
 

This document was supplied for free educational purposes. 
Unless it is in the public domain, it may not be sold for profit 
or hosted on a webserver without the permission of the 
copyright holder. 

If you find it of help to you and would like to support the 
ministry of Theology on the Web, please consider using the 
links below: 
 

 
https://www.buymeacoffee.com/theology 

 

https://patreon.com/theologyontheweb 

PayPal https://paypal.me/robbradshaw 
 

A table of contents for The Baptist Quarterly can be found here: 

htps://biblicalstudies.org.uk/ar�cles_bq_01.php 

https://www.buymeacoffee.com/theology
https://patreon.com/theologyontheweb
https://paypal.me/robbradshaw
https://paypal.me/robbradshaw
https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/articles_bq_01.php
https://www.buymeacoffee.com/theology
https://patreon.com/theologyontheweb


Cheap and Costly, Grace 

GRACE is not cheap but costly, costly for God and costly for man, 
but costly because it is unconditionally free: such is the grace 

by which we are justified in Christ Jesus. That is the theme which 
Karl Barth set himself to work out insistently and unambiguously 
in the famous second edition. of his commentary on the Epistle to 
the Romans, which had such a shattering effect on religion and theo­
logy between the two world wars, but which many people have 

. . recently picked out of the pages of Dietrich Bonhoeffer without 
adequately understanding it. Because God has concluded us all under 
His mercy and justified us freely through grace, all men are put on 
the same level, for whether they are good or bad, religious or secu­
lar, within the Church or of the world, they all alike come under the 
total judgment of grace, the judgment that everything they are and 
have is wholly called into question simply by the fact that they are 
saved by grace alone. This grace is infinitely costly to God because 
it is grace through the blood of Christ, but it is desperately costly 
to man because it lays the axe to the root of all his cherished posses­
sions and achievements, not least in the realm of his religion for it 
is in religion that man's self-justification may reach its supreme and 
most subtle form. 

How did the Reformers understand justification by grace? Nor­
mally they expounded it as justification by faith, partly because of 
the Pauline usage which was given such decisive exposition by Luther 
in his discussion of the epistles to the Romans and Galatians, but also 
to stress the contrast between "faith" and "works". Understood 
in this way" faith alone" was the correlative of " grace alone" but 
before long it became apparent that the notion of " justifying faith" 
was highly ambiguous. This made it easy . for the opponents of 
Reform to caricature the Lutheran doctrine of justification, but was 
the. Corincil of Trent entirely wrong when it accused it of turning 
faith into a justifying work? History has proved the fathers of 
Trent shrewder than was realized at the time, for this is exactly what 
happened again and again in the development of Lutheran and 

. Reformed Theology alike, when it was taught that men and women 
are justified by God's grace if they repent and believe. Thus there 
arose the concept and practice of conditional grace which permeated 
Protestantism, Lutheran Pietism, and Federal Theology of the Cal­
vinists, Puritanism and Anglicanism alike. The Romans had taught 
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that we need first of all an infusion of supernatural grace for withou,t 
it we can do nothing, but that must be given to us ex opere operato, 
that is, without any co-operation on our part. < Once it is received, 
however, we may co-operate with divine grace in living the Christian 
life, meriting more grace through repentence and obedience and 
receiving it through the sacraments. The Reformers rightly attacked 
this quantitative notion of grace and exposed the Pelagian· heresy 
latent in the Roman notion of merit, for it obscured the Gospel of 
free forgiveness of sins granted on the merits of Christ alone. But 
as soon as righteousness and life were thought of as offered to us by 
God under the condition of faith the old errors . crept back to corrupt 
the evangelical message·. and a new legalism resulted. Nowhere 
perhaps has this difficult ambiguity in historical Protestantism come 
out more sharply than in the controversies that arose with the pub­
lication of The Marrow of Modern Dicinityin 1645 and 1649. In 
Scottish theology it received its most trenchant exposure from the 
pen of James Fraserof Brea in A Treatise on 1ustifying and S(l'{)ing 
Faith (not published until 1722) in which he rejected the whole notion 
of conditional redemption and attacked the legalizing of the Gospel 
that came from making "justifying faith" into a saving work. He 
sought instead to ground faith upon the active obedience of Christ 
and His complete sufficiency for our justification, which gave dse to 
an .unconditionally free 'proclamation of the Gospel; 

This difficulty is just as evident in our own times, for Evangelical 
Protestantism, has developed a way of preaching the Gospel which 
distorts and betrays it by introducing into it a subtle element of 
corredemption. This happens whenever it is said· ,that people will 
not be saved unless they make the work of Christ real for themselves 
by their own personal decision, or that they will be saved only, if 
they repent and believe, for this is to make the effectiveness of the 
work of Christ conditional upon what the sinner does, and so at the 
crucial point it throws the ultimate responsibility for a man's salva­
tionback upon himself. That is very far from being Good News for 
the sinner, for he knows well that if everything depends, at last on 
the weak link that he must add to the chain of salvation then he is 
utterly lost. The message of the New Testament is quite different. 
It announces that God loves us, that He has given His only Son to 
be our Saviour, that Christ has died for us when we were yet sinners, 
arid that His work is finished, and therefore it calls for repentence 
and the obedience of faith, but never does it say: This is what God 
in Christ has done for you, and you can be saved on condition that 
you repent and believe. The Gospel. must be preached' in aq evan­
gelical way, that is, in accordance with the nature and content of the 
Gospel of free grace, else it is "another Gospel". It is not faith 
that justifies us, but Christ in whom we have faith. But the history 
of Protestantism shows that it is possible to speak of justification by 
faith in such a way that the emphasis is shifted from "Christ" to 
"me ", so that what becomes finally important is "my faith ", "my 
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decision ", "my conversion", and not really Christ Himself. This is 
partly what has led to the modem notion of salvation by existential 
decision, in which we interpose ourselves, with our faith and our 
decision, in the place of Christ and His objective decision on our 
behalf. 

Think, for example, of the change that has come over the concep­
tion Christus pro me· between Luther and Bultmann. For Luther 
the pro· me referred to the objective intervention of God in Christ, 
a saving act independent of man himself by which he is liberated 
even from himself, for there is nothing that man can do by way of 
knowledge or decision or believing that can deliver him from his 
in-turned, self-centred self. He distinguished the pro me, therefore, 
sharply from a mere belief that something is true. Just as in the 
Holy Communion he refused to translate the est in Hoc est corpus 
meum by significat so he refused to translate the pro me merely by 
" what it means for me". While faith has its proper place in justifica­
tion it is faith that rests entirely on the objective fact proclaimed by the 
Gospel that Jesus Christ was put to death for our trespasses and 
raised for our justification. But with Bultmann the pro me is very 
different, for all statements that in the New Testament speak of what 
God has done for me are transposed to speak only of what He means 
for me. Now of course the pro me of Luther also includes the signi­
ficance of what God has done for me, because in Christ God has 
taken an objective decision on my behalf that means something for 
me, but for Bultmann it is just this objective act that must be 
dropped altogether in order to get the meaning of it " for me ". Thus 
the death of Jesus on the Cross is merely something that happened 
in the closed connection of cause and effect and that has no meaning 
for us, but there is another event that may have meaning, the kerygma 
or preaching of the apostles about this event which we must apply to 
ourselves. Thus for Bultmann interpretation of the New Testament is the 
same as giving it a meaning for myself now in my own contemporary 
situation; but I cannot do that, he argues, if I concentrate upon 
something that actually took place in the past for that can only intro­
duce doubts and destroy faith. Rather must I be prepared to give 
up any attempt at the kind of security that finds for faith an objective 
act of God in history, and take the road of radical decision in which 
I work out the meaning for myself in the present. 

This is what he means by justification by faith, but it would be 
hard to think of .anything so opposed to Luther's teaching at the . 
Reformation when he spoke of justification as taking place extra nos 
and of the righteousness bestowed upon us in the free gift of God as 
aliena justitia, all in order to show that it does not rise out of what 
we do and is not invested with any significance that we think up· for 
ourselves. Justification is through 'Jesus Christ alone, while faith is 
the divine gift of trust and reliance on what Christ has done in which 
we are caught up out of ourselves and planted in Him. But for 
Bultmann this relation between faith and what Christ has actually 
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done is snapped, for "faith " has become man's own human act, his 
existential decision, the process by which he gives meaning to the 
kerygma for himself in the present. This concentration upon the 
meaning of the Gospel as what it means for me, in detachment from 
objective acts of God in our world and in detachment from historical 
events in the past, imports an astounding egocentricity in which the 
significance of the pro me is shifted entirely from its obj'~ctive to its 
subjective pole. And so we see justification by grace being turned 
into its exact opposite. 

This is why Karl Barth put as his fundamental question to Bult­
mann, that which asks whether the kerygma as Bultmann expounds 
it is really a Gospel at all, Glad Tidings of utterly free grace and 
divine justification beyond anything that we can do of ourselves. The 
great lesson to be learned from this is that whenever we take our eyes 
off the centrality and uniqueness of Jesus Christ and His objective 
vicarious work, the Gospel disappears behind man'sexistentialized 
self-understanding, and even the Reality of God Himself is simply 
reduced to "what He means for me" in the contingency and neces.., 
sities of my own life purpose. 

Let us consider then what is involved in justification by Christ 
alone. It means that it is Christ, and not we ourselves, who puts us 
in the right and truth of God, so that He becomes the centre of 
reference in all our thought and action, the detenriinative point in 
our relations with God and man to which everything else is made to 
refer for verification or justifidltion. But what a disturbance in the 
field of our personal relations that is bound to create! Many years 
ago when I read a well-known book on The Elements of Moral 
Theology I was astonished to find that Jesus Christ hardly came 
-into it at all. He had been thrust into a corner where He could 
hardly be noticed, while the ethical and indeed the casuistical concern 
dominated the whole picture. But what emerged was an ethic that 
was fundamentally continuous with our ordinary natural existence 
and was essentially formal. How different altogether, I thought, was 
the ethical disturbance that attended the teaching and actions of Jesus 
or the upheaval that broke in upon contemporary society and law 
when He proclaimed the absolutes of the Kingdom of God, and 
summoned people to radical obedience. 

What happened when Jesus came upon the scene has been very 
memorably expounded by Bultmann in his little book that bears the 
English title 7esus and the Word. What He challenged was the for­
malization of the Will of God in the Jewish Ethic which came to be 
concerned with the authoritative commandments as such rather than 
with their content, but it was the content that determined whether a 
commandment was really God's will or not. Bultmann then shows 
from the teaching of Jesus that when obedience is simply subjection 
to a formal commandment or authority, the human self need not be 
essentially committed. What man does is to yield accidental con­
formity while he himself remains neutral, finally untouched by the 
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divine claim. In this kind of decision he stands outside of his action; 
he is not completely obedient. It is precisely this detachment and 
neutrality that Jesus broke through in His call for radical obedience, 
in which man's inner being is brought to assent to what is required 
of him: he decides to act in such a way that he is completely com­
mitted to his decision for his whole self stands behind what he does. 
It is only with such a radical obedience, Bultmann claims, that a 
genuine ethic is to be conceived for then man is forced out from his 
hiding place behind formal law and authority and is made fully res­
ponsible for his actions. There cannot ,be any doubt that this is what 
Jesus did, and St. Paul followed Him closely in this, but it is just at 
this point that Bultmann's understanding falls radically short of the 
Gospel . of justification by Christ, for he insists that man is then 
thrown entirely upon himself in regard to the judgments of good and 
evil, so that he himself is made responsible in every new decision 
for what is to be done. That is to say, after his magnificent analysis 
of what Jesus taught face to face with the authority of the Scribes 
and Pharisees, he throws man back finally upon himself as the sole 
bearer of responsibility, whereas what the Gospel of Jesus proclaims 
is that God Himself has stepped into our situation and made Himself 
responsible for us in a way that sets our life on a wholly new basis. 

We may express that in another way. What JesQs did, according 
to Bultmann, was to think 'out radically to the end the absolute 
requirement of man within the relation between what he "is" and 
what he "ought to be" and so made everything pivot upon man's 
own individual decision. But there is no suggestion of a Gospel that 
Jesus Christ has to come to lift man out of that predicament in which 
even when he has done all that it is his· duty to do he is still an 
unprofitable servant, for he can never oyertake the ethical " ought". 
But actually the Gospel is the antithesis of this, for it announces that 
in Jesus Christ God has already taken a decision about our existence 
and destiny in which He has set us upon, the ground of His pure 
grace where we are really free for spontaneous ethical decisions 
toward God and toward men. This means that the decision to which 
man is summoned in the kerygma of Jesus is one that reposes upon 
the prior and objective decision that He has taken on our behalf and 
which He announces to us freely and unconditionally. What is com­
pletely disastrous in Bultmann's ethic is that it rejects the objective 
decision, the actualized election of grace, upon which the whole of the 
Christian Gospel rests, so that in the last analysis he can only promul­
gate an ethic which, "radical" though it may be, is only a prolonga­
tion of man's already existing experience and a reduction of it to 
what his previous knowledge includes, or at any rate. could acquire 
through philosophical analysis. This is only to incarcerate man in 
the end quite cruelly in his own existentialized self-understanding, for 
there is no divinely provided fulcrum whereby he may be lifted out 
of the prison-house of himself and his own naturalistic existence, no 
really objective Christ, no vicarious Saviour. 



CHEAP AND 'CoSTLY GRACE 295 

Justification by Christ, however, is something very different. It 
means that God Himself has intervened in our. ethical predicament 
where our free-will is our self-will and where we are unable to extri­
cate ourselves from the vicious moral circle created by our' self-will, 
in order to be selflessly free for God or for our neighbour in love. 
It means that God has interacted with our world in a series of deci...; 
sive events within our historical and moral existence in . which He 
has emancipated us from the thraldom of our own failure and 
redeemed us from the cutse of the law that held us in such bitter 
bondage to ourselves, that we are now free . to engage in obedience 
to His will without secondary motives, but also so free from concern 
for ourselves and our own self-understanding that we may love both 
God and our neighbour objectively for their own sakes. It is thus 
that justification involves us in a profound moral revolution and sets 
all our ethical relations on a new basis, but it happens only when 
Christ occupies the objective centre of human existence and all things 
are mediated through His grace. 

Before we proceed further let us pause to ask how it has come 
about that in the Churches that stemmed from the Reformation, the 
mighty Saviour, Jesus Christ, could be reduced to the vanishing point 
that He is given in the. existentialist re-interpretation of the Gospel. 
It looks as though it developed out of our persistent Protestant 
attempt to interpret Christ solely through His works. "This is to 
know Christ, to know His benefits", as Melanchthon expressed it. 
When you start off from the saving work of Christ like that and from 
what He means to you in· your experience, Christ Himself ·tends to 
disappear behind His benefits, so that a doctrine of the person of 
Christ is determined by the value-judgments you pass on Him. Or 
to express it more doctrinally, when the atonement is limited in our 
thought only to what Christ did in His death on the Cross while the 
Incarnation and the incarnate life of the Son of God are treated only 
as a prelude or as a necessary means for atonement, then a proper 
Christology concerned with the nature and person of the Son of God 
tends to fall away. But when atonement itself is not rooted ontologi­
cally in Christ or in God Himself, then it becomes what the Germans 
call Ereignistheologie, a theology of events. Thus the saving benefits 
of Christ in which we rejoice, becoming detached from His personal 
Being, rapidly degenerate into timeless events with no essential rela­
tion to history. That is what we see happening very clearly in the 
Ritschlian background to Bultmann's thought, but when the kerygma 
of saving events is detached from historical facticity like that, we are 
inevitably thrown back upon ourselves, so that we interpret it out of 
own existence in the concrete circumstances in which we are involved. 
Then we read out of it only what we have first read into it. 

It becomes clear, therefore, that what we require to recover is an 
understanding of justification which really lets Christ occupy the 
centre, so that everything is interpreted by reference to who He was 
and is. After all it was not the death of Jesus that constituted atone-
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ment,but Jesus Christ the Son of God offering Himself in sacrifice 
for us. Everything depends on who He was, for the significance of 
His acts in life and death depends on the nature of His Person. It 
was He who died for us, He who made atonement through His one 
self-offering in life and death. Hence we must allow the Person of 
Christ to determine for us the nature of His saving work, rather than 
the other way round. The detachment of Atonement from Incarna­
tion is undoubtedly revealed by history to be one of the most harmful 
mistakes of Evangelical Churches. Nowhere is this better seen, 
perhaps, than in a theologian as good and great as James Denney 
who, in spite of the help offered by James Orr and H. R. Mackintosh, 
was unable to see the essential interconnection between Atonement 
and Incarnation, and so was, on his own frank admission, unable to 
make anything very much of St. Paul's doctrine of union with Chrirt. 
At this point, as Mackintosh pointed out, Denney and Ritschl were at 
one. 

This has certainly been one of the most persistent difficulties in 
Scottish theology. In Calvin's Catechism we read: "Since the whole 
affiance of our salvation rests in the obedience which He has rendered 
to God, His Father, in order that it might be imputed to us as if it 
were ours, we must possess Him: for His blessings are not ours, 
unless He gives Himself to us first." It is only through union with 
Christ that we partake of His benefits, justification, sanctification, 
etc. That is why in the Institutes Calvin first offered an account of 
our regeneration in Christ before speaking of justification in order 
to show that renewal through union with Christ belongs to the inner 
content of justification; justification is not merely a judicial or forensic 
event but the impartation to us of Christ's own divine-human 
righteousness which we receive through union with Him. Apart from 
Christ's incarnational union with us and our union with Christ on 
that ontological basis, justification degenerates into only an empty 
moral relation. That was also the distinctive teaching of the Scots 
Confession. But it was otherwise with the Westminster Confession, 
which reversed the order of things: we are first justified through a 
judicial act, then through an infusion of grace we live the sanctified 
life, and grow into union with Christ. The effects of this have been 
extremely damaging in the history of thought. Not only did it lead 
to the legalizing, or (as in James Denney's case), a moralizing of the 
Gospel, but gave rise to an "evangelical" approach to the saving 
work of Christ in which atonement was divorced from incarnation, 
substitution from representation, and the sacraments were detached 
from union with Christ, but sooner or later within this approach where 
the ontological ground for the benefits of Christ had disappeared 
justification became emptied of its objective content and began to be 
re-interpreted along subjective lines. It is because this is the state 
in which so many people in this country find themselves today that 
they become such easy prey for thereductionist notions of the Gospel 
that reach us from the Continent. We Protestants require to go back in 
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our tracks in order to recover something we lost in our reaction against 
Roman error, how to interpret the work of Christ from His Person 
rather than the other way round. Unless we do that we will inevit­
ably interpret both the work and the person of Christ from out of 
ourselves. 

There is a further aspect of justification by grace that requires to 
be considered. By putting us completely in the right or the truth 
with God, Christ calls us completely into question. That is the 
offence of Jesus that the Evangelists were not slow to point out, for 
the way in which He embodied the love of God among men or 
expounded to them what the Kingdom of God was like so often 
rebuffed them. Parable after parable, saying after saying, shocked 
them terribly, while the kind of person He was and the kind of 
ministry He exercised cut deeply lnto their pride, their knowledge, 
their religion, and their most cherished _ desires. By bringing the 
Kingdom of divine grace to bear directly upon their lives He revealed 
the vast chasm between the heart of man and the Will of God, for it 
provoked the bitter hostility of man to God and brought Jesus to the 
Cross. Yet in His suffering and passion He launched God's supreme 
attack upon man's self-centredness, self-concern, self-security, self­
seeking and self-will. What Jesus did could not be bent to serve the 
will of men, for He remained to the very end the absolute grace of 
God that will only be grace and nothing but grace, immutably, 
unrelentingly, invincibly sheer grace: "Father, forgive them, for they 
know not what they do." By pouring forth upon men unconditional 
love, by extending freely to all without exception total forgiveness, by 
accepting men purely on the ground of the divine grace, Jesus became 
the centre of a volcanic disturbance in human existence, for He not 
only claimed the whole of man's existence for God but exposed the 
hollowness of the foundations upon which man tries to establish him­
self before God. That is precisely what St. Paul meant by speaking 
of justification as the shattering revelation that God alone is true and 
every man a liar. . 

This is most apparent in the realm of our moral life, where the 
very fact that all men are justified freely by grace concludes them 
all alike in the solidarity of sin and judgment. It is the unconditional 
nature of justification that gives it a ruthless radicality in presenting 
every man before God as a needy sinner, for it is only the sinner that 
is justified and forgiven. The absolute measure of the forgiveness 
is the absolute measure of the judgment of the divine mercy. That 
is why we are saved not by the works that we do but by faith that 
fIees from what we do to find refuge alone in what Christ has done 
for us. That is why at Holy Communion we feel shame for our whole 
being, for our good as well as for our evil, before the Body and Blood 
of Christ we have no goodness to protest, but can plead only the 
merits of the Saviour. Before the bar of such grace we are searched 
and judged through and through, where God is Just and Justifier of 
the ungodly. 
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This is equally true in the realm of our knowledge, for all thought 
and statement are justified or verified by reference to Christ alone, 
from a sole ground in the pure grace of God and not from a ground 
in ourselves. This means that the Gospel of grace cannot be made 
understandable by reducing it to what our previous knowledge already 
includes, as Bultnian insists, or that the divine revelation is to be 
justified and even legitimized through assimilation to the basic forms 
of self-understanding that we acquire apart from it. What it does 
mean is that God's self-revelation makes contact with us not by 
appealing to some criterion of truth at our disposal but solely out of 
its oWn resources. It is to be apprehended therefore out of itself, in 
accordance with its nature and in the light of its actual happening . 
in our midst and through a conceptual assent which we are forced to 
yield to it under its own self-evidence. But this means that we come 
to knowledge only as we are wholly brought into question, so that we 
with our preconceptions and prior knowledge are encircled with ques­
tions on every side and every question we ask must itself be ques­
tioned, that the truth of God may break through to us unhindered 
and undistorted by answers that we think we can give. By being put 
in the truth with God we are told that Jesus Christ is our truth, that we 
have to look away from ourselves to Him alone, and therefore dare 
not boast of. a truth of our own. Even when we have done all· our 
duty in thinking and speaking as accurately and exactly as we can, 
that is, orthodoxly, we confess that Christ alone is true and that we 
are in untruth. Thus to boast of orthodoxy is to reject justification 
by grace alone, for to boast of orthodoxy is to claim that we are 
already in the truth and do not need to be put in the. truth by divine 
grace. It is a form of self-justification in which we claim that we 
are able to verify and justify our own beliefs and statements, whereas 
he who really knows the grace of God knows that he is unable to 
compel God to be the truth of what he says about Him. 

This is the epistemological relevance of justification by the grace 
of God which the Reformers applied to their understanding of tradi­
tional theology and their interpretation of the Holy Scriptures . 
. Because they found that justification directed them to Christ to find 
their right and truth in Him alone, and thus called in question their 
self-justification, they found that they had to reject the idea that the 
criterion of truth is lodged in the subject of the knower or the inter­
preter. In all interpretation of the Scriptures, for example, we are 
thrown back upon the Truth of the Word of God, which we must 
allow to declare itself to us as it calls in question all our preconcep­
tions or vaunted authorities. This meant that even though we cannot 
but work within a stream of tradition we must operate· only through 
bringing all our traditional ideas and all prejudicial notions to the 
criticism of what becomes revealed in our continuing inquiry of the 
Word of God. That is to say, they found that justification forced 
them to transfer the centre of authority from the subjectivity of man 
or the Church to the objectivity of the Truth itself. 
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No one since the Reformation has applied justification by God's 
grace alone so radically and daringly to human theologising as Karl 
Barth. It means, as he has shown us, that we can never look for the 
truth in ourselves but must look for it beyond ourselves in God. 
It means that we can never claim the truth of our own statements, 
but must rather think of our statements as pointing away to Christ 
who alone is the Truth. Theological statements do not carry their 
truth in themselves, but are true in so far as they direct us away 
from themselves to the one Truth of God. That is why justification 
remains the most powerful statement of objectivity in theology, for it 
throws us at every point upon the Reality of God and what He has 
done for us in Christ, and will never let us rest upon our own efforts. 
It is therefore from this ground that we must direct our challenge 
to those" new theologians" who deliberately make self-understand­
ing the criterion of their interpretation of the Gospel, or who insist 
upon an anthropocentric starting point for theological inquiry. If 
modem science has learned anything from Christianity, it has learned 
just this, that in any sphere of investigation we understand things out 
of themselves and according to their natures, and not out of our own 
preconceived ideas, yet it is this basic principle of science and theology 
that they sin against so badly. 

Once again justification by grace applies also in the realm of reli­
gion for it tells us that it is only the forgiving and reconciling presence 
of God in human religion that can give it reality, and that this is 
to be found only in Jesus Christ the one Mediator between God and 
Man. It tells us therefore that human religion has no worth or truth 
in itself. Since in and through Christ a way really has been opened 
up into the presence of God for worship in spirit and in truth, all 
previous religion, or religion outside of Christ, is displaced and rela­
tivized, and robbed of any claim to truth in its own self-grounded 
existence. Justification reveals in fact that religion can be the 
supreme form taken by human sin, and be, as it were, an inverted 
form of atheism. That applies no less to the Christian religion in so 
far as it becomes independent and' autonomous, or indeed secular, 
and therefore as an attempt on the part, of man to secure and entrench 
himself before God. History certainly makes it clear that through sin 
and self-will the Christian religion, as easily as any other, may be 
turned into a form of man's cultural self-expression or the means 
whereby he seeks to give sanction to a socio-political way of life, and 
even be the means whereby he seeks to justify and sanctify himself 
before God. ~s such it is called completely into question along with 
every non-Christian religion through justification by grace alone. 

This was the point made by Karl Barth with such force in his 
attack upon nineteenth century religion and the whole conception of 
theology as the science of religion, as well as his attack upon all self­
centred, self-conscious: pietistic religion. Just because religion is the 
supreme possibility of all human possibilities it can become "the 
working capital of sin ", the chief means by which sin so insinuates 
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itself into human existence. that self-understanding becomes man's 
ultimate concern and the human subject sets himself on the throne of 
the divine Subject. It is this kind of religion and even the kind of 
" God" set up and worshipped by this religion that falls under the 
axe of justification through Jesus Christ. This is the source of Bon­
hoefIer's thought which has been so travestied and misused in modem 
pop;-theology in the call for a "religionless Christianity". Already 
in The Epistle to the Romans Barth had poured scorn on this 
" pseudo-radicalism ", that in which people seek to escape from sin 
by removing themselves from religion and taking up with some other 
superior thing, for all this is still to work within the self-centred and 
self-righteous movement of the human spirit that expresses itself in 
religion. 

Let it be granted that God is to be found only " on the other side 
of the frontier of religion " or " only when the end of the blind alley 
of ecclesiastical humanity has been reached ", but the exposure and 
reIativization of religiosity and ecclesiasticism arise only out of justi­
fication by Christ where the positive connection between th~truth of 
religion and God has been established by grace, where the religious 
and the ungodly alike are justified before God, and where therefore 
religion is not only judged but justified before God, and judged only 
because it is justified before Him. That to which we are summoned 
here is a religion of grace in which we· live out of God and not out of 
ourselves, in which everything in religion is justified by reference to 
Jesus Christ because it can have no justification by reference to itself, 
where even the Christian religion lives through divine absolution and 
is made to rest entirely upon the righteousness of God, and therefore 
where a "Christianity without Christ" can only vegetate as a reli­
gious but empty form of atheism. The Christian religion has its 

. justification either in the name of Jesus Christ or not at all. It is 
certainly abolished when everything is made to pivot upon man's own 
self-understanding. 

However we think of it, then, justification calls for a radical self­
renunciation, a displacement of the self by Jesus Christ, and therefore 
for a relentless objectivity in which you do not love your neighbour 
because love is a form· of your self-fulfilment, in which you do not 
think out of your own self-centredness but out of a centre in the 
incarnate Word who summons you to leave all and follow Him, and 
in which you· do not pray or worship God in your own name or in 
your own significance but only in the name and signficance of Jesus 
Christ, in which therefore you do not baptize yourself but are baptized 
out of yourself into Christ, and in which you do not feed upon yourself 
but feed only upon the Body and Blood of the Lord. 

Justification is at once the most easy thing and yet the most diffi­
cult thing to understand, for it is the most easy· and yet the most 
difficult to accept. It is easy because it is so utterly free, and 
therefore so cheap in the sense that it is quite without price or· con­
dition, but it is so difficult because its absolute freeness devalues the 
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moral and religious currency which we have minted at such cost out 
of· our own self-understanding. It is too cosdy for us. Justification 
by grace alone is equally difficult for the man in the parish and the 
man in the university. Luther was surely right when he declared that 
no matter how clearly and simply you preach justification, the 
common people react to it like a cow staring at a new gate. But in 
teaching of university students I find that the reaction may also be 
one of anger and resentment when they understand more than they 
can accept. But everywhere it seems to be true that modem man 
wants" cheap grace ", grace which does not set a question mark at 
his way of life or ask him to deny himself and take up the Cross in 
following Christ, grace that does not disturb his setting in contem­
porary culture by importing into his soul a divine discontent but one 
which will let him be quite" secular", grace that merely prolongs 
his already existing religious experience and does not et spoil" him 
for existence as a man of the world. It is hardly surprising, there­
fore,that there should be immense pressure upon the Church to 
trim and popularize itself in order to get alongsIde "modern man" 
and offer a " grace" that is comprehensible to him. But a " grace" 
that is comprehensible in this way is not the grace of God that breaks 
in upon us from beyond all human possibility, and a " Church" that 
has removed from its proclamation the power to shock is very far 
from being the Church of Jesus Christ. A "Christianity" that has 
become so secular that it is capable of direct communication to the 
man of the world, as Kierkegaard used to remind us, has become a 
harmless superficial. thing, capable neither of inflicting deep 
wounds nor of healing them, for it has nothing to say to men which 
they do not already know and cannot say to themselves in more satis­
factory ways. The more the Church tries to get "with it " the more 
it makes itseli an otiose relic of the past. 

This is not to argue that the Gospel does not need to be pro­
claimed and taught in the language of the day in which people can 
hear and grasp what is being said. It must be preached in Chinese 
to the Chinese and in American to the Americans, and with all the 
clarity and simplicity that is possible, otherwise it will never reach its 
target, that is, not even begin to offend, but it must be recognized 
that the evangelical message about the saving acts of G04 in Jesus 
Christ will inevitably appear self-contradictory and meaningless if 
it is commended to people within the frame-work of their existing 
natural knowledge. As Michael Polanyi has pointed out to us so 
often, such a result is inevitable whenever a language that is apposite 
to one subject matter is used with reference to another altogether 
.different matter. It is just here that much that is said today aboqt 
the " supernatural" founders so miserably, for, to continue Polanyi's 
thought, "the extent to which any event can be established in terms 
of natural. science, it belongs to the natural order ot things. HoW­
ever monstrous and surprising it may be, once it has been fully estab­
lished as an· observable fact, the event ceases to be regarded as 
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supernatural. It is illogical to attempt the proof of the super-
natural by natural tests, for these can only establish the natural . 
aspects of an event and never represent it as supernatural". (Personal 
Knowledge, p. 284). What follows from this is not that we must dis­
card the notion of the supernatural as something meaningless in the 
modem world for that would imply that we are to preach only what 
the natural man can take in naturally, but rather to call for the kind 
of intellectual effort that is required for every attempt to advance 
from what we already know to what is really new and which cannot 
be inferred from what we already know or merely fitted into it when 
we do apprehend it. As in every great scientific advance we have 
to engage in a desperate struggle with ourselves in order to make the 
radical shift in meaning that it involves, so we must ask of the 
modern world to consider what is announced in the Gospel. By its 
very nature it cannot be apprehended without a profound change in 
our natural habits of mind, without a desperate struggle with our­
selves and our aversion for change, without taking a step forward 
beyond what can be validated in our ordinary observable experience 
toward what can be known only out of itself and in accordance with 
its divine nature. Deus comprehensus non est Deus, as Augustine 
said. Grace that is comprehensible is not grace, for it is the grace of 
God that can be known only as God Himself is known, out of God 
and not out of ourselves. That is what justification by grace means. 

What, then, are we to make of the modem interpretation of justi­
fication, recently advanced again, as God's acceptance of us as adults 
or mature people? On the face of it, this seems to be in fiat con­
tradition to the teaching of Jesus that unless we become as little 
children we shall not enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. There is 
undoubtedly an immense contrast here between the teaching of our 
Lord and the "new theology", for He never talked about maturity 
and adulthood. He spoke rather of childhood and childlikeness, 
about being born again, about the blessedness of those who received 
little children in His name, even of the necessity of becoming like 
"sucklings" if we are to participate in God's Kingdom. It is not 
God's acceptance of us as adults, but God's acceptance of us in 
simplicity where, like, children, we are devoid of sophistication and 
pretentious self-understanding, where we let Christ be everything, 
and that includes being the mighty Saviour who came to make Him­
self responsible for· us, to shoulder our burdens, and bear away our 
sins. 

But there is more than this in the notion of maturity and adulthood 
that is now being advanced. Consider what it meant to Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer. He was a German of the Germans, deeply, desperately 
toncerned for the problem of Germany, for the very soul of his people 
as it became revealed under the tyranny of Hitler. It is a strange 
fact that until modem times Germany seems to have lacked a signi­
ficant martyr, that is someone who was so committed to his Christian 
conviction that he was prepared to make himself fully responsible 
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for it to the extent of laying down his life for it. Germans have 
tended too easily to yield to authority and Lutherans have tended 
too easily to yield to the State and in the last analysis to bow before its 
dictates. Like children kept too long under parental control, German 
Christians had difficulty in making up their own minds. But with 
the death of Bonhoeffer (who is here a representative figure, for the 
German Church now has countless martyrs) German believers began 
to grow up. Bonhoeffer, you remember, and others found themselves 
forced to take a terrible decision to assassinate Hitler-it must have 
been far more terrible for Bonhoeffer as a minster of the Gospel than 
for the others. Bonhoeffer's courage in this affair to be independent, 
without even "using God " as an " external prop" for his faith, his 
readiness to take a decision and to bear full responsibility for it in 
death, constituted so to speak a moment of destiny, for in him 
German Christianity came to maturity, and adult man emerged upon 
the scene, free from the shackles of authority and standing on his own 
feet. Germany desperately needed that kind of conviction and cour­
age, and it needed someone like Bonhoeffer to embody it and manifest 
it. Hence after the catastrophic defeat of two world wars, and the 
traumatic sense of guilt, disillusionment and humiliation that followed, 
the figure of the martyred Bonhoeffer stood out as an archetype for 
the new man. Yet the tragedy of the situation is that in the malaise 
of recent years instead of really listening to Bonhoeffer, many German 
thinkers and writers and Churchmen have come to "use" Bonhoeffer 
for their own ends, as a means of objectifying their own self-under­
standing and as a symbol on which to project their own image of 
themselves. And they have been aided and abetted in this by people 
in Britain and the D.S.A. In this way Bonhoeffer's thought has been 
severely twisted and misunderstanding of him has become rife 
especially when certain catch-phrases like "religionless Christianity" 
and "worldly holiness" are worked up into systems of thought so 
sharply opposed to Bonhoeffer's basic Christian theology, not least his 
Christology. 

But let us try to single out the real point he was making. . There 
are people who worship God to the end of their life not only in a 
childlike way but in a childish way, purely on the ground of extemal 
authority, be it from the Scriptures or the Church. Take away the 
minister from the congregation and how often the members appear 
to collapse in their faith. They have been relying on external props 
and have not really grown up in their faith. It is even possible to 
"use God" as a prop like that, to make Him the prop of your own 
religion, in such a way that you are protected from the searching 
judgments of God or from being concluded with all the godly and 
ungodly in the one solidarity of sin under the divine grace. But 
when justification by grace is taken seriously the ground is completely 
taken away from your feet, and away with it there goes your own 
" religion " and the "prop-God" that belongs to it. This was Bon­
hoeffer's way of radicalizing justification by grace alone over against 
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man's own religious self-justification and self-security. 
Bonhoeffer was aware of the fact that we have to think on different 

levels and of the need on each level to think purely and consistently 
within it, without mixing up our thought on one level with that on 
another. Thus on the level of natural science we have to think of 
natUre out of nature, exploring and explaining natural processes 
solely in terms of themselves, without having recourse to some truth 
from a different level of thought brought in like a £Jeus ex machina to 
help us out at some difficult impasse. Hence we cannot bring God 
as a working hypothesis into our natural science in order to explain 
anything in it, both because natural science in its self-limited· concern 
only for what is observable and contingent operates with a methodo­
logical exclusion of God, and because God is not a natural fact of 
the world that is amenable to the kind of experimental testing and 
control that we employ in· natural science. Bonhoeffer held, then, 
that in all natural knowledge we have to act according to the principle, 
etsi deus non dar~tur, without reckoning God among the data. Now 
Bonhoeffer's position rests rightly upon the fact that God Himself 
means us to look at the world in this way, for this is the kind of world 
He has created-it has been made in such a way that it is to be 
known through scientic inquiry out of itself. Thus the detachment of 
our understanding of the created universe and all that goes on in it 
from theological opinions is part and parcel of the Christian doctrine 
of God the Creator. This happens in no other religion, but it does 
happen in the Christian religion. Hence to bring in " God" in order 
to stem the "secularization" of human knowledge is not only point­
less but to use "God" against His will and can only lead into deep 
confusion. It can only distort our doctrine of God by confounding 
Him with worldly powers, and alienate men further and further from 
the living God of the Bible who is to be known only through the 
Cross and weakness of Jesus Christ but who in Him conquers the 
power and space of this world. Thus the " God" that the Christian 
must learn to do without is the " God" as used by man to justify his 
own views, the "God" who is a prop to his self-justification, but 
not the God of justification by grace alone. What Bonhoeffer is pro­
testing against here is the habit of thinking of God and of nature on 
one and the same level (or, on two quite separated levels which are 
merely the obverse of each other, which amounts to the same thing!) 
-this is the error not only of naturalism but also of a false apologetic 
that atte!Dpts to defend the Christian doctrine of the transcendence 
of God on the same plane of thought as that in which we engage in 
merely natural knowledge. . 

But now the question must be raised whether this principle, etsi 
deus non daretur, can apply consistently to the level of ethical thought 
and behaviour. Are we to engage in moral decisions without bring­
ing God into them at all, and are we to learn how to behave in this 
secularized world in a purely secular way, etsi deus non daretur? 
That is to say, are we to learn how to live without God, without 
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prayer, without the supernatural, without any belief in or thought of 
the interaction of God with our world? If so, does this not really 
mean that we are thrown back fully and finally upon ourselves? 

. Surely this would be a total misunderstanding of Bonhoeffer's 
thought, for he insisted that what he was concerned with was cc a 
clearing of the decks for the God of the Bible", and that the point 
of departure for Christian ethics is not the reality of one's own self 
or the reality of the world, but the "reality of God as He reveals 
Himself in Jesus Christ". As he says in his Ethics, we have to dis­
card the questions "How can I be good?" and "How can I do 
good?" and ask the very different question "What is the will of 
God?" Bonhoeffer starts, like Barth, from the fundamental prin­
ciple of the justification of the sinner by grace alone which makes a 
man really free for God and his brothers for it sets his life on a. 
foundation other than himself where he is sustained by a . power other 
than his own. Justification by grace alone removes from us all false 
props, all reliance upon external authorities, and all refuge in worldly 
securities, and throws us not upon ourselves but upon the pure act 
of God in His unconditional love, so that the ethical and the religious 
life are lived exclusively from a centre in Jesus Christ; If the prin­
ciple etsi deus non daretur is applied here it must be in accordance 
with the radicalization of justification that we have already discussed 
in ethics and religion, in which man is so emancipated from himself 
that he is genuinely free for spontaneous action toward God and 
toward his fellow men. 

Yet there is an ambiguity here that seems to go back to a peculiarity 
in Lutheran thought, the sharp distinction between Law and Gospel, 
or between the two Kingdoms, the Kingdom of this world and the 
Kingdom of God, the realm of sight and the realm of faith. Although 
it was not intended in this way by Luther, it had the unfortunate 
effect of segregating religion as the sphere of inward relations with 
God from ethics as the sphere of external behaviour falling within the 
institution of the State. Thus Luther's distinction between Law and 
Gospel has so often been a pretext for a way of life in which a man 
can be a committed member of the Church of Christ on the one hand 
and yet very much a man of the world on the other hand-etsi deus 
non daretur. When this is reinforced by the philosophical assump­
tion of a radical dichotomy between the noumenal and the pheno­
menal, the spiritual and the sensuous, the other world of God and this 
world of· closed natural existence, then the disjunction between the 
Christian Gospel and its practical application becomes very wide 
indeed-which is one of the most regrettable results of Bultmann's 
ideas in German theological institutions. 

Yet this is exactly what Bonhoeffer rejected in ethics and in 
Christology. He would have nothing to do with the dualism in the 
" pseudo-Lutheran" scheme in which the autonomy of the orders of 
this world is set in opposition to the Law of Christ. He attacked the 
kind of thinking in two spheres in which there is such a disjunction 



306 THE BAPTIST QUARTERLY 

between them that a man is forced to seek Christ without the world . 
or the world without Christ, or to try to stand in both spheres at once. 
in their division from one another and so to become a man of eternal 
tension and conflict. Instead of thinking of two separated realities 
we are rather to think of the one Reality. of God "which has become 
manifest in Christ in the reality of this world ". Thus for Bonhoeffer 
everything pivots upon the fact that in and through the Incarnation 
the Being of God Himself is to be found "in space and time ", for 
it is by participating in this Christ that we stand at once both in the 
Reality of God and in the reality of this world. But this involves the 
rejection of the dualism of Neo-Protestant Christology which~ as 
Bonhoeffer rightly held, was but a recrudescence of the old Greek 
antithesis of idea and phenomenon, i.e., the very dichotomy that 
belongs to the essence of Bultmann's whole position. This is made 
abundantly dear in Bonhoeffer's Christology. 

Bonhoeffer's ethic is grounded upon this positive Christology that 
rejects equally both docetism and ebionitism, the different forms of 
error that arise on the assumption of a radical dichotomy, and instead 
holds inseparably together the full Godhead and the full manhood 
of Jesus Christ. For Bonhoeffer this meant a critical repudiation 
of the approach to Christology that had dominated the nineteenth 
century, from the side of Christ's saving work and His influence 
upon us, and an approach that interpreted the work of Christ from 
the nature of His Person, for in that way alone could the saving work 
of Christ be grounded ontologically in His Divine Being. The con­
sequence of this for ethic was profound, for it meant that it had to 
be rooted both in the Person of Christ and in His active obedience. 
As such it is concerned with the way in which the reality of Christ 
assumed reality in our world of space and time, and therefore with 
the way Christians do not live "in themselves" and "on their own 
account" but in Christ and on His account. Christian ethic is onto­
logically structured in Jesus Christ and therefore participates in and 
through Him in His victory over the dualism between two separated 
spheres. It is because he took so seriously the incarnation of the Son 
of God in the space and time of this world that he insisted that 
"there is no real possibility of being a Christian outside the reality 
of this world and that there is no really worldly existence outside the 
reality of Jesus Christ" .. There is no place therefore to which the 
Christian can withdraw from the world; rather must he learn to live 
out the reality of Christ within it, for it is in that world that He the 
Son of God made our reality His own, and made His reality ours. 
This . lets us see how grotesque the current cult of "Bonhoeffer" is, 
when it resurrects him from the dead dressed up in the stolen gar­
ments of an existentialized and secularizing " Christianity" grounded 
upon the dualistic assumptions that he overthrew. . 

Now let us return to the principle etsi deus non daretur as Bon­
hoeffer used it, and consider its obverse which is equally true, that 
when we think theologically we cannot bring in from natural science 
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" evidence" to help us out at some point of theological difficulty, or 
" criteria " by means of which to manipulate the data. and to cut out 
what is not acceptable to "modern man", for that would involve 
just as great a confusion of thought as it would be to employ God 
as a "stop-gap" in natural science. This is evident, for example, 
in the way in which Bultmann with an arbitrary scientism sweeps 
aside a great deal of the material presented in the Biblical witness 
without even making a respectful attempt to consider it on its' own 
ground or in its own light. The fact, is, however, that when he rejects 
as mythological all those aspects of the Christian faith which are 
traditionally known as supernatural, he obviously regards them as 
elements in a pri~itive, pre-scientificcosmology;. that is; he thinks 
of them naturalistically as aspects of a "world-view", and does not 
think of them theologically. He is so naively misled by the imagery 
often employed by Biblical writers that he misconstrues theological 
distinction as spatial or cosmological distance, and then offers to 
explain statements cast in this form as objectifications or projections 
out of man's self-understanding. But this confusion in the reference 
of biblical and theological statements is the result of the naturalistic 
habit of mind that Bultmann has brought to the biblical material in 
the first place. That is to say, while he professes to acknowledge the 
scientific approach in natural science in which we know things out of 
themselves and according to their natures, he throws away this scienti­
fic approach when he moves into the realm of theology, where he will 
not allow us to interpret Biblical statements about God's action in 
history, about the incarnation, resurrection, asCension or parousia of 
the Son of God, theologically, in accordance with the nature of the 
Reality with which we are there concerned. But· when Bultmann 
tumbles so completely into the illogicality of doubting the supernatural 
because it does not stand up to his natural tests, it becomes obvious 
that his parade of scientific critique is only a way of advocating his 
own philosophical assumptions and naturalistic beliefs. 

Another obvious example of this. confusion in thought is the 
argumentation of JohIl Robinson in Honest to God, in which he 
agrees readily with Bonhoeffer that we cannot use God as a hypo­
thesis in our worldly knowledge, but calls f9r an end of theislll because 
he can only. conceive of it as making use of a " God of the gaps "-that 
is why his fundamental approach to theism makes. him caricature it 
so crudely as involving statements about God as "a. Being" or as 
"a Person", which traditional theism never does. To. think of God 
under the indefinite article like this is not to think of Him theologi­
cally in accordance with His divine nature, butnaturalistically as One 
among others, and therefore creaturely, beings and persons. When we 
!lay. theologically that God exists, "exists" here is defined by the 
nature of God, for He exists only as God exists, and so we speak of 
Him as the Supreme Being who is not in a genus with other beings. 
And when we say theologically that God is person, the kind of 
"person" that is meant is determined by who God .is, and so to 
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speak of Him as the Person, and indeed as the one Source of all per.;. 
sonal existence. As Richard of St. Victor and Duns Scotus taught 
us long ago, the notion of "person" used of God must be ontologi­
cally derived from God's own nature, and therefore from the Trinity, 
and not logically worked up from general ideas we already hold on 
other grounds, else we can only speak of God as "individual sub­
stance". That is to say, in a proper theism we must get the analogi­
cal reference of our thoughts and statements about God right, tracing 
them back to their source in Him, but how can Robinson do that 
when he thinks of God, it would seem, only in pictures, and theolo­
gizes by finding some new picture deemed relevant to "secular" 
man, which we must put in the place of the old image of God? What 
is this but thinking by mythological projection out of ourselves? It 
is doubtless consistent with this that he should think of God as the 
ground of. our being, for this is to think out of a centre in the depth 
of man rather than out of a centre in God himself-but then how 
will it ever be possible for such a thinker to distinguish God from 
himself? . 

But why is a Christian bishop's thought forced into this mould? 
It is because he too operates with the philosophical assumption of 
a radical dualism, superficially concealed but actually revealed by his 
rejection of "supranaturalism" and his identification of God with 
"the ground of our being". On the one hand, there is the natural 
world to which we all belong, secularly understood by closing the 
circle. of explanation and centred in hunian affairs, but on the other 
hand there is God understood as "creative ground and meaning", 
but God is not thought of as interacting with it in any causal way. 
Let it be granted that the causal relation between God and the world 
is of a unique kind, appropriate to the nature of God, and that there 

.. are mistaken and misleading ways of speaking of God's transcendence 
and supernatural activity, nevertheless it seems clear that in insist­
ing . upon "the powerlessness of God" (again pathetically mis­
construing Bonhoeffer's thought) Robinson has lapsed into an inverted 
form of deism which cannot be covered up by his rejection of the 
deistic caricature. It is all the same for this deistic " God " whether 
He is absent like a rich aunt in Australia where He is powerless to 
intervene, or present in the depth of John Robinson's breast as the 
significance of his being where He is powerless to save, answer prayer 
or even to have mercy, for He is so entangled in the ground of his 
being that He cannot be other· than what Robinson always and 
actually is in the depth of himself. It is no use his appealing at this 
point to John Macmurray's statement that God is "the personal 
ground of all that we experience " for Macmurray holds that we know 
truly and rationally only when we know objectively, and that means 
when we can distinguish what is objectively real from our own sub­
jective states· and conditions, and he holds also that it is this objec­
tivity subsisting between. our personal relations that is "the core of 
rationality". Thus Robinson's position is more impossible than that 
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of straightforward deiSm, for he is unable to distinguish God "out 
there" rationally as objectively and transcendently other than the 
depths of his own being, and so he is thrown back upon himself to 
give content to his notion of God, as what is of ultimate concern for 
him in the depth and significance of his own being. But when he does 
that by looking about for a new way of speaking about God that will 
satisfy that concern of his and so get the "God " that he wants, how 
can he avoid making God a predicate of himself or "using God" 
for his own ends and satisfactions, which is precisely the kind of 
"God" that Bonhoeffer exposed as idolatrous projection and must 
be given up? 

It is evident that the so-called "new theologians" are out for 
cheap grace, i.e. the "God" they want, one to suit themselves and 
modem "secular" man, rather than the God of costly grace who 
calls for the renewing of our minds in which we are not schematized 
to the patterns of this world but are transformed in conformity with 
His own self-revelation in Jesus Christ. They balk at Jesus Christ 
at the crucial point in His message, where He asks them to renounce 
themselves, take up the cross and follow Him unreservedly all along 
the road to crucifixion and resurrection.. Somehow they fed, rather 
mistakenly, that the Gospel threatens elements of truth that are very 
important for them and which they must secure for the modem world. 
Actually they are far from understanding them properly because they 
are obstructed in working out their implications through their own 
self-centredness, and cannot see that what the Gospel threatens is the 
distortion of them involved in the way they seek to uphold and pre­
serve them. They are indeed important truths, although they have 
taken a long time to germinate since they broke free ftom their 
husks at the Reformation, namely, the liberation of nature that 
comes from taking seriously God's creation of the world out of··· 
nothing, and the affirmation of nature that comes from the doctrine 
of grace alone in which God turns in the unconditional freedom of 
His love toward the world which He has made and which He con­
tinues in His grace to maintain in its distinctness from Himself 
and thus in dependence upon Himself. Both of these assert that it is 
the active and creative relation of God to nature that alone preserVes 
its utter contingency and obstructs its divinization. Cut away that 
relation to the God of creation and grace and what ensues can only 
be deism or atheism in some form or other. The confusion of thought 
that has arisen today can be indicated by pointing out that while 
these elements of truth gave rise to modern empirical science operat­
ing with the principle of objectivity, the new theology smothers them 
with a massive subjectivity in which there is revealed a reactionary 
fiight from scientific objectivity. 

We cannot work out the implications of these important elements 
of truth here, but two points must be pointed out, that are· 
essential to any serious consideration of them. (1) Tttey tell us that 
we must learn to think, not in separated spheres, but on different 
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levels at the same time. (2) They tell us also that there must be inter­
action between the levels, if everything is not to dissolve into meaning­
lessness. The importance of holding both these together can easily 
be indicated through the analogy of the hierarchy of levels in lan­
guage, in mathematics or the various exact sciences, where the open­
ness of each level upwards to the next through interaction with it is 
absolutely necessary for rational thought, for apart from it we can only 
engage in playing games at the different levels without any applic- . 
ability to reality. What I find most of the "new theologians" doing, 
however, is cutting away the interaction between the two main levels 

. of thought with which they are concerned, relating to nature and to 
God, in the crazy idea that only in this way can they preserve the 
distinctness and significance of each level of thought! Some of them, 
on the other hand, try to flatten the levels out on to one and the same 
plane of· thought, thus producing impossible contradictions and 
illogicalities, as would happen, of course, in any science if that were 
done. Without any doubt the corroding or the eliminating of this 
interaction between the levels of thought can only lead to utter futility 
and meaninglessness-and that is what so many of the "new theolo­
gians" are doing, driving the flock of Christ into the chasm of 
unmeaning. 

Now in order to draw our discussion to a close let me illustrate 
this problem by linking it up again with justification, and considering 
it in its Lutheran form of simul justus et peccator. Here we are 
thinking on two levels, of the divine act of justification in Christ, and 
of the existence of the human sinner in this world, at the same time. 
It was a peculiarity of Luther's exposition of this that he thought of 
the righteous act of God as set forth sub contraria specie, under its 
contrary aspect, real in Christ and for the sinner in Christ, but hidden 
under the veil of this visible world. Hence he expounded the rela­
tion between the justus and the peccator in terms of imputation in a 
dialetical manner. But there is another side to his thought, for justi­
fication is the content of the Word of grace that God directs to us, a 
Word that is mighty, living and active. When God declares in His 
Word that we are righteous, we are righteous, for His Word makes 
it so. It is not an empty Word but one that fulfils what it declares. 
Thus there is a creative relation between the justus and peccator, for 
God continues to maintain a dynamic relation between Himself 
and the sinner in such a way that His forgiving and creative Word 
operates in his being and life. Although it is only by faith that we 
may properly discern that interaction, it will be revealed in its full 
reality at the coming of Christ and in the resurrection of the body. 
But since the reality of justification is grounded in the . incarnate 
person and work of the Son of God, it is continually communicated 
to us afresh in the real presence of Christ in the bread and wine,. so 
that here and now in our worldly historical existence we may actually 
partake of it as we have communion in the Body and Blood of 
Christ. Luther's immense insistence upon cc This is my body", 
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against every attempt to reinterpret it as "This signifies my body", 
is due to his penetrating insight that if the creative interaction between 
God and the world, between the Son of God and history,or between 
justifying grace and the ungodly" is weakened or whittled away, the 
Christian Gospel becomes empty of content and reality. 

It has been a constant temptation of Lutheranism, however, 
especially in modern times to stress too much the dialectical side of 
Luther's thought about the divine gift of righteousness as concealed 
under its contrary worldly aspect, and so to let a merely imputational 
or forensic relation between justus and peccator replace a real, dyna­
mic relation, with the result that justification comes to be thought of 
as an empty legal fiction. When that -happens anywhere the' great 
Reformation message fizzles out into meaninglessness, while every 
attempt to fill in the vacuum with stuff derived from man's self-under­
standing only leads in the end to bitter ressentiment and mocking 
iconoclasm. In this event the wages, of the new theology is death, 
including the most cynical death of all, 'the death of "God".' 

But of course there is quite a different side to Lutheranism, for the 
"new theology" belongs only to its modernistic flank, The main 
teaching of the Lutheran Church is to be found in the central empha­
sis upon union with Christ, upon the positive, creative relation between 
the forgiving God and the sinner, upon the presence and activity of 
the divine Reality in the reality of this world, such as we have seen 
in the thought of Bonhoeffer, or such as we may see today in the 
theology of Schlink or Vogel, Skydsgaard or Prenter. But, when as in 
Bonhoeifer, the dialectical aspect of Justification is sharpened to a 
cutting edge, as when he speaks about "the Church as the evil world 
to the highest degree ", or "worldly holiness ", this cannot be used 
as grist for the mills of the theologies of radical dualism, where it 
can only be purloined for 'the expression of "cheap grace", whereas 
in Bonhoeffer's thought, as in Luther's, it was meant as the expres­
sion of "costly grace "-that is, of the incredible abasement of God 
in which He condescended to come Himself in His own personal Being 
into our world of space and time, and to interact in His grace with 
worldly men in the depths of their sins and shame, conquering the 
power of our space and time through His cc weakness" in Jesus, and 
justifying the ungodly through His "powerlessness" on the Cross. 
This is the antithesis of the "new theology"., Its statements may be 
linguistically identical with those of Bonhoeffer or of Luther, or even 
with those of the Holy Scripture, but their meaning is quite different, 
for the rejection of God's interaction with this world and the assump­
tion of a radical dichotomy between the world of the divine 'Reality 
and this world of space and time, gives those statements quite another 
reference as they are deflected back finally upon man himself for their 
content. 

T. F. TORRANCE. 
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