this belief is unchallenged, argues Alfsvåg, then 
“one is unceremoniously returned to the unsolvable problem of having to 
start one’s argument in the void of nothingness and remain there even after 
having begun formulating one’s thoughts” (199). On the other hand, an 
epistemology grounded in Christology, where the “knowable” finite, i.e., 
the human, is limited in scope by an awareness of the “unknowable,” the 
infinite, i.e, God, then, “the particular relevance of the human perspective is 
grounded in the biblical story of God creating humans in his own image and 
choosing to make himself known within the context of the created world 
through the union with a particular human being” (p. 30). Thus, argues 
Alfsvåg, establishing the epistemological lynchpin whereby humans can 
begin properly to reflect on the relationship between creation, existence, 
and the possibility of God. 

Although this book deals primarily with critiques of modernism, it is 
all the more relevant in our postmodern context because the epistemological 
vacuum left by the failure of the modern projects has been filled by all 
manner of anti-modern epistemologies and philosophies that, despite 
the variety, share a humility that allows for the question of “the eternal,” 
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i.e., God (however conceived) even if they also share a growing hopeless 
skepticism towards all meta-narratives by which the world could be ordered. 
By digesting books like this one, a pastor or theologian will be further 
equipped to both diagnose and address the growing malaise of postmodern 
skepticism and nihilism with the hard wrought wisdom and thought of these 
seminal Christian thinkers. Many who pick up this book may be somewhat 
familiar with Luther or Kierkegaard, but the intellectual thread that unites 
them to Cusanas and Hamann is illuminating and instructive. For the 
uninitiated, Alfsvåg’s adept treatment of the relationship between Kant and 
Hamman is worth the price of the book; however, more important is to 
see how a consistent application of the historic Christian creed withstands 
the pressures of the prevailing intellectual climate in any generation. And, 
perhaps, this is the most important aspect of this remarkable book, that 
although it is often difficult and arduous work, a thoughtful and consistent 
application of that which God has revealed in Christ about Him, us, and 
the world, can provide a “world [that] is not a world in immediate danger 
of collapsing on itself ” (27), like all other worlds brought under the critical 
light of the revelation of God in Christ for the sake of the world. 

John D. Koch, Jr. 
Christ Church Anglican 

Mount Pleasant, South Carolina 

Olli-Pekka Vainio. Cosmology in Theological Perspective: Understanding 
Our Place in the Universe. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018; 
vii + 212 pp; $16.37.

In Cosmology in Theological Perspective, Olli-Pekka Vaninio—lecturer 
in systematic theology at the University of Helsinki—has provided an 
invaluable introductory resource for those interested in the current issues 
being discussed among the world’s scientific community. From a discussion 
of the ancient cosmogonies of Aristotle and Plato to the consideration of 
whether or not the theory of the multiverse could be incorporated into a 
traditional Christian cosmology (he argues that, in theory, it can), Vaninio 
deftly leads us through a complicated landscape with an obvious love for the 
subject combined with a desire to help equip people—there are numerous 
helpful footnotes and an extensive bibliography—to think through these 
great questions without fear. As he explains, “In this book, I will not try to 
offer an account of how scientific and religious views should be related…
The aim of this book is to examine the interface between philosophical and 
scientific convictions about our universe as we know it” (4). Indeed, those 
looking for a scientific apologetic for theistic claims will be disappointed; 
however, what Vaninio has offered is perhaps more valuable, because what 
he shows is how in each era, a comprehensive theistic worldview can 
(and has!) incorporated findings from the best of the scientific consensus 
while helpfully pointing out how the scientific worldview, like that of 
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the theological, in many ways develop together. Using C. S. Lewis as his 
guide, Vianinio’s methodology is a real strength of this book, because 
whereas the technicalities of much scientific discussion are outside the 
realm of expertise for your average theologian or pastor, he shows how 
the two disciplines have and can maintain a symbiotic dialogue, one that 
is necessary for a compelling argument for the veracity of the Christian 
claims in every generation. 

For example, in a chapter entitled “Infinite Space, Infinite Terror,” (the 
chapter titles, it should be noted, are all taken from various sci-fi movies 
and television shows), he quotes 17th century philosopher Blaise Pascall 
from his Pensées stating, “The eternal silence of these infinite spaces frighten 
me” (109). Now, as Vaninio points out, Pascall’s scientific appreciation of 
the size of the universe was greatly inferior to our own, yet the immensity 
produces a similar awe as that of both the Psalmist— “who is man that you 
are mindful of him” (Ps. 8:4, ESV)—and Richard Dawkins, “We should 
not think there’s anything special about us. We used to think we were the 
center of the Universe and now we know we’re not” (109). This juxtaposition 
gets to the heart of Vianinio’s methodological argumentation, because his 
point is that just as science continues to progress, the questions that speak 
to the theological realities of the human person remain and, in some cases 
even become more acute. The distances that the ancient philosophers 
operating within a Ptolemaic, i.e., geocentric, cosmology between the 
earth and the stars, while vast, were inconceivable to those which we 
now observe through the far reaches of the Hubble telescope. Indeed, 
drawing from Eric Przywara’s work in his Analogia Entis, he observes a 
sort of “natural theology,” that undergirds his project in this book, namely, 
“[that] their structure of human existence and the way they posit ourselves 
intellectually in this world inevitably points toward a dilemma that can in 
principle be acknowledged by everyone, but which can be resolved only 
from a theological perspective” (137). In the end, this is the greatest strength 
of the book, namely, that he highlights how the fundamental questions of 
human existence in the cosmos, while scientific are not merely so and, as such, 
require the conversation of philosophers, scientists, and, yes, theologians. 

I remember being cowed as a budding theologian in a class on “faith 
and science,” back in my junior year in college. Almost silenced, not because 
I thought that the theological claims of the church on ultimate reality were 
indefensible, but because I did not have the necessary tools available to me, 
I thought, to wade adequately into the scientific discussion. Thankfully, 
during that very year John Paul II’s Fides et Ratio was published, which 
then (and now) provides a faithful guide for those looking for a way to 
traverse the increasingly acrimonious divide between “faith and reason.” Like 
that encyclical, Cosmology in Theological Perspective, displays great learning 
combined with a deep desire for a continued conversation between faith and 
science, one marked by symbiosis, not antagonism. Quoting that encyclical 
in his chapter, “Resistance is Futile,” we read, “Complex systems of thought 
have thus been built, yielding results in the different fields of knowledge and 
fostering the development of culture and history…Yet the positive results 
achieved must not obscure the fact that reason, in its one-sided concern to 
investigate human subjectivity, seems to have forgotten that men and women 
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are always called to direct their steps towards a truth that transcend[s] them” 
(55). With Cosmology in Theological Perspective, Olli-Pekka Vaninio has 
given us a wide-ranging, informative, and timely reminder of this insight, 
because these “steps towards a truth that transcend[s] them,” is no abstract 
call towards a mysteriously transcendent truth, but rather a call towards that 
transcendent truth found in the redemptive work of God on the cross in 
Christ for the sake of His beloved world (or worlds, as the case might be!).

John D. Koch, Jr.  
The Episcopal Diocese of Kentucky 

Louisville, Kentucky

Theodore P. Letis. The Ecclesiastical Text: Text Criticism, Biblical 
Authority, and the Popular Mind. Ithaca: Just and Sinner 
Publishing, 1997 (Republishing 2018); 277 pp.; $18.00.

Theodore Letis’ work is a necessary discussion partner to anyone 
endeavoring to navigate the issues surrounding biblical text criticism, 
particularly of the New Testament. While this third edition of his work 
is a reprint of the now deceased Letis, Just and Sinner Publishing House 
has done a service to the current text criticism enthusiast for making it 
available. The work is a collection of essays on text criticism issues that Dr. 
Letis wrote during and around the time of his doctoral studies. While not 
an overly easy read, the work is not too academic or technical for someone 
with a little knowledge of the discussion of textual criticism.

Within the book, Letis demonstrates his own acumen in dealing with 
the technical nature of textual criticism. In one of the chapters, he intricately 
deals with Egyptian manuscripts and John 1:18. While no novice at the 
textual issues related to New Testament texts, Letis’ greatest contribution 
to the discussion in this work is his historical analysis of the impact of B.B. 
Warfield upon textual criticism and the move to the Modern Critical Text, 
as well as the historical overview of what previous generations believed 
regarding autographa (the original or first copy of a biblical writing) and 
apographa (the original language copies of that initial copy). In discussing 
Warfield in a well-written chapter, he writes, “Warfield’s first step in this 
process was to distance himself from the Protestant scholastic approach to 
text critical matters, while retaining the scholastic view of verbal inspiration” 
(12). He ultimately shows that Warfield changed the entire discussion, 
perhaps with good motives, and caused significant change to how Bible 
believing scholars viewed text criticism. Specifically looking to reconstruct 
an illusive original manuscript versus maintaining a preservationist approach 
with the apographa did this. The specific chapter on B. B. Warfield and 
Inerrancy is a necessary historical read and is worth the entire book, whether 
one agrees or disagrees with Letis’ ultimate manuscript choices.

Throughout the book, while clearly preferring the King James Version, 
or Authorized Version, Letis is a far cry from an official KJV-only position 
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(arguing for some type of special inspiration of the English King James 
Version), but rather bemoans the assumptions of the Modern Critical Text 
position and methodology and advocates instead for the Textus Receptus, or 
a form of the Majority Text. He also shows a clear ability to demonstrate 
historical development as this work contains several chapters that reveal 
the chronological development of thought within church history of the 
field of biblical text criticism. 

Although this work is over two decades old, the recent reprint is 
timely as there is a renewed interest among Evangelical, confessional and 
Reformed groups in the issues. With the advent of social media, many 
are questioning the Modern Critical Text methodology, and this work is 
a necessary, albeit older work for that discussion. Part of this necessity is 
seen in the continued output of Christian Apologist Dr. James White on 
the issue. Among Reformed individuals, he has become a popularizer of 
the Modern Critical Text and has come to its defense. Within Letis’ work 
there are several Appendices, one of which is a critique of White’s approach. 
Anyone influenced by White’s apologetic approach to the Modern Critical 
Text position needs to be aware of Letis’ bold critique. 

In addition to these strengths, the work offers text critical examples 
as well as historical research. Text Criticism did not simply appear with 
the discovery of manuscripts, it developed chronologically, particularly 
over the last 200 years, and Letis is very helpful in understanding that 
development. His use of Brevard Childs is also helpful in that Letis himself 
argues for a particular approach from within an historical outlook of a 
particular individual. To the reader looking to understand the myriad of 
issues regarding the text criticism of the Christian New Testament this 
book is a necessary read and will be helpful in laying the groundwork for 
other works. The reader is encouraged to not allow confusion between 
“KJV-onlyism” and discussion of the Textus Receptus to interfere with 
benefitting from the historical and textual benefits of picking up this book.

This particular reprinting suffers from a few typos or layout issues 
here and there, but this is not a regular occurrence. Given that the work 
is a collection of articles by a now deceased scholar, there is no amending 
the work, yet, if a suggestion for another chapter could be made, given the 
current discussion, it would be helpful for the reader to see Letis work out 
a current articulation of the finer distinctions between the Majority Text 
position and the Textus Receptus position. Through no fault of Letis, scholars 
seeking to defend both positions have used the phrase “Ecclesiastical 
Text”, and therefore, an additional essay on the differences between these 
two, albeit much closer, positions than the Modern Critical Text, would 
be helpful. These critiques notwithstanding, the work is of great value and 
will provide benefit to persons new to the discussion, and those who have 
been involved in the discussion of Text Criticism for awhile.

J. Ryan Davidson 
Grace Baptist Chapel 

Hampton, Virginia 
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B. M. Pietsch. Dispensational Modernism. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2015; 262 pp.; $82.00.

Is it possible that historians of the Twentieth-Century have gotten 
dispensationalists wrong? Many have cast dispensationalism as an anti-
intellectual movement preoccupied with premillennial expectations—a 
depiction of “wacky, anti-modern fringe American Protestant 
fundamentalism” (1). B. M. Pietsch in Dispensational Modernism pushes 
back against these interpretations by presenting dispensational thought as 
an attempt to navigate a world re-shaped by scientific modernism. Pietsch’s 
account of dispensational history emphasizes the interpretive techniques 
of this movement and the purpose behind these techniques.

Pietsch locates dispensationalism in an era of cultural development 
where people became obsessed with precise measurements, fixed pricing, 
and tracking time—all results of the quantitative nature of science. Cooking 
became governed by precise measurements of ingredients with the publication 
of Fannie Farmer’s cookbook. Department stores, themselves a recent 
phenomenon, fixed prices and affixed price tags to products for the first time. 
Factories employed the clock and other measurements to optimize workers 
and create efficiency. Meanwhile, while the fruits of science and evolution 
shaped the broader culture, higher criticism employed the scientific method 
to challenge the authority of the Bible. Likewise, scholars at Princeton 
embraced common sense realism as a scientific adaptation to understand 
Scripture and doctrine in this new age. Dispensationalists, caught up in 
these times, adopted principles of science and engineering to Scripture 
interpretation and became engrossed with numerology, precisely timing 
biblical events, charting out these events, and collecting large numbers of 
authoritative texts to support a doctrinal view (oft-called proof-texting). 
Dispensationalists organized all this data to present a reliable account of 
God’s instrument of revelation, the Holy Bible. They brought all these 
techniques to bear on Scripture and developed a complex yet coherent 
biblical theology that demonstrated the literary unity of biblical prophecy. 
This then became a new methodology of Scripture interpretation, which 
employed engineering and scientific techniques that were taxonomic in 
nature. In other words, it gave an ordered and well-organized account for 
biblical revelation. 

Of course, for this new system to flourish, it had to be respectable. To 
gain public confidence, conferences were held to draw pastors and middle-
class families for holiday to Niagara and other locations. There these people 
learned how to properly interpret the Bible for themselves and accrue 
personal confidence at Bible interpretation. Popular and reputable pastoral 
figures like D. L. Moody, A. T. Pierson, and G. Campbell Morgan taught 
people these techniques. Early leaders of the dispensational movement 
legitimized their authoritative scriptural interpretation not just by the 
taxonomic power of Bible study, but also by making sure people knew 
that they had educational degrees from respectable institutions. If they 
didn’t, sometimes they started institutions that could then confer honorary 
doctoral degrees to one another. Such was the case for some leaders at 
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Wheaton College, Dallas Seminary, and Moody Bible Institute. Likewise, 
if possible, dispensational leaders would collect respectable scholars to join 
the movement and participate in their conferences or publications, such as 
the Fundamentals. This too garnered respectability for the movement. The 
popular reception of the dispensational method across America testifies to 
the success by which this movement validated its credibility. 

How people grew to understand time became another aid to the popular 
reception of dispensationalism. Many pastors and scholars increasingly 
embraced a geologic understanding of time and Darwinian evolution, 
both of which emphasized slow progress, which in turn undermined a 
Postmillennial interpretation of Scripture. Meanwhile, events like the Civil 
War caused people to question the prospect of societal progress altogether, 
another nix against Postmillennial optimism. On the other hand, the violent 
disruption of the Civil War gave credence to the idea that time might have 
ruptures and disjunctions, which dispensationalists also observed from the 
literary narrative of Scripture. “Dispensationalists viewed time as linear, 
progressive, teleological, divinely ordered and dispensed, and defined by 
ruptures” (136). Dispensationalists mapped time through their charts to 
create a “hermeneutic harmony.” How God’s rules for governing humanity 
evolved and progressed over time, actually mapped well with evolutionary 
thought. Additionally, measuring and charting out these ruptures fit very 
well with a culture obsessed with commodifying and measuring time.

In order for this system to flourish, it required an authoritative, well-
researched study Bible with outstanding annotations in order to propagate 
this new knowledge to adherents, hence the Scofield Reference Bible, which 
is to this day Oxford University Press’ best-selling book. Filled with charts, 
careful interpretive notes, Scriptural proof-texts, and an orderly account of 
the dispensational method—the Scofield Reference Bible became a symbol 
of the scientific legitimacy, authority, and confidence that adherents might 
have in Scripture during a scientific and modern era.

Pietsch’s detached, outsider perspective of dispensationalism is 
a refreshing and remarkable revision to Sandeen, Marsden, and other 
historians of fundamentalism, premillennialism, and dispensationalism. 
Locating dispensationalism within a culture driven by science and letting 
this account for dispensationalism’s scientific impulse is a helpful corrective 
for those who are inclined to reduce dispensationalism to anti-intellectualism 
and apocalypticism. Pietsch’s understanding of dispensationalism should 
be unsurprising to anyone who has observed the movement up close. 
Dispensationalism frequently attracts adherents who work as software 
engineers, defense contract engineers, and others with vocational interests 
in the science industry. The taxonomic system of Scripture interpretation 
makes sense to mathematically and scientifically oriented people. Likewise, 
it should not be surprising that Dallas Seminary and Biola are surrounded 
by silicon and aeronautics. 

What perhaps would be interesting to trace is the decline of the 
dispensational movement and how this movement has been seemingly 
supplanted by the momentum of the neo-Reformed movement during 
the later Twentieth and early Twenty-first Century. The Reformed revival, 
accompanied by gospel-centered renewal, has all the same sociological 
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markings that the dispensational movement had in the early Twentieth-
Century: large conferences like TGC and Desiring God, a study-Bible 
like the ESV and Gospel-Transformation Bible, and credible pastoral 
and theological leaders like John Piper, Timothy Keller, and Don Carson. 
What is it about this era that attracts people to a highly providentialist and 
Christocentric interpretation of Scripture? Though both dispensational 
and reformed systems of thought would acknowledge incompatibility in 
various areas of doctrine, it is very likely that both systems would credit 
their periods of dominance to the truthfulness of their claims. Yet, I wonder 
if the prosperity of these respective movements might also be credited to 
how both were culturally timely, and both employed similar sociological 
playbooks—namely conferences, a study Bible, and celebrity leadership. 
Perhaps the recent prosperity of Reformed renewal and the concomitant 
decline of dispensational thought is detected by visiting desiringgod.org 
and thegospelcoalition.org and then visiting the website of the most popular 
purveyor of dispensationalism (hint: none exist). And what might this mean 
for a movement that is ecclesiologically oriented?

Joseph T. Cochran 
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School 

Oak Park, Illinois

Hans Boersma. Sacramental Preaching: Sermons on the Hidden Presence 
of Christ. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016; xxv + 213 pp; 
$24.00.

In the last decade, Hans Boersma has written a number of helpful books 
on recovering pre-modern interpretation and learning from the exegesis of 
the Church Fathers.1 In this volume, however, the rubber hits the road as he 
displays how his recovery of pre-modern interpretation affects his sermons. 
The book consists of lightly edited manuscripts of fourteen sermons that 
Boersma preached in his own church, and each sermon is following by 4-5 
pages of preaching notes. 

The book is structured around the theme of “happiness.” As Boersma 
writes, “The large majority of Christian theologians have understood our 
aim in life to be happiness, that is, the eternal possession of Christ as our 
greatest good” (xxiv). Therefore, following an introductory sermon from 
Acts 2, the book has three main sections: Sensed Happiness, Pilgrim 
Happiness, and Heavenly Happiness. One might say that Boersma brings 
us on a beatific journey as we move from sermons on finding happiness in 
the created world as we now experience it and gradually moving toward 
our ultimate happiness in the presence of God Himself. 

1  These include Nouvelle Theologie and Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Scripture as Real Presence: Sacramental Exegesis in 
the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017); Heavenly Participation: The Weaving 
of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011). 
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Boersma’s sermons are rich and full of theological and devotional 
insight. I was personally encouraged reading them; therefore, the book 
is worth reading for its devotional value alone. Beyond this, however, the 
book has great value as a model of a pre-modern interpretive approach to 
preaching. Boersma is explicit about his exegetical intentions: “Underlying 
the sermon is the conviction that Old Testament narrative functions as a 
sacrament that contains Christ as its real presence” (11); “Exegesis is first 
and foremost searching for the reality of Christ” (25). Whether one is 
satisfied with the label “sacramental exegesis,” I find it difficult to deny that 
the apostles and their successors were looking for the presence of Christ in 
the Old Testament and that their example encourages us to do the same. 

Of course this short review will not allow us to evaluate fourteen 
sermons across the Bible, so I will not attempt to evaluate his readings of 
specific texts. However, along with his appeal to “sacramental exegesis,” 
we can note that some of the key interpretive methods that Boersma 
emphasizes are allegorical readings and spiritual interpretation, appeals to 
the affections, and Christological-theological exegesis with an emphasis 
on our participation in Him. 

While self-consciously rooting his sermons in the text of Scripture, 
Boersma also differentiates himself from many modern exegetes. In his 
explanation of a sermon on Matthew 2:13-21, he explains, “This sermon is 
expository in the sense that exegesis informs every aspect of it...But it will 
be evident that, for the most part, my preaching is not strictly expository. 
First, I do not sequentially follow the biblical account verse by verse or 
even word by word. Instead, I look for a theologically significant word, 
theme, or quotation that plays a prominent role in the biblical text” (78). 
With apologies to Boersma, I would still label his sermons expositional. 
He attempts to faithfully explain and apply key aspects of the theology 
that emerges from the text itself. This does not mean we cannot come 
to the text with questions or theological presuppositions from elsewhere 
(which is inevitable). Rather it means we let the text speak to our questions 
and presuppositions. To be sure, however, advocates of a strict “literal-
grammatical-historical” exegetical method will be less than satisfied with the 
sermons, regardless of whether they are working from a historical-critical 
perspective or a version of a dispensational hermeneutic. 

The “Preacher’s Notes” that follow each sermon are excellent 
supplements to the sermons themselves. They are particularly helpful for 
understanding Boersma’s method. However, without reading his previous 
work on “sacramental exegesis,” one might have a more difficult time 
tracking with Boersma’s exegetical and homiletical moves. Therefore, I’d 
recommend reading his earlier volume Heavenly Participation before picking 
up this book. With this background in place, the notes will likely be of 
more immediate use for a pastor. Also, while this is not a critique of the 
content per se, it also may have been useful to include introductory notes 
before the sermon itself. I consistently found myself turning back to the 
sermons to reread sections while reading the notes.

Finally, reading this book both seemed simultaneously familiar and 
unfamiliar to me. On the one hand, the sermons in this book often bring to 
mind the exegetical methods and preaching styles of Irenaeus, Augustine, 
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Calvin, and the Puritans. On the other hand, these sermons are different 
than many of the exegetical sermons that I hear. Boersma is not shy about 
his debt to the exegesis of the Fathers, so it should be no surprise to find 
his sermons reflecting (while not exactly mimicking) them. Although he 
does not cite them often, Boersma’s sermons share many features with the 
Puritans as well. His Christological and allegorical readings of the Old 
Testament are much closer to both John Owen and John Chrysostom than 
they are to most modern expository sermons. Boersma himself notes, “I am 
convinced that most Christian use of allegory is anything but arbitrary…As 
a result, there tends to be a great deal more similarity in exegetical outcome 
among advocates of spiritual interpretation than among those who restrict 
themselves to literal or historical exegetical methods” (148). Therefore, it 
should not surprise us to find these similarities.

While it is true that the Reformers and Puritans pushed against 
a perceived minimizing of the literal sense in the late Medieval era, it 
is important to observe that our modern exegetical readings are often 
influenced by methodological naturalism far more than we realize. Even 
when I disagree with some exegetical approaches or conclusions, I found 
myself edified by the sermons and better instructed in how to read and 
preach more faithfully. Therefore, I highly recommend this volume as a 
resource for devotional reading and for instruction in faithful theological 
preaching. 

Chris Bruno 
Bethlehem College & Seminary 

Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Stephen Greenblatt. The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve. New York: 
Norton, 2017; 419pp.; $17.90.

As with many great books, The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve has its 
origins in the personal biography of its author. Greenblatt, the John Cogan 
University Professor of the Humanities at Harvard University, begins with 
the shattering of his own naïve childhood faith, when, looking up during 
the priestly benediction at the end of the Sabbath service (in direct violation 
of his parents’ orders), he encounters not God passing over his head (and 
thus certain death), but a host of other distracted worshippers, eyes wide 
open. Greenblatt never returns to this story, but it functions as a parable 
for what follows: what do we do with a story—the Genesis account of 
human origins in the persons of Adam and Eve—that for Greenblatt is 
so obviously fictional, and yet has “proved so durable, so widespread, and 
so insistently, hauntingly real” (3)? 

Until the final pages, one must read between the lines for an answer. 
That is because The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve is not, firstly, a constructive 
response to that question, but rather the “life history” of the Adam-and-
Eve story itself (2). It shows, in other words, via an elegant, expansive, and 
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charitably-written reception history, just how pervasively the story of Adam 
and Eve has shaped Western civilization. Greenblatt takes the reader from 
ancient Babylon—the exilic context in which the Hebrews’ origin story 
took its final shape (in competition with, e.g., the Enuma Elish, the Epic 
of Gilgamesh, and Atrahasis)—to Darwin’s 1871 Descent of Man and the 
loss of Adam and Eve as real figures of the remembered past. In between 
we meet the earliest Jewish and Christian attempts to backfill the terse 
Genesis account (Apocalypse of Adam; Life of Adam and Eve; Testimony of 
Truth; etc.); the philosophical and allegorical exegesis of Philo and Origen; 
devastatingly misogynistic readings of the story; the pervasive focus on 
Adam and Eve’s shame in Medieval art; their striking realism in Renaissance 
art; and early cracks in the story resulting from the discoveries of explorers 
and scientists—cracks exploited by the likes of Bayle, Voltaire, and Twain 
(et al.), so that what we have by the end of the nineteenth century is the 
“mortality of a narrative” (251). Along the way, we meet a host of fascinating 
characters and works of art, and see Adam and Eve’s effect on theology, 
politics, art, literature, science, and sex. 

The central roles in Greenblatt’s tale, however, belong to Augustine, 
Milton, and Albrecht Dürer. And here we are some way back toward a 
reading-between-the-lines answer to the initial question above. For the 
above figures are where, on Greenblatt’s telling, things go (ironically) 
wrong. It is precisely the “making real” of Adam and Eve—the literalism 
of Augustine’s theological project, the photographic quality (and wide 
distribution) of Dürer’s artistic project, and the vivid realism of Milton’s 
literary project—that creates the edifice which can only but crumble in the 
Enlightenment. Thus, the irony: “Thinking of Adam and Eve as real...had 
an unintended and devastating consequence: the story began to die...It did 
so because the gap between convincingly real people and conspicuously 
unreal circumstances—mysterious garden, magical trees, talking snake, 
God taking a walk in the cool of the evening breeze—became increasingly 
untenable” (250). To live in the modern world, Christian, Jew, Muslim, or 
none, is to feel the force of Greenblatt’s argument. What, then, shall we do?

Greenblatt does not make the reader read between the lines forever. 
He is explicit at the end of the work. Rightly returned to the “sphere of 
the imagination”—that is, to myth—we treat the story as what it is, great 
literature, a “powerful, even indispensable, way to think” about what it means 
to be human in the world (284). Far better for Adam and Eve to be an 
allegory with the ongoing power to shape us, than to make them real and 
consign them to irrelevance. There is a compelling power to this logic, and 
what makes it more palatable still is that The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve 
is not, emphatically not, a self-congratulatory paean to the Enlightenment, 
and its ‘fearless’ (scientific) debunking of an ancient (religious) myth. Nor, 
again, is it a call to leave the story of Adam and Eve behind: “Our existence 
would be diminished without them” (284). In fact, the scientific consensus 
on human origins engenders an “unsettling absence of a plot” and lacks “an 
aesthetic shape” (282). That it is true, Greenblatt writes in a wonderful line, 
“does not in itself make it good to think with” (281). Indeed—the effects 
of “thinking with it” were manifestly not good for victims of Nazi eugenics. 
Humans live by stories, and Greenblatt, for one, finds the Adam-and-Eve 
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story peculiarly satisfying, and commends it as having much still to offer—so 
long as we return it to its (pre-Augustinian) allegorical beginnings, and 
Adam and Eve’s life pulses not with flesh and blood, but with the “magical 
reality” that is literature (284, 299).

For the vast majority of Greenblatt’s readers, this may very well be the 
necessary move. And one can be thankful that a generation of Harvard 
students are meeting Adam and Eve at all—as literary figures or otherwise—
and with a charitable guide at that. The question, of course, is whether a 
purely allegorical Adam and Eve can generate the sort of cultural capital 
that Greenblatt so obviously admires in figures like Dürer and Milton. To 
put it otherwise, it is not clear to me that Greenblatt’s preferred reading 
method could actually produce the sort of aesthetic works he loves, or that 
the Western civilization to which he holds out Adam and Eve afresh would 
be what it is apart from the reading method he critiques. It is Dürer, after 
all, who produces the Fall of Man, and Milton who writes Paradise Lost. 
The loss of such great cultural goods may just be the price (of knowledge) 
we have to pay post-Darwin, but if that is the case, give me (second) 
naïveté any day of the week. I’ll keep my head down during the priestly 
benediction, and let God pass by overhead—a richer, deeper, and more 
beautiful life that way lies.

Benjamin J. Petroelje 
Fourteenth Street CRC 

Holland, Michigan

J.P. Moreland. Scientism and Secularism: Learning to Respond to a 
Dangerous Ideology. Wheaton: Crossway, 2018; 222 pp.; $16.99.

The contemporary intellectual climate has an iconic view of science 
due to the tacit belief that the natural sciences provide seemingly exhaus-
tive explanatory power in depicting reality. Science, as we know it, holds 
enormous power and authority over the intellectual climate of our day. In 
order to gain intellectual credibility and legitimacy in the modern world, one 
is led to believe that the only things that exist are those that can be observed 
and explained by empirical scientific methods. In this book, Scientism and 
Secularism, J.P. Moreland argues that the contemporary scientific worldview, 
known as scientism, has become the new orthodox for making truth claims 
about reality. Moreland defines scientism as a view which holds that “the 
hard sciences—like chemistry, biology, physics, astronomy—provide the 
only genuine knowledge of reality” (26). According to Moreland, scientism 
is not only as pervasive as the “air we breathe” (31) but also shapes the way 
we understand reality and what it means to us. This view leads people to 
believe that only science has the authority and credibility to address matters 
of truth. According to this line of reasoning, any discipline which cannot 
be empirically measured—including the humanities, morality and religious 
discourse is considered illegitimate. As such, scientism is pervasive to the 
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contemporary intellectual and cultural discourse, extending into the moral, 
educational, and political disciplines. That means, for example, the value 
humanities such as music, literature, art, drama, architecture, and poetry 
are not considered as matters of significance or consequence.

What Moreland is concerned about is how scientism undermines 
Christianity’s fundamental and important truth claims about God and 
our faith in Him. By reducing the Christian faith to a private opinion and 
subjective belief, scientism has the effect of secularizing large and crucial 
dimensions of our lives. Moreland worries that scientism has negatively “puts 
Christian claims outside of the plausibility structure (what people generally 
consider reasonable and rational)” in such a way that “our deepest beliefs 
about life, knowledge, history, and reality will seem to be utterly implau-
siblenot just untrue, but unworthy of consideration” (31). Consequently, 
scientism affects the way we make adjudicatory judgments on truth, moral 
knowledge, human freedom, and the principle of tolerance in the contem-
porary culture. In so doing, scientism renders Christian belief ineffective 
and irrelevant in the current cultural discourse and destroys confidence in 
Christianity among the young Christian students in American universities. 

In chapter 3, Moreland describes how the intellectual battle for obtain-
ing knowledge and understanding has been lost to the corrosive effects of 
scientism and secularism. The university culture has shifted to the thinking 
that “values” are considered as private, subjective, and culturally relative 
while the “facts” are deemed as public, objective and obligatory for everyone 
(45). This means that students are bereft of categories for determining 
matters of religion, faith, ethics/morality, and human flourishing in the 
world. From this line of reasoning, the university culture has left students 
to decide for themselves on matters of character development and how to 
live well. Moreland laments that the “responsibility for moral and religious 
development, then, became solely the burden of the humanities. Professors 
of literature, art, history, language, and philosophy were all who were left to 
unify the meaning of students’ lives and to teach values both for university 
life in general and for the curriculum in particular” (47).

Assessing matters from the vantage point of a scientist, philosopher, 
and theologian, Moreland argues, in a refreshing way (in chapter 4), that 
the notion of scientism is self-refuting and self-defeating. Moreland objects 
to the version of strong scientism (that science is the only reliable path 
to knowledge) which claims that “only what is testable by science can be 
true.” He contends that this statement is self-refuting and false because 
the statement’s own content implies that there can never be any further 
research or scientific discoveries that can demonstrate the statement to be 
true. At the end of the day, Moreland convincingly shows that scientism is 
not science, but it is a philosophical view of science that takes us captive. 
In short, scientism is not about doing scientific research from a neutral 
objective stance, but it is a particular philosophical interpretation of science 
that attempts to interpret reality from an empirical frame of reference. 
The effect of scientism is pervasive in the current intellectual, cultural, and 
scientific establishments. Scientism does not deal with scientific data per 
se, but it is a philosophical claim (with commitment to naturalism) that 
purports to provide explanatory power to account for all human, biological, 
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psychological, social, and cultural phenomena in the world. Moreland 
contends that scientism is not scientific at all because it does not provide 
adequate and “necessary presuppositions that justify practicing science,” 
(chapter 5), he goes as far as to say that scientism itself is an enemy to science 
because by going beyond the scope of what science can claim, “scientism 
distorts genuine knowledge and hurts the enterprise of science” (95).

Moreland argues that our culture’s uncritical acceptance of scientism 
stems from not utilizing the discipline of philosophy to rationally investigate 
and adjudicate the assumptions and presuppositions of the scientific world-
view and its metaphysical commitment to the spatio-temporal plausibility 
structures of the world. Moreland proposes that the way forward is to have 
philosophers as the gatekeepers in to help define the nature and rationality 
of science and scientific (and at times conflicting) claims about reality and 
“for what is and what is not reasonable to believe” (124). Philosophy plays 
the role of asking questions and differentiates the scope of what science 
can do and cannot do. For example, Moreland uses philosophical reasoning 
to make the following claims about what science cannot explain: (1) the 
origin of the universe, (2) the origin of the fundamental laws of nature, (3) 
the fine-tuning of the universe, (4) the origin of consciousness, and (5) the 
existence of moral, rational, and aesthetic objective laws and intrinsically 
valuable properties in the world. 

Having shown the implausibility and incoherence of scientism, 
Moreland acknowledges that science is a valuable enterprise worthy of 
pursuit because science has a lot to offer to our knowledge of reality in the 
world. He suggests that the way forward is to commit to conceptual and 
personal integration of Christianity and science. The aim of this integration 
is to “provide rational justification for Christian truth claims” (178) within 
the framework of Christian theism without having to succumb to the cor-
rosive effects of scientism. The confidence and clarity Moreland expresses 
throughout the book are informative and refreshing, this work is valuable 
in providing an up-to-date discussion of the impact of scientism on the 
culture and Christian belief. It may not convince every reader of the validity 
of the arguments from the framework of Christian theism or those who 
are not sympathetic to the intelligent design movement; nevertheless, the 
book remains a helpful guide for those who are in the science-and-theology 
discussion, one promising for further study, debate, and research. 

Kiem Le 
Living Word Community Church 

San Jose, California

Phillip D. R. Griffiths. Covenant Theology: A Reformed Baptist 
Perspective. Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2016; 190 pp.; $ 21.99. 

Griffiths begins his work with a rather bleak description of the current 
state of theology and the church. He lists several problems that the church 
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had to contend with over the last two centuries: Darwinian evolution, 
liberalism, the rise of revivalism, and most pertinent to the book, the rise of 
dispensationalism. In response, Griffiths urges Baptist churches to return 
to their covenantal heritage. This work represents Griffiths’ view of that 
covenantal heritage: a particularly Baptist understanding of the relationship 
of the covenants.

Chapter two begins with a basic explanation of what covenants are: 
“essentially a conditional promise” (9). He cites and explains the distinction 
between covenant and testament (per Hebrews 9:16). Chapter three is a 
brief explanation of the covenant of redemption, followed by an explanation 
of the covenant of works in chapter four. Citing Gill, Griffiths strongly 
affirmed the law of nature written upon Adam’s heart from the beginning. 
He includes multiple quotes from various authors (e.g., Lloyd-Jones, A. 
W. Pink, N. Cox, Watson, Owen) describing the plight of man after Adam 
sinned.

Chapter five explains the work of Christ in the new covenant. Griffiths 
sees this work as necessarily covenantal. Christ is the Second Adam that suc-
ceeded where the first failed (24). Chapter six speaks to the two kingdoms 
(i.e., federal heads, covenants) that divide humanity: Adam and Christ (or 
covenant of works and covenant of grace). Griffiths explains that every 
person has one of those two federal heads. Indeed, he explains, even Old 
Testament saints were made a part of Christ’s kingdom (36).

Chapter seven is where things start to really get interesting. Griffiths 
here begins to really differentiate himself from the paedobaptist position. 
One of his major arguments against a paedobaptist interpretation is from 
Galatians 3:6: God promised to Abraham’s seed (singular, i.e., Christ) 
blessings that become ours by virtue of our being joined to Christ spiritually, 
rather than the blessings becoming ours by virtue of our physical lineage.

For Griffiths, the paedobaptist hermeneutic confounds the two cov-
enants: “whilst it acknowledges two posterities, it fails to acknowledge 
two covenants. It fails to see that the new covenant is not just another 
administration of the covenant of grace, but is itself the only covenant of 
grace” (60).

Chapter eight briefly deals with the covenant sign of circumcision. In 
sum, to cite Lloyd-Jones’ comment on Romans 2:25: 

What Paul is saying here is that it is true that circumcision is of 
great value but it has not intrinsic and inherent value in and of 
itself…it proclaims that you are God’s people—yes, but only on 
the condition that you really are one of God’s people in the true 
and vital sense—namely that you are a holy people, for God is a 
holy God (67). 
Chapter nine follows with the usual follow up question: Was circumci-

sion replaced by baptism? Griffiths quotes several paedobaptists that would 
reply in the affirmative. But, he argues, they make the “classic paedobaptist 
mistake of assuming that all old covenant children were in the covenant 
of grace when they were not, and [they] therefore wrongly infer that the 
children of believers in the new covenant are likewise in the covenant of 
grace” (74). Griffiths concludes the chapter by arguing instead: “The only 
circumcision that is of spiritual significance is that performed by God in 
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the heart, and the only baptism that means anything is that which follows 
a confession of faith, signifying union with Christ” (82).

The next chapter attempts to tackle various complex issues surrounding 
the nature of the mosaic covenant. He begins with the standard reformed 
argument for the trifold division of the mosaic law. Then, Griffiths veers 
into the complex and often abstract debate about whether or not the mosaic 
covenant is a republication of the covenant of works, and concludes that the 
mosaic covenant is a republication of the curse only, not of the condition 
of life for obedience (88). He also examines the “earthly promises” made to 
Israel. He concludes, contra the dispensationalists and pre-millennialists, 
that the promises find their “yes” in Christ (114).

After giving a brief description of the Davidic covenant, chapter twelve 
jumps into the nature of the new covenant. He argues that old testament 
believers could enter the new covenant before Christ’s completed work 
(125). He further explains the distinctions between the old covenant and 
the new, the covenant of the flesh and the covenant of the Spirit, being 
sure to distinguish his position from both the paedobaptist’s and the “New 
Covenant” theologian’s.

Chapter thirteen explains how union with Christ functions within a 
Baptist covenantal system. This chapter runs through the standard ordo 
salutis categories and closes with a discussion of whether (and how) Old 
Testament believers were united to Christ. He answers that Old Testament 
believers, like Abraham, possessed all aspects of the ordo, even though they 
lacked the awareness of them (150). Griffiths also compares this posi-
tion with various other approaches to the question (e.g., New Covenant 
Theology, Owen, Federal Visionists).

Chapter fourteen addresses the question of the warning passages in 
the bible and how they relate to perseverance. Griffiths maintains that the 
new covenant is “unbreakable” (166), contra paedobaptists (173).

Chapter fifteen explains what is new about the new covenant. For 
Griffiths, baptism in the spirit is a “validation of a previously existing 
position in Christ” (182). Or, to say it another way: “If we just accept the 
baptism of the Spirit by faith, just assume that it happens as conversion, 
then it appears that the only thing that actually differentiates us [from Old 
Testament saints] is our clearer understanding of redemption. The fact that 
we have the New Testament and a greater intellectual understanding of 
our position in Christ” (sic., 185).

The final two chapters contain an analysis of typical proof texts used 
by paedobaptists, as well as a conclusion.

Griffiths admirably tries to cover a lot of ground in this little book. 
He does a admirable job interacting with many important interlocutors; 
however, there remain a few weaknesses. For one, Griffiths sometimes 
treats paedobaptists as somewhat monolithic, when instead he could have 
interacted with different categories of paedobaptists. For example, he 
interacts with Doug Wilson, John Murray, and Joel Beeke within just a few 
paragraphs without giving sufficient nuance to their differing understand-
ings of paedobaptist covenant theology. Admittedly, this is an introductory 
book and does not provide limitless space for nuancing; however, footnotes 
explaining the differing views would have been appreciated.
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Second, and much more interesting, was Griffiths’ understanding of 
baptism in the Spirit. He reduces baptism in the Spirit down to an increase 
in intellectual understanding that accompanies salvation (e.g., 182–183). 
Rather than the Spirit working in a greater way since Pentecost, or work-
ing in new covenant believers in a way somehow greater than the work 
done in old covenant believers, Griffiths’ understanding seems to limit the 
significance of Pentecost. To put it another way, it seems like his systematic 
theology is flattening out his biblical theology: attempting to emphasize 
that Old Testament saints were saved the same way as the New Testament 
saints, Griffiths seems to minimize the biblical emphasis on the importance 
of Pentecost and the coming of the Spirit in fullness upon God’s people.

Overall, the book is helpful. It fills a need: an introductory explanation 
of covenant theology that clearly lays out the differences between Baptists 
and paedobaptists. While sometimes tedious and occasionally quirky, this 
work is appreciated. I have already bought and handed out several copies 
to young people that I have the joy of introducing to Baptist covenant 
theology. I hope you will do the same.

Jon English Lee 
Morningview Baptist Church 

Montgomery, Alabama
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