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 “ … it is impossible that men who are engaged  

in public affairs should always be in the right, and  

unlikely that they should always be in the wrong”. 

Polybius, Histories, 1.14 

 

Exclusive language has been avoided herein, but quotations are unmodified, implying 

respect for the integrity of the author‟s work rather than other motives. However, I feel 

compelled to follow Scripture‟s lead in speaking of God in the masculine. Unless the 

context otherwise requires, references to texts are to pages. However, references to 

Calvin‟s Institutes and Commentaries are to the relevant passages. Again, unless the 

context otherwise requires, references to Torrance are to Thomas of that ilk, and to 

Berkhof to Hendrekus. 

 

Quotes from Scripture are from the New Revised Standard Version and, for OT 

Pseudepigrapha, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. 

 

“CO” refers to Ioannis Calvini opera quae supersunt Omnia. 

 

“CR” refers to Calvin‟s Corpus Reformatorum. 

 

“WCF” refers to the Westminster Confession of Faith, 1647. 

 

References to Dictionaries are to the relevant definition. “OED” refers to the Oxford 

English Dictionary.  

 

References to the “OT” are to the Old Testament and to the “NT” are to the New, while 

“ANE” refers to the ancient Near East. 
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Abstract 

Bonhoeffer1 holds the departure point for Christian ethics: 

 

 “is not the reality of one‟s own self, or the reality of the world; nor is it the reality 

of standards and values. It is the reality of God as he reveals Himself in Jesus 

Christ. It is fair to begin by demanding assent to this proposition for anyone who 

wishes to concern himself with the problem of a Christian ethic.” 

 

The Reformed tradition asserts that the vicarious and substitutionary self-sacrifice 

offered once for all by the incarnate Son, regenerated, redeemed, reconciled and 

sanctified creation, but that we are freed and empowered in the Spirit to respond to 

God‟s command in conformity to Christ through love of God and neighbour.2 The 

command to salvation, sanctification and response is addressed to all people in every 

aspect of their lives and is relevant because “authority” is exercised by people: rulers, 

not by the impersonal entity of political theory called the “state”. In the exercise of 

“authority”, those rulers are subject to the example of Christ and the guidance of the 

Spirit. “Authority” is a subset of our loving response to God, for “authority” is “from” and 

“instituted by” God as a ministry of God‟s purpose for our good,3 a ministry of order 

never subordinated to the church‟s ministry of proclamation of the gospel, and so 

directly responsible to God for the exercise of delegated authority: for the trust accorded 

it. Church and “state” both build the kingdom, church by proclamation of the gospel – 

the means by which the Spirit creates faith and induces obedience: “state” by 

establishing and maintaining the order necessary for the church to perform its function.  

 

This is the basis of the unique Reformed view of political authority, which has largely 

shaped Western political life. 

                                            
1
 Bonhoeffer, 1955, 162. 

2
 The interaction of free salvation and free obedience is perhaps Reformed theology‟s most distinctive 

feature. 
3
 qeou' ga;r diavkonov" ejstin soi; eij" to; ajgaqovn/It is God‟s deacon/servant for your good (Ro 13:4) 

leitourgoi; ga;r qeou'/God‟s priest (Ro 13:6). 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION This thesis examines the basis and implications of Ro 

13‟s “authority” within the Reformed tradition. That tradition has no sacrosanct 

repository of orthodoxy beyond Scripture and no mechanism to authoritatively and 

universally rule on dogma. Its yardsticks are Scripture‟s message of a loving God‟s 

commitment to creation, Calvin‟s notion that we are freed and empowered by the Spirit 

to respond to God‟s love through love of God and the creation he loves and the basic 

tenets of Niceo-Constantinopolitan Trinitarian theology, which affirm the personal reality 

of God as present in three personal hypostases, Father, Son and Spirit whose act and 

being are one and who so perichoretically inter-penetrate each other that the act of one 

is that of all. In this context, the Reformed tradition uniquely relates creation and its 

redemption in the economy of salvation. These concepts reflect Scripture understood in 

its own Hebraic cultural context. Different results flow if we apply the incompatible, alien 

and dualistic philosophical approach underlying Scholasticism of both the Medieval and 

Protestant varieties, which assert God as an impersonal principle of “goodness”, of law 

not love, existing, unknowable, behind the personae of Father, Son and Spirit. Under 

this “god”, the “spiritual” and “material” are distinct with the “state” assigned to the 

definitely inferior “material” world. Our redemption is arbitrary and selective, demanding 

conformity to the moral law to either demonstrate we have “done our best” under the 

Medieval version or to build assurance of salvation under the Protestant.  Other differing 

results flow if we apply the Lutheran assertion that we must, through conscience, 

endure whatever is worked by the Spirit in a via crucis.  

 

Under Calvin‟s Scriptural approach “authority” is a ministry of order for our good, 

answerable to God for its misdeeds and accountable to the community. Under Luther‟s, 

we must unquestioningly accept “authority‟s” deeds and misdeeds. Under 

Scholasticism, Scripture is largely subordinated to tradition and so a different basis for 

holding “authority” accountable is demanded in the form of the nebulous concept of 

“natural” law. This is judged under the medieval version by church authority and 

sanctions and, under the Protestant, by an inferred “covenant of works”. 

Scripture imposes its own structure on consideration of this topic. We must first outline 

the Reformed approach to knowledge of God and ourselves, Calvin‟s sum of true 
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wisdom4 and basis of the service of God. “Authority” is exercised in the context of, and 

for the purposes of, our relations, inter se and with the creation he loves. These are 

defined by the concepts of covenant and creation and Calvin‟s notion of the Christian 

life. We must then address the negative impact and misconceptions flowing from dualist 

Scholasticism, whose siren call is still discernible in the works of Oliver O‟Donovan, 

which clears the path for the relatively simple task of defining Scripture‟s approach to 

“authority” from and instituted by God for our good. 

 

Church and “state” as complementary, yet independent ministries, church charged with 

universal proclamation of the gospel whereby the Spirit creates faith: “state” with 

creating the order necessary thereto: and both with building that kingdom which will 

eventually supplant both. 

 

Bonhoeffer rightly holds the departure point for Christian ethics: 

 

 “is not the reality of one‟s own self, or the reality of the world; nor is it the reality 

of standards and values. It is the reality of God as he reveals Himself in Jesus 

Christ. It is fair to begin by demanding assent to this proposition for anyone who 

wishes to concern himself with the problem of a Christian ethic.” 5 

 

God‟s ultimate purpose in creation is its peace in the realization of his kingdom, his 

unmediated rule freely embraced by all in loving commitment to God and neighbour. 

Our peace is the “effect of righteousness”6: of living in right relations to God and, as 

God is love7 and “so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life”8, love of and living in right 

relations with God entails love of, and living in right relations with, the balance of the 

creation he affirms as “good/very good”9. Unable to attain “righteousness” unaided, we 

                                            
4
 Calvin, 1960, 1.1.1. 

5
 Bonhoeffer, 1955, 162. 

6
 Isa 32:17. 

7
 1 Jn 4:8, 16. 

8
 Jn 3:16. 

9
 Ge 1. 
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must assume Christ‟s perfect righteousness through faith, the work of the Spirit through 

proclamation of the gospel which “is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

has faith [for] in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith”.10 The 

church proclaims the gospel through word and example, but could not do so without the 

order created by that “authority” from and instituted by God for our good.11  “Authority‟s” 

primary theological function, then, is to establish that order necessary to universal 

proclamation of the Gospel, yet the fact that “authority” is instituted for “our good” 

indicates that it must do so by reference to the purposes for which God instituted it. The 

OT suggests that God deals with his creation with a “righteousness”12 and “justice”13 

closely linked to his “steadfast love and faithfulness”14. fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x is “the foundation” 

of God‟s throne15, and he charges those whose “authority” is from, and instituted by, him 

to adopt that standard. As God‟s “servant”16, the proper exercise of “authority” is a 

ministry of order, complementary, yet never subordinated, to the church‟s ministry of 

gospel proclamation. 

 

This approach reflects Calvin‟s17 “fundamentally positive view of God‟s law [which 

became] a distinctive ethical contribution of Calvinism”18 wherein we are freely saved by 

faith alone, yet, enlightened and empowered by the Spirit, may also offer our “little 

                                            
10

 Ro 1:16-17. 
11

 Ro 13:1-4. 
12

 hq¡:d:x. 
13

 fP-…v]m. Ge 18:19, Am 5:24. 
14

 Ex 34:6, 2 Sa 2:6, 15:20, Ps 86:15,  89:14, 98:3. 
15

 Ps 89:14. 
16

 Qeou' ga;r diavkonov" and leitourgoi; ga;r qeou'. Ro 13: 4, 6. 
17

 Barth once said that, the more he read Calvin, the greater his respect for him. I have developed a 
similar respect, noting that Jacob Arminius said of him:  

“After the Holy Scriptures, I exhort the students to read the Commentaries of Calvin. … I tell them 
that he is incomparable in the interpretation of Scripture; and that his Commentaries ought to be 
held in greater estimation than all that is delivered to us in the writings of the ancient Christian 
Fathers: so that, in a certain eminent spirit of prophecy, I give the pre-eminence to him beyond 
most others, indeed beyond them all. I add, that, with regard to what belongs to common places, 
his Institutes must be read after the Catechism, as a more ample interpretation.”  

and Charles Haddon Spurgeon that: 
“The longer I live the clearer does it appear that John Calvin‟s system is the nearest to 
perfection.”  

18
 Hall, 2008, 18. 
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righteousness”19 as a contribution to building the kingdom – our response20 to salvation, 

valued by God for Christ‟s sake21, not its price, a response of love to love unstintingly 

given. The basis of theology is knowledge of God and ourselves.22 Nicene theology 

affirms that the one God is Father, Son and Spirit, so perichoretically interpenetrating 

each other that the work of one is that of all. However, the Latin tradition in particular 

sought to redefine the triune God of Scripture in Platonic/Aristotelian terms as what a 

god should be – a god made in the image of humanity and useful for its social order: an 

impersonal entity of law23 and justice24 existing behind the public personae of Father, 

Son and Spirit. The only direct evidence we have of God is inconsistent with these 

philosophical musings: the historical record of his word and works, of the person and 

actions of Christ and the perfecting influence of the Spirit as practical expressions of the 

love primarily associated with the Father. Barth identified God‟s “being” and “act” so that 

we know from his acts – notably those of Jesus25 - that “God is love” and, from his being 

as love, understand the true significance of his works. Luther26 and Calvin27 reaffirmed 

the Nicene formulae and, thus, the primacy of Scripture.28 Although elements of the 

Latin tradition‟s philosophical dualism29 re-emerged in  17th century Calvinism30, much 

                                            
19

 Barth, 1981, 265. 
20

 Human response is not a precondition of God‟s covenant faithfulness - our salvation rests solely on 
faith. 
21

 Calvin, 1960, 3.17.10. 
22

 “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the 
knowledge of God and of ourselves.” Calvin, 1960, 1.1.1. 
23

 As McGrath, 1986, suggests, “law” is an inappropriate translation of Torah - more properly teaching or 
instruction – stemming, not from Hebrew, but from the Greek and Roman fascination with jurisprudence, 
reflected in Koine and Latin versions of Scripture. This has fundamentally skewed our understanding of 
the God/human relationship, suggesting it is essentially legal, reflected in use of a wide range of technical 
legal terms like “covenant”, “judgement”, “rules” and “commandment” to translate essentially relational 
concepts, characterized and defined by the love which we know by this, “that he laid down his life for us - 
and we ought to lay down our lives for one another”. 1 Jn 3:16. 
24

 Defined, not as fairness/right behaviour - by the subject‟s need and our capacity to respond - but by an 
Aristotelian notion of equality. 
25

 See eg Barth, 1936-1977, II/1.375. 
26

 Althaus, 1966, 199-200.  
27

 See eg Calvin, 1960 1.13. Calvin, 1926-1952, I, 37. Niesel, 1956, 54. 
28

 See eg Althaus, 1966, 3. Calvin, 1960, 1.6.1. 
29

 Based on the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, rather than Scripture, and presenting “god” as an 
impersonal and abstract notion of goodness, legally defined. “He” exists in another realm which we can 
and must access by philosophical exercises to be “saved”. Its legacy has been the denunciation of this 
world and its ways as inherently evil, where the God of Scripture affirms them as “good/very good” in their 
proper relations. To these notions we owe the fundamental misrepresentation of medieval “works 
righteousness”, notions of God‟s selective will to salvation through Christ who offered the one effective 
sacrifice for sin, “once for all” (Ro 6:10, Heb 7:27, 1 Pe 3:18), of a “soul” separate from the inferior human 
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to the detriment of Reformed theology, the Nicene/Reformation position has 

successfully been reasserted, and I make no apologies for embracing it as the most 

accurate and realistic assertion of Reformed belief.  

 

Scripture affirms that everything not God is God‟s “good/very good” creation.31 The 

loving, righteous and just God, entire of himself32, chooses not to exist alone33. 

Relational in his very being as Father, Son and Spirit, he chooses to create, and 

encompasses in relationship, another reality which is not God. In its creaturely being 

and interrelations, that other reality is nonetheless real34, if contingent35 in relation to 

God, the only non-contingent reality. God‟s sovereignty and right over creation are 

absolute. The creator - “the LORD, … there is no other; besides [him] there is no god”36 

- is a righteous God and a saviour37. Gracious, righteous and merciful38, he acts “with 

steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things” he delights39, 

and, in case we think this has changed under the NT, note that Christ, homoousios with 

the Father, naturally “loved righteousness and hated wickedness”40. 

 

                                                                                                                                             
“body” (rather than Scripture‟s holistic vision of human existence as a “living being” (Ge 2:7) and of 
translation to eternal bliss in “heaven”, rather than Rev 21:3‟s specific assertion that the end will be when: 
             “the home of God is among mortals.  

He will dwell with them as their God;  
they will be his peoples,  

 and God himself will be with them”. 
30

With certain honourable exceptions, like Fisher and McLeod Campbell, Reformed theology from the 17
th
 

century to Barth was largely diverted into the futile attempt to counter the fundamental misconceptions of 
medieval scholasticism using the same (fundamentally misconceived) scholastic concepts and methods, 
rather than simply arguing from the perfectly coherent concepts of Scripture, which the Nicene Fathers, 
Luther and Calvin had affirmed in preference to the Latin Church‟s Platonic/Aristotelian approach.  
I will later address the notion of “Federal Calvinism/Protestant Scholasticism” in perhaps more detail than 
it deserves simply to point out how it has skewed our beliefs, particularly on the topic of this paper. See 
Chapter 6. 
31

 Ge 1. 
32

 With apologies to John Donne. God as a Trinity of personal, relational being had no need in himself to 
create another reality. The fact that he chose to do so identifies creation as the outpouring of his love.  
33

 And that means we are not alone. 
34

 Because it exists in relation to God and in God‟s affirmation. 
35

 Reliant on God for its initial and on-going being. 
36

 Isa 45:5, amongst numerous others. 
37

 Isa 45:21. 
38

 Ps 116:5. 
39

 Jer 9:24, 22:3. 
40

 Heb 1:9. 
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The core of salvation, then, is exposure to “the righteousness of God”41, normatively 

defined by the moral “law”42 and expressive of his being as love. That law is fulfilled by 

love.43 Thus, YHWH‟s fP-…v]miW hq x¡:d:] 44 expresses, and is perfectly consistent with, his 

ds,jà45, and is the normative expression of living that love in relation to others. 

Consistently, God‟s primary charge46 to that part of creation able to know God and 

respond to his perfect love47 with its own – albeit imperfect, but authentic - response of 

love48 which goes well beyond sterile affection49.   

 

Both Testaments confront us with both the love and righteousness of God: the 

normative expression of the love that is God. Confronted with divine love expressed as 

“righteousness”, we are called to respond in human love for God and neighbour – the 

people and environment constituting God‟s creation – expressed as human 

“righteousness”. We cannot answer the demands of the law50, so our “righteousness” is 

essentially different from God‟s.  Righteous “means „those right with God‟ (and therefore 

committed to righteousness of life) so „men of unfailing love‟ means those on whom the 

steadfast love of God has been poured (and who therefore seek to reflect that love in 

their lives)”. 51 God‟s righteousness is his nature: in humans, it is a right attitude or 

disposition to God, resulting in right, if not perfectly right, living which would, if perfect 

and universal, render justice unnecessary for justice is that which seeks to establish the 

relations God wishes to have with, and within, creation by rectification of the effects of 

abuses. Naturally, both concepts overlap substantially. Right conduct is “almost entirely 

social … to omit to do good to any fellow human being, of whatever rank or class, would 

                                            
41

 Ro 1:16-17. 
42

 Calvin, 1984, Mt 5:21, Calvin, 1960, 2.7.6.    
43

 Ro 13:8, 10, Gal 5:14, Jas 2:8. 
44

 Righteousness and justice. 
45

 Steadfast love. 
46

 Directed to Abraham and his children, it is “to keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and 
justice”. Ge 18:19. 
47

 Which we know because Christ “laid down his life for us”. 1 Jn 3:16. 
48

 Ro 13:8. 
49

 “ … we ought to lay down our lives for one another. How does God's love abide in anyone who has the 
world's goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?” 1 Jn 3:16-17. 
50

 Eg Gal 2:16: “no one will be justified by the works of the law” simply because we cannot perfectly love 
God and neighbour. 
51

 Motyer, 1993, 471. Commenting on Isa 57:1.  
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be a grievous offence to God”. 52 The criterion is what God wills for creation, which falls 

under the umbrella of “peace” with God. Human “righteousness”, however, is not our 

“work”53, but the natural and practical expression of that faith and love of God and 

neighbour which is the free gift of God in Christ through the enlightenment and 

empowerment of the Spirit. 

 

Through faith in Christ “all who believe” may appropriate the “righteousness of God”.54 

Despite the fact that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; [we] are now 

justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” in “a 

sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith”. We cannot bring our own 

“righteousness” to God, but, through the faith which flows from belief, may appropriate 

all the elements of a proper relationship to God which are a present, perfect reality for 

Christ, but which, for us, have only become “effective through faith”. There is an 

eschatological element to the ontological regeneration, redemption, reconciliation and 

sanctification worked by Christ “once for all”55, but one resting on the creation of faith 

through the knowledge and belief opened to us in the Spirit and through being given 

space and empowered in the Spirit to respond lovingly to God‟s love – a faith which 

enables us to live authentically as well as juristically those relations to God and his 

creation.56  

 

Christ took our place before God and answered the just demands of the “law” - and, 

thus, of the “righteousness of God” - without trivialising it. If we understand this, we give 

God due honour, acknowledge his righteousness and justice, and embrace the notion 

that his justice must be given effect in this world. Thus, to admit, first, the righteousness 

and justice of jrzh57 and, second, our inability, unaided, to answer it, gives Torah its 

proper place in our lives as the normative expression of God‟s love (love which is the 

                                            
52

 Anderson, 1975, 231. Commenting on Job 29:12-17 and 31:13-28. 
53

 That which would earn salvation. 
54

 Ro 3:21-26. 
55

 Ro 6:10. 
56

 A word incapable of meaningful translation, Wnym+ia}t'/pivstew" certainly has less the flavour of abstract 

belief - although that is a factor - than of loving commitment or, as Torrance
 
(1956, 112) put it, 

“faithfulness” to the covenant relationship. 
57

 Torah. 
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paramount ethical standard to which we may aspire, but can never achieve), while 

crucially teaching the need to “walk humbly” before God - our absolute dependence on 

God - and the extent of his grace whereby, despite our failings, we have become God‟s 

adopted children, describing the limitless quality of his love in our acceptance. 

 

Salvation58 flows from our exposure to God‟s perfect love and its normative expression, 

the “righteousness of God”. To argue that God‟s love displaces the “Christian life” 

suggests God is willing to compromise his own righteousness and, ultimately, what is 

“good”59 for his creation, both inconceivable60. However, neither are we saved by 

Pelagian or medieval works-righteousness61 for that either suggests that God is (again) 

prepared to compromise his own righteousness or that we can answer Torah, which not 

only contradicts Scripture, but debases Torah by suggesting that we can and must 

become god-like, the very essence of Ge 3:22‟s definition of sinfulness. In truth, we are 

confronted with both the perfect grace and perfect righteousness of God: freely saved, 

effective through faith, and called in both Testaments to “be holy, for I am holy”62, which 

we do through authentic, but not necessarily perfect, love of God and neighbour.  

 

The works the Father gave Christ “testify on my behalf that the Father has sent me”63 

and, “if I do them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works”64. “We must 

work the works of him who sent me.”65 The “command of the eternal God [then, is] to 

bring about the obedience of faith”66: “the one who believes in me will also do the works 

that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these”67. Thus, we are “what [God] has 

made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be 

                                            
58

 The free gift of divine grace to those embracing it with faith. 
59

 Mic 6:8, among others. 
60

 But the latter even more inconceivable than the former. 
61

 Bede, 1930,
 
1.10 rightly dismissed Pelagius‟ “abominable teaching” that “man had no need of God‟s 

grace” - that we can earn salvation. The medieval version is described in Chapter 6. 
62

 Lev 11:44, 45, 1 Pe 1:16. 
63

 Jn 5:36. 
64

 Jn 10:38. 
65

 Jn 9:4. 
66

 Ro 1:5,16:26. The reiteration of this phrase at the beginning and end of the Epistle indicates its 
importance. Our obedience is not a matter of obligation or fear, but of faith. 
67

 Jn 14:12. 
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our way of life”68, a “life that really is life”69, defined in terms of doing good70. Calvin 

understood that our “good works”, while not the price or efficient cause of salvation, are 

the focus of the Christian life, the inevitable expression of love and a true, living faith71 

as the loving response to divine grace and love. “Good works” are valued by God for the 

Son‟s sake, and counted as our own: we are truly moral agents. 

  

  “Is there not both a theological basis and character to New Testament ethics and 

an ethical basis and character to New Testament theology?” 72 

 

The genuine teaching of the ferocious Calvin, thus, follows Paul's teaching of 

justification by faith73, which indicates that, if we embrace God‟s free gift of salvation, he 

will empower us through the Spirit to be progressively more closely conformed to that 

God who is also righteous74 and a righteous judge75: to live properly in relation to him, 

each other and our environment, expressed in love of God and the creation he loves. 

Calvin examined the nature and effect of our ethics/morality/works from the perspective 

of absolute divine grace.76 For Calvin, the Spirit, by proclamation of the gospel, not only 

creates belief and faith, but empowers us in the on-going expression of sanctification77, 

                                            
68

 Eph 2:10. 
69

 1 Ti 6:19. 
70

 “ …to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share”
 (
1 Ti 6:18-19.), for “good works” are 

“excellent and profitable to everyone”
 
(Tit 3:8.), being “productive” “in order to meet urgent needs”. Tit 

3:14. “Wonders and mighty works” are the signs of a true apostle. 2 Co 12:12. 
71

 Therefore, compatible with Jas 2. 
72

 Witherington, 2009, 1.14. 
73

 See eg Calvin, 1960, 3.2.1. 
74

 Ps 7:9. 
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preparing “a person for the kingdom”78 by revealing God‟s righteousness through faith 

for faith. 

 

This is a lynchpin – a, if not the, defining understanding - of the Reformed tradition. As 

Moo79 puts it, while “a sinner can get into a relationship with God only by faith (Paul80), 

the ultimate validation of that relationship takes into account the works that true faith 

must inevitably produce (James81)”. Thus, salvation under either Testament is not 

dependent on, but naturally evokes, a response, a reaction of sincere orientation 

through righteousness/love to the God of absolute righteousness/love. The only valid 

human response to the gospel message of God‟s love is faith expressed as love. We 

are saved by a faith which confesses Christ as Lord, belief that “God raised him from 

the dead” for one “believes with the heart and ... confesses with the mouth and so is 

saved”82, and by a “commitment to the God who speaks”83. That faith is “dependence 

upon God for salvation and not upon one‟s qualities or position”.84 In Christ, we are 

saved by imputation of the righteousness won by God‟s son, being unable to achieve 

that absolute level of righteousness in our own right. However, our righteousness must 

exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees if we are to enter the kingdom.85 Paul 

understood the latter as attempts to earn salvation by their own inadequate efforts.  

 

Calvin assertion that the moral law defined “the righteousness of God” explains both 

why none can achieve righteousness through “works of the law” and why “it is easier for 

heaven and earth to pass away, than for one stroke of a letter in the law to be 

dropped”.86 God is love: his righteousness is love. Reflected in the law, we fulfil the law 

through love of God and neighbour, not works. Christ‟s sacrifice is divine love, not 
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legalism - it does not alter our juristic status since our relationship to God is not juristic, 

but familial. God‟s relations to humanity have ever been determined by his grace and 

steadfast faithfulness to his covenant commitment to all his creation. This is Scripture‟s 

position asserting our salvation rests in “Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and 

foolishness to Gentiles”.87 This has been disputed from the earliest days, 

understandably as it denies our god-like aspirations.  

 

Judaism situated the obligation of obedience in covenant election, repeatedly renewed, 

but never definitively - the messianic hope is not realized, but has not died. Torah is 

Israel‟s “covenant charter”, binding it to YHWH as the “unique, chosen people of the one 

creator God” in which “unique vocation” they “know and are called to live by its 

otherwise hidden rules, while the other nations blunder around in darkness”.88 Now, the 

covenant, with its promise and obligation to obedience in faith, embraces all humanity, 

but we sadly misconstrue Scripture if we understand that relationship as “an abstract 

body of rules and also a social machinery for securing order in the community”.89 We 

think of Torah as “law” because it is customarily so translated, and because it posits “an 

abstract body of rules” concerned with community order. We think of that “law” as 

abrogated. Neither assumption is correct. Mt 22:34-40 and related passages teach us 

that on love of God and neighbour hang all the “law” and prophets - a “law” Christ came 

“not to abolish but to fulfill”.90 “Love” is never “law” as we define the term, yet, were it so, 

it is the “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of 

death”.91 “I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law”92, fulfilled when we 

bear “one another's burdens”93. However, under the Hellenistic influences the inter-

Testamentary period, some Jews, notably among Scribes, Sadducees, Pharisees and 

Essenes, took a legalistic view of Torah‟s obligations, understanding God‟s covenant as 

a compact with mutually binding obligations. Later, Christian thought, influenced by 

Plato and Aristotle and the Classical world‟s penchant for jurisprudence, again sought to 
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redefine the faith in contractual terms, a trend reinforced by legalistic mistranslation of 

key Hebrew concepts in the Greek and Latin texts. Scripture‟s core concepts are clearly 

incompatible with this legalist stance, so Calvin adopted the free justification evoking a 

moral response line. The “Christian life”, then, asserts the ethical standard of divine 

righteousness/holiness and, although we are sanctified by God‟s free gift, effective 

through faith, there is clearly an impetus to a truly moral response truly our own.  

 

Proclamation of the gospel94 is God‟s chosen instrument by which the Spirit brings the 

message of Christ to the world, creating the faith which saves and calling and 

empowering the faithful to obedience/love, changing the world through putting the 

Spirit‟s, and thus God‟s, power to work in Christ. That proclamation95 must be universal. 

 

The human and divine natures of Jesus96 are distinguished, the latter only patent to 

humanity in the resurrection, a “turning point” wherein he is translated from the servant 

in his weakness and powerlessness into the Lord to whom all things are subject.97 This 

power, conferred by the “spirit of holiness”98, transforms the gospel from a narrative into 

“the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith”99. Calvin recognised Christ 

could not have worked our redemption, reconciliation, regeneration and sanctification 

without the support of his divine nature, but says “it is certain that he carried out all 

these acts according to his human nature”100. In “his flesh, righteousness has been 

manifested to us …  sometimes called the righteousness of God because God is its 

author and bestows it upon us. But … this expression means only that we stand, 

supported by the sacrifice of Christ‟s death, before God‟s judgment seat.”101 
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By faith, the Spirit incorporates us into the Christ's one person, but the human nature 

thereof102, whereby we appropriate his free human obedience as our own and so are 

saved and embraced into the communion of Father and Son through the Spirit – 

restored in right relations to the Triune God, each other and the balance of creation, and 

empowered to authentically live in Christ, a life defined by purpose in right relations to 

God and his creation, not by biological function. God, in his being and act, is love, which 

defines that communion, and the divine initiatives in creation and salvation. 

Incorporation into that communion suggests we are therein freed and empowered to 

participate through a commitment of love of God and the balance of God's covered 

creation – our “neighbour”. The former defines our relations to God, the latter to his 

creation. In the hypostatic union within Christ, the things of God and creation (including 

ourselves) come together perfectly, but there is not, cannot be, any co-mingling: this is 

an interface, not an admixture, and the distinction is crucial to Reformed theology. 

Creation does not lose its creaturely nature through incorporation into Christ's (itself 

creaturely) human nature. It does not become divine, nor is that saved already so 

defined – a Platonic notion of “soul”. It is regenerate as creation. 

 

Gunton suggests this is because humanity was created in the “image of God” - to 

represent the reality of God as love to and in creation. That image is corrupted, but not 

destroyed, so the “image of God” is now Christ‟s prefect humanity103, representing “God 

to the creation in the way the first human beings were called, but failed, to do; and ... 

enables other human beings to achieve the directedness to God of which their 

fallenness had deprived them”104. We are to be conformed to that image105, and Christ 

reveals, not simply God‟s “eternal power and divine nature”106, accessible through 

creation itself, but, crucially, his personal reality as a communion of love. Therein, we 

are restored to our intended purpose and relations with God and creation: opened and 

empowered to love. Bearing “the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image 
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of the man of heaven.”107 Seeing “the glory of the Lord … [we] are being transformed 

into the same image”108 through the Spirit. The image of love is loving commitment to 

God and the creation he loves. 

 

For Paul, virtually every aspect of our regenerate relations - “life”, “freedom”, “new 

creation”, the abolition of artificial human distinctions in our embrace as the “children of 

God through faith” and, above all, salvation/justification/atonement - subsist, not per se, 

but “in Christ”109, the gift and giver, the gospel promise and its power110, and the focus 

of faith. Christ‟s sacrifice “redeemed us from the curse of the law”111, ensuring that “the 

blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise 

of the Spirit through faith”112. God justifies “the circumcised on the ground of faith and 

the uncircumcised through that same faith”.113 Christ‟s sacrifice clears a road-block in 

what Tom Wright calls “the single-plan-through-Israel-for-the world”114, which prevented 

“the Abrahamic promises getting out to the nations”115. This suggests - correctly - that 

God‟s saving plan is one and consistent, if developed in stages. Faith alone saves Jew 

and Gentile “in Christ”, evoking the only appropriate response, a commitment to love of 

God and neighbour, practically expressed. This is the basis of the kingdom, wherein we 

freely embrace God as all in all and wherein God expresses his eternal loving 

commitment to his creation.  

 

However, there is a period between Christ‟s free, vicarious and substitutionary self-

sacrifice and “the end”116, which will be a direct, unmediated relationship between God 
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and humans wherein God dwells among humans - not with an abstract concept of 

“souls” translated to “heaven”117. During this period, the Spirit takes the gospel message 

to the world. Until then, God has ordained as complementary mechanisms in human 

society, both: 

 

 a faithful remnant which will proclaim the gospel, revealing God‟s righteousness 

through faith for faith, and  

 

 “the governing authorities”.118  

 

In the context of the present reality and eschatological purpose of the kingdom, both 

church and “state” exist under, and for the purposes of, Christ‟s lordship.119 

 

God, as creator and, thus, sovereign over creation, has the power and right to 

determine what is “good” for creation. He does so120, but chooses to act with steadfast 

love, righteousness, justice, mercy and equity, according to his loving nature121, which 

defines all aspects of the proper being and relations of his creation. Thus:  

 

 “Holy Lawful Divine Love … constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all 

rational and moral order in the created universe, and it is under its constraint 

that all physical and moral laws functioning within the universe operate and 

are in the last resort to be recognised and formulated.” 122 
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However, “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”123, so the “created 

universe” has fallen away from “Holy Lawful Divine Love” and become disordered. It can 

only be restored to its proper being and relations, to God and inter se, by God, who 

acted to do so. Justified by faith, “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 

Christ”, access to grace and the “hope of sharing the glory of God”.124 µWtv,/eijrhvnh125 is 

“one of the most prominent concepts in the OT”126, central in both Testaments, 

designating “well-being, prosperity, or bodily health … the state of mind or internal 

condition of being at ease, satisfied, or fulfilled”.127 In the NT, eijrhvnh took on the 

Hebrew, rather than the Greek, “absence of strife”, meaning. It can also be God‟s 

command128, and so is something we must work at: we are not simply the recipients of 

divine peace and Christ‟s divisive claim to our loyalty and allegiance may well be 

likened to bringing a sword129, rather than tranquillity, but in the ultimate cause of that 

true peace which is the end of all things. Scripture as a whole links peace with 
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righteousness “as the ideal category of existence in accordance with God‟s will”.130 

“Peace” – the end of God‟s initiatives – is rooted in “restored righteousness”, an 

authentic, loving commitment to “the righteousness of God … revealed through faith for 

faith” in “the gospel; … the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith”131.   

 

Ockham taught there is no correspondence between human notions and anything real 

in God, who can only be apprehended in toto or not at all132. God in toto is love133. 

God‟s “righteousness”, then, is his love. Although there can be no correspondence 

between our notions of love/righteousness and God‟s reality, we can participate in 

divine initiatives and respond, however inadequately, in love of God and the creation he 

loves with our own “little righteousness”134, which exists “alongside and far below divine 

righteousness, [but] which Christians are freed to do and for whose occurrence they are 

made responsible”135. Christ‟s redemptive activity is complete, “once for all”136, yet relies 

for effect on the Spirit‟s creation of faith, and so has an eschatological element also 

evident in the moral transformation worked through the Spirit - God‟s righteousness, 

revealed through faith for faith, evokes a free response of obedience in conformity to 

Christ. As God is love, his righteousness is the practical application and example of that 

love to and in creation, and the only appropriate response is free commitment to love 

God and “neighbour”, with obvious implications for our behaviour. God‟s righteousness 

reveals what love is, and how it acts and thinks. 
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Christ, then, has (past tense intentional) ontologically regenerated137 creation and, once 

for all138, redeemed139, reconciled140 and sanctified141 humanity, and, through it, 

creation, by the “free gift” 142 of eternal life in his perfect, sufficient, substitutionary and 

vicarious self-sacrifice. Although “effective”143 only through faith, this is a “free gift”144, 

perfectly reflecting a God who is love145 and who gave to all who received his Son, 

“power to become children of God”146. Through the grace and truth applied in Christ, 

God becomes not only our God, but father of those embracing Christ in faith. God‟s 

status as creator gives an inherent depth to his claim of fatherhood over creation: yet 

his fatherly love seeks to build character for our good. The creator has determined what 

is good for creation: as Father, he has assumed responsibility for promoting that good in 

his children. Having done so, he communicates the fact. That “good” is not exhausted 

by salvation, but encompasses living in our proper relations to God, each other and our 

environment. That end will be realized, but by the leading and nurturing of the Spirit, 

developing our consciousness and leading to “love of God and neighbour”: a free loving 

commitment to himself and the creation he loves, inevitably reflected in “righteousness 

and justice”. It is not the perfection of that loving commitment which counts, but its 

authenticity. This is human “righteousness”: the core of the kingdom wherein God 

exercises his undoubted authority, not through power, but through the free response of 

love to his loving will.  

 

We have touched on “righteousness” and on “justice” as a more active response to 

disorder. For Israel, “the whole idea of justice was wrapped up with the qualities and 

characteristics of the LORD, their God, and especially connected to the covenant 

relationship between Israel and the LORD. Justice is essentially relational and the 
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covenantal.”147 The “whole nation, having been founded on God's redemptive and 

constitutional justice, was to reflect that throughout society in the exercise of relational 

love-justice”148: love expressed in action. When both aspects of Scriptures teaching – 

salvation by grace and the ethical demand of God's righteousness and justice as the 

expression of his love and the pattern for our free response – are held into appropriate 

tension, we understand the challenge and limitless resource placed at our disposal for 

the healing of a broken world. 

 

Until the end, the church149 performs those functions which bring all things into 

subjection to Christ.  

 

What are those “functions”? 

 

Christ was sent150 for “this purpose” - to “proclaim the good news of the kingdom of 

God”. He commissioned his disciples to go: 

 

"into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation. The one 

who believes and is baptized will be saved; but the one who does not believe will 

be condemned.”151  

 

Mt 24:14152, reiterating Mk 13:10, suggests that the:  

 

“good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the world, as a 

testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come”,  
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clearly to be understood in the context of Mt 10:20153:  

 

“it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you”, 

 

and of 1 Pe 1:12, which acknowledges “those who brought you good news by the Holy 

Spirit sent from heaven”. “Proclamation of the gospel”, then, is the instrument chosen by 

God by which the Spirit creates belief and, through belief, faith, which both saves and 

inclines the faithful to obedience: the natural response to salvation. The church‟s natural 

function is to proclaim the “good news” that the “kingdom of heaven has come near”.154 

The church, which hears God‟s word in Christ and was constituted by the Spirit‟s 

Pentecostal descent in power, does not stand in Christ‟s place, but gives effect to his 

Lordship as the natural focus of the gospel‟s proclamation, the channel though which 

the Spirit works and applies God‟s transforming power. The love of God who fills all in 

all, in and through Christ, so permeates the true church as to side-line all issues other 

than the complete, indivisible reality of God and its mission to bring that truth to the 

world. Thus, Christ is “head over all things for the church”. 

 

At this point, we should acknowledge that, although the works of each of the triune 

hypostases are perichoretically the works of the others, there are functional distinctions 

between them: they differ, but only in that which distinguishes Father from Son and the 

Spirit of the relationship between them, Son from Father and Spirit155, and Spirit from 

Father and Son. The Father – the focus of the oujsiva, the relationship building love156 

which, in turn, is God – is the focus of the divine will to create and redeem. The 

Son/lovgo", eternally begotten of the Father, does the will of the Father in creation and 

redemption and the Spirit, eternally proceeding from the Father, is “Lord, the giver of 
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life”, and both creates the reality of faith and empowers the response of obedience 

flowing therefrom.157 

  

God‟s reality as love dwells in Christ.158 We receive the Spirit, not by doing the works of 

the law, but “by believing what you heard”159, and are justified “through faith in Jesus 

Christ”.160 The “work of God” is complete in belief161, yet we are to be conformed to 

Christ162, through love of God, neighbour and those “good works” instrumental in 

ensuring others “give glory to your Father”163. Christ, then, is “head over all things for 

the church”164, and Bonhoeffer165 rightly claims the church is “the centre of history[, a] 

history being made by the state”.  

 

God‟s love, on which creation‟s physical and moral order both rest, is not selective: all 

creation is “good”/“very good”166 and, even in its fallen state, God “so loved the world 

that he gave his only Son”167. “Proclamation of the gospel”, then, must be universal in 

the sense of reaching all humanity, for one who is love, and who loves all he has 

created, does not willingly abandon some to their fate. Khrucqhvsetai168 implies more 

than the theoretical availability of information to someone prepared to search it out. 

Arndt & Gingrich associate it with religious preaching and the announcements of 

heralds, implying a teaching actively bought to the people in a form open to their 

                                            
157

 Nicene Creed. 
158

 Col 1:19. And when “Christ [dwells] in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded 
in love … you may have the power to comprehend … what is the breadth and length and height and 
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the 
fullness of God”. Eph 3:17-19. Of that fullness, the Spirit “will teach you everything”

 
(Jn 14:26.), guiding 

“you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will 
declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and 
declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and 
declare it to you. Jn 16:13-15.   
159

 Gal 3:2. 
160

 For “no one will be justified by the works of the law”. Gal 2:16. 
161

 Jn 6:29. 
162

 The “image of God”. 2 Co 4:4, reflecting Ge 1:27. 
163

 Mt 5:16. 
164

 Eph 1:22. 
165

 Bonhoeffer, 1978, 63. 
166

 Ge 1. 
167

 Jn 3:16. 
168

 Proclamation. 
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understanding. The Spirit169 creates the mystical union in which we exist in the Son170, 

realizes within us the faith by which we appropriate the salvation and sanctification 

worked in Christ and free and empowers us to respond. Thus, the church, the body of 

Christ, preaches a gospel message focussed on him, and is the focus for the work of his 

lordship. However, the church exists in a world, at best indifferent, at worst hostile. The 

dangers of that indifference/hostility make universal preaching of the Gospel impractical. 

The church‟s function must be complemented by the degree of order necessary to 

permit universal proclamation and, ideally to actively promote it. God loves order.171 

 

This approach has several practical implications.  

 

The church exists to proclaim the gospel truth which the Spirit realizes and makes 

“effective” in our lives. The true church172 express the holy and universal love of its Lord 

conveyed to us in the Apostolic173 tradition. Proclaiming the gospel in word, sacrament 

and example is not a “duty” imposed on its members or on the institution, but the 

expression of the living and defining reality of its head present through the Spirit and, 

thus, working in us as members of that body.174 This affirms God‟s unswerving and 

eternal commitment to his creation which Barth explores in terms of an eternal decree 

before time expressed in a covenant in which the Son and Word of God is electing God 

and elected human who answers the demands of God‟s righteousness and justice and 

so expresses his steadfast love that those who believe and have faith may, in Christ, 

claim “right relationship” to God. 

 

How does the “state” fit into this dynamic? 

 

                                            
169

 Of the relationship of Father and Son and, thus, homoousios with both. 
170

 And so are incorporated into the Triune relationship which is God. 
171

 He did not create the earth a “chaos, he formed it to be inhabited”. Isa 45:18. 
172

 As Holy, Catholic and Apostolic. 
173

 Not the philosophic. 
174

 Therefore, the sacraments express, not our commitment to him, but his to us. In Baptism, Christ 
incorporates us into himself and into the relationship of Father and Son through the Spirit. He does so as 
the expression of the love which is God and which is, thus, perfectly and fully expressed in each of the 
hypostases of the Trinity. In the Eucharist, we gain a true experience of the loving relationship of Father 
and Son in the Spirit into which we have been incorporated by that love and in the person of Christ. 
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Any understanding of what the “state” is, must and should be demands understanding 

of what it is not. It is not a natural entity - an impersonal “other” separate from God or 

the people it rules, or subject to special rules through ontological distinction. It has 

neither mind to form a will, nor limbs to implement it, but is a legal fiction.175 People do 

these things in the “state‟s” name. It‟s “Constitution”, written or unwritten, defines how 

those people are chosen and should perform those functions. Thus, Scripture‟s concept 

of political power as “authority” exercised by “rulers” is perfectly accurate.176 The NT 

deals with “the concept of government („power‟)”, rather than that of the “state”, a 

concept stemming from “pagan antiquity”, embracing “both the rulers and the ruled” 

whereas “government” – “the power which creates and maintains order” – “refers only to 

the rulers”.177 “State” is convenient, if inaccurate, shorthand for the complexities of 

political power and is here so used. Scripture draws no fundamental distinction between 

our public or private personae. Both are confronted with God‟s righteousness and 

sovereign command. The only distinction is practical: those exercising “authority” have a 

unique power, and thus responsibility.  

 

Thus, the primary function of the church is “proclamation of the Gospel” and of the 

“state” to create at least the minimum degree of order necessary for the church to fulfil 

its function. However, this does not exhaust the functions of church or “state”. 

 

Calvin described the moral law as God‟s “power or rule of government; for He did not 

merely show Himself as a king, but also made known how He would preside over 

them”178. However, “law” is a poor description179 of a regime of loving upholding and 

commitment, a regime innate to God and fulfilled by his people through love of God and 

neighbour, and characterized, not by the rights and duties which are at the core of any 

legal relationship, but by the caritas of a God who chooses to be “father of orphans and 

                                            
175

 Akin to corporations and trusts. 
176

 A good deal more accurate than the depersonalized, institutionalized concept of the “state” underlying 
modern political theory. 
177

 Bonhoeffer, 1955, 297. 
178 Calvin, 1984, The Song of Moses, regarding Dt 33. 
179

 Jews prefer “teaching”. 
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protector of widows”180.  A particular expression of the creator‟s love for his creation, 

and of his righteousness and justice towards it, is “justice for the oppressed”.181 He 

loves “the righteous” and threatens ruin for “the wicked”182. He charges those exercising 

“authority” to imitate his example. This empowerment of the powerless is diametrically 

opposed to every inclination of human “rationality”.183 Scripture, however, enjoins 

judges not to “be partial to the poor or defer to the great”.184 “Justice”, derived from the 

Latin ius with its legal connotations, is not the ideal translation.185 The disadvantaged 

                                            
180

 Ps 68:5. This God “is not partial and takes no bribe … executes justice for the orphan and the widow, 
… loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing [and commands his people to] also love the 
stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt”. Dt 10:17-19. 
181

 Freedom for prisoners, sight for the blind, generally lifting up those “bowed down” and care for 
strangers, widows and orphans. 
182

 Ps 146:5-10. 
183

 Every other ancient (and most modern) culture – and Israel itself was not immune – saw divine power 
as channelled through, and directed towards, society‟s elite. Peskett and Ramachandra, 2003, 113. 
184

 Lev 19:15.  They are to give “a fair hearing, and judge rightly between one person and another, 
whether citizen or resident alien. You must not be partial in judging: hear out the small and the great alike; 
you shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the judgment is God's.” Dt 1:16-17. 
185

 O‟Donovan consistently rejects “justice” in favour of the Vulgate/King James‟ “judgment” (Even the 
New King James seems happy with “justice”. This even extends to the JPS translation of the Tanakh.) 
with even greater legal connotations - no one with the least experience of “law” would ever confuse it, 
except rhetorically, with “justice”. He regards “judgement” as a “nomen actionis” – the “act of justice”

 

(Aquinas, 1981, II, 2.60.1.) – and claims it is “impossible to overestimate the importance of this concept 
for a study of biblical political ideas”, rejecting the “quite different conception of justice, classical and 
Aristotelian in inspiration, built on the twin notions of appropriateness and proportionate equality – justice 
as receiving one‟s own and being in social equilibrium”. O‟Donovan, 2005, 39. He rightly rejects Aristotle‟s 
“idea that the essence of justice was equality”

 
(Ibid, 33.) and, admittedly, most academic discussions of 

“justice” now employ the framework created by Plato and Aristotle. However, despite rumours to the 
contrary, Aristotle neither defined God‟s “justice”, nor, with respect, its common English usage, which 
should be definitive in English discussion of concepts. The OED defines it as the “quality of being 
(morally) just or righteous; the principle of just dealing; just conduct; integrity, rectitude. Theol Observence 
of the divine law; righteousness; the state of being „just before God‟.” “Just” is defined as “morally right, 
righteous … upright and impartial in one‟s dealings”. A 2008 UCLA study suggested “fairness” satisfies a 
“basic need” “wired” into the brain, while a 2003 Emory University study of monkeys

 
- Nature, 425, 2397-

299, 18 September 2003 - indicated that “inequity aversion” was not unique to humans and so may be 
instinctive. 
“Justice” has an ethical basis. The Oxford Companion to Philosophy

 
(1995, 433) notes, justice is “in one 

sense is identical with the ethics of who should receive benefits and burdens”: although often linked to 
law, “the ethics of justice is a subject in itself”. The pursuit of justice involves applications of ethical/moral, 
not necessarily legal, values, yet “judgement” in the sense O‟Donovan adopts is moral discernment. It is 
difficult to see any significance in the distinction, and I propose to retain the modern consensus - “justice” 

- divested of Aristotelian norms – except, of course, where “judgement” is obviously intended.  
O‟Donovan holds all three levels of Government identified under the doctrine of the separation of powers 
are charged to exercise “moral discrimination” on behalf of the community: “judgment” he defines as “an 
act of moral discrimination that pronounces upon a preceding act or existing state of affairs to establish a 
new public context”. “Moral discrimination” divides right from wrong “in a given historical situation”. 
O‟Donovan, 2005, 7.  
The doctrine of “separation of powers” “separates” legislature, executive and judiciary. Purely 
administrative acts without any discretion are not “judgment” (O‟Donovan, 2005, 9). This doctrine is 
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are “not only disproportionately vulnerable to injustice, but usually disproportionately 

actual victims of injustice”.186 God, therefore, while not unmindful of the demands of 

equity, properly focuses on the greatest need and enjoins his people to do likewise187, 

the better to show the true, if unique, glory of his nature to the world188, promoting 

acceptance of God by the nations189. Thus, humanity‟s “intuitive notion of justice” refers 

to fairness defined by need and our ability to respond, rather than equality.190 If we 

accept this much, we can see that the essence of Scripture is that we are freed and 

empowered by the Spirit to embrace and authentically live the relationship offered with 

God, each other and our environment. Thus, human morality191 is part of our response 

of love for “God and neighbour”, valued, as Calvin acknowledged, for Christ‟s sake as 

our contribution to building God‟s kingdom - a response to what God is, has done and is 

doing through the Spirit: not the price of salvation. The basic criterion for a proper moral 

response is God‟s own righteousness192, defining what God wishes for us and 

                                                                                                                                             
Montesquieu‟s valiant attempt to explain Britain‟s unwritten constitution, and, as such, was hugely 
influential on the US Constitution. Unfortunately, it never attracted more than lip service in the 
Westminster system. The “legislature” is theoretically a court – which is why it can makes laws, with the 
sovereign‟s consent, and can punish for “contempt”. In fact, the Judicial Committee of the House of Lords 
is the highest appellate court in the UK. By convention, Ministers of the Crown – ultimately responsible for 
executive action - must be, or swiftly become, members of the legislature, and many administrative 
tribunals now exercise judicial functions. The courts retain their role of “interpreting” the common law, 
which, for example in Donoghue and Stevenson [1932] AC 562, the seminal decision in the tort of 
negligence, can amount to more fundamental developments in law as it affects most people than any 
legislature has ever consciously essayed. 
The church is charged to communicate the gospel message, and serves as both a communion of 
believers and a paradigm society in its universal openness pointing to the unique universality which exists 
only in Christ. With that much, I certainly agree, although I have reservations about how he fleshes out his 
argument. See Chapter 7. 
186

 Wolterstorff, 2008, 79. 
187

 Dt 27:19, Jer 22:3. 
188

 Dt 4:6-8. Divine “justice”, which expresses divine love and commitment to the perfection of creation for 
its sake, has less in common with Aristotle than with Marx‟s dictum “from each according to his ability, to 
each according to his need”. 1875, Critique of the Gotha Program. Hardly a novel idea: “ … quod 
dividebatur singularis prout cuique opus erat”. “… divided to every man according as he had need” (Bede, 
1930, 1.17.1), referring to Ac 4:35. 
189

 Wright, CJH. 1996,13. 
190

 Waltke, 2007, OT Theology, 229. 
191

 A “morality” defined by the “ethical” standard of God‟s love shown in the life, death, resurrection and 
ascension of Christ. 
192

 Defined by what is commonly called the moral “law”, although Torah has no connotation of prescriptive 
law and is more properly rendered “teaching”. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1875
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35 
 

progressively empowers us, through the Spirit, to understand and address as a reality in 

our relations to him, each other and this world193.   

 

Churches are never more effective in proclaiming the gospel than when they are the 

best and highest aspiration of “the church”194 nor “states” in creating and defending 

order than when they are the best and highest aspiration of the “state”195. Both are 

never more effective in performing their true functions than when they support each 

other‟s proper functions and the true freedom of those they influence.  

 

“Authority” is God‟s servant “for your good”, “not a terror to good conduct, but to bad”, 

executing “wrath on the wrongdoer”, to which we are enjoined to “be subject … because 

of conscience” and even to pay taxes and revenues when due, and to show due respect 

and honour196. Reinforcing this view, Ro 13 uses two words rendered “God's servants” 

with specific ecclesiastical connotations - diavkonov"// (v 4) and leitourgoi; (v 6) - 

suggestive of the deaconate and priesthood. This suggests that “authority” is not just a 

feature of human society, either divorced from, or to be manipulated in support of, the 

church‟s ministry, external to God‟s initiative in creation and redemption. It is a true 

ministry of God‟s purpose, complementary to that of the church. It promotes what God 

deems “good” for creation, particularly by striking at those disordering elements in 

creation which conflict with that “good”. This suggests a moral and theological 

dimension to “authority” beyond the Roman propensity to “make a desert and call it 

peace”197.  

 

                                            
193

 Unfortunately, many, and not necessarily only those outside the Reformed tradition, fail to appreciate 
this crucial point. They see the relationship with God as essentially legal and assume that “authority” is 
there to enforce legal prescriptions. In this, they feel amply justified by the forensic language which 
pervades the Greek and Latin texts, notably carried over into the King James, although markedly, if still 
insufficiently, toned down in more modern translations. That forensic language reflects, not the Jewish 
conception of God, which, as Nicea acknowledged, is Scripture‟s proper intellectual context, but the 
Greco-Roman penchant for jurisprudence and the Western legacy of Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy.   
194

 Demonstrating the reality of their Lord in what they stand for through the due ministration of word and 
sacrament, positive and effective ministry and reaching out in imitation of their Lord in love to all of God‟s 
creation. 
195

 In commitment to truth, justice and compassion in their domestic and international dealings. 
196

 Ro 13:3-7. 
197

 Tacitus, Agricola, 30. 
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If, as Torrance198 suggests, Divine Love “constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all 

rational and moral order in the created universe” and our contribution to that order is 

based on our unique ability to vocalise the glory of his love and, thus, “bear witness to 

that Glory and serve [its] purpose”, we would expect clear parallels between private and 

public morality, and can confidently suggest that the exercise of an “authority” should 

reflect, and aspire to emulate, the approach to authority God himself takes in relation to 

his creation. The gospel, concerning Christ, but “of God”199, embraces Scripture as a 

whole as promise and fulfilment200, the “law” expresses God‟s righteousness and 

Christ‟s sacrifice was offered “so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God”201. What the OT has to say on God‟s dealings with those exercising “authority” 

over Israel is clearly relevant. 

 

The individual as God‟s creature is placed in a relationship with God and the rest of 

creation by the fact of creation. Creation is the spatio-temporal/material expression of 

God‟s eternal love, overflowing in equally eternal covenant commitment to establish and 

redeem another, if contingent, reality to love and be loved by. God‟s covenant 

commitment to creation is absolute. The distinct, yet complementary, doctrines of 

creation and covenant define our relations to God, each other and the balance of 

creation. The order of creation is not self-existent, but the work and will of the one true 

God who “exists apart from and [is] sovereign over all creation”.202  “Creation” is a true, 

if contingent, reality which could neither be, nor continue to be, except in, and for the 

purposes of, relationship to God. However, the God-human-creation juxtaposition is 

determined and ordered by divine righteousness, the normative expression of perfect, 

unconditional, divine - and so holy - love. The holiness of divine love inevitably posits an 

ethical standard, which impresses a moral or “lawful” character on the appropriate 
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 Torrance, 1996, 213. 
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 Ro 1:1.  
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 Osborne, 2004, 30. A “promise-fulfilment pattern” dominates Paul‟s use of the OT. Ibid, 29. Moo (1996, 
42-43.) identifies the gospel as not only the proclaimed message of God‟s redemptive action in Christ, but 
the very events by which that message was constituted - God‟s sending of his son and the son‟s sacrifice 
of perfect obedience. Naturally, this embraces the OT promise as well as its NT fulfilment, and its setting 
of divine steadfast love and covenant faithfulness. 
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 Waltke, 2007, OT Theology, 206.  
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nature of human loving response. “Implicitly, the Pentateuch unites creation and ethics: 

the order of creation supports the order of redemption.”203 Where we regard the laws of 

physics as immutable and those of ethics as relative, to be ignored or circumvented  

where inconvenient, Scripture: 

 

“forbids this type of dualistic thinking; the ethical and the natural realms are 

united. The same God who gives order to his creation is the one who establishes 

what is „good‟ in both the material sphere and the moral sphere. Thus the two are 

merged under the sovereign reign of one God: what should be finally will be, and 

what should not be will not endure. This union of the created sphere and the 

ethical sphere fundamentally distinguishes Old Testament theology from pagan 

worldviews. [Those who rebel against Torah rebel] against the order of creation 

and will suffer the consequences.”204  

 

However, human rationality/morality are not infallible.  

 

God‟s command through Christ is articulated in the context of, and expresses, his love. 

However, the freedom of the individual to comprehend and respond to that love in either 

the private or public sphere is circumscribed by available resources or information, legal 

constraints and community expectations of minimum standards of behaviour, to name 

but a few. “Authority” is also exercised for a specific purpose - to establish and maintain 

peace, order and good government - and achieved through means not normally - at 

least legally - available to private citizens.205 Conventions and legal constraints seek to 

limit arbitrary exercises of “authority”. Normally associated with legal theory as an 

attribute of the “state”, these represent what members of the community will tolerate. 

Thus, while private individuals may exercise what freedom they possess according to 

their consciences and priorities, those exercising authority are charged with creating 
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 Ibid, 205. 
204

 Ibid, 205-206. 
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 The “state” can make laws which define the rights and duties of those within its jurisdiction and may 
use coercion to protect those rights and enforce those duties, to project its will externally and protect its 
integrity from foreign threats. 
“War is not merely a political act, but also a political instrument, a continuation of political relations, a 
carrying out of the same by other means.” Clauswitz, Vom Krieg. 
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and maintaining order within a community and must, therefore, more highly value 

stability, predictability and community values in an attempt to establish a practical 

modus vivendi between the disparate elements of that community. The focus is on what 

is in the “public interest” given an array of demands and influences.206 Public 

administration is inevitably more objective and impersonal than private decision-making, 

given the inflexibility of laws, rules and norms and its communal, rather than individual, 

focus. There may even be qualitative differences between decisions made even by the 

same individual, depending on whether the decision is made in a private or public 

capacity. Any public discretion must be exercised with due regard to the consequences 

for public order.207  

 

Paton208 defines “ethics” as “the absolute ideal” and “positive morality” as “the actual 

standards which are adopted in the life of any particular community [which, like law,] 

emphasizes conduct rather than states of mind”. A “rule of law” is one imposed by the 

“state”, setting the minimum standard acceptable to the community, failure to comply 

attracting intervention by, and predetermined sanctions from, the “state”. “Law, positive 

morality and ethics are overlapping circles which can never entirely coincide, but the 

hand of man can move them and determine the content that is common to all or to two 

or confined to one.”209 Paton210 reminds us, within “a particular system of ethics we 

discover whether a particular action is right by asking whether it is consonant with the 

general principles on which the system is based”. Thus, the “positive morality” of a 

community determines “the upper and lower limits of the effective operation of law. … If 

the law lags behind popular standards it falls into disrepute; if the legal standards are 
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 Often it may be seen as better “to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation 
destroyed”. Jn 11:50. 
207

 A dynamic powerfully discussed in Rienhold Niebuhr‟s Moral Man, Immoral Society, although the 
universal impact of nuclear weapons and global pollution now recognize the positive benefits of good 
world citizenship, the dynamic may still be expressed in terms of duty for the official to act for the 
country‟s benefit, but the question of what benefits the country is now vastly more complex. However, his 
basic contention is incontrovertible - we have always needed to confront power politics with a full 
articulation of the righteousness, transcendence and significance of Christ. 
As O‟Donovan points out, only the church points to a universal future. Political structures inevitably tend 
towards the specific and localized. 
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 Paton, 1972, 73. 
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too high, there are great difficulties of enforcement.” 211 Law and public administration, 

then, are limited and influenced by the community‟s “positive morality” - sometimes 

worked slowly, but inevitably. If the moral standards of “the Christian life”212 are real and 

pervasive enough within a community, its laws and public administration eventually 

reflect those standards, at least within acceptable limits. The growth of the church within 

a community drags the “state” in its wake on the matter of community expectations, not 

least because officials will apply their own standards of positive morality where they 

have scope to do so. Consequently, there is a real “morality” applicable to government 

which will inevitably attune it to God‟s expectations. 

 

The above represents elementary exegesis with some not notably courageous 

deductions.  

 

Embracing Platonic/Aristotelian dualism gives different results. God is not the Trinity, 

but the unity. Christ cannot be both true God and true human, so Christ‟s sacrifice has 

not worked an atonement between God and creation: we can, must, transcend the 

divide between God and creation. This world‟s mechanisms are alien to those of God: 

creation is not God‟s good/very good creation, to be embraced in its proper ways and 

means of being, and the “state”, the mechanism par excellence of the world, is part of 

the environment from which the few are saved. “State” is divorced from “church”, and 

not for the reason the Reformed churchmen who developed the doctrine of separation 

of church and “state”213 intended. By grounding our ethical standards and moral 

response in human reason and “natural law”, rather than divine command, we accept 

that the “state” has every right to make those value-judgements itself.  Dualism was 

rejected by the Nicene Fathers in favour of the Scriptural world-view, but pervaded the  
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 Our practical response to the ethical standard of God‟s word and love. 
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 Originally intended to prevent “state” interference in the church, it has been perverted to deflect church 
criticism of misdeeds perpetrated in the name of the “state”. 
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medieval church, only to be rejected by Calvin, then resurrected under “Federalism”.214 

We will deal with it in detail in Chapter 6, but let us first consider what Reformed 

theology actually says. 

 

Reformed theology proper is Scriptural theology. Despite valiant attempts to the 

contrary, it should make no concessions to alien philosophies. Scripture in all its 

aspects discloses the God who is love, who gave his son to redeem the world and who 

seeks a free and equally unconditional loving response. God assumed responsibility to 

bring this about and chooses to do so through the working of the Spirit the disclosure of 

his righteousness in the gospel of God, but concerning his Son. To ensure this message 

is universally proclaimed, he instituted “authority” “for our good”. “Authority” is a ministry 

of order, complementary, but in no way subordinated, to the church‟s ministry of 

proclamation of the gospel. In the end, when we freely embrace God‟s unmediated rule, 

and God is all in all, both church and “state” will cease to be. Until then, we are saved 

only through faith wherein we are incorporated by the Spirit in Christ into the eternal 

relations of Father, Son and Spirit, yet empowered and led by the Spirit to bring our little 

                                            
214 “Federalism”, a term derived from the Latin “feodre”/covenant, asserts that our basic relations to God, 

each other and our environment are determined by a Feodrus Operam/“covenant of works” inferred from 
creation whereby all humans are bound to strict and perfect compliance with a “natural” law codified, but 
not constituted, by the moral law and which all are presumed to know. Fallen humanity having 
demonstrated our incapacity to comply, God then introduced a “covenant of grace” to prevent the total 
collapse of his purpose in creation. Therein, an “elect” are arbitrarily saved while the remainder – the 
“reprobate” – are condemned under a concept of “double” predestination which does not reflect 
Scripture‟s concept of God‟s predestination of Christ, and those “in” Christ, to salvation. Scripture and 
Calvin make it clear that there is only one covenant, and that of grace, under both Testaments, a 
covenant which Barth rightly acknowledges belongs to the eternal being of God as a Trinity of love, 
expressing God‟s absolute covenant faithfulness to his beloved creation, which thus predated any “fall”.  
Scripture teaches God‟s absolute commitment to save and sanctify all who embrace him in the Son, 
effective through faith, which is created by the Spirit through proclamation of the gospel. While Scripture 
infers that the Spirit follows the promise, “Federalism” asserts that the Spirit comes only to the elect. 
Scripture‟s God obviously values “good works”, but not as pietism: he wills, values and empowers our free 
response of love of God and the creation he loves. If we assert our need and ability to “earn” salvation 
through those works, we dishonour God‟s free grace and turn the “law” – “natural” or moral – into our idol, 
asserting ourselves as “god-like”: Scripture‟s core definition of sinfulness. It is this usurpation of God‟s 
gracious initiative that Paul condemns as “works of the law”. The Spirit, again through proclamation of the 
Gospel, free and empowers us to offer our “little righteousness” as our contribution to the kingdom, an 
offering acceptable to God for the Son‟s sake. 
Federalism marks a reversion to Medieval Scholasticism‟s reliance on “works of the law” for salvation, 
although it represents this as a building of assurance – which, for Calvin, was absolute through faith – in 
the elect, and a form of damage minimization for the reprobate.  
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righteousness to God as our response to salvation and contribution to building the 

kingdom. Those exercising “authority” are subject to the righteousness of God in both 

their private and public lives. The Reformed Church must follow Scripture in taking a 

“fundamentally positive view”215 of the proper exercise of “authority” and owes those 

exercising that “authority” support and the proper vision of its role – and correction 

where they fail.   
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CHAPTER 2 – THE TRINITY IN REFORMED DOGMATICS AND CALVIN’S EXTRA 

This Chapter examines a number of concepts which define Reformed theology as 

Trinitarian in the Nicene sense, Christological and revelational. Its intent is to establish 

the conceptual context what follows. 

 

The God/human relationship is conceptually embedded deep in the Trinity‟s personal 

being and relations: God‟s being as love expressed in the initiation of, and relations to, 

another reality to love and respond in love. Creation, and creation‟s redemption, is the 

Father‟s will, worked by the Son/lovgo", quickened and perfected through the Spirit. God 

is the Trinity.216 Barth equates God‟s act and being: when God acts, it is not simply 

because he loves, his act is love, anchored in his very being. Creation and its 

redemption are divine love at work. Our redemption, reconciliation, regeneration and 

sanctification are wrought by incorporation in Christ‟s human nature217 - embraced as 

creation, in the hypostatic union where the things of God and creation interact perfectly, 

into the communion of love that is God and empowered in the Spirit to grow more 

Christ-like in love. “Christian218 ethics” are the expression of Christ‟s very being and, as 

he is homoousios with Father and Spirit, of the Triune God who is love. Humanity‟s 

moral response is tied inseparably to Christ‟s being and example.219 This applies to 

every decision and action in the proper exercise of “authority”. Only in expressing God‟s 

                                            
216

 The personal communion of three hypostases, not just the oujsiva - the divinity fully and perfectly 
present in each hypostasis - and certainly not the Latin substantia. 
217

 All that Christ possesses “is nothing to us until we grow into one body with him … we obtain this by 
faith. Calvin, 1960, 3.11. In the Spirit, “we are made his members, to keep us under himself and in turn to 
possess him”. Calvin, 1960, 3.1.3. This is “no gross mixture of Christ and ourselves” (Calvin, 1960, 
3.11.10) but is worked by the Spirit through faith, effective through Word and Sacrament. The “Spirit 
alone … can effect this union … can so join things in Heaven and things on earth that heavenly things 
can be grasped by human minds and that the life and virtue of what is in Heaven can be shared by those 
who are yet on earth” (Calvin, 1984, Gal 2:22. Calvin, 1987, Job 15:11-16, Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 
33:720). Wallace, 1982, 20. Faith unites us to Christ and inserts us into His body. Calvin, 1960, 2.2.20, 
Calvin, 1984, 1 Jn 4:14. “His gifts cannot be received and enjoyed by us apart from communion with 
Himself by faith”. Calvin, 1984, Heb 5:9, Calvin, 1960, 3.3.1. We are united to Christ by the Spirit and 
faith: faith can penetrate the heavens (Calvin, 1984, 1 Pe 1:4) and is a supernatural gift whereby we may 
grasp and enjoy the reality of heaven - a secret and wonderful communion with Christ whereby, even 
though he remains in heaven, we may grasp him so firmly and completely that he may be said to dwell in 
our hearts (Calvin, 1987, Eph 3:14-19, Calvin, 1963-1900, 51:491). Humans “are so united to Christ by 
faith, that Christ unites them to God”. Calvin, 1984, 1 Jn 4:15. 
218

 Barth‟s “theological”. 
219

 Love of God and neighbour, expressed perfectly in Christ, is the only natural response to God‟s love. 
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“Holy Lawful Divine Love”220 do the institutions of human society instituted by God 

achieve their validity and purpose. 

 

The nature of the Trinity and the hypostatic union in Christ, then, is an essential basis 

for our topic. 

 

The Trinity Calvin‟s theology developed naturally from “a fully Trinitarian doctrine of 

man‟s knowledge of God and of himself”221, expressed in Nicene terms222. The “reality” 

is of:  

 

“a „subsistence‟ in God‟s essence, which, while related to the others, is 

distinguished by a communicable quality. By … „subsistence‟ we … understand 

something different from „essence‟. For if the Word were simply God, and yet 

possessed no other characteristic mark, John would wrongly have said that the 

Word was always with God [Jn 1:1]. When immediately after he adds that the 

Word was also God himself, he recalls us to the essence as a unity. But because 

he could not be with God without residing in the Father, hence emerges the idea 

of a subsistence, which, even though it has been joined with the essence by a 

common bond and cannot be separated from it, yet has a special mark whereby 

it is distinguished from it.” 223 

 

Calvin acknowledges “some subsistence of the Father wherein he differs from the 

Son”224, but obsessively identifies the Trinitarian nature of God‟s work ad extra225, 

                                            
220

 Torrance, 1996, 213. 
221

 Willis, 1966, 153. 
222

 As of one immeasurable and spiritual God-nature, perfectly and fully present in each of three 
hypostases. Calvin, 1960, 1.13. 
223

 Calvin, 1960, 1.13.6. Calvin holds - optimistically - that the Latin rendition expresses the “same 
concept”. To deny this is “undue squeamishness and … obstinacy” (Calvin, 1960, 1.13.2.) – squeamish 
and obstinate, possibly, but nevertheless essential. 
224

 “Father” is distinct from “Son” and “Spirit” only in being, and the things pertaining to being, “Father”, 
etc. Ibid. 
To confuse “essence” with “hypostasis” would be “uncouth” and “absurd”. Ibid. The “essence of God is 
simple and undivided, and he contains all in himself … in integral perfection … . But because the Father, 
although distinct in his proper nature, expresses himself wholly in the Son, for a very good reason is it 
said that he has made his hypostasis visible in the latter.” Ibid. 
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setting the tone for Reformed theology. God‟s eternal and divine oujsiva is love226 which 

can be, and is, present - complete, perfect, undiminished and defining - in each of the 

three uJpovstasei" together comprising the one God‟s true reality. Since the divine act 

perfectly expresses the divine being and will, that love determines every aspect of his 

will and work ad extra. The uJpovstasei" so perfectly and perichoretically indwell and 

interpenetrate each other that the work and will of one is that of all. The Father227 - with 

whom that oujsiva is primarily associated228 - eternally begets the Son, homoousios with 

the Father, creating a communion of perfect love between Father and Son in that Spirit 

who, eternally proceeding from the Father, must also be homoousios with both Father 

and Son. In his being as love, God chooses to create a reality external to his being to 

love and be loved by, and to relate to it. Because his love is perfect and complete in his 

own being229, his freedom in relation to creation is absolute230, but self-constrained. In 

Christ, he stands in a definite relationship to his creation flowing from his eternal 

commitment to unite himself in the Son‟s person with the man Jesus and, in and 

through him, with those one with Christ231. God elects himself to fellowship with 

humanity, and humanity to fellowship with him. God‟s eternal election of grace is an 

integral part of his reality232, based in the love of Father and Son in the Spirit.  

 

                                                                                                                                             
225

 As flowing from the Father‟s will, worked in the Son and applied through the illumination and 
empowerment of the Spirit. 
226

 1 Jn 4:8, 16. A holy, divine, and so perfect and all-powerful, love which, being also “lawful”, is his 
“righteousness” and “holiness”. 
227

 Gregory of Nyssa
 
(Contra Eunomium, 1.33.) stressed that, like the Father, the Son is 

“unoriginated/beginningless”, but not “ungenerate”: “ungenerate” and “Father” express an eternal 
relationship, the latter term preferred as Scriptural. The Son and Spirit are “generated”, but not “created”.  
228

 The “eternal movement of Love in the inner life of God” originates with the Father, while “Holy Lawful 
Divine Love” is an “activity … peculiarly appropriate to the Father, for it is from him that the Son and the 
Spirit eternally proceed, each in his own way”. Torrance, 1996, 212. The “only satisfactory account of the 
relation between the creator and the creation is a Trinitarian one” - giving “priority to the Father” as 
creator does not “take away from the distinctive modes of action of the Son and the Spirit”. Gunton, 1992, 
75, 80. 
229

 He needs nothing beyond himself to be God. All of his personal, relational needs are satisfied in his 
triune being. 
230

 Barth, 1936-1977, II.1.257ff. 
231

 Ibid, II.2.3ff. 
232

 Ibid, 3, 7, 10, 12ff, 49ff. 
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Creation is worked by the divine Word233, God communicates himself by his Word and 

the Word incarnate has, once for all, effective through faith, regenerated, redeemed, 

reconciled and sanctified God‟s creation through his free, perfect, vicarious and 

substitutionary self-sacrifice affirmed by God in the resurrection and ascension. Christ is 

the point of departure for all theological debate for in, through and for him God works his 

initiatives ad extra.234 We know of the Father/Son relation only through God‟s self-

revelation in the Son/lovgo"235, understood through the Spirit, who, in addition to his 

creative role of “Lord and giver of life”236, unites us to Christ and empowers us to live 

authentically in Christ237. God‟s creative and redemptive purpose is fulfilled through the 

gift of true life in the Spirit - life lived in proper relations to God and his creation. If Son 

and Spirit are “true God”, their acts are truly God‟s acts, and so love. This is the 

message of the “only faithful witness”.238 Both the incarnation and Pentecost radically 

altered “the manner and mode of [God‟s] presence in the world”, dispelling arguments 

for a “static or inertial Deity”239 and enabling God to embrace creation in his 

Fatherhood240.  

 

Reformed theology is staunchly Trinitarian. 

 

It is fallacious to take “ideas of limitless arbitrary power which we generate out of our 

this worldly experience, make infinite, and attribute to God”241 - creation shows God‟s 

“eternal power and divine nature”242, but we know God as Father and love only through 

                                            
233

 Lovgo" – logos. 
234

 The “concept of God as Creator is wholly governed by the coinherent relation between the Father and 
the Son and the inseparable activity in which they are engaged”. Torrance, 1995, 77. 
It is “more godly and true to signify God from the Son and call him Father, than to name him from his 
works and call him unoriginate”. Athanasius, Con Ar, 1.34. To name the Father from the Word, whom we 
know, “acknowledges him to be Maker of all, and understands that through him all things came into 
being”. Ibid, 1.33. The Son is “the only faithful witness who reveals him to us”. Hilary, De Trin, 2.6. 
235

 Mt 11:27, Lk 10:22, Jn 10:26, 14:6-12, 17:1-26. 
236

 Nicene Creed. 
237

 “Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father [through the Spirit] comes to me”. Jn 6:45.  
238

 Hilary, De Trin, 2.6. 
239

Torrance, 1995, 208. 
240

 A “Fatherhood” not defined by OT analogies to human fatherhood. Ex 4:20, Isa 63:16, Hos 1:10, 11:1, 
Mal 2:10, 3 Mac 5:7, Jdt 9:12. This Father is “my Father and your Father, … my God and your God”. Jn 
20:17. 
241

 Torrance, 1995, 82. 
242

 Ro 1:20. 
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the Son243. It is as Christ‟s Father that we know God and ourselves in relation to him, 

and so what it means to be his creation. In embracing creaturely being and affirming 

God as his Father, Christ reaffirms God‟s unique Fatherhood over all creation. God is 

thereby “shown to us not as he is in himself, but as he is toward us”244 - from living 

experience. God‟s initiatives in Christ245 and the Spirit define his being and power, and 

how he chooses to exercise that power. Knowledge of God and ourselves, worked by 

the Spirit, empowers the true service of God in both our private and public personae.  

Calvin‟s Trinitarian teaching246 thus stresses that, in Christ, we confront “the whole 

Godhead … revealed in the flesh”247. “God … alone is to be set above his own work; but 

God dwells in Christ, so that whatever is said of God is applicable to him.”248 By him:  

 

“those things which the … Father bestows come to us but … by mutual 

participation in power the Son himself is the author of them.”249  

 

The Son/lovgo"250, who works God‟s initiatives in creation, redemption and self-

communication, is the Christ251, the end of the law and prophets and “the essence of the 

gospel”, from which theme we cannot depart “in the slightest degree without going 

astray”: Christ, through whom alone we gain access to God, and “grasp what befits us 

and is proper to his glory, in fine, what is to our advantage to know of him”252. The Son‟s 
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 Mt 11:27. 
244

 Calvin, 1960, 1.10.2. 
245

 Hilary, De Trin 3.1-5, Torrance, 1995, 82. 
246

 Although Calvin denied absolute authority to, but not the accuracy of, Patristic Trinitarian teaching 
(Willis, 1966, 134. Calvin, 1926-1952, 1, 72-74.) and even the Creeds (Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 7,315ff.), 
he commended (Calvin, 1960, 1.13.3.) the “sparing and modest” clarification of “those matters in 
Scripture which perplex and hinder our understanding, yet which conscientiously and faithfully serve the 
truth of Scripture itself”. Trinitarian theology understandably falls into this category as necessary to 
“unmask false teachers”. (Calvin, 1960, 1.13.4.). 
247

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 40,56. Not an emanation of God or a second deity, but one to whom the 
Tetragrammaton can validly be applied. Eg Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 23,16; 24,145. Calvin, 1960, 1.13.7-
13 expound the eternity and deity of the Word, and claims that our salvation, righteousness and life, alone 
from God, are contained in Christ. 
248

 Calvin, 1984, Heb 3:3. 
249

 Ibid. 
250

 Mt 11:27. Christ communicates God to creation - the underlying reality of the Father so 
communicated, and the Spirit‟s power to promote comprehension of that self-communication and 
acceptance of its significance - so empowering us to respond.  
251

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 9.825. 
252

 Calvin, 1960, 1.2.1. 
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sacrifice for and on our behalf brings the things of God and creation perfectly 

together.253 Christ embodies and demonstrates true humanity and the reality of our 

condition, embracing us in himself254 and, thus, into the eternal relationship of Father, 

Son and Spirit. However, Christ does not “simply set in motion a process of salvation 

within us when we encounter him. [He] died the one decisive death and … alone has 

overcome death with the effect that in Him, the divine image in man is restored. Our part 

is to share in his death and resurrection.”255 Only through “participation in Christ” do we 

partake of Christ‟s conquest of death and renewal of creation.256 Sharing his death, we 

are dead to sin. “If we share in his resurrection, … we are raised up into newness of life 

to correspond with the righteousness of God.”257 These things Christ works by 

confronting us with that perfect “righteousness of God”258, but the more we are “marked 

by the spirit of holiness”, the more we realize how far we are from “the attainment of 

perfect righteousness” and are led to “trust only in God‟s pure mercy”. 259 Calvin sees 

our actual conformity to Christ as eschatological, fully expressed in total submission to 

God‟s mercy, rather than in our own efforts. Naturally, our “perfection” is not inherent, 

but God‟s gift.260 

 

Reformed theology is staunchly Trinitarian and Christocentric.  

 

Since our knowledge of God is experiential, Calvin rejects261 metaphysical speculation 

about God‟s nature.262 Scripture alone is authoritative, the sole criterion of the Reformed 

tradition‟s teaching.263 In Scripture alone, we know Christ and, in Christ, the God 
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 But axiomatically, they do not co-mingle. We are saved as creation, not as divinized being of jointly 
creaturely and divine being. As a logical step, the human, and very Platonic, “soul” is not divine. 
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 The human nature thereof. 
255

 Niesel, 1956, 127-128. 
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 Calvin, 1960, 3.3.9, 8. 
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 Ibid, 9. 
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 Ro 1:16-17. 
259

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 31, 317. 
260

 Niesel, 1956, 29. 
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 Ibid, 160. 
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 Particularly any interpretation of Christ‟s justifying work which would “lead us away from the priesthood 
of Christ and the person of the Mediator to his outward deity”. Calvin, 1960, 3.11.8. If we seek to 
penetrate God‟s innermost counsels, a “deep abyss will swallow us up”. Ibid, 3.21.3. 
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 Calvin, 1960, 4.8.8. To which our thoughts and words “should be conformed”. Ibid, 1.13.3.  In 
Scripture, “God is … described to us from his works, while these very works are appraised not by our 
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“graciously creating, redeeming and sanctifying”.264 Scripture alone265 records and 

interprets Christ‟s initiatives, and was added by God to his creation‟s glories “to become 

known unto Salvation”266. This builds trust in, and proper fear of, God. 267 Our concern268 

is with Scripture‟s spirit, not its letter269. The Word must be “confirmed by the testimony 

of the Spirit270 [which we embrace] with no fear of being deceived when we recognize 

[God] in his own image, namely, in the Word”.271 “God did not bring forth his Word 

among men for the sake of a momentary display, intending at the coming of his Spirit to 

abolish it. [He sent the] Spirit by whose power he had dispensed the Word, to complete 

his work by the efficacious confirmation of the Word.”272 Christ is the content and end of 

Scripture, not as static or material principle, but as God‟s living Word.273 Scripture is the 

instrument of both Word and Spirit274, yet not identical with either. Only Christ makes it 

alive.275 Therein, Word and Spirit support each other, and express the Father‟s reality. 

We cannot know the Word‟s content without the Spirit, or the Spirit‟s moving unless it 

speaks the Word. They speak and move us to embrace, and freely respond to, the 

reality of what the consistent, and consistently Triune, God is, wills and has done for us. 

God‟s Son/lovgo" spoke of this God in the OT, but as the God of covenant and creation, 

Israel‟s redeemer. Scripture‟s God is the God of covenant, law and redemption.  

 

                                                                                                                                             
depraved judgment but by the rule of eternal truth.”

 
Ibid, 1.6.3. In Scripture, we are drawn to “Christ and 

… recognize that God has imparted Himself to us in Him that we may possess Him as our inheritance”.
 

Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 53.560.  Christ proclaims “a word of God through which [God] reveals Himself to 
us”

 
(Niesel, 1956, 27.): not through abstract notions of divinity, but in the true, personal reality of the God 

who is Christ‟s Father and ours, and known only in him.  
264

 Willis, 1966, 153. We are regenerated through incorporation “into [Christ‟s] body”. Niesel, 1956, 126. 
265

 Calvin, 1960, 1.6.1. Calvin follows Christ (Mt 15:1-9, Mk 7:1-13. See also Col 2:8 and 2 Th 3:6, which 
distinguish the apostolic tradition.) in condemning those opposing their traditions to God‟s command in 
“the rule of perfect righteousness”. Calvin, 1960, 2.8.5. 
266

 For, to “pass from death to life, it was necessary to recognize God not only as Creator but also as 
Redeemer” in Christ (Calvin, 1960, 1.6.1.): the “one mediator between God and humankind”. 1 Ti 2:5. 
267

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 9.825. 
268

 2 Co 3:6.  
269

 Which “is dead [if] cut off from Christ‟s grace [2 Co 3:6]”. Calvin, 1960, 1.9.3. 
270

 In whom we know that “God's love has been poured into our hearts”.
 
Ro 5:5. 

271
 Niesel, 1956, 27. 

272
 Ibid. 

273
 Whom we see therein as in a glass darkly. “ … instead of having the thing itself we have to be content 

with the message about it”. Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 50.63, 9.823. 
274

 Calvin, 1960, 1.9.3, 4.11.1. As are the Eucharistic elements. Calvin, 1926-1952, 1.508.  
275

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 40.395, 49.196, 50.45. 
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Reformed theology, staunchly Trinitarian, Christocentric and revelational. 276 

 

Christ, then, is the key to understanding God277, his initiatives in creation and 

redemption, and his command to his creation. Unless Christ is God‟s reality, we know 

nothing of these things.278  

 

The Free and Sovereign God Calvin denies dualism‟s suggestion that this world exists 

independently of its creator, is less than real and the realm of evil, or that we can work 

our own salvation.279 The revealed God alone is eternal and self-existent.280 The 

communion of Father and Son in the Spirit, the “otherness in Himself from eternity”281, 

affirms that God had no need to create, or to create what he did, to be God: 

 

“wholly self-sufficient in the inner fellowship of his being, God does not will to 

exist for himself alone, but has freely and spontaneously brought a world into 

existence out of non-existence to which he has given an integrity of its own and 

in which he has planted rational creaturely beings upon whom he may bestow his 

bounty and with whom he may share his divine communion of love and personal 

being”.282  

  

God is under no necessity to sustain that creation, let alone regenerate, reconcile, 

redeem and sanctify it, yet “creation” is the natural expression of his being and will as 

love. It is contingent283 yet real, capable of empirical investigation and demonstrating 
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 We cannot know the nature of divinity itself, or know good from evil through reason divorced from 
Christ and the Spirit. 
277

 Although the gift of understanding Christ is from the Spirit. 
278

 Human rationalism can only identify the “eternal power and divine nature” (Ro 1:20.) of a “god”, and 
what we want that “god” to be. 
279

 “Dualism” flows from the teaching of Greek classical philosophy. Its tenets are inherently incompatible 
with Scripture‟s teaching of the one God who creates, and relates personally to, another, if contingent, 
reality. It was rejected by Nicea, the magisterial Reformers and by Barth and his followers.   
280

 Calvin, 1960, 2.8.3, 1. Without “the agency of any creature”
 
(Niesel, 1956, 63.), “by the power of His 

Word and Spirit [he] created heaven and earth out of nothing” (Calvin, 1960, 1.14.20.). 
281

 Barth, 1936-1977, II.1.317. 
282

 Torrance, 1995, 90-9. 
283

 Reliant for its initial and on-going being, purpose and form on God. 
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deep resonances with the Triune communion284. Everything not God is a Barthian 

“other”.285 Because the creator is free in relation to creation, he is sovereign over it286 - a 

sovereignty exercised by Christ.287 In the: 

  

 “singular and supreme relationship and fellowship between God and the world 

realised in the incarnation we have the quintessence of all possible relationship and 

fellowship generally and as such, and that in the transcendent freedom of God thus 

expressed, we see the archetype and the norm of all the possible ways in which He 

expresses His freedom in this relationship and fellowship”.288 

 

The Son289 embraced and reconciled creation and communicated the true reality of God 

in such a way that the Spirit confronts us with God‟s righteousness290 and empowers us 

                                            
284

 The “freedom of God … in Himself, His primary absoluteness, has its truth and reality in the inner 
Trinitarian life of the Father with the Son by the Holy Spirit [although] the divine freedom in … communion 
with the Son is not so identified with the world as to introduce the world in some sense as a necessary 
element, a divine mode, into the life of the Godhead. … God Himself is the Son who is the basic truth of 
that which is other than God … the creation and preservation of the world, and relationship and fellowship 
with it, realised as they are in perfect freedom, without compulsion or necessity, do not signify an alien or 
contradictory expression of God‟s being, but a natural expression of it ad extra. The world is, because 
and as the Son of God is.” Barth, 1936-1977, II.1.317.  
285

 Calvin, 1960, 1.16.3-19. But not one existing dualistically. Even angels are not divine, and the devil no 
demiurge, the author of evil, adorned with “the title of divinity”. Ibid, 3. Where is “God‟s omnipotence, if 
such sovereignty is conceded to the devil that he carries out whatever he wishes, against God‟s will and 
resistance?” Ibid. 
286

 Having created, God‟s right and power over that creation is unconditional, unlimited and 
unconstrained, save by his own will and being. 
287

 The Son - “the firstborn of all creation”
 
(Col 1:15.) - is its head “and whatever else is created, is 

created” through, in and for him - it is “here, and only here, [that we recognize] the meaning, norm and the 
goal of all the other ways” in which God exercises his freedom. Barth, 1936-1977, II.1.317.  As “Lord of 
heaven and earth, who neither has nor did have any need of heaven or earth or man, who created them 
out of free love and according to His very own good pleasure, who adopts man, not according to the 
latter‟s merit, but according to His own mercy, not in virtue of the latter‟s capacity, but in virtue of His 
miraculous power. He is the Lord who in all His action is always Himself entirely and unalterably, in a 
manner free of all complications or ties, who in His works in the world and on man never ceases in the 
very slightest to be God, who does not give His glory to another.” Barth, 1936-1977, I.2.133. Christ is the 
“the focus and crown … of all relationship and fellowship between God and the world, but also their basic 
principle, their possibility and presupposition in the life of the Godhead [and therein we see] God‟s 
freedom disclose and develop itself … as the one work of one unvarying wisdom, which excludes the 
fortuitous and the contradictory, which does not will at random or juxtapose incompatible elements, but 
which in the abundance of its effects wills only one thing, namely itself, and which orders all things to its 
own glory but also to the life and healing of the other which has its being by it and in it.” Ibid, II.1.317-318. 
288

 Ibid, II.1.317. 
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 Barth, 1936-1977, II.1.317. 
290

 The gospel of God, but concerning the Son, reveals “the righteousness of God ... through faith for 
faith”. Ro 1:16-17 
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to respond freely and authentically. He claims all creation for God. The Kingdom is 

where the God of grace and righteousness, rules: both express his love. Christ‟s 

Lordship is not confined to the church. The “kingdom works in and through the church 

but is not co-equal” with it.291 It is the gospel that is that “scepter to Christ, by which he 

governs believers whom the Father has made his subjects”292 for it is “by the preaching 

of the Gospel the kingdom of God is set up and established among men”293. The natural 

order is not God‟s self-expression, but “the instrument of Christ‟s reign etiam extra 

carnem” .294 The Son/lovgo" speaks God‟s being and grace, and creation‟s sanctification 

- the God of grace cannot be subordinated to the righteous God, nor the righteous God 

to that of grace. Our ethical/moral knowledge embraces both, although our obedience to 

the “eternal law” means “different things in different times and places”. 295 Creation, 

saved as a free gift, worked once for all, is to be conformed to God‟s righteousness, 

defined in the moral law understood from the perspective of Christ‟s revelation and 

restated in “the Law of the Eternal Son”.296  

 

Church Christ alone mediates between God and humankind: the church in no sense 

now exercises that function.297 However, since the kingdom is built by proclamation of 

the gospel, the church has a pivotal role in divine/human interaction. It must preach the 

God of grace and righteousness because this is the God and Father of Christ. Christ 

brings this reality to us by the church‟s proclamation of the gospel. The Church is not 

just a human institution, but Christ‟s body, charged to bring the message that the 

Kingdom is near298, to be the Pauline koinwniva and thus not only the communion of 
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 The “church per se cannot be identified with the ruling power of God”. Schreiner, 2008, 68. It “extends 
… to all men; but … brings salvation [only to those] who with voluntary obedience follow the voice of the 
Shepherd; for the others are compelled by violence to obey him, till at length he utterly bruise them with 
his iron scepter”. Willis, 1966, 132. 
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 Calvin, 1984, Jn 5:24. Thus, the power of the kingdom is exercised through the church in the power of 
the gospel. 
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 Ibid, Mk 1:14. Mt 24:14, Mk 13:10 and 2 Th 2:14 all link salvation, and thus Christ‟s sovereign rule, 
with “proclamation of the good news”. 
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 Willis, 1966, 152. 
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 Ibid. 
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believers in a specific place, but the paradigm society of the new Jerusalem299. 

Proclamation of the gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith 

and reveals the righteousness of God through faith for faith because Christ “made a 

proclamation”.300 Paul saw his mission as “to proclaim the gospel”301 in the power of the 

cross, through which the Spirit creates belief and engenders faith, bringing true “life”, 

lived authentically in relation to God and his creation. While the church is charged with 

that proclamation, we only carry it to the world: it is the Spirit who works its purpose 

through empowering us to faith through that proclamation and to free response. 

Proclamation of the gospel302 must be universal in the context of a God of love who 

creates something “good”, not selectively, but in its entirety.  

 

God through Christ has worked the regeneration, reconciliation, redemption and 

sanctification of creation. “The communication of this profound alteration of our 

condition is not found in the impenetrable mystery of the Trinity, or in the even more 

impenetrable mystery of the relation of Deity to humanity in Christ”.303 We learn of it only 

in Christ “clothed with the gospel”.304 Christ‟s office was:  

 

“proclaiming the doctrine of salvation [designated the gospel of the kingdom] for 

in this way God gathered to himself a people sadly scattered, that he might reign 

in the midst of them; and, indeed, he erected his throne for the express purpose 

of bestowing on all his people perfect happiness. [We] must be subject to God, in 

order that we may be exalted by him”.305  

 

                                            
299

 The universal communion where God will be all in all, and will live in direct, unmediated communion 
with humans and the Kingdom will be ruled by love: where the glory and honour of the nations will be laid 
down. 
300

 1 Pe 3:18-19. Which brings him so vividly to life that Paul could say he was “crucified with Christ; … it 
is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me”. Gal 2:19-20. 
301

 1 Co 1:17. 
302

 By which the church builds the kingdom, which “is nothing else than the inward and spiritual renewal of 
the soul … by quickening his elect into a heavenly newness of life, he establishes his kingdom within 
them”. Calvin, 1984, Mt 3:35, Lk 17:20. 
303

 Temple, 1924, 139. Claiming to understand the incarnation is proof positive of our failure to do so.  
304

 Watson, 2000, 192. God accommodated to our understanding in and through the only one in whom we 
can know God‟s reality. 
305

 Calvin, 1984, Mt 3:35. 
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“Law” and the “Righteousness of God” Stressing Christ and gospel is essential, but 

could wrongly lead us to dismiss the OT.306 There are good grounds for accepting that 

the “law” was ever fulfilled by faith, expressed in love of God307 and neighbour308. Hab 

2:4 - the summation of “law”309 - decries the “proud” whose “spirit is not right in them”, 

while “the righteous live by their faith”, and, in combination with Ge 15:6, was accepted 

by the Rabbinic tradition as testifying to the inheritance of Abraham‟s faith310. The 

Essenes held that God would deliver “those who observe the law” from judgement 

“because of their suffering and … their faith”.311  Jews were embraced in God‟s 

covenant by his election: included as members of the community, and, thereafter, reliant 

on God‟s unfaltering covenant faithfulness. Obedience to the “law” is a response to 

election - “the response to grace rather than the condition of it”.312 The question is 

whether that “response” was the precondition of salvation.313 Paul314 knows even “the 

circumcised do not themselves obey the law [but] neither circumcision nor 

uncircumcision is anything; … new creation is everything”315. 

 

Despite the vagueness of the Masoretic text of Hab 2:4316, for Paul, the righteous live 

by faith317, while “all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse”318. Faith, not 

“works of the law”, saves, and the “law” “does not annul a covenant previously ratified 

by God, so as to nullify the promise”319 to Abraham. Promise precedes “law”, and 

                                            
306

 Notably the role of its covenant events, embracing the “law”: an issue of more than historical interest 
as “Federalism” seeks to reapply legalism through a “covenant of works”. See Chapter 6. 
307

 Dt 6:5. 
308

 Lev 19:18. 
309

 Mid Ps  17A.25, b. Mak  24a. 
310

 Exod Rab, 23:5. 
311

 1 QP Hab 7.14-8.3. 
312

 Marshall, 2004, 212. 
313

 Necessary either to stay in the covenant or a condition thereof. 
314

 Circumcised “on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew 
born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness 
under the law, blameless” (Phil 3:5-6.), and so a knowledgeable commentator on Torah and the 
prophets. Phil 3:5. 
315

 Gal 6:13-15. 
316

 hyê<j]yI /tàn:Wma‘B, qyD̀Ix'w“ suggesting the righteous will live by his faith, and of the alternate LXX
b 
reading, 

“on the basis of my [God‟s] righteousness”. 
317

 Ro 1:17. 
318

 Gal 3:10. 
319

 Gal 3:17. 
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cannot be dependent on strict compliance thereto. “Christ is the end320 of the law so that 

there may be righteousness for everyone who believes”321. Paul certainly rejected “the 

righteousness … based on the law, [that] did not succeed in fulfilling that law”322 in 

favour of that based on faith. However, the “law” is “by no means” sin323, good, if used 

legitimately, ie as “laid down not for the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient … 

and whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching that conforms to the glorious 

gospel”324. The “law” is not “opposed to the promises of God”, but could not of itself 

“make alive”: Scripture has now “imprisoned all things under the power of sin”, and so of 

the “law”, “so that what was promised through faith in Jesus Christ might be given to 

those who believe”.325 “The law and the prophets”, “in effect until John came”, is now 

embraced in the greater truth of “the good news of the kingdom of God … proclaimed”, 

its purpose to define sin and, thus, to give us the choice between obedience and sin. 326 

 

For Calvin, the “law” defines God‟s righteousness so his “righteousness” and “law” 

express his love, confronting us with how love normatively comports itself. Those who, 

in faith, embrace divine love and its promise to Abraham in ongoing commitment to God 

will naturally respond to God‟s saving love in love of God and neighbour. What, then, is 

the distinction between a loving response flowing naturally from God‟s initiative of 

salvation through faith and loving response to the definition of God‟s righteousness, 

properly understood? The practical expectations are little different, but, crucially, God‟s 

love and Spirit have now been decisively poured into our hearts through the free, loving 

obedience327 of one homoousios with the Father - ontologically changing our relations to 

                                            
320

 “End” suggesting fulfilment, not abrogation, for Christ came to fulfil, not abolish the law and “until 
heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is 
accomplished”

 
Mt 5:17-18, Lk 16:16-17. 

321
 Ro 10:4. 

322
 Ro 9:31. 

323
 Ro 7:7. 

324
 1 Ti 1:8-11. 

325
 Gal 3:21-22. 

326
 Lk 16:16. 

327
 God‟s wrath “could be appeased only by a sacrifice of obedience” (Calvin, 1984, Jn 12:12.), but that 

sacrifice had to be free, perfect and offered by a creature on behalf of all creation. One “not offered 
voluntarily would not have furthered righteousness. [No] proper sacrifice to God could have been offered 
unless Christ, disregarding his own feelings, subjected and yielded himself wholly to his Father‟s will.”

 

Calvin, 1960, 2.16.5. In the transfiguration, “Christ intended to show that he was not dragged unwillingly 
to death, but … came forward of his own accord, to offer to the Father the sacrifice of obedience.”

 
Calvin, 
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God and each other.  Living authentically under the “law” resulted from and expressed 

faith in God, and so living in right relations to God and neighbour. We can validly say 

much the same of living under the “law of Christ”328 but for its grounding in the decisive 

fact of Christ. Paul sees the perfected God/human relationship as familial329 rather than 

legal330, rejecting any notion that we can work our own salvation as destructive of a true 

understanding of divine grace.  

 

English translations of Scripture are replete with forensic language which suggests that 

Christ died to free us from the strictures of “law”, to confront us with the righteousness 

of God understood as an ethical standard and to answer the condemnation that divine 

“judgement” would otherwise inevitably bring. These owe more to the Vulgate than 

Scripture properly understood. The LXX rendered jrzh331 as novmo" – implying 

prescriptive law; the Vulgate as lex/“law”. Similar terms have come down to us, with no 

more justification, as “commandment”, “order”, “word”, “decree” etc. So, we render 

tydb332 “covenant”333. It is distinctly dangerous to argue from the connotations of words 

translating concepts from another language and alien culture, particularly when we are 

seeking to mediate that culture, not at first, but arguably at third, hand through the filters 

of language and classical culture with its dualistic/legalistic bent, amply reinforced by 

the Greco-Roman penchant for pedantic legalism. 

                                                                                                                                             
1984, Mt 17:1. He “took our flesh; and what necessarily belongs to [us], he of his own accord undertook 
[but] in such a way that … nothing is diminished from the majesty of his dominion” (Ibid, Heb 1:14. See 
also Ibid, Mt 17:9.) or taken “from his glory”. Ibid, Mt 3:14. The Son “was not liable to death any farther 
than as he submitted to it of his own free will”

 
(Ibid, Mt 17:3.), “not compelled to become incarnate or to 

adhere to his whole course of obedience” (Willis, 1966, 85.). His obedience was the greater for the 
dominion he wields and the “escape routes” (“Christ‟s obedience rested in his refusal to use the unlimited 
powers of escape at his disposal in order to take up what we have attempted to evade”, Willis, 1966, 90.) 
he possessed, but did not take. This was possible only in one uniquely “true God from true God” and 
“truly human”, who came “in the flesh … from God” (1 Jn 4:2.) and “suffered for sins once for all, the 
righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God” (1 Pe 3:18.).  Our corrupted reality has been 
both adopted and addressed so that we may be alive in the Spirit in Christ and admitted to the Triune 
communion. 
328

 Gal 6:2. 
329

 Reflecting mutual respect and love. 
330

 Demanding strict obedience to objective rules, on threat of punishment. 
331

 Torah. 
332

 Berit. 
333

 A technical Common Law term used to denote a compact executed with such formality as to be legally 
binding even without the commercial elements of a common contract. 
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Do the Hebrew terms share any features with prescriptive “law” in the sense of novmo" or 

Lex? 

 

 For the Jew, merit before God - twkz - and guilt - tbwh - could be measured by 

transgression of the law - trybx - and the individual must render a reckoning - zwbcj. 

However, humans could not escape sin, so repentance334 is a premundane condition of 

human existence, while sacrifice constituted a means for atonement if expressive of true 

contrition. Obedience must be more than formal, but carried out with pure intent - jgwk. 

The “God of the righteous, [has] not appointed repentance for the righteous, for 

Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, who did not sin against you, but you have appointed 

repentance for me, who am a sinner”.335 While the view of Abraham et al is somewhat 

rose-coloured, the inference is clear. The divine command binds us, but we are not cast 

out from the covenant by less than personal and perfect obedience if we act with “pure 

intent” and properly repent our failings. Inaugurating the covenant was entirely a “divine 

initiative”, but confirming it “involves a human response”336 of devotion and obedience, 

requiring us “to orient one‟s entire life by taking every step with reference to his 

presence, promises, and demands”337: a circumcision of the heart “so that you will love 

the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may 

live”338. The focus, then, is on wholehearted love of, and commitment to, God as the 

fulfilment of our covenant obligation.  

 

While that obligation is perfectly fulfilled only in Christ, the Spirit empowers us to partake 

of Christ‟s perfection in union with him, leaving room for us to bring our own little 

righteousness to God, who will accept it for the Son‟s sake.  

 

                                            
334

  The Prayer of Manasseh, 1:7 says God “promised repentance and forgiveness to those who have 
sinned against you, and in the multitude of your mercies you have appointed repentance for sinners, so 
that they may be saved". 
335

 Ibid, 1:8. 
336

 Wenham, 1994, 20. 
337

 Waltke, 2007, OT Theology, 335. 
338

 Dt 30:6, 10:16, Jer 4:4, Eze 44:7. 
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The Covenant Code339 includes laws relating to persons and property, punishable by 

community action, similar to other ANE law codes like the Hammurabi Code. Taken out 

of context, this may suggest a “legal” code, particularly as the Decalogue340 covers a 

range of behaviour, most preceded by al, a strong negative. However, the context is 

crucial. The Sinai covenant - and other OT covenant events - starts with God‟s 

redemptive actions (saving Israel from Egyptian slavery, etc), before proceeding to 

covenant stipulations, followed by evidence of God forgiving those who breach the 

stipulations. Angered at the golden calf incident, God first resiles from destroying the 

people, then from refusing to accompany them341, before forgiving342, then renewing the 

covenant.343  

 

The basis for covenant continuity was, is and shall be, not our obedience, but God‟s 

absolute faithfulness. Further, the covenant stipulations reveal what God is and wishes 

for his creation - and it is not “rules” enforced by punishment. God is a “Father” seeking 

a filial response or due respect and gratitude.344 The Decalogue particularly is a 

statement of polity, not “law”: an interpretative principle which informs our response - 

the norms of how God acts and to which we aspire, but seldom achieve. The Son, on 

behalf of humanity and creation, offered a sacrifice of perfect love of God and 

neighbour, of obedience to God – not to appease God, but for, and our behalf - which 

we may, in union with him, embrace through God‟s grace and the act of the Spirit in 

creating faith. It is, as the Jews themselves believed - and Psalms demonstrate - an 

expression of God‟s grace. 

 

                                            
339

 Ex 20:22 - 23:33. 
340

 Although it provides no sanctions, and some - like the first four commandments focussing on God and 
the Sabbath, and those relating to covetousness and honouring parents -

 
 are primarily religious and 

moral, unsuitable to “legal” enforcement. 
341

 Ex 33:16. 
342

 Ex 33:17. 
343

 The Lord is “a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and 
faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and transgression 
and sin”. Ex 34:6-7. 
344

 “You are children of the LORD your God …  a people holy to the LORD your God; it is you the LORD 
has chosen out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession”. Dt 14:1-2. 
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Paul holds the law is “good”, if used legitimately.345 The law itself is not sin, but, through 

it, we know what sin is and what it means – death.346 “So the law is holy, and the 

commandment is holy and just and good.”347 Our sinfulness brings death, not the law, 

which teaches both the principle of proper obedience in love of God and neighbour.348 

Paul makes it clear that “all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse”349 and 

repeatedly asserts that “no one will be justified by the works of the law”350, but through 

faith – living in right relations to God and neighbour. Clearly, there are sub-currents in 

relation to the nature and role of the law, “good” if used to point out what sin means, bad 

if “the works of the law” are relied on to achieve “justification”. The implication is that, 

under both Testaments, there is but one route to salvation, embracing through faith that 

divine “righteousness” defined by forbearance in face of sin. Faith and law are not 

mutually exclusive, but reliance on the “works of the law” as a means of achieving 

salvation is dismissed. 

 

Torah is not “law” as we understand the term, demanding perfect and personal 

obedience to rules, but “the comprehensive term for God‟s revealed will”.351 “If one were 

to attempt to capture the essence of tora in the OT, „instruction‟ or „teaching,‟ rather than 

„law‟ with its particular modern connotations, may be terms that best do justice to the 

variety of uses. Tora is instruction, whether cultic or civil, whether in the form of specific 

legal stipulations or less formal words of guidance from parent to child, whether a 

clearly defined corpus such as … Deuteronomy or torot that are less easy to define 

precisely.”352 Objections to this view suggest it undermines the distinctiveness of the NT 

position and fails to support a perceived “forensic” element in Christ‟s death, which 

would be valid if our relations to God and each other are primarily legal.353  

                                            
345

 “ … laid down not for the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient”, etc. 1 Ti 1:8-9. 
346

 Ro 7:7-12. 
347

 Ro 7:12. 
348

 As Calvin taught, it defines God‟s righteousness and so how holy love normatively comports itself. 
349

 Gal 3:10. Bound to perfect obedience of its rules. 
350

 Gal 2:16, 3:11. 
351

 Kidner, 2009, 99. 
352

 NIDOTTE, 4:897. 
353

 If salvation under the OT demanded obedience to divine rules of behaviour and if something in God 
must be forensically placated, even by the sacrifice of the one uniquely obedient - and so innocent - 
human. 
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Let me make two points.  

 

 The NT consistently, particularly in Christ‟s teaching, holds that the “law” is 

fulfilled by love of God and neighbour, and  

 

 “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for 

us.”354  

 

If first century Jews355 admitted that their relationship to God is governed by God‟s 

gracious love, given and received, and that their response is complete in love of God 

and neighbour, and, further, if, in Christ‟s self-sacrifice, God seeks not to answer a legal 

conundrum, but to show his love for us, the God/human relationship is defined and 

governed by love, not “law”. Christ died to embrace us in divine love, not to answer 

some deficiency in our being - real though that is - which demands, not divine love, but 

an act of questionable vengeance to satisfy something in God. Love does not allow the 

innocent to suffer for the sake of the guilty, but may freely sacrifice itself for the beloved.  

God violates any reasonable human standard of “justice” in “justifying” sinners.356 God‟s 

“divine forbearance” – his love - proves his “righteousness” apart from the “law”, but 

disclosed in, and testified to by, the “law” and prophets.357 Through this “righteousness”, 

we “receive the promise of the Spirit through faith”358 “so that in him we might become 

the righteousness of God”.359 Thus, God‟s “righteousness”, “justice”, “law”, etc is God‟s 

love disclosed in, and testified to by, that law and prophets fulfilled by love, and exists 

apart from the “law”. Human notions of “justice”, “mercy” and “righteousness” are 

unreliable guides to divine attributes - they either speak of the perfect totality of God as 

love, and so are indistinguishable, or of concepts predicated of God, which say nothing 

meaningful. The dikaiosuvnh qeou' revealed “through faith for faith” is that, in Christ, we 

                                            
354

 Ro 5:8. 
355

 Mt 22:37, Mk 12:30 – Jesus was, after all, a Jew – and the “lawyer” of Lk 10:27. 
356

 Westerholm, 2004, 263-273. 
357

 Ro 3:21-26. 
358

 Gal 3:10-14. 
359

 2 Co 5:21. 
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are confronted by God‟s true reality as love, a reality that has moved to embrace us and 

restore our relations, inter se and with God as Father.  

 

Thus, God/Israel relations, properly understood, were based, not on strict obedience to 

the minutiae of the “law”, but on living in a right relationship to God and his creation. 

This suggests there is little quantifiable distinction between the Old and New Testament 

positions, properly understood, but a qualitiative distinction is found in the immediacy of 

our relations with God in the “one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, 

himself human”360 and the gift of the Spirit, both homoousios with the Father. First 

principles - God as love: sin as usurping the role of God‟s grace – also suggest that 

salvation has ever been a matter of divine grace, although, because we have been 

given free will - the ability to embrace or reject God – they are effective only through 

faith which, worked by the Spirit, yet demands our belief and acceptance. We are 

saved, not through our own “righteousness”, but by embracing in faith the imputed 

righteousness of Christ.361 Paul uses “justification” and “salvation” interchangeably, but 

customarily uses a passive construction for dikaiou'tai/“justification”362 which 

“emphasizes righteousness as bestowed by another rather than achieved by one‟s own 

effort”363. The stress on faith - reliance on God‟s faithfulness to his promise - as the only 

factor in our justification overwhelmingly pervades the undoubted Paulines.364  

 

Our “good works”, then, are the response, not the precondition, to divine grace.365 

Salvation is offered to all, worked by Christ‟s self-giving which was not offered to satisfy 

                                            
360

 1 Ti 2:5. 
361

 The “one who without works trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as 
righteousness”. Ro 3:26, 4:5. There “is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of 
all and is generous to all who call on him. For, „Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be 
saved‟”. Ro 10:12-13. Those who, hearing “the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were 
marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit”. Eph 1:13. The “grace of God has appeared, bringing 
salvation to all”. Tit 2:11. The “grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all”. Tit 2:11. 
362

 Gal 2:16, 17, 3:11, 5:4, Ro 2:13, 3:20, 24, 28, 4:2, 5:1: active only in Ro 3:30, 4:5, 8:30. 
363

 Longenecker, 1990, 118. eg Gal 3:11 reinforced by para; tw'/ qew'//“before God” - “used figuratively of 

God‟s estimation or judgement”. Ibid. Cf Ro 2:13, 1Co 3:19, 2 Thes 1:6, Job 9:2, Jas 1:27, 1 Pe 2:4, 20, 
2 Pe 3:8, Josephus, 1998, Ant 6.205.   
364

 Hebrews stresses our salvation in the sacrifice offered by Christ as priest, with Heb 7:12 stating that, 
where “there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well”. 
365

 If any passage best summarizes the strands of the gospel message, it is probably Tit 2:11-14:  
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God, but to “redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own who 

are zealous for good deeds”.366  

 

Paul was a Jew. From this flows his vision of the relationship between God and creation 

generally and of salvation. Covenant defines that relationship and covenant certainly 

has an individual dimension, but is primarily concerned with the community - the faithful 

remnant which is to be a light to the nations. For Paul, individuals “in Christ” cannot be 

regarded “from a human point of view”, for they are a “new creation”, reconciled to God 

in Christ, and charged with “the ministry of reconciliation”. 367 The new community is not 

destined to know or receive, but to become, the righteousness of God.368  God‟s wills 

our sanctification369: he “did not call us to impurity, but in holiness”.370 Whoever “rejects 

this rejects not human authority but God, who also gives his Holy Spirit to you”.371 

Dikaiosuvnh372, dikaivwsi"373 and their cognates are semantically related, suggesting a 

direct correlation between the dikaiosuvnh qeou' and that which saves us through 

faith374: they are the Koine renderings of qrx and its cognates, rendered iustitia in the 

Vulgate. Thanks to this legal vocabulary, we have come to think of the divine human 

relations in legal, moral and individualistic terms, all the natural expression of the 

legalism adopted by Augustine and re-interpreted by Luther.  

 

                                                                                                                                             
“For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and 
worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly, 
while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, 
Jesus Christ. He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify 
for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds.” 

366
 Tit 2:14. 

367
 2 Co 5:16-21. In “Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 

against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, 
since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For 
our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God.” 2 Co 5:19-21. 
368

 Ro 3:22. Hays, 1997, 24. 
369

 1 Th 4:3. 
370

 1 Th 4:7. 
371

 1 Th 4:8. 
372

 Righteousness. 
373

 Justification. 
374

 Reinforced by Ro 1:16-17. 
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In the medieval period, the consensus held that the “righteousness of God” consisted, 

not of some quality of God, but his gracious act of justifying humanity, but there was 

dispute as to whether “justification” consisted of God‟s faithfulness to his redemptive 

promises disclosed in the OT or the more Augustinian line that it is the righteousness 

conferred by God on sinners through “justification”.  By contrast, the Pelagian concept 

saw it as “the divine attribute by which God rewards humans according to their just 

deserts”.375 Therein, the “righteousness of God” is the example given by God for 

emulation, so that our “justification” results from our own efforts to emulate the iustitia 

Dei, per exemplum Christi.  

 

Sanders376 argues that, for Paul, the question is not how the individual may be righteous 

in God‟s sight, but how gentiles will be numbered with the people of God. Paul‟s primary 

concern was with the limits of participation in the covenant relations with God. The 

notion that we are saved by faith fits this framework perfectly, and reflects Paul‟s 

specific teaching377. 

 

What, then, is the dikaiosuvnh qeou'? 

 

In Greek, dikaiosuvnh acquired, under the influence of moralists such as Aristotle, the 

meaning of “giving to all their due” in the context of creating well-being within the 

polis.378 The conceptual leap to distributive justice under the Vulgate is understandable, 

if unwarranted and misleading. Dikaiosuvnh is “a fundamentally secular concept 

incapable of assuming the soteriological overtones” of the Hebrew term.379 The Latin 

iustitificare inevitably skewed the concept towards Roman secular and legal 

                                            
375

 McGrath, 2005, 73. Despite Bede‟s condemnation, McGrath suggests this view is “popular catholic”: 
justification “is God‟s judgement upon humanity”, and so cannot be pronounced by humanity without 
usurping God‟s place, but amounts to God‟s judgement of individual “human achievement or status”, 
based on how each of us “has emulated the iustitia Dei revealed to humankind in Christ”. Ibid. 
376

 Sanders, 1991, 50. 
377

 Ro 3:19, 28, 4:5, 5:1, Gal 2:16, 3:24. 
378

 Aristotle, 1962, 1252b27-1253a43. 
379

 McGrath, 2005, 15. 
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sensibilities380: stressing the greatest good and conformation to the true nature of 

humanity through reason, justice and equity. This is philosophy, not theology and not 

God‟s word. It accepts no role for God‟s covenant commitment to humanity 

“determinative of ethical or legal norms”.381 To “justify” implies a court‟s judgement of 

affirmation or condemnation while the Hebrew concept indicated to vindicate or free, 

never to condemn382, an understanding the LXX adopted, but which did not transpose 

into gentile comprehension. Cicero‟s reddens unicuigue quod suum est383 was, as 

Luther noted384, hardly good news. How could a God of “righteousness” and “justice” 

“justify” sinful humanity? We have earned death: “justice” demands it. No reasonable 

explanation of “righteousness” and “justice” suggest either is served by grace. 

 

In being gracious, God acts “un-righteously” and “unjustly” by human standards, yet no 

OT concept has “so central a significance for all the relations of human life as that of 

hqrx”.385 It “denotes doing the right thing by people with whom one is in a relationship, 

something nearer „faithfulness‟ than „righteousness‟ or „justice‟”.386  

 

“„Righteous‟ combines piety and ethics: „to bring about right and harmony for all 

... related in the community and to the physical and spiritual realms ... . It finds its 

basis in God‟s rule of the world.‟387 As such, the righteousness which pleases 

God is rooted in faith in the truthfulness of his promises and in the goodness of 

his character. The „righteous‟ (saddiq) willingly disadvantage themselves for the 

sake of God‟s creation (Ge 8:10), their neighbours (cf Eze 18:5-9), and their 

heavenly King. Jesus Christ is the supreme example of righteousness.”388   
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This implies, not a forensic state389, but a mutual, loving commitment - the give and take 

of family relations. The Hebrew term “presupposes an existing community relationship 

and refers to „loyalty‟ to an agreement binding both partners”.390. It “indicates right 

behaviour or status in relation to some standard of behaviour accepted in the 

community. It also entails the adjudication of such behaviour or status as well as the 

more abstract sense of some claim to it. Nowhere, however, is this standard made 

explicit, nor is covenant invoked as a ground or basis for sdq.”391 Von Rad resisted as 

“utterly false” the notion that “there was both a secular concept of tqdx and a purely 

religious one, and that the latter was probably of later theological reflexion”392. The term 

has an objective dimension:  

 

“For Jews, the law is an expression of God‟s character; to obey it is to live as 

God would have us live.”393  

 

If love of God and neighbour fulfils the law, arguably “faith” is more than reliance on 

divine promises - an “autonomous, independent act” grounded in human agency.394 It 

expresses loving commitment to God and others worked by Christ‟s refocusing of our 

rebellious and unfaithful personal being to God395 by providing us, from within the reality 

of our situation, with “a faithfulness in which we may share [with Christ] as believing, 

trusting and having faith in God the Father on our behalf and in our place”396. Faith 

arises “freely and spontaneously out of our own human life before God”.397 It “is no 

longer I who live, but ... Christ who lives in me”.398  
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The inevitable conclusion is that terms we translate as “law”, “covenant”, 

“righteousness”, “justice”, “faith” etc are shorthand for a mutual loving commitment in 

word and deed between God and humans, perfect on God‟s side, less so on the human, 

but essentially speaking of the same thing. The important thing is not the vocabulary, 

but the intention.399 

 

In illustrating divine “righteousness”, McGrath adverts to the plight of the poor. Under 

the Greek/Latin/English terms, their existence does not affect God, but “sedaqa refers to 

the „right order of affairs‟ which is violated [so] God must deliver them from their 

plight”.400 This notion proves intractable to those who interpret the term as distributive 

justice. The prophets saw “righteousness” as “that condition or state required of Israel if 

its relationship to God was to continue”401 - inevitably, in terms of faithfulness or 

commitment to the relationship with God, not as perfect compliance to rules which the 

NT tells us are not prescriptive, but illustrative of the divine command to love God and 

neighbour. As Terrien, speaking of Abraham, puts it, Jewish “righteousness was not 

viewed as a reward for obedience. The text points to the inwardness of … attitude and 

to the totality of … devotion.”402 When “God and Israel mutually fulfil their covenant 

obligations to each other, things are saddiq, „as they should be‟”.403 

 

If there is a nexus between the righteousness of God and of humans which demands 

judgement according to merit, the parable of the labourers in the vineyard404 makes no 

sense.405 If God deals with us reddentem sua unicuique sine fraude sine gratia, id est 

sine personarum  acceptione406, the unproductive labourers would not have been 

rewarded and, if such reward was given, we have no grounds to claim we are entitled to 

grace because God is bound to fulfil his promise. We are dealing, not with equity, but 
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with love.407 Anselm, asking how a just God could save those who deserve death408, 

defined God‟s “justice” - rectitudo voluntas propter se serveta409 - not as Cicero‟s 

reddens unicuigue quod suum est410,  but of doing the summum bonum411.  

“Rectitude”412 is defined metaphysically as embracing truth and morality.413 The self-

imposed regulation of God‟s dealings with humanity and that which regulates human 

affairs cannot be identical. We were created in a state of iustitia originalis, subject to 

God414, with a specific place in creation‟s moral order which requires us to submit our 

rational nature to God.  Our rebellion has created iniustitia - privation of isutitia, not a 

state in itself: a privation of rectitude in our moral will415 which deprives us of the 

capacity to submit our moral nature to God, and so to redeem ourselves. Injustice 

violates God‟s moral ordering of the universe, itself an expression of his nature. God, 

who must be true to his immutable nature, must act to restore the moral order of the 

universe, and so cannot simply forgive human sinfulness - he must redeem humanity, 

but in a way consistent with his being as summa iustitia416. This demands an act of 

obedience counterbalancing human disobedience. Humans cannot offer that act, which 

frustrates God purpose and so his justice. God alone can do so, and has done so as an 

act of justice or rectitude through the incarnation whereby one both human and divine 

offers sufficient satisfaction. 

 

Herein, we have the kernel of the notion that Christ‟s sacrifice is not God reaching out in 

love, but a forensic act whereby the innocent pays the dues of the guilty - answering 

some need in God, inconsistent with his being as love. 
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Latter writers reverted to the Ciceronian maxim.  

 

Jean de La Rochelle argued that justice is “about rendering to each what they are 

entitled. To God, to oneself and to one‟s neighbour”, but the righteousness which 

justifies demands a turning from evil and doing good. 417 Aquinas asserted that the 

iustitia Dei expressed God‟s nature, not his will, his sapientia underlies his iustitia.418 

Aquinas denies God willed Christ‟s sacrifice as a necessary atonement for sin, for then 

the offence is seen as against a higher authority, incapable of remission without 

satisfaction. However, as the supremum et commune bonum totius universae419, the 

offence is committed against God himself, and can be remitted by God without 

satisfaction420, so Aquinas asserts that salvation via the cross is the rational expression 

of God‟s nature, and can be rationally known and recognized as such. Duns Scotus‟ 

voluntarist approach suggests God is above principles of right and wrong. 421 “Good” is 

that “accepted as such by God”422 - the merit of the cross lies in divine acceptance. Biel 

argued for a covenant between God and humanity defining the obligations humans 

must meet to be justified, and which God, having freely accepted, is obligated to 

honour. “God gives grace to those who „do their best‟, precisely because of God‟s 

decision and promise to behave in this way.” 423 This contractual approach presupposes 

mutual obligations and so applies to the human/divine relationship the Ciceronian 

rendering to each their due. God, having committed himself to mercy, is obligated as a 

matter of justice to deliver: it would be “unjust” for him to renege, and so unthinkable.  

 

Luther424 agreed - iustitia/righteousness is “rendering to each what is due”, but equity is 

the prerequisite of righteousness: God “judges the world „in equity‟ ( … wishing all to be 

                                            
417

 de La Rochelle, De Virtutibus. 
418

 Aquinas, De Veritae, 23.6. See McGrath, 2005, 85-86. 
419

 “ … supreme and common good of the universe”. 
420

 Contra Anselm. 
421

 Duns Scotus, Opus Oxoniense, 111.19.1, n7. 
422

 McGrath, 2005, 86, citing Biel, G, Canonis missae exposition, 23E, 1.212. 1 Sent 43.1.4. 
423

 McGrath, 2005, 87. See 2 Sent 27.1.3.4 
424

 Luther, 1883ff, 55 2.108.15-109.11. 



68 
 

saved) and … „in righteousness‟”425. However, where the Fathers taught that God is 

inevitably gracious to those who do their best, Luther suggests that the conscious 

attempt to work our own salvation through “doing our best” is sinful. 

 

Here we have the basis of medieval works-righteousness - doing our best saves 

through God‟s grace - where the Pelagian version denied the need for divine grace. 

 

However, Scripture‟s reality is of God as loving Father, revealed only by the Son - by 

the revealed relationship, attested by Christ‟s initiatives and resurrection, and the 

Spirit‟s enlightenment, only incidentally and incompletely as eternal power and divine 

nature from the material evidence of God‟s creative work.  

 

Theology‟s penchant for describing God by “attributes” derived from Classical 

metaphysical speculation says nothing useful about Ockham‟s divinity in toto, or of 

those aspects of his work ad extra which are significant to us. God is not “righteous” or 

“just” by any measure of such things external to himself. He alone determines what is 

good in his sight: to deny this is to assert our right to judge him. The dikaiosuvnh qeou' 

describes an aspect of the indivisible reality of God as love, incompletely describing 

how he comports himself to creation and expects creation to comport itself. God is 

obviously never “unjust”, “unrighteous” etc, but the essential truth is divine love, the 

comprehension of which, distorted by “one man's trespass”, has again been “revealed 

through faith for faith” through the free gift of grace and “righteousness” in the second 

Adam.426 The NT asserts that salvation flows from divine grace, not from human notions 

of “justice”, and there is a good case to argue that the same is true of theOT.427 We are 

justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law through faith which speaks, not 

of abstract divine power, rectitude or command, but of the love of God for his creation 

evoking a loving response. Concepts descriptive of status, either of God or of human 
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before God, determined by God, serve no useful purpose, expressing a questionably 

legalistic approach. 

 

Focussing on love and loving response in familial relations to God and his creation cuts 

both ways. When Kasemann428 identifies God‟s “righteousness” with his “transforming 

righteousness”, he is correct, but does the adjective add anything? God‟s 

love/righteousness transforms through faith in Christ and the Spirit. Williams429, 

O‟Brien430, Wright431 and Dunn432 identify God‟s righteousness with covenant 

faithfulness, correctly to the extent that God‟s actions in salvation fulfil his promise to 

Abraham, but that hardly defines God‟s “righteousness”433. All this is an extreme case of 

hair splitting: assessments of God‟s acts, not ersatz descriptions of his being. 

 

The “righteousness of God” is not confined to the law.434 Although the Law and 

Prophets attest it, it is also disclosed “through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe”. 

Salvation flows from God‟s righteousness which lies in divine forbearance, which has 

passed over sin. Its essential character is not some quantifiable ethical dimension, but 

forbearance. The “faith” of a Jew in YHWH is efficacious, as is “faith in Jesus”, but 

salvation/justification is a divine initiative: God justifies through forbearance - this is his 

“righteousness” revealed in law and Christ. If we insist on distinctiveness in the NT, it 

consists in the direct revelation of the actual being and nature of God in one 

homoousios with Father and Spirit.  

 

This understanding cannot accommodate a forensic relationship to God in which “good 

works” are the price of salvation, not our natural response to salvation.435 If, as I 

suggest we must, we reject the legalism of Pelagian and medieval “works-

righteousness”, and “Federal” Calvinism, the “state” must be seen as an integral 
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element of the divine/human relationship and those exercising its prerogatives are, in so 

doing, subject to divine nature and will. However, the “law” still confronts us with the 

unchanging dikaiosuvnh qeou' and so with its commandments aimed at those exercising 

“authority”. 

 

This will become crucial when we address the nature of God‟s covenant, for we will find 

that Calvin, following Scripture, holds that there is but one divine covenant – of God‟s 

grace – whereas “Federalism” seeks a return to legalism by asserting a “covenant of 

works” implied in creation.  

 

The “Extra” If we are saved in Christ, the precise nature of being “in Christ” and how 

this relates us to the Triune communion of love is crucial, both to individuals and those 

exercising “authority”. 

 

Luther saw our relations to God as encompassing his redemptive initiative alone, and 

our morality as something separate and subjective - grounded in the natural order, in 

individual conscience/“natural law”, although conditioned by law and community 

expectations. We are arbiters of our conscience, but, on principle, may not question 

how others answer their consciences, so we owe absolute submission to those 

exercising “authority” in accordance with their consciences.  

 

By contrast, Calvin saw our morality as determined by divine command to free 

conformity to Christ‟s example.436 Our moral obligations, then, are objectively based437, 

if subjectively defined in terms of love. Our first loyalty is to God‟s command438, which 

express his love, and requires us to appropriately oppose abuses of power. “Authority” 

must be confronted with the example of a God who exercises his own sovereignty over 

the world with righteousness and justice.  
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Both views flow from different understandings of the hypostatic union. 

 

Luther’s bomb-shell439 liberated the church440 from its “systematic denial of salvation‟s 

certainty”441. He denied that works formed part of our relationship to God442, but, not 

wishing to endorse licence, asserted “natural law” as the proper ground of our morality, 

not the divine command and example of divine righteousness disclosed in the “law”, 

thereby affirming a quasi-dualistic, “this-worldly” dimension for our moral sense443. The 

“law” is “the common law of the Jewish people. As such it has nothing to do with 

Christians and does not bind them”444, although, to the extent it reflects the Golden 

Rule445, it expresses “natural law” which binds gentiles, “not because it is the law of 

Moses but because it binds our conscience by being written in our hearts”446. Some of 

its other precepts appeal to rationality, but “the central point is that the Old Testament is 

a book of examples of the way in which people have both obeyed and disobeyed God‟s 

law and how God has responded to this to this with grace and wrath. Christianity is also 

concerned with this. The decisive elements of human life remain the same at all 

times.”447  

 

God is God because he alone creates and justifies. Nothing in creation can exist unless 

he maintains and renews it in new creation.448  God is absolutely free in relation to, and 

sovereign over, creation. His “uncircumscribed and immeasurable”449 power is 

“necessarily present at all places, [yet] need not be present at any single given 

place”450. Christ worked objectively - outside us - yet only benefits us through faith, 
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which Luther defined solely in terms of God‟s promise.451 “To the extent that Christ rules 

by his grace in the hearts of the faithful, there is no sin, or death, or curse. But where 

Christ is not known, … these … remain.”452 Christ‟s triumph would be useless to us if 

“no one had said anything about it”453 and unless “you yourself believe and are 

godly”454. Christ rules in us through faith, a function of proclaiming the gospel.455 Faith, 

although not a “work”, “remains the source and fountain of „good works‟”.456 Our 

justification in Christ “brings (this Spirit) with it”457 so that we are embraced in God‟s 

actual righteousness through the eschatological process of new creation. The moral law 

demonstrates our need for salvation, yet tells us nothing of the relationship of salvation 

through faith the gracious God who “works all in all”458 wills to have with us through 

participation in Christ. On our topic, the “government of the land and the obedience of 

the people are a gift of God - a gift bestowed out of nothing but His pure goodness.”459  

 

Christ has “atoned for sin and now through the sacraments, [grants] the power of grace 

for a holy life”.460 In a real sense, our actions are God working through us, and the focus 

is on Christ‟s rule within us and the process of new creation. The message of the God of 

creation and law has been subsumed in that of the God of salvation, and we are called 

simply to embrace what God has done, and is doing, through living a via crucis.461 

Luther affirms a theologia crucis462, dismissing a theologia gloriae463. Those who empty 
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themselves through suffering “no longer [do] works [but know] God works and does all 

things” in them. 464 They neither boast if God does good works, nor are disturbed if God 

does not do good works through them: they know “it is sufficient if [they suffer] and are 

bought low by the cross in order to be annihilated all the more”.465 The Christian is 

simultaneously righteous and a sinner and the Kingdom consists of two regimes - 

spiritual and temporal: the latter not subordinated to the former until the Last Day. New 

creation in Christ “as an already accomplished fact”466 is rejected. “Christian 

righteousness comes in the future as the righteousness [the Christian] will have when 

he is a completely new being. The already present righteousness is a promise of and 

waits for the righteousness coming in the future. The already present righteousness is 

[complete] as acceptance by God and ... participation in Christ‟s righteousness, [partial] 

as man‟s new being and new obedience. [We] are only becoming righteous.”467 

 

Christ reveals God as God of the living, not the dead. Luther‟s theology centres on a 

novel vision of baptism which gives no echo of Paul‟s axiom that those “baptized into 

Christ Jesus were baptized into his death”.468 What, for Paul (and Calvin), is complete in 

and with baptism469, is, for Luther, a lifelong process of repeated death and resurrection 

in which the “old man” dies, and the new is raised from the dead470: a willingness to 

combat sin in ourselves, and endure its results in others. Baptism is sacramentally 

permanent, but, “in the reality of life … must be constantly and repeatedly re-enacted in 

faith. The „Christian life is nothing else than a daily baptism, once begun and constantly 

lived in‟471”.472 We must be “baptized more and more until we fulfil the sign of baptism 

[the dying and rising] perfectly at the last day”.473 Baptism, death, suffering and 

martyrdom belong together.474 In baptism, God makes a “new covenant475 with us … . 
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[Throughout our lives, God] uses the tasks which our position and calling bring to us 

and all sorts of suffering to train us to become free of sin and strong in faith.476 He trains 

us for that death in which sin finally dies.477”478 Therein, we “participate in God‟s 

gracious work … by fighting against sin and killing it”479 until we die. Death and 

resurrection “continue in us our whole life”480. Baptism is “the on-going will to struggle 

with sin”481: Luther‟s “doctrine of justification in concrete form”482, the basis of morality, 

not a status.  

 

We must constantly seek perfection. 

 

Luther‟s reservations about the OT, except where it “preaches Christ”, is not absolute. 

The NT is established on the OT as the basis of faith483 and refers “back to the Old”484. 

Ge 1 “contains the whole Scripture in itself”485 and the First Commandment expresses 

what is good in the prophets486, defines the NT concept of sonship487 and gives content 

to the Creed‟s Third Article488. Creation would fail but for God‟s “continuous and 

uninterrupted activity”.489 “God who causes all things is … the only causal agent … all 

others are … secondary or instrumental causes”.490 God truly works all in all, and our 

communion in Christ now defines our relationship to God: “gospel” has displaced “law”.  

Both are present throughout Scripture, although, in the OT, the gospel is hidden. The 
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Testaments are related as “promise and fulfilment”491 with the NT “nothing more than a 

revelation of the Old”492.  

 

Luther‟s focus on God‟s redemptive work reflects his view of the hypostatic union which 

insists on the indivisibility of the two natures which mutually communicate their 

attributes - the communicatio idiomatum. Therein, Luther addresses the paradox of the 

incarnation.493 Only through participation in this Christ, indissolubly divine and human, 

are we cloaked in Christ‟s righteousness. Our salvation demands access to the 

indivisible Christ whose humanity is ubiquitous as inseparable from his divinity. We 

cannot consider the functions of each nature separately - they are relevant only in 

defining the one person of Christ. Were Christ “divested of his deity”494, we would have 

“no help against God‟s wrath and no rescue from his judgment”495. The relationship God 

wills to have with us is no longer a matter for “God‟s incorruptible and unfading life, his 

power, his atoning and saving grace”: “God has opened his heart to us in the person, 

activity, and history of Christ”, assuring us of his feelings and intentions towards us.496 

Christ and the Father are so closely bound together that we can think of God “only in 

Christ”.497 Covenant, creation and law are background, only relevant in what they have 

to say of Christ. God the creator exists, but is known only in Christ: as redeemer. The 

law is God‟s word, but we must ask “to whom it was spoken, and whether or not it was 

addressed to [us]”.498 To those who “want to include the political sword in Moses‟ law” 

as “God‟s word”, Luther says it is “necessary to consider the differences between us 

and the people to whom it was spoken. … [We must ask] whether this very same thing 

is said to us or not”.499 Those aspects of the Mosaic law “given only to Israel”500 are 

rejected, but not those which point to Christ - the OT is directed towards Christ and is 
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full of Christ “in his activity and promises, and in his relationship to the godly”501. The 

Decalogue is preached, not because it applies to us, but because “the natural laws are 

nowhere else so clearly and orderly expressed as in Moses [whose example] it is 

reasonable to follow”.502 Those aspects of the OT are relevant which “lead people to 

Christ”503 through promoting “a proper understanding of the law to convince the people 

of their unworthiness and to drive them to Christ”.504 The OT “pointed towards Christ”, 

the New “gives us what was previously promised”. 505 The law served “the promises506 

which are now completed, established, and fulfilled”507. Faith in the promise is justifying 

faith in the fulfilled promise in Christ, whose presence throughout the OT enables us to 

see Abraham as the exemplar of saving faith.508 In the via crucis of passive suffering of 

what God works in and through us, our only standard is natural law, expressed in 

conscience: moral living is purely subjective.  

 

The practical effects of living the via crucis faithfully may well be indistinguishable from 

Calvin‟s free response to God‟s command, except in one crucial area.  

 

This world and the mechanisms of human society instituted by God are the arena in 

which we live out the via crucis. We cannot question God‟s initiatives, or how others 

respond to their consciences, so we are absolutely “subject to” governing authority.  

 

Calvin disagrees, and does so because he takes a fundamentally different view of how 

we are “in Christ”. 

 

Calvin holds that Christ is one person with distinct divine and human natures, and could 

not, had he “not been true God”, have cleansed “our souls by his blood”, appeased “his 

Father by his sacrifice”, absolved us “from guilt”, nor fulfilled “the office of priest”, yet he 
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certainly “carried out all these acts according to his human nature”: “the source of 

righteousness [is] in the flesh of Christ alone”.509 The divine and human natures of 

Christ subsist without co-mingling510 and different functions are ascribed to Christ in his 

one person, but according to his different natures, understandably as Christ‟s sacrifice 

is offered from within his human, and so creaturely, nature on behalf of 

humanity/creation and we are incorporated, as creation, into Christ‟s human, and so 

creaturely, nature.  

 

Calvin proclaims we receive “two graces” in Christ, complementary, yet distinct - we are 

reconciled to God and sanctified/regenerated, empowered in the Spirit to aspire to “an 

innocent and pure life”511: “justified by faith alone and by nothing further than 

forgiveness, ... the holiness which is essential to the Christian life may not be divorced 

from that imputation of righteousness which is a gift of grace”.512 Justification is an act of 

forgiveness, not conditional on our conformity to Christ.513 However, God cannot 

condone sinfulness.514 We would be justified by works if our lives testified to “purity and 

holiness” or if we “can meet and satisfy God‟s judgment”, but there is only one known 

example of this.515 The rest of us grasp “the righteousness of Christ through faith, and 

clothed in it, appears in God‟s sight not as a sinner but as a righteous man”.516 God 

affirms and considers only the righteousness won by the one righteous human in whom 
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we participate through faith.517 God validates Christ and Christ‟s obedience. Cloaked in 

the righteousness won for our sake by the incarnate Christ as a human518, we can 

approach God in communion with Christ519 in whose human body and blood we 

participate through the Eucharist520. Justification before God is a free gift, worked once 

for all by Christ‟s self-sacrifice, effective through faith, but does not make us objectively 

righteous. God‟s command to righteousness stands, but he took responsibility for our 

justification and for perfecting our regeneration/sanctification.521 These are among those 

benefits won, once for all, by Christ‟s free, perfect, vicarious and substitutionary self-

sacrifice, benefits which the Spirit brings to conscious reality in our lives through 

creating faith.522 By the Spirit, we are freed and empowered to live authentically and 

faithfully in relation to God and the balance of his creation in full assurance of our 

salvation.523  

 

For Calvin, our free justification and God‟s command to righteousness - to “holiness” -

are distinct, but inseparable. 

 

We are called to conformity, preferably free conformity, to Christ‟s perfect obedience as 

the only logical response to God‟s righteousness, not salvation‟s price, nor the result of 

nebulous notions of “natural” law. Our good works reflect the influence of the Spirit, but 

are accepted by God for the sake of the Son as our valued and valuable contribution to 

building the Kingdom. Humanity‟s ethical standard is that command to conformity to 

Christ‟s example, an example of love which perfectly answers God‟s own 

righteousness/love disclosed in the moral law. The source of our moral lives, this 
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confronts us in our private and public lives. We are not only able, but positively 

commanded, to confront the institutions of human society with God‟s command - which 

discloses their true purpose in the divine order - and to chastise their shortcomings.  

 

Calvin‟s God is of creation, covenant, law and grace: Luther‟s is of grace who works 

through us.  

 

Just as Luther‟s vision of Christ‟s one person focussed all his attention on Christ‟s 

justifying initiative, and banished our conscious moral response to the realms of nature, 

Calvin‟s “double grace” reflects his concept of the incarnation as of one person, working 

through two natures and anchors our moral response in humanity.  

 

Comparison Luther and Calvin both accepted the Nicene and Chalcedonian524 

formulae, and believed they gave effect to them.  

 

Of Chalcedon‟s “two natures in personal union”, Luther emphasized the personal union: 

Christ‟s one person did God‟s work ad extra. We are saved through participation in that 

one person. The natures simply define that person - his divinity and humanity as 

Saviour inseparable since the incarnation. That person had to be ubiquitously available 

to us, even during the incarnation, so that the humanity of Jesus had to be ubiquitous, 

even during Christ‟s human life. Calvin also accepted the unity of the Son‟s person, 

intending by use of the term “Deus manifestatus in carne, to state the unity of Person so 

unambiguously that all the Christological heresies threatening the Church might be 

avoided”.525 Indeed, if we cut “the bond in being between Jesus Christ and God, … the 

Gospel message becomes an empty mockery [but if the Son of God] is not really man, 

then the great bridge which God has thrown across the gulf between himself and us … 
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has no foundation on our side”.526 There is but one Christ, both fully divine and fully 

human, but certain aspects of Christ‟s work are attributable to one or other of his 

natures.527 The one mediator between God and humankind had to be “both true God 

and true man [the necessity for which] stemmed from a heavenly decree, on which 

men‟s salvation depended” 528, since “neither as God alone could he feel death, nor as 

man alone could he overcome it”529. The mediatorial office requires “two natures, [and] 

also requires a conjoint but distinct operation of the two natures. In executing the office 

of mediator, each nature in communion with the other effects what is proper to each”.530 

The divine power of the lovgo", which created and sustains creation, had to be 

ubiquitously at work at all times or creation would fail. It could not have been confined to 

the human Jesus during his life, although it suffused and strengthened him, no less than 

the rest of creation, enabling Christ, in his human sacrifice, to restore the proper 

relations between God and his creation, and those of creation inter se. The 

righteousness attributed to us is not the innate righteousness of the second person of 

the Trinity, but that acquired for us by Christ‟s human obedience531, obedience that 

would have been impossible “unless He had been true God”532. Since God considers 

only Christ‟s righteousness, we are (past tense) “completely, not partially, justified”533. 

To argue that we are justified “in virtue of [Christ‟s] divine nature [misses] the point of 

the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. In that case the God revealed in flesh and His 

saving work become insignificant. … But the love of God towards us is not a fact we 

could reckon with apart from Christ”.534 A “doctrine of justification which overlooks the 

God-man and His works imperils the foundations of Christian faith.” 535 
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It is the “flesh of Christ [which] gives life, not only because we once obtained salvation 

by it, but because now, while we are made one with Christ by a sacred union, the same 

flesh breathes life into us, or to express it more briefly, because engrafted into the body 

of Christ by the secret agency of the Spirit we have life in common with Him”.536 In the 

Eucharist, “the Lord so communicates his body to us there that he is made completely 

one with us and we with him” - we are “made one body by such participation”, the 

bread, the comingling of many grains into one, “represents this unity”.537 As Christ‟s 

“flesh/body” now sits at God‟s right hand538, his humanity “is contained in heaven 

(where it was once for all received) until Christ return in judgment [Ac 3:21], so we 

deem it utterly unlawful to draw it back under these corruptible elements539 or to imagine 

it to be present everywhere”540. To “duly apprehend Christ in the Supper, [pious souls] 

must be raised up to heaven”.541 This is accomplished by the Spirit542, which “truly 

unites things separated in space”543.  

 

In his vicarious baptism, the Son “received the anointing of the Spirit upon our humanity 

which he wore, so that upon him and through him the doors of heaven are opened and 

the divine blessings are poured out. Therefore God has given all things into the hands 

of his beloved Son, for God has given him the Spirit without measure [and, in the 

resurrection] so opened the kingdom of heaven for us and our salvation that God the 

Father poured out his Spirit upon the church at Pentecost. Indeed God has poured it out 

now upon all flesh, for once and for all who come to the Father through the Son”544. In 
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the Eucharist, the Spirit545 lifts us into the real presence of the perfect communion of 

Father, Son and Spirit which is God, and, thus, of Christ‟s humanity.  

 

Christ in his humanity does not descend to us: we ascend to him. 

 

Christ‟s humanity was not impersonal and static546 - a mere status or neutral conception 

of “humanity” plugged into the true, divine reality of the Son - but true humanity he 

shares with us, subject to all the frailties we experience (and succumb to)547, in which 

he offers that perfect obedience to the Father which redeemed and perfected fallen 

humanity. Likewise, Christ‟s divine nature is not “some general conception of divine 

nature”.548 Christ‟s human nature is “the norm and criterion of all human nature”549: his 

divine nature “our only norm and criterion for the understanding of divine nature”550. The 

hypostatic union marks the assumption of “human being into oneness with his own 

divine being, and maintains it in that oneness”.551 His human life was uniquely lived 

without sin, thereby condemning sin in an act of atoning and sanctifying reconciliation 
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humanity.  
This role was crucial, not only to Calvin‟s Eucharistic theology, but to his theology generally. Of the 
church‟s traditional liturgical prayers such as the Kyrie Elesion, Agnus Dei, Te Deum, Gloria in Excelsis 
and Sanctus, the only one included in Calvin‟s The Form of Prayers and Manner of Ministering the 
Sacraments according to the Usage of the Ancient Church,1542, is the Eucharistic prayer. In Calvin‟s 

version, the ἐπίκλησις becomes more than the ritual invocation of the Spirit. It is the embrace of the real 

presence of God‟s empowering Spirit. The sursam corda – “Let us lift up our hearts. We lift them up unto 
the Lord” - is significantly moved to the end where it becomes the core of the prayer, taking the following 
form:  

“With this in mind, let us raise our hearts and minds on high, where Jesus Christ is, in the glory of 
his Father, and from whence we look for him at our redemption.” 

546
 The dangers of a “static ontic” approach is that “revelation will be dealt with as a „state‟ rather than an 

event. A perichoresis is maintained between the Word of God and the human nature such that, „as 
humanity only has reality through the Word, so too the Word has reality through and in humanity‟”. 
Watson, 2009, 74, citing Barth, 1960-177, I/2.166. 
547

 “ … frail, weak and corrupt and temptable”. Torrance, 2008, 205. 
548

 Ibid, 202. The “hypostatic union cannot be separated from the act of saving assumption of our fallen 
human nature, from the living sanctification of our humanity, through the condemnation of sin in the flesh, 
and through rendering from within it perfect obedience to the Father”. Ibid, 201. 
549

 Ibid, 202. 
550

 Ibid. 
551

 Ibid, 206. “Oneness” presumably being of perfect communion between our createdness and his 
divinity. 
 



83 
 

wherein he both judges our sinfulness and restores our humanity to its proper relations 

with the Father, “to its perfection as human nature”.552 

 

Creator and creation are ontologically distinct. This demanded the functional distinction 

between the two natures of the one Christ as an affirmation of both God‟s absolute 

freedom in relation to, and sovereignty over, creation - the proper basis of our relations 

inter se and with God. Christ‟s divine and human natures each had crucial roles in our 

regeneration and salvation. They must never be confused, and cannot be separated. 

The divine and human natures came together and are held together to form one person, 

reflecting the salvation and sanctification worked in the Son‟s incarnation and self-

sacrifice in becoming “for us „Immanuel, … God with us‟ [Isa 7:14; Mt 1:23], and in such 

a way that his divinity and our human nature might by mutual connection grow 

together.‟”553 God‟s Word first spoke of his relationship to creation as creator, of his 

absolute covenant faithfulness to creation and his righteousness defined in the moral 

law which, properly understood, delineates “the eternal righteousness of [Christ‟s] 

Father”.554 It is naïve to believe that God would accommodate his righteousness to our 

weakness, yet fatuous to believe that he would compromise his unconditional promise 

and will to our salvation. God takes responsibility for both our salvation and 

sanctification, freely saving us in Christ and progressively conforming us through the 

Spirit to his righteousness as our created purpose.555  

 

The incarnation would have been unnecessary if our proper relations, inter se and with 

God, could be restored by divine fiat, or by a creative/sustaining act of the Trinity‟s 

second person. His incarnation and sacrifice assert a creaturely, if uniquely free and 

perfect, response was essential to offset human disobedience - and that suggests that 

something more than a purely juristic restoration of relations was envisaged: something 

communicated to creation and with the power to fundamentally change our attitudes. As 
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God cannot compromise his righteousness, Instit 2.12.1‟s “growing together” results 

from change in us. 

 

Calvin consistently taught that the divinity of the Son/lovgo" existed extra Christ‟s  

humanity during the incarnation.556 The “Eternal Son of God, even after the incarnation, 

was united to the human nature to form One Person but was not restricted to the 

flesh”.557 Christ‟s Godhead “fills all things and while not being restricted to the manhood 

of Christ yet dwells within it”.558 “The Logos, as Calvin liked to say, in true Chalcedonian 

fashion, „remains what He was‟; what happened was that at the Incarnation, while 

continuing to exist eternally in the form of God, the logos, in Incarnation, took the form 

of a servant.”559   

Since 1623, Lutherans, with no complementary intent, have dubbed this the “extra 

Calvinisticum”, claiming it is “characteristically Calvinist to teach that after the 

Incarnation the Eternal Son had an existence etiam extra carnem”.560 True, but not 

“characteristically Calvinist” alone. Calvin‟s position was “universally confessed - from 

Origen and Theodore of Mopsuestia, to Athanasius561 and Cyril562, to St. Thomas563 and 
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Gabriel Biel564”.565 Calvin‟s understanding of the communicatio idiomatum566 suggests 

that the properties of both natures can be ascribed to the one person - the Mediator - 

but those of one nature cannot be ascribed to the other.  

 

                                                                                                                                             
in being from the universe, and present in all things by his own power - giving order to all things, and over 
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Luther was the innovator.  

 

Calvin insisted that “the nature of God‟s condescension in Christ the Mediator” is not to 

be “understood in terms of God‟s incomprehensible essence”, but of “the relativity of 

Christ‟s earthly humanity in its contingency”.567 Calvin “refused to see the event of the 

incarnation as entailed in the act of creation”. 568 God‟s being cannot be diminished or 

enhanced by the incarnation, so that the concepts of the lovgo" ensako" and asako" do 

not suggest that something of the Son of God is not included in “the incarnate Son. The 

incarnation does not take place so that the inner essence of God may be revealed, but 

that the creature qua creature may be renewed as a creature in its relationship to 

God.”569  

 

The incarnation remains an impenetrable mystery of the faith, certainly not perfectly 

explained by Luther or Calvin.570 The Reformed tradition affirms both “the unity of Jesus 

as a person”, while asserting that, within that one person, “the divinity and humanity of 

Jesus” co-exist in terms of the Chalcedonian formulae without confusion, without 

division, without separation, the distinction in natures being in no way annulled by the 

union. The necessity “to recognize God not only as Creator but also as Redeemer”571 

accords well with the extra‟s assertion of Christ‟s distinct natures. Therein, our 

redemption was worked and subsists without compromising the purposes and 

expectations of the Creator. In best Nicene tradition, Calvin sees no problem with 

human and divine natures subsisting in personal/hypostatic union in this unique person. 
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569

 Ibid. 
570

 Inevitably, given the “degree of impropriety [when] language … borrowed from created things is 
transferred to the hidden majesty of God [even if] the things which are indent to our senses are fitly 
applied to God, and for this end, that we may know what is to be found in Christ, and what benefits he 
brings to us”. Calvin, 1984, Heb 1:3. 
That task also proved beyond the European Lutheran and Reformed traditions in negotiating the 1973 
Leuenberg Agreement, Article 22 of which identifies, but cannot reconcile, Lutheran concern “to maintain 
the unity of Jesus as a person” and the Reformed tradition‟s “to maintain unimpaired the divinity and 
humanity of Jesus”. The Leuenberg Agreement: report of the Preparatory Assembly for the Drafting of an 
Agreement between the Reformation Churches in Europe, United Reformed Church, 1973.  
Both approaches have the advantage of dismissing out of hand the so called “kenotic theologies” of 19

th
 

Century German Liberalism which claim, on the basis of Phil 2:7, that Christ “emptied” himself of divinity 
during the incarnation. 
571

 Calvin, 1960, 1.6.1. 
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The distinction validates both the reality of creaturely being and our acts in pursuing a 

proper relationship to the divine. How could any condition be less than “real” or less 

than “good” if fully embraced and affirmed by the Son, homoousios with the Father, 

through the Spirit? And how could the love of a God who gave his only begotten Son fail 

to embrace and validate even our most faltering steps on the path of righteousness? 

This values our creaturely being and “good works” in and of themselves, providing a 

true basis for moral thought and action.572 

 

The extra affirms the God of grace, creation and law, so we must address his 

righteousness as the basis for human morality in both the private and public spheres. 

However, it is not “the centre of Calvinistic Christology”.573 As a “critical distinction”, it 

demonstrates that, in Christ, we are faced, not by “enhanced nature”, but by “God 

Himself … revealed to us” 574: “God revealed in the flesh”575 - a God absolutely free in 

relation to, and sovereign over, a creation subject to his command. “There is no fusion 

of the divinity and humanity, no destruction of the two distinct natures, because all 

depends on the truth that God disclosed Himself uniquely in Jesus of Nazareth, that 

eternity really entered time, and life this world of death.”576 Without these crisp 

distinctions, we cannot claim that God has both graciously justified us through faith 

alone and yet confronts us with his righteousness and command to be conformed to it in 

the example of Christ‟s obedience. 

 

Where there is an objective basis for moral living577, we can, indeed must, tax those 

who depart from its norms. For Calvin, then, the shortcomings of “the state” are not to 

be endured, but cured. 

 

Conclusions It is essential to the gospel message that, in Christ, we encountered the 

true and perfect reality of God578 in one who is, without co-mingling, also true and 

                                            
572

 Yet not as the price of salvation. 
573

 Niesel, 1956, 119. 
574

 Ibid. 
575

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR 46,110, 53,327. 
576

 Niesel, 1956, 119. 
577

 Fixed by Calvin in God‟s command and Christ‟s example. 
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perfect human: that the things of God and of creation meet and are perfectly reconciled 

by the sacrifice of perfect obedience579 by a creature so that, in Christ, we may both 

approach God clothed in the true, perfect and creaturely righteousness won by Christ 

and may, freed and empowered in the Spirit, bring our own “little righteousness” to 

building the kingdom as our own sacrifice of love of God and neighbour, a valued and 

valuable sacrifice acceptable to God for the Son‟s sake. This establishes the proper 

bounds of grace and response, crucially asserting that we are not "god-like" in a 

supposed ability to earn our own salvation and yet are truly moral agents who can, in 

Christ and through the Spirit, do God‟s work. Without this, the gospel does not disclose 

the “righteousness of God”580 both as divine grace/love and as our freedom and 

empowerment to respond to that grace/love by authentically living the renewed and 

regenerated relationship between God and creation in love of God and the creation he 

loves. Unless the gospel discloses that “righteousness of God”, the Spirit cannot, 

through its proclamation, create that faith which is the basis of the relationship of “new 

creation”.  

 

This new creation is not legally defined581 – in fact, it cannot logically be so defined for 

law is incompatible with grace. Grace cannot answer law, but merely overrule it: the 

legalism inherent in Classical philosophy deifies law, overriding its aim of maintaining 

and enhancing the community. However, God cannot compromise his righteousness.582 

God assumed responsibility for both our salvation and our conformity to his holiness 

through free conformity to the example of Christ‟s perfect human obedience and so 

creaturely holiness. God does so with the intent that our creaturely being and his holy 

                                                                                                                                             
578

 Not a divine persona: the name given to Father, Son and Spirit in the Latin version of the Nicene 
Creed, but a word used to describe actors‟ masks and so calculated to create the impression that the 
“real” God exists behind these masks and is unknowable except through the musings of Hellenistic 
philosophy, and, thus as impersonal standards of “goodness”. 
579

 Wherein we are regenerated, redeemed, reconciled and sanctified, once for all, effective through faith. 
580

 “Every schoolboy should know that God‟s righteousness is to be understood as that righteousness 
which is approved of God”. Calvin, 1960, 3.11.9. 
581

 Nor was the “old” creation, for that matter. 
582

 His “Holy Lawful Divine Love” “constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order 
in the created universe, and [under whose constraint] all physical and moral laws functioning within the 
universe operate and are in the last resort to be recognised and formulated.”

 
Torrance, 1996, 213. While 

we are in conflict with that “Holy Lawful Divine Love”, we are not what we were created to be. His love 
demands that we be holy for he is holy. This is what is “good” for us. 
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divinity will grow together583 through our authentic commitment to love God and 

neighbour. God‟s grace, and, thus, our salvation, flows from his innate being as love, 

yet what we have traditionally identified as his “law” is every bit as much an expression 

of his being as love as his grace. It is crucial that we do not confuse these two 

initiatives, one of which embraces God‟s gracious outreach to creation and the other 

evoking a response from creation. For Calvin, it was essential that the distinction be 

reflected, without co-mingling, in the one person of the mediator, which leads him to 

assert, with the Council of Chalcedon, that the two natures – divine and creaturely –

comprising Christ‟s one person do not co-mingle.  

 

“Co-mingling” is the problem. 

 

The Orthodox concept of qeovsi"/theosis suggests that we are saved through 

incorporation into Christ‟s divine nature, Luther that we be incorporated into Christ‟s one 

person, divine and human, while the concepts of works-righteousness dismiss the 

whole idea: the medieval version suggesting that doing our best saves through God‟s 

grace and the Pelagian denying any need for divine grace, and both suggesting our 

salvation flows from our own efforts.  

 

Without these distinctions, it becomes possible to argue that we are, or have become, in 

whole or in part, “god-like” or that we have no responsibility to respond to love in love. 

The divine promise which is not to render us divine, but to ensure we become what we 

are intended to be as creation – God‟s people dwelling with, and under the direct, 

unmediated rule of, their God to whom death, mourning, crying and pain “will be no 

more, for the first things have passed away.”584 On either hypothesis -  the “god-like” or 

the “no responsibility” - we assert a focus on the individual and dismiss this world and its 

ways as either the testing ground for the individual or a temporary inconvenience to be 

                                            
583

 “ … in such a way that his divinity and our human nature might by mutual connection grow together”. 
Calvin, 1960, 2,12,1.  
584

 Rev 21:3-4. 
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endured. In either case, we have no responsibility for or to the “state”. It is simply an 

environmental factor.585 

  

                                            
585

 Some also suggest that the extra provides a basis for “natural” law. Thus, Richard Muller (The Barth 
Legacy: New Athanasius or Origen Redivivus? The Thomist, 54 (1990): 673-704.) says that Christ is “the 
center of everything we can say about salvation, [but] is not the center of everything we can say about 
God, and not even the rule for everything that we can say about the Word in its work of creation, 
providence and revelation. The extra-Calvinisticum allows, therefore, both for a genuine revelation of God 
in nature, accomplished by the Word extra Christum”. Certainly, Jn 21:25 tells of the “many other things 
that Jesus did [such that] the world itself could not contain the books that would be written” and the 
Spirit‟s enlightenment and guidance is a constant factor in our lives. After all, the NT itself is the Spirit‟s 
testimony about Christ, not, except in the words of Christ, testimony by Christ. Muller‟s assumption is that 
we can discover something novel about the essence of God and of the divine Word which differs 
fundamentally from what Christ revealed. We can only refer to Mt 11:27 on this point and to the fact that 
creation reveals only the “eternal power and divine nature” of God (Ro 1:20), itself hidden in the futility of 
our thinking and the darkening of our “senseless minds” (Ro 1:21): it does not reveal his Fatherhood and 
being as love. Perhaps we should invoke the warnings of Dt 4:2, 12:32 and Rev 22:18-19 and remind 
ourselves that what the Spirit has to tell us operates in the context of what the Son has revealed.  
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CHAPTER 3 – COVENANT This Chapter seeks to establish that God‟s consistent 

determination to be “for” his creation is expressed in one, eternal “covenant” of gracious 

love, embracing us unilaterally, yet seeking a human loving response.  

  

Human relations, including “authority‟s” functions, exist in the dynamic of our “covenant” 

relationship to God, each other and our environment. Scripture‟s favoured idioms for, 

respectively, the personal and ontological dimensions of God/human relations are the 

doctrines of “covenant” and “creation” which together define what it means to live as 

God‟s children in Christ, in relation to God, each other and our environment.586 

“Creation” will be addressed in Chapter 4.587 t`iyrIB]/diaqhvkh/covenant speaks “of 

community [in which] we are as individuals joined both to God and to other people”.588  

The “glorifying of God and … salvation of man … together constitute the aim and 

meaning of the covenant willed by God” and the election of Christ.589 If God is love, his 

“covenant” must consistently express that love.590 A literary image, Calvin and Barth‟s 

one “covenant” attests God‟s free591, solemn, loving and gracious determination to 

create592 and be for that creation: unilaterally initiated, although the community it seeks 

to create infers mutuality of effect. The “new” covenant is “new” only as the final 

expression of God‟s universal will to salvation. 

 

“Covenant” asserts that God and humanity relate personally593, that all aspects of our 

proper being and ways, including “authority” from, and instituted by, God, interact for our 

good and that God‟s love, which, in the Spirit, enlightens and empowers us to respond 

                                            
586

 Covenant and creation are inextricably intertwined: creation stands “in strict connexion with the history 
of Israel and … the story of God‟s action in the covenant with man”

 
(Barth, 1949, 51) while covenant 

exists in “continuity with the concerns, themes, and trajectories of the founding moment” (Waltke, 2007, 
OT Theology, 148).  
587

 I deal with “covenant” first on the understanding that it is eternal. If “covenant” embraces God‟s 
determination to create, which I assert, it must belong to God‟s eternal and triune being, even explaining 
the functional responsibilities of each person of the Triunity in relation to creation. 
588

 Berkhof, 1979, 343. 
589

 Barth, 1934-1977, II/2.125. 
590

 If God is consistently loving, there cannot be a series of inconsistent “covenants”, but rather a series of 
events developing the theme of what is essentially one “covenant”. 
591

 Poignantly asserted in his Son‟s death for us. 
592

 So Barth asserts. Calvin takes a more traditional - post creation - covenant line, yet significantly links 
covenant and the eternal decree of election. See below.  
593

 This is inferred in Berkof‟s “community”. 
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in kind, invalidates594 human actions inimical to that love. Consistency on God‟s part is 

crucial to our understanding of God/human relations595, and the Reformed tradition has 

always affirmed God‟s consistency, while596 disagreeing on what he consistently says. 

The Hebrews accepted that God‟s “covenant” is one, gracious and, at least in theory, 

concerns the ultimate fate of the nations.597 Barth et al felt obliged to agree with Calvin‟s 

“one covenant consistently expressing God‟s gracious love” concept because 

“Federalism” asserts the “covenant” consistently expresses God‟s legal command.598 

                                            
594

 An example of Calvin‟s logic. He held that each divine commandment implied the opposite. “If this 
pleases God, its opposite displeases … if he forbids that, he commands the opposite”. Calvin, 1960, 
2.8.8. 
595

 If God deals consistently with creation, both Testaments are consistent, even if the New significantly 
develops the theme of the Old. Much of what follows relies on the Reformed Church‟s understanding that 
God speaks with one voice in both Testaments. It is crucial to my argument that certain elements of the 
OT explain God‟s attitude to the exercise of “authority” under the New.  
596

 Inevitably. 
597

 See eg Torrance, JB, Covenant or Contract. 
598

 In a “covenant of works” inherent in creation, reflected in the moral law, with grace added as a 
corrective because we perversely failed to obey. 
In Chapter 6, I will suggest that the “Federalism/covenant of works” concept attempted to bind those 
exercising “authority” by the novel idea of inalienable human rights, grounding moral strictures in the act 
of creation itself, not in response to God‟s love. Calvin thought Ro 13‟s conditions, and the notion that 
God exercises his sovereign authority to ensure the best outcome, amply justified holding “authority” to 
account. His successors considered these insufficient guarantee of personal and religious freedom in 
face of the “Divine Right of Kings”. The WCF covers the full “Federal” spectrum. Serving as a magistrate 
is “lawful” - hardly ecstatic endorsement

 
- yet we only submit to their “just and legal authority” and “lawful” 

commands. WCF 23.2, 4. Human law is subject to “natural” law, codified, but not initiated, by the moral 
law - binding all in our private and public capacities. Faith saves, but only a limited elect. Life is the result 
of repentance, not worked once for all in Christ: while pardon is “God‟s free gift in Christ”, repentance is of 
“such necessity … that none may expect pardon without it”. WCF 15.1, 2. Good works are the fruits and 
evidence of faith (WCF 16.2. Not a truly free, and therefore moral, response to divine grace.), “wholly from 
the Spirit” (WCF 16.3), but we cannot thereby merit salvation. WCF 16.4, 5. The good works of believers 
are accepted in Christ, but the unregenerate cannot win - their good works nought availeth, but neglect of 
them is even “more sinful, and displeasing unto God”. (WCF 16.6.7.) Federalism took a theology of grace 
and came as close as humanly possible to reinstating medieval Scholasticism‟s works-righteousness. 
Inevitably, the one covenant of grace became a series of essentially legal - and so conditional and 
selective - “covenants”, with that of grace only added to redeem a hopeless situation. The nexus between 
creation and redemption is severed. Creation becomes the largely deterministic setting for selective 
salvation through translating the elect to heaven, leaving the rest to their fate. Under this regime, 
“authority” is, at best, ordained by God, but to execute “wrath on the wrongdoer” and, at worst, a 
mechanism of this sinful world, peripheral to the divine/human relationship, for few things are more 
directly “mechanisms of this world” than the “state”. The basic assertion of this thesis is that “authority” is 
from and instituted by God “for our good”, charged with promoting God‟s purpose in creation and, thus, 
with building, in conjunction with the church, creation‟s peace with its creator. 
This owes little to Scripture and gospel, largely reinterpreted as allegory, and much to the dualistic 
separation of heaven and the material world, body and soul, good and bad, reason and passion which 
pervades the philosophies of Plato, Aristotle and Aquinas, with human action determined by, and subject 
to, reason/natural law.  
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Thus, we must now examine what should be common ground – Scripture‟s consistent 

description of God/human relations.  

 

The divine being of love, overflowing, seeks another true, if contingent, reality to love 

and respond in love: creation.599 God eternally assumes an absolute and unconditional 

commitment of love for creation, seeking its ultimate good in being what it was created 

to be. This invokes an equally absolute and unconditional commitment of love of God 

and creation by that part of creation600 able to know and respond on creation‟s behalf to 

God‟s love. This human commitment arises through our “new creation” in Christ and the 

Spirit‟s empowerment.601 t`iyrIB draws analogously on ancient societies‟ norm for 

establishing non-kin relations: sovereign fiat or agreement, both usually under oath with 

defined blessings and sanctions – in English, “covenant”.602 However, we too readily 

endow analogies with both similarities and dissimilarities, a problem compounded 

through translation at second hand or worse. “Covenant” is a Common Law term: 

binding legal obligations formally assumed603, unilaterally under deed poll, or 

reciprocally under indenture604, neither exactly analogous to t̀iyrIB. The core of t̀iyrIB is 

certainly responsibility formally assumed: God in his loving righteousness, has (by his 

innate holiness and absolute faithfulness, which, despite the inviolability of his word, he 

                                            
599

 In the context of Judeo-Christian monotheism, there can be “no other God”. Everything not God must 
be “creation” because it cannot be self-existent reality without being in a sense divine and cannot be God.   
600

 Humanity. 
601

 Calvin (1984, Ro 1:3) states that “the whole gospel is included in Christ, … if any removes one step 
from Christ, he withdraws himself from the gospel” and that two things “must be found in Christ, in order 
that we may obtain salvation in him, even divinity and humanity. His divinity possesses power, 
righteousness, life, which by his humanity are conveyed to us.” This concept is not a random comment, 
but is consistently reflected throughout his work. 
602

 Hittite vassal treaties were the obvious analogy to Israel‟s constitution as a religious and political 
community. The OT examples follow the Hittite forms. 
603

 Under seal. Diaqhvkh, and the patently related dikaiosuvnh qeou' of Ro 1:17‟s are examples of the use 

of Greek terms with legalistic connotations - which, in English translation include “law”, “covenant”, 
“justice”, “judgement” and “justification” etc - alien to the Hebrew Scriptures and world-view. These give 
the impression that the God/human relationship is essentially legal – precisely what Paul rejects in his 
“promise to Abraham”, then “law”, “our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by 
faith”, paradigm. Gal 3:24.  
604

 Deed polls had straight, or “polled”, edges, whereas an indenture had two copies inscribed on one 
sheet of paper/parchment, which were then separated by a jagged cut – leaving the edges “indented”. 
The two copies could be married to prove their authenticity. 



94 
 

further guaranteed by oath605) unilaterally assumed responsibility for the fulfilment of his 

purpose in creation, suggesting the “deed poll” analogy, yet Scripture and Reformed 

theology rightly expect us to be free, yet real, partners therein: both freed and 

empowered to a loving human response of obedience and responsibility. This suggests 

the “indenture” analogy, except that the response envisaged is free, not obligatory, and 

does not require our specific assent. Embraced in covenant relationship by God‟s 

unilateral act, we may only respond or reject it. The “indenture” analogy also fails. 

 

However, the siren-call of Ge 3:22 persists. 606  

 

Perversely, we either consider ourselves so “god-like” that we can ignore the 

implications of God‟s covenant, or that our human response is obligatory, not free - a 

works righteousness and legalism alien to Scripture607, inferring not only that we must, 

but can, respond in our own right608.  

 

Scripture, therefore, envisages something different to the legal analogies, which skew 

our understanding towards an alien legalism. 

 

Scripture’s “Covenant” Waltke asserts the OT is addressed “to the covenant 

people”.609 The same is true of the “new” covenant. The covenant concepts of both 

Testaments are addressed to both Israel and the church.610 The Pentateuch “unites 

creation and ethics; the order of creation supports the order of redemption”611, uniting 

                                            
605

 Heb 6:16-17, Ge 22:16-18. 
606

 Seeking to be “God-like” as the quintessential definition of sinfulness. 
607

 But not to the long, yet unacceptable, tradition – particularly noticeable in the Latin tradition - of using 
Greek, Latin and English words with legalistic content to inappropriately mistranslate non-legalistic 
Hebrew concepts. This pervades the Greek and Latin texts, carries over into the King James and, to a 
lesser degree, more modern translations, creating an “OT, law: NT, love” mindset.  
608

 Not in Christ under the Spirit‟s gift of freedom and empowerment. The “can and must” approach is 
reflected in a number of ways suggesting we have some “works” type obligation beyond faith, such as 
specific cult membership, the idea that we can only “sign up” to the relationship with God through adult 
baptism or that our “works” are a crucial part of salvation, either as “works righteousness” or as a 
necessary proof of election. 
609

 Waltke, 2007, OT Theology, 42. 
610

 Although the church alone recognizes the latter, and some branches wrongly consider the former time 
expired or, if Lutherans, addressed only to the Hebrews. 
611

 Waltke, 2007, OT Theology, 205. 
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creation and covenant, properly understood. Jesus and his disciples thought it “crucial 

to remain faithful to the God of the Old Testament, to remain faithful to the concept of 

covenant as a way of describing the relationship between God and his people, to 

remain faithful to the high level of ethical demand within those covenants”.612 In 

Scripture, we do not find “one author who suggests that its all about belief while another 

says that „faith without works is dead‟”613.614 

 

The covenant is grounded in the eternal, loving relations of Father and Son in the Spirit, 

resulting in the historical work of creation and redemption. We only understand “the 

meaning of history in the humiliated Christ [in whom] every other claim of history is 

judged and settled”615 - where, by resetting the boundaries of creation, “Christ has ... 

again become its centre and its fulfilment”616. "God has put all things in subjection” 

under Christ as Lord.617 While John identifies Christ with the divine lovgo", a term with 

specific philosophical content, Carson618 says “the fountain for this choice of language 

cannot be in serious doubt” - the rbD concept619, which has “autonomous power, even 

a quasi-material identity, which ineluctably worked to bring about what had been 

articulated”620. It is enduring, eternal and effective, requiring nothing beyond itself to 

                                            
612

 Witherington, 2009, 2.10. 
613

 Ibid. 
614

 Calvin taught that faith alone saves, but only “by reference to its object: Jesus Christ. But this Christ 
whom we receive in faith through the action of the Holy Spirit does not leave us undisturbed in our old 
manner of life”. Niesel, 1956, 130-131. Christ is Lord and Saviour because “we are incorporated into His 
body”

 
(Niesel, 1956, 126) and so “live through His spirit and are also controlled by it”. Calvin, 1863-1900, 

CR 55,403. Through him, our one gift, we receive two gifts: regeneration and justification. Partaking in his 
death, “our old self was crucified with him”

 
(Ro 6:6): sharing in his resurrection, we are raised to newness 

of life corresponding to God‟s righteousness. Calvin, 1960, 3.3.9. Repentance is regeneration, restoring in 
us the imago dei “through continual and sometimes even slow advances”. Calvin, 1960, 3.3.9., 2 Co 3:18, 
Eph 4:23, Col 3:10. Thus, as one of the two gifts, Christ claims sovereignty over our whole lives: faithful 
obedience to him. (Calvin, 1863-1900, CR 28,415. “Regeneration” is elsewhere penitence, rebirth, 
renewal, sanctification or conversion.) Our regeneration is “new creation” (Isa 65:17-25, 2 Co 5:17, Gal 
6:15), rooted in Christ. Ac 20:21 distinguishes “repentance” and “faith”, but the former – the “true turning 
of our life to God” and “vivification of the Spirit” - cannot stand without faith, itself “not the least part of 
Conversion”.

 
Calvin, 1960, 3.3.5.  

615
 Bonhoeffer, 1978, 62. 

616
 Ibid, 63. 

617
 1 Co 15:27. 

618
 Carson, 1991, 115. 

619
 Skemp (1964, 56) warns that it “may be possible as a tour de force to prove that everything in [the 

Logos concept] could stem from pure Hebrew antecedents, but it will never be possible to prove that its 
hearers heard it with minds and hearts uninfluenced by Hellenistic meanings”.  
620

 Anchor, VI.961. 
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achieve its purpose. Sirach 24 identifies rbD with divine “wisdom”621 and “the covenant 

of the Most High God”622. Gen Rab 1 also claims “the „beginning‟ is nothing other than 

the Torah, as it says in Prov 8:22, Yahweh created me as the beginning of his way”. 

This suggests that the Son/Word embodies, communicates and actively consummates 

not only God‟s “Wisdom” and “Torah” - his inherent righteousness - but is, in a real 

sense, “the covenant of the Most High God”. The Word is tied to all facets of creation 

and of the on-going divine/creation relationship, yet, as Calvin insisted, all God‟s 

initiatives are Trinitarian - God, the subject of revelation, is not identical with any 

medium of revelation, but is veiled in Jesus‟ flesh, in Scripture and Scripture‟s 

proclamation. For revelation to be effective, the Spirit must empower us to comprehend 

and respond through faith and obedience.  

 

If revelation is essential to God‟s purpose, his initiatives are patently and inextricably 

linked to the human response he seeks and empowers, and, thus, his “covenant” 

embraces an element of human response. 

 

All human authority - including political authority - exists under Christ‟s Lordship as 

delegated, not inherent, authority, subject to the purpose for which it is granted - to build 

the kingdom until “all things are subjected to him ... so that God may be all in all”623 

through the realization of his love throughout creation which properly claims a response 

of genuine, if not necessarily perfect, love. Barth‟s concept of “theological ethics” as a 

rule of living for the community of God is not abstract or sociological. “Theological” 

ethics are “Christian” ethics - derived from, and focussed on, the Word who is the only 

point of departure and focus in discussing what is good and not good - synonymous 

with what God ordains and, thus, with Christ‟s example. God‟s command is personal, 

not derived from abstract higher principle - “we are chosen ourselves and can only 

make this one choice”.624 Salvation and command rest on God‟s covenant choice, 

although compliance with command does not cause salvation. We are not judges of 

                                            
621

 v 3. 
622

 v 23. 
623

 1 Co 15:28. 
624

 Barth, 1936-1977, II/2.536-537. 
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right and wrong, and not only usurp God‟s role if we try to be, but break the fundamental 

nexus between gospel and Torah, thereby rejecting our true nature as God‟s creatures, 

denying the grace which alone saves and our task of service of God. Praxis cannot be 

divorced from its source in the Word, the principle and measure of our response.  

 

“Covenant” is tied to the relations of Father and Son in the Spirit, suggesting it is, as 

Barth holds, one and eternal. Gunton states “creation has its origins in the covenant 

love of God” 625, reinforcing this point. Covenant is eternal, and creation flows from 

covenant, not vice versa. The decision to create, and to be for creation, while not 

essential to God‟s being as God, expresses the Trinity‟s innermost reality and relations 

as love seeking a new object beyond itself to love. Covenant expresses his decision to 

be the God he is - the God who creates, who loves creation in an absolute commitment 

which wills and seeks what is good for the beloved. Covenant is the internal basis of 

creation: creation, the external basis of covenant.626 

 

Covenant and Creation “Covenant” is meaningful for us only through the spatio-

temporal/material acts of creation and the economy of salvation: creation “sets the 

stage for the story627 of the covenant of grace [and] must not be separated from this 

context”628.  Creation is “not God‟s Son, … not „begotten‟ of God, [but] a shadowing 

forth of [the] inner divine relationship” between Father and Son629: a spatio-

temporal/material analogue of how God is Father of the Son in the Spirit630. “Creation” is 

presupposed in, not necessitated by, the ontological relations of Father and Son in the 

Spirit as a natural, but not necessary, outcome of God‟s limitless love. Covenant and 

                                            
625

 Gunton, 1998, 26. The eternal being as love of Father and Son in the Spirit. Barth identifies Christ as 
“God with us”, “God in the work of reconciliation” which is the “fulfilment of the covenant between God 
and man”. That “reconciliation” is the “resumption of a fellowship which once existed but was then 
threatened by dissolution ... the maintaining, restoring and upholding of that fellowship in face of an 
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creation both suggest a “redemptive overruling of history in the service of God‟s 

purpose of love not through absolute fiat but through incarnate grace”.631 We can only 

know and speak of God in his freedom and free decision to be “the One who from all 

eternity has willed and ordained that he should act” in Christ: “we understand the 

election as ordination, as God‟s self-ordaining of himself”.632 This God “has nothing to 

do with abstract absoluteness or naked sovereignty, but … in His love and freedom has 

determined and limited Himself to be God in particular and not in general, and only as 

such [is] omnipotent and sovereign and the possessor of all other perfections”.633  God‟s 

eternal and total commitment is to gracious relationship in Christ with all creation.  

 

This commitment is effected in Christ‟s - not our - pre-destination.634 As election of 

Christ, God‟s decree is unconditional: predestination‟s question mark is not over the 

decree, but whether there is a selective element to being in Christ, and Christ came, not 

to condemn, but to save.635 Fully assured of salvation in our predestination in Christ, our 

faith and hope are set on God. Barth‟s636 approach to Scripture‟s doctrine of 

“predestination” is positive, but throws “a shadow” - the Yes of divine grace cannot be 

heard without the No to sin. The primary object of covenant is not humanity, but the 

Son, elected for incarnation and self-sacrifice: an “active” election637 from which another 

“passive determination”638 follows. God‟s:  

 

“purpose is the beginning of all things, the eternal reality in which everything 

future is already determined and comprehended. [He] wills not the idea of man, 

not humanity, not human individuals, in the mass or in particular … . He wills … 

His man, elected man [Christ] as the witness to his glory and the object of His 
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love. In this man, but only in him, He wills humanity and every individual … and 

what we may describe as the idea of humanity.”639 

 

While closely related, creation is not covenant, but covenant embraces and defines the 

purposes of creation and the economy of salvation. The God of love expressed his 

absolute freedom in his decision before time to unite himself with his creature in Christ. 

As electing God and elected human, Christ is the focus of both election and covenant. 

The ontological God/human relationship inherent in creation is regenerate and the 

personal God/human relationship of fellowship reasserted. For Barth, 

“predestination/election” is the eternal decree of God‟s free grace before time, to be 

treated as part of the doctrine of God, and takes precedence over those of providence 

and creation. However, there is no “decree of reprobation”640 as this would mean a 

starting point in humanity rather than God. The overflowing of divine love is the eternal 

beginning and basis for all the ways and works of God ad extra - in Christ. Its foundation 

in the eternal, free and unchanging grace of God towards humanity means that God has 

resolved, once and for all, to be himself in Christ for sinful humanity and to take it for 

himself, permitting it to participate in his glory. God takes upon himself the 

consequences sinful humanity deserve and elects sinful humanity to salvation in Christ. 

 

Christ reveals, confirms and verifies what God is and wills for and in relation to creation 

- and what God is not and does not so will.641 Only indirectly - in and through Christ 642- 

is humanity elected for communion with God. We were blessed and chosen “in 

Christ”643 before creation to be holy and blameless644 before God in love. God‟s eternal 

decision is not to be God apart from humanity, but to be a God of absolute grace to 
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creation.645 God‟s creative and saving initiatives are grounded in his eternal being and 

freedom, but, because humanity is only the indirect object of election, the universal 

nature of God‟s gracious commitment is not muddied by the fact that not all will freely 

embrace that grace in faith. Humanity participates in Christ‟s creatureliness and 

sonship646: Christ‟s election is to vicarious, representative and substitutionary suffering 

and obedience, pointing to the undeserved and unearned grace of our election in 

him647. We actualize our election and lay hold of its benefits through a faith by which we 

embrace the faithfulness of Son to Father and Father to Son. In Christ, the subject and 

object of election, we know God‟s eternal will in that election648 for we know Christ, 

homoousios with the Father, through Scripture. God wills to give himself to us in his 

Son‟s incarnation649, the Son is “rejected in order that we might not be rejected”650: a will 

of affirmation, not reprobation651. God elects himself for rejection: us for election. This is 

no static decree, but an activity in eternity652 which takes form in a history evoking faith 

and invoking the election in which we can attain true freedom through participation by 

faith and obedience: a response of free election of God by humanity made 

representatively for us by Christ.653 

 

God‟s “predestination” - the expression of his covenant - is his unchanging will and love 

in action654, positing new initiatives in time to achieve the determined effect. “Covenant”, 

then, is focussed on the achievement of God‟s purpose in creation, and so on the 

ultimate success of the economy of salvation. 
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One Covenant If God‟s covenant belongs to his eternal being as love, there can only 

be one covenant, characterized by that love, not human response.655 We may be 

recalled to that covenant‟s true significance through differing covenant events, perhaps 

stressing different elements appropriate to the times, but those “events” cannot be 

fundamentally inconsistent in their message.656 Jews certainly understand OT covenant 

events as expressions of one covenant.657 The “original meaning of berith is not 

„contract‟ or „agreement‟: ... no conditions were originally stipulated therein, nor did any 

require to be stipulated - not a contract but an assumption of a life-relationship”.658  
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Scripture‟s covenant language:  

 

 is overwhelmingly singular, even when different covenant forms are 

enumerated.659 universally grounded in God‟s “steadfast love”660,  

 

 expresses substantially the one promise - that God will be the God of, and for, 

his people, and will sustain them by his love and grace661,  

 

 embraces all generations, not just the immediate parties as would be expected 

under a “contractual”/juridical model662, and  

 

 claims the people as his.  

 

Even in repudiating663 those who reject the covenant, the relationship is still defined in 

“my people/your God” counterpoint664. Israel reclaims the benefits of covenant by 

reaffirming its status as God‟s people through binding itself to God‟s covenant 

goodness.665 OT covenant(s) are often dubbed “everlasting”666: inconceivable if we are 

dealing with distinct covenants since that assumes conflict between them, with no 

reasonable basis, except temporal sequence, for giving priority to one or another667.  
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Therefore, there is only one OT covenant which, being of divine grace, is of one 

essence with the “new” covenant.668  

 

Calvin While not a “dominant principle” in Calvin‟s Trinitarian theology, “covenant” is 

significant as the key to the history of salvation: God‟s commitment to humanity in a 

dispensation of grace.669 The “entire covenant which God makes with us lies wholly in 

his goodness and nowhere else”.670 While Calvin671 sees God‟s covenant as historical 

interactions with humanity, he inseparably links them to God‟s “eternal decree” 672 of 

election: “eternal” and “temporal” interact. Humans are governors of the world, but 

should “be subject to God”.673 While God‟s redemptive and gracious intent is universal, 

not all will embrace it.674 The covenant is one and undivided - that “made with all the 

patriarchs is so much like ours in substance and reality that the two are actually one and 

the same [although differing] in the mode of dispensation”.675 “God is never inconsistent 

with himself, nor ... unlike himself ... [so he] could never have made a new, that is, a 

contrary or different covenant. For whence do we derive our hope of salvation, except 

from the blessed seed promised to Abraham? Further, why are we called the children of 

Abraham, except on account of the common bond of faith? ... Law was a confirmation of 

that covenant.”676 

 

The substance of both Testaments, then, is the same, “Jesus Christ and the Gospel of 

grace and redemption”.677 The moral law is God‟s righteousness, the normative 

definition of love. We cannot attain its perfection, so the law asserts our need for grace 
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in Christ. Later versions of Calvin‟s Institutes clearly subordinate law to grace678, 

marking the OT itself as “gospel”679. “Naked law” (divorced from grace) condemns under 

“the curse of the law”680, but Calvin never taught a Federal “covenant of works”, which 

would have inverted his understanding of the Pauline order of law as confirmation of the 

covenant of grace. When Calvin speaks of “covenant of the law”, it is only to stress that 

true observance of the law is beyond us. He never applies the “covenant” concept to 

God‟s relations with Adam in his innocence, denying “creation” is a covenant event681, 

and that Hos 6:7 affirms a “covenant” with Adam: there is no “covenant” event before 

Abraham682. Calvin restricts “covenant” to “redemptive provisions”683, yet does not deny 

that covenantal principle applied to Adam - we were created with mind and reason and, 

in the integrity of our creation, “by free will had the power, if [we] so willed, to attain 

eternal life”684. Our good works are neither the cause of our holiness685 or salvation686. 

Those done in free conformity to Christ are acceptable to God, but only when we are 

pardoned, and then for Christ‟s sake687, yet good they are as the fruits of repentance688 

and gifts of God‟s grace689. God‟s adoption of Abraham and his heirs “who belonged to 

God no more than other men”690, was grounded solely in God‟s mercy691. His covenant 

is “immutable, however men behave towards him”692 and cannot be destroyed by our 

conduct693. Although we “rejected the promise … the covenant would not be invalidated, 

for the Redeemer would come at his appointed time. [The] hope of all the godly has 
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ever reposed in Christ Alone.”694 From his covenant, “His unchangeable loyalty [shines] 

forth”.695 Therein, God‟s law is embedded as the expression of his being. His law is 

fixed in grace696, so Calvin understands the OT only in context of the covenant promise 

in Christ.697  God gives himself absolutely to us and in turn his “covenant with His 

people makes an absolute claim upon them. This divine demand is the meaning of the 

law.”698 “God desires that each one of us should be consecrated to Him, that we should 

renounce self-will, that we should be subject to him and surrendered to his guidance; 

but before He requires that of us He bestows Himself upon us.”699 In giving himself, God 

gives us the freedom to conform to his being and will for creation - to walk as God‟s 

children. The law, which expresses his own being and will for creation, is part of God‟s 

covenant, integral with, and renewing, that with Abraham700.  “Moses was not made a 

lawgiver to wipe out the blessing promised to the race of Abraham. Rather, we see him 

repeatedly reminding the Jews of that freely given covenant made with their fathers of 

which they were the heirs. It was as if he were sent to renew it.”701 In giving the law, 

God recalls his people to their task. “Moses is not the founder of a so-called religion of 

law but the prophet of the covenant God, witnessing to God‟s mercy and loyalty.”702 

 

Calvin‟s treatment of election clearly supports my basic contention of one covenant of 

grace, but muddies the waters.  

 

“Election” can be known only from Scripture703, but, as undoubted Scriptural doctrine, 

we dare not “simply deny” it704. Calvin dealt with it - significantly - not under the doctrine 

of God, but of our reception of Christ‟s grace. God “chose us in Christ before the 
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foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love”705 - note the 

touchstone: “love”, not objective behaviour.  “Election” is both a signal act of grace and 

a commissioning to service, linked to God‟s eternal love706 of, and purpose707 for, Christ. 

Abraham and his heirs are elected, not as an act of indulgence, but to bless the  

nations.708 The Reformation adopted an “altogether different [concept] from the 

externalized pursuit of merit of the late medieval tradition. [Our response] is man‟s 

spontaneous response of gratitude, not egocentrically directed, but ex-centrically to the 

honour of God and the good of the neighbour.”709  

 

Election does not flow not from our works or divine foreknowledge of our merit. It serves 

God‟s sovereign purpose710 - a purpose which711 so “far surpasses our understanding” 

that his hidden decree cannot be searched out. We are elected to be holy, not because 

we are holy712. By his713 “eternal decree”, God “compacted with himself what he willed 

to become of each man”. In this context, some are elected to salvation, others 

condemned714, although this seems to invoke the practicalities of the working out of a 

universal purpose, not judgement on individual merit. By “the fairest reckoning of 

justice”, were God to judge us “according to His own nature”, all would be “vitiated by 

sin, we can only be odious to God”.715 God, as creator, “has towards us the right of 

place of Father and Lord”, but, because he loves “righteousness and uprightness” and 

“abominates wickedness”, the “only lawful worship of him is the observance of 

righteousness, holiness and purity”.716 Election is “founded upon [God‟s] freely given 

mercy, without regard to human works”.717 In his “incomprehensible plan”, God reforms 

“by a more powerful grace to subdue their hardness; accordingly, God does not convert 
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the obstinate because he does not manifest that more powerful grace, which is not 

lacking if he should please to offer it”.718 God719 “seals his elect by call and justification”, 

while the reprobate are shut off “from knowledge of his name [and] the sanctification of 

his Spirit”, revealing the nature of his judgement720. While “all are called to repentance 

and faith by outward preaching, yet ... the spirit of repentance and faith is not given to 

all”.721 Although the gospel “addresses all in general, … the gift of faith is rare”.722 

However, since our good works flow from the gifts and empowerment of the Spirit, there 

is an indirect link between works and salvation. Calvin‟s doctrine of election is:  

 

“another way of saying that it is all of grace723, that God‟s grace is free and 

unconditioned, and that election is ... not, as the semi-Pelagians thought, 

grounded on God‟s foreknowledge of merit and repentance. ... In Calvin‟s hands 

the doctrine asserted that God in his sovereignty is the ultimate source of all, in 

providence and election. If in reprobation God is the remote cause, as sovereign 

over all that happens, nevertheless the human agent is the proximate cause, 

being responsible for his own sin. In his often repeated phrase, reprobation is 

„accidental to the gospel,‟ as the sun is to the „cause‟ of the shadows it casts. All 

sin is against grace - „denying the Lord who bought us‟. In election ... God is both 

the ultimate and proximate cause of salvation.”724 

 

Affirming God‟s absolute and sovereign freedom in relation to creation, Calvin stresses 

our “utter dependence … upon God”725, but divine freedom in never exercised arbitrarily 
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or without purpose.726 Calvin treated “the doctrine of providence ... with that of creation, 

and ... predestination as the climax of … the communication of the grace of God 

manifested and active in Jesus Christ”727. Thus: 

 

 the relationship God wills to have with creation, humanity and individuals rests, 

not in the original act of creation, or in response to our disobedience, but in his 

eternal will and being as love. God is love, but loves righteousness and abhors 

unrighteousness - his purpose is thereby determined.  

 

 in God‟s “incomprehensible plan”, some will be saved by grace through the gift of 

faith and the Spirit, while some will not - but as a matter of practical outcomes 

rather than deep theological insight into the will and purpose of a God whose 

gospel “invitation” is universal. 

 

This does not say that we can or must earn salvation, or that creation itself is a 

covenant event.728 

 

The main weakness in Calvin‟s presentation is his failure to adequately stress our 

freedom729 to embrace or reject the proffered relations with God in Christ. While the 

matter will never be free of argument, on balance it seems that Calvin properly taught 

God‟s eternal and universal will to salvation in Christ, while acknowledging that not all 

would embrace it. 

 

Barth Barth‟s starting point is Christ, the key to knowledge of God, humanity and the 

cosmos and their inter-relations. Scripture‟s one eternal covenant of grace can only be 

understood through the “covenant-history” to which “the whole Bible testifies”, not 
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through preconceived notions alien to Scripture.730 He rejected attempts to distinguish 

between OT covenants and the “new” covenant, saying the “elements are exactly the 

same as in that covenant with Abraham, Moses and Joshua which is normative for the 

Old Testament as a whole” in the “your God, my people” formula.731  There is one 

Covenant732, Jer 32:40‟s “everlasting” covenant differing, not in substance, but 

“economy”733, so that the “new” covenant does not replace the covenant with Israel: the 

“new” covenant revealing the foundation on which that with Israel already stands734. If 

the covenant with Israel is replaced by the “new”, it is only in a positive and “intensive 

amplification” of these factors and clarification that the covenant is inclusive – that God‟s 

actual and effective forgiveness for Jew and Gentile comes through God‟s grace and 

salvation.735  The covenant, then, is one and gracious, sealed with Israel, definitive in 

Christ. “No God but the God of covenant” means “no man but the man of the 

covenant”736: covenant is bi-lateral commitment. This teases out points already bought 

out in the doctrine of election - God elects and determines himself to be the companion 

of humans, and so humans to be his companions.737 Humans are unilaterally embraced 

in covenant, but must confirm covenant membership by grateful covenant observance 

and witness to God‟s actions. The covenant is gracious because we do not deserve its 

benefits, yet God remains faithful to his commitment. The covenant is between unequal 

partners: determined, not by the ontological differences between the partners, but by 

God‟s character and our need.738 Were the covenant of “solidarity and control”739, there 

could be no “covenant of grace”, only “natural theology” - religion without grace.740 Israel 

is unfaithful to its election as God‟s “peculiar people” if it reduces the relationship to “do 
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ut des”.741 This bilateral covenant is determined by its unilateral foundation by God742 

with Israel: the church, called from among the gentiles, can only marvel at being also 

called. Covenant, the heart of the Christian message743, belongs inseparably with 

reconciliation744, “the fulfilment of the covenant between God and man”745. 

“Reconciliation” is God‟s reaction to sin746, but, were it only a reaction, it would be 

undermined by on-going sin747. God anticipates all sin, and so his reaction is “in this 

particular form the accomplishment of God‟s covenant will”748: only a covenant of grace 

could be fulfilled by reconciliation. God involves himself with humans despite sin749, but 

his response is an effective protest750 with the character of judgement751 which 

overcomes sin752. Grace and “judgement” are in tension, not with each other, but with 

sin: God reconciles himself with the person, not with what is wrong with the person.753 

The sinner “can be sure that God receives him in this judgement”754. 

 

Reconciliation takes place within covenant, but covenant would fail unless fulfilled by 

reconciliation755, and, because covenant was originally with Israel, reconciliation had to 

be worked by a Jew756 or risk becoming “accidental and incidental”757. The covenant, 

ever threatened by breach from the human side, is supported by God‟s absolute 

faithfulness in overcoming by reconciliation these breaches and their threat to the 

fellowship between God and humans.758 Reconciliation was worked by God‟s Son 

taking our place: because he was without sin and perfectly answered the covenant, 
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thereby excluding sin and any breach of the covenant, rendering “our place and status 

as sinners quite impossible”.759 Thus, God‟s grace is judgement: his judgement grace. 

His grace is not selective, nor is his judgement purely condemnatory: he assumes our 

guilt and frees us from it. Overcoming sin and sinner is reconciliation‟s heart.760 God‟s 

OT “judgements” are signs of the final judgement, occurring under the covenant of 

grace761 as a series of conclusions definitively fulfilled in Christ‟s “new” covenant, filled 

with reconciliation762. The “new” covenant is fulfilment, not replacement763, and, despite 

Israel‟s rejection of that fulfilment, does not nullify OT covenant events. The church 

must confess Israel‟s eternal election.764 This opens the way for other sinners765, and so 

for covenant766 to become universal, but, to confess covenant‟s validity for us, we must 

first confess its validity for Israel: reconciliation is of “the world” and all its peoples, 

“whether they are aware of it or not”767. The OT is expectation768 of the covenant‟s 

fulfilment: the NT, recollection769 of its fulfilment770 - a double movement771. We read 

Scripture from the perspective of reconciliation and covenant fulfilment in Christ and so 

with the covenant now “immediately and directly conformable to its basis, content and 

goal”772 in Christ. We misunderstand the NT if we read it apart from the OT, or suggest 

the OT is a “historical adumbration” of the New773, just as we err if we seek to 

understand OT covenant events without reference to their fulfilment. Gentiles differ from 

Jews, not in their need for forgiveness, but in understanding that the one covenant of 

“free and therefore effective grace” “avails for the whole race”.774 
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A proper understanding of the doctrine of creation leads Barth to reject “natural” 

theology‟s assertion that God is “an element of our … existence”775, accessible in any 

way we choose to seek him, rather than in the way he chooses776. The God of grace is 

known only through self-revelation, and Barth appropriates the Reformation counter to 

Pelagianism - that God‟s relations to us are grace - and to semi-Pelagianism - that his 

grace forever remains grace.777 His gracious revelation is his gift, not our right, and we 

cannot ignore it, assuming we know everything.778 Ge 1 and 2 are “sagas”, not 

“histories”779. Ge 1 suggests creation is the “external basis” of covenant780: Ge 2 that 

covenant is the “internal basis” of creation781. Covenant differs from creation, but we 

know who created and why he created only from the covenant: as there is only “one 

revelation”782, we know the creator only as the gracious God of covenant. Monotheism 

means, not that God is one, but that there is no other. We know why we exist only in the 

covenant context. Creation and divine relations to creation are covenant‟s 

presupposition. God‟s love for his creatures is their being.783 There cannot be a 

covenant of nature differing from that of grace. “Covenant as the internal basis of 

creation” inextricably relates the concepts: there can be no dualistic separation of a 

sphere of the divine on one hand and a distinct, autonomous realm of godless, 

graceless, secularity on the other.784 The God who created choses to embrace creation 

in covenant relations: God is the condition precedent of our being, not we of his. God is 

love and has chosen us as his loved partner/companion.785 He is neither neutral, nor 

subject to our manipulation. Covenant is the goal of creation, characterizing creation 
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and our being.786 Through faith, we know God made his covenant with Israel and 

fulfilled it in Christ and, so, the God of creation is the same as that of covenant to which 

he is absolutely faithful: he will not change his covenant, nor allow us to change that 

covenant. Creation corresponds to the covenant by God‟s calling and initiatives to bring 

it into correspondence with it. Thus, Barth rightly rejected the Latin anologia entis787, 

favouring an anologis revelationis788, for only through his self-revelation can we become 

“children of God”789. Only the relational element, found only in revelation, explains what 

it means to be God‟s creation: God chooses not to be alone, therefore, humans are not 

alone.790 God created something distinct from himself, but, in his eternally triune being, 

had no need to create for he is inherently not alone. Creation, then, is possessed of a 

distinct, but not divine, reality791, yet neither is it a figment of divine consciousness792. 

To be human, we need God: his covenant tells us he will never forsake us. God created 

“good”, not evil, so even the limitations of our being are “good”. Our being is praise for 

God,793 and, in this sense alone, we correspond to the covenant, the history of which 

orders creation794. Creation originated from the covenant and needs only be preserved 

in it.795 God‟s love affirms the creature‟s existence: his covenant faithfulness that he 

wishes his creatures to remain within their limits.796 The adequacy of covenant is 

testified by the relations we enjoy, despite sin: we contradict our natures in attempts to 

reject human relationships797 and cannot “break loose of this human factor”798. God will 
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not let go of us and commands us not to let go of him. If creation corresponds to the 

“good” covenant, it is irrevocably “good” in itself.799 Evil is real, but overwhelming only 

when we seek to resist it by ourselves: God made the battle with evil his own.800 Evil 

cannot exist without God‟s condemnation. Creation and “new” creation are the 

outworking of the one covenant of grace. 

 

The “your God, my people” formula makes one non-negotiable point: God relates to us 

as our God. His commands, the expressions of divine love for our good, are 

nevertheless commands, commands to be what God created us to be. Mutuality is the 

“meaning of the covenant willed by God”.801 Humans are to be real and responsible 

partners802, with God-given freedom to accept responsibility for living in accord with the 

call of the God who assumed responsibility for humanity. Our responsibility is our 

purpose – “grace does not will only to be received [but also] to reign. There is no grace 

without the lordship and claim of grace”.803 God brings himself into relation with us and 

we are to be conformed to him: he demands only that we confirm this by gratitude.804 

Having constituted himself “Lord of the covenant … He gives it its content and … order 

… maintains it [and] directs it to its goal [governing it in] every respect. … The covenant-

member is the one … He ordains. It is what He wills that takes place in the covenant”.805 

 

This creates the ethical content of the God/human relationship.806  
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Our every act is of freedom and responsibility before God. In the responsibility God 

commands of us generally807, those exercising authority from him are charged to 

promote that freedom and responsibility within their communities. “Covenant” is both 

God‟s unilateral commitment to creation and command for humanity to “be holy, for I am 

holy". Barth follows Calvin in acknowledging that the starting-point is not abstract 

notions of “God”, but the concrete, historical reality of Christ wherein the reality of God 

truly and completely assumed our condition, with all its limitations, even death, and 

overcame them: the core of Barth‟s salvation history and of Calvin‟s knowledge of God 

which, when juxtaposed with knowledge of ourselves, marks submission to God and 

free conformity to Christ as our only logical life-choice. Confronting a God from whom 

we are estranged by our disobedience is an inherently ethical experience - 

demonstrating in counterpoint how we do and should live. 

 

“The one Word of God is both Gospel and Law”, in content gospel, in form, law, first 

gospel, then law, gospel enclosing, and, thus, defining and impliedly taking precedence 

over, law.808 Thus, “law” cannot be separated from the “gospel” which, as love, fulfils it. 

The ethical/moral relationship is unique in that the law which we are commanded to 

keep809 is also the law God keeps and fulfilled by that gracious love in which God has 

bound himself to humanity810 and claimed humanity for himself. This is not abstract law, 

but the thorough and final decision about, and separation of, good and evil by the one 

who fulfilled the law in his humanity, rejected sin on our behalf and, in taking 

responsibility for all humanity, claimed all humanity.811 The “law”, thus, gives the form 

necessary to the preceding gospel taking effect. It is God‟s claim on those who belong 

to him to be conformed to Christ.812 “How can God will and create this covenant, or man 

exists in this covenant, or God be gracious to man, without this determination of 

man?”813  A determination to live conformed to God‟s action as the covenanting God 

and under a law which, as the form of gospel already fulfilled, is conformed to gospel as 
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gracious law which does not compel, but will “burst open the door of compulsion” under 

which we have lived, appealing to and instilling, not fear, but courage, “quickening and 

refreshing” us.814 Separated from its fulfilment in gospel, “law” becomes the mere form 

of a demand and must be fulfilled by humans.815 The problem is not breach of the “law”, 

but as understanding it as something which must be fulfilled by us – a “law” separated 

from grace. The “law” fulfilled is God‟s claim on us that we acknowledge his “action as 

right”816: our appreciation that God is our “salvation and righteousness” and we blessed 

by “God‟s free grace”817. Our obedience confesses the “two-sidedness established by 

God” and witnesses “to God and his covenant”818. 

 

We live in accordance with the covenant only by “free obedience”819. God‟s grace frees 

us from sin, and replaces the illusion of freedom in sin with the actual freedom of 

“independently active and free subjects”820. Our freedom is the gracious gift of 

autonomy within the conditions created by God: the freedom to choose what God 

chooses for himself and us821 - freedom conformed to God‟s use of his freedom; God‟s 

grace addressed to us as adults.822 As junior partners in this relationship, we bring to it 

prayer823 and obedience824. In obedience, we follow Christ – notably, his example of 

prayer - who, by his free obedience, fulfilled the covenant. Thereby, we enter it from the 

human side825, becoming active covenant members, living in its ethos – freed by Christ 

and in the Spirit to responsibly act as God‟s children towards our Father and each other. 

Faith seeks understanding and empowers response. 
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The similarities of Calvin and Barth are noticeable.  

 

Both assert that we are embraced in a relationship God initiates and faithfully upholds, 

despite our worst failings, both accept that we are saved by faith, yet called, 

commanded and empowered by the Spirit to free obedience and responsibility, not only 

as God‟s children in Christ, but as moral agents. Calvin took this line in response to 

Lutheran teaching: Barth in response to “Federalism”.826 On the issue of whether or not 

the “covenant” is eternal, we must prefer Barth‟s line for the divine commitment inferred 

undoubtedly rests in the eternal and triune being of God as love. 

 

Torrance affirms Calvin and Barth in substance, describing the OT covenant as follows: 

 

“God out of sheer grace bestows himself on his people as their God and gives 

them to himself as his people. [He] wills to be a father to his people, and desires 

his people to be his children. „I will be your Father, and you will be my children. I 

am holy, therefore be you holy. Walk before me and be perfect.‟ But God knows 

that his children … are unable to fulfil his covenant, and so he provides for them 

a way of covenant response which was but a pointer ahead to the actualisation of 

the covenant in the very being and life of man. That would take place when God 

provided from within Israel, and from within man‟s actual existence and life, 

complete and final fulfilment of the covenant both from the side of God and from 

the side of man.”827 

 

In the incarnation, God fulfils “his promise of love in the covenant in giving himself to 

humanity in complete and utter grace, but he accomplishes for man, and from within 

man, man‟s fulfilment of the covenant, man‟s appropriation of God‟s gift of himself.”828  

Sin is “contradiction to God‟s love and grace”.829 God‟s self-giving to humanity fulfils “the 

divine judgement upon sin, and [fulfils] from within mankind ... man‟s obedient 
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submission to the verdict of the divine love against sin.”830 God in Christ assumes our 

condition and reconciles it to himself through judgement and mercy, so that, in its “new 

form”, the covenant is “perfectly and finally fulfilled”.831 Christ‟s incarnation832 is “the 

centre of gravity” between Testaments, the point to which the promises of the Old tend, 

the fulfilment of which the New speaks. “This one movement throughout [Scripture is] of 

God‟s grace in which he renews the bond between himself and humanity broken and 

perverted at the fall, and restores man to communion with himself.”833 He gives himself 

to humanity “in such a way as to assume human nature and existence into oneness with 

himself”.834 He enters human nature, elevating it “into union with his own divine 

nature”.835 God maintains his covenant in absolute faithfulness, in consistency with his 

truth and “steadfast love”.836 In the covenant relation of truth and love, Israel had to 

suffer for it had “shattered itself on the unswerving persistence of the divine purpose of 

love. Israel suffered inevitably from God, for God would not let his people go, even 

when they rebelled against him and kicked at his way of truth righteousness and 

mercy.”837 “Law and cult have no place in God‟s will as such: they have their place only 

as they are kneaded into the very existence and life of Israel.”838 Word, truth and love 

are wrought “in the breaking and making of Israel as the servant of God”.839 Christ 

chose “Israel as the people in whose midst he penetrated into the innermost existence 

of mankind in estrangement from God, and in the heart of that estrangement 

consummated an eternal union between God and man in himself.”840 God affirms Israel 

in his covenant of love and truth, “negating everything that threatens to dissolve it”.841  
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God is absolutely committed to “his eternal purpose”842 - “his faithfulness is not made of 

none effect by the faithlessness”843 of his people. He reaffirms his judgement against 

sin, yet we “remain his children [and] belong to him body and soul ... it is within that 

belonging that judgement takes place”.844 “Already … in the servant songs of deutero-

Isaiah, the concepts of the son and the servant have been run together ... Israel as 

God‟s firstborn and chosen or beloved son, and ...  as God‟s servant.”845 Through 

baptism, Christ was acknowledged and “consecrated as the servant-son” who will offer 

the sacrifice which fulfils the covenant - sent to suffer “the judgement of God in our 

place and in our stead”, so initiating the “new” covenant as its mediator.846 As “„Son of 

man‟ Jesus gives the whole concept of servant-son a wider and in fact universalistic 

reference” - the “„ransom for many‟847 is ... interpreted in the New Testament as „ransom 

for all‟”.848 This mission is fulfilled in the whole course of Christ‟s obedience. God‟s 

gracious engagement with humanity “enacted a covenantal relation of union and 

communion with God … essentially universalistic from the very beginning”849. That 

relation is also particular but, paradoxically, the more particular, the more universal it 

becomes. Israel‟s aspirations to be a nation, rather than God‟s people, are repeatedly 

shattered - the covenant-community must “transcend the sociological and political husk 

of Israel to become the one people of the living God”.850 In “the acute personalisation of 

the covenant bond between Israel and God in Jesus, it became absolutely universal for 

all mankind”.851 

 

Torrance rejects the concept of conditional, limited salvation and affirms real scope for 

human response.852 Inexplicable by our ideas of logic and order, the “logic of grace” 

embraces and empowers all humanity - first the vicarious humanity of Christ, then (in 
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Christ‟s personalizing and humanizing work and the Spirit‟s empowering and liberating 

work) our humanity so the divine and human (both in Christ and the wider creation) 

combine to perfect God‟s will for creation. In Christ and through the Spirit, our humanity 

is upheld, intensified and finally perfected as true humanity in relation to God.  

Torrance rejects monergism853 and synergism854, asserting that the agency of salvation 

is both wholly divine855 and wholly human856. Christ assumed our impersonal and 

dehumanised humanity to regenerate, reconcile, redeem and sanctify, thereby 

repersonalising and rehumanising our being so that we may progressively develop the 

ability to respond in love to God‟s love857, to be perfected in personal communion with 

God in Christ and, through the Spirit, empowered in faith, worship and freedom to be 

“children of God”858. In Christ, we enter into communion, and, thus, union, with God. Our 

salvation and sanctification are not mere forensic constructs, but a real transformation 

of our humanity enabling us to participate in the Spirit and embrace Christ‟s faithfulness. 

Human response is never a condition precedent of God‟s grace or of the divine 

covenant, but the necessary outworking of that grace: covenant‟s result, not its 

precondition. God‟s universal will to salvation embraces, but is not conditioned by, an 

ethical dimension which evokes a moral response.859  

 

This suggests a golden thread reaching from Reformed theology‟s earliest days to the 

present. The Covenant‟s conceptual heart lies in God‟s eternal, absolute and 

unconditional determination to create, and to be “for” his creation. God is absolutely 

committed to the perfection of his creation as creation and of his purpose for it. 

Salvation is the free gift of grace in Christ, effective through faith, but salvation is 
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inseparable from our empowerment in the Spirit to embrace responsibility for our own 

lives and that of our communities. We respond to God‟s love through a loving 

engagement with God and with the creation he loves. God‟s commitment to us is 

absolute: he seeks an equally absolute commitment from us, both to himself and his 

creation. In short, he asks that we be what he created us to be: freed and empowered to 

accept responsibility, not least in respect of the exercise of “authority” and in relation to 

those exercising “authority”.   

 

“Authority” is exercised in the context of God‟s gracious love and purpose for creation, 

and not of a theoretical “covenant of works” for which Scripture offers no support. 

“Authority” is exercised under and in confrontation with its Lord: not by divine or popular 

right.  

 

The Covenant speaks both God‟s love and command, the latter embedded in his 

absolute claim over all creation and seeking an equal human commitment to love of 

God and the creation he loves. This is not the limited demand of law, but love‟s absolute 

demand, claiming “complete fidelity to the LORD”.860 The command to love is for our 

good.861 God needs nothing from us so the only appropriate sacrifice is thanksgiving 

and calling on him in “the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall glorify me.”862 

The dichotomy between true knowledge of God and of ourselves promotes true worship 

and trust, so promoting free conformity to Christ‟s example - an ethical impetus of faith 

and love, not law. The least compromise on this questions the absoluteness of God‟s 

love and asserts our god-like capacity to appease an arbitrary god. Our relationship to 

God is neither of absolute and particular obedience to objective standards of behaviour 

nor divine indulgence. Divine grace is “not simply arbitrary largesse [but] the expression 

of a relationship in which there is discipline [and] also healing and renewal.”863 Buber864 

defines covenant as “an assumption of a life-relationship", and James Torrance as “a 
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promise binding ... two parties to love one another unconditionally”865, noting that, while 

love has obligations, they are not “the conditions of love”866. The true nature of the 

covenant is best seen in Jonathan‟s “covenant” with David in 1 Sa 18:1-3, made 

“because he loved him as his own soul”. God‟s universal and loving engagement with all 

creation seeks a similarly universal and loving engagement with God by humanity for 

and on behalf of all creation, and the functions of “the state” are defined within, and for 

the purposes of, that engagement. 

 

This is meaningless unless the God of absolute commitment, who seeks an equally 

absolute commitment from creation, demonstrates his right and power to change our 

condition. 

                                            
865

 Covenant or Contract, 54. 
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CHAPTER 4 - SOVEREIGN GOD: CONTINGENT CREATION “Covenant” defines 

Scripture‟s core teaching as relational. “Creation” expresses the ontological element of 

that relationship, with only passing reference to how it came to be. In this, it portrays the 

concerns of the Hebrew in understanding what is. The Greek mechanistic approach, in 

contrast, is fascinated with how things came to be.867 “Creation”, then, places us in a 

relationship to God, each other and the balance of creation, the personal, loving nature 

of which is defined by “covenant”. Were that necessary, it also offers a guarantee868 that 

God can implement his will. We are a true, if circumscribed869, reality ontologically 

distinct from God, so that the quintessential nature of sinfulness lies in seeking to be 

“god-like”.870 Therefore, we are contingent  beings, reliant upon God for our initial and 

on-going being, and part of the created order so that our rights in relation to others and 

the balance of creation stem from divine sanction, not natural right. 

 

The Hebrews saw “no need expressly to believe that the world was created by God … 

that was the presupposition of their thinking”.871 The church “simply took over Jewish 

teaching” on creation, particularly in positing “the absolute difference between Creator 

and creation”. 872 God is the source of created reality and, as such, determines 

creation‟s proper modes and purposes of being. Creation was worked in absolute divine 
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what God has once determined flows on by itself.” 
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freedom. God was God when he created, and is complete873 as God in himself, needing 

nothing beyond himself to be God. He created because he “desired it”874, and is not 

constituted as God by his relations ad extra, although his work in creation reflects his 

being as love.  

 

Since God eternally begets the Son, Fatherhood is an aspect of his eternal being. He is 

“essentially generative or fruitful in his own Being” 875, but not eternally the creator: 

creation had a beginning - under creation ex nihilo, an absolute beginning - and so 

exists in time and space. It is “as Father that [God] is creator”, and it is in his “intrinsic 

and eternal Fatherhood” that God can and does create something novel, even to him.876  

Creation is the Father‟s eternal will, not his eternal act. 

 

Barth properly focuses both that eternal will877 and his spatio-temporal acts878 on the 

Son, who bridges the gap between God‟s eternal and creation‟s spatio-temporal being. 

The Son is God‟s lovgo".879 Creation is not880  an “effect” of God, but “a work created in 

freedom in the Word”. The free, unconstrained will of God alone underlies, sustains and 

defines creation and its purpose. God, “without ceasing to be what he eternally is”, 

reaches out to become “Creator or Source of all being beyond himself”.881 The 

“continuing existence of the universe is ontologically bound to the crucified and risen 

Jesus and destined to partake in the consummation of God‟s eternal purpose in him” 882. 

 

In the Spiritus Creator, the creature “is creatively upheld and sustained in its existence 

beyond its own power in an open-ended relation toward God in whom its true end and 
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purpose as creature are lodged”.883 The Spirit‟s distinctive sovereign activity is as “the 

Lord and Giver of life”.884 He is God in his freedom to be for his creature, to be the life of 

his creature, to come to us, to be in us, to make us ready and able to receive him, and, 

in empowering free response, so achieve his purpose. As Lord and Giver of Life - not 

simply biological function, but the true life lived in proper relations to God and his 

creation - the Spirit liberates, quickens and empowers us to live authentically in “open-

ended relation” with God, each other and the creation he loves without negating or 

limiting our true reality and freedom.885 In the Spirit, we live, move and have our 

being886, embraced in the Son and so into the communion of love of Father and Son, 

and empowered to share that happy truth with others887.  

 

 “Creation‟s” cause and purpose lie in God‟s eternal being. God pervades and upholds 

that creation, an act as creative as working the beginning. His creative and redemptive 

work consummates his eternal will - “from the Father, through the Son and in the 

Spirit”888, each bringing his own contribution to, and perichoretically sharing in, the 

overall pattern of creative, redemptive and sanctifying work. “Since the Father is never 

without the Son and the Spirit, all that the Father does is done in and through and with 

the Son and the Spirit, and all that the Son and Spirit do is continuous with what the 

Father does.”889 It is impossible to define God from creation890, but we can understand 

creation‟s origin, rational order and purpose from God‟s self-disclosure - on the issue of 

its origin and purpose only from that self-disclosure.891 Only in the incarnate Christ are 

we confronted with God‟s reality and the source of every other reality, to see in him the 

                                            
883

 Ibid. 
884

 “ … of quickening or giving life to the creature [bringing] the life-giving power of God to bear upon the 
creature in such a way that through his immediate presence to the creature … he sustains it in its being 
and brings its relation to the Creator to its true end in him.” Ibid, 218. 
885

 Ibid, 217. 
886

 Ac 17:28. 
887

 Torrance, 1996, 218-9. 
888

 Ibid, 218. 
889

 Ibid, 212. 
890

 Creation discloses only his “eternal power and divine nature”, not his being as love. Ro 1:20. 
891
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source and purpose of creation.892 God‟s self-revelation in and through Christ893 speaks 

not of abstract divinity or power, or of passive principle, but of a God who is, in his 

personal being, a perfect communion of love, who, in creation, works a unique act of 

free grace and chooses to relate personally and graciously to that creation in a 

steadfast determination that creation will be what it should be. The reality confronting us 

is not metaphysical notions of being and becoming, but the Trinity‟s relations so the 

important question is not the physics, but the relationship between God and creation. 

God, as creator894, is absolutely sovereign over creation: everything not God is 

dependent on God for its being and proper ways of being, but is allowed a suitably 

contingent freedom to interact, inter se and with God, within the contingent limits of its 

own reality. “Covenant” tells us of God‟s absolute loving commitment to creation, 

suggesting his sovereignty is exercised, not through compulsion, but through love.  

 

On this basis, God institutes political power.  

 

The relational focus of the doctrine of “creation” is reinforced by the fact that, except in 

the broadest terms, the creation accounts make no claims about the means employed: 

creation is worked effortlessly by the divine Son/Word, “long mediated to Israel in an 

anticipatory discarnate form”.895 Although the creation accounts tell us nothing 

quantifiable about how God created, they give due regard to what he created. Ge 1 

defines - precisely, concisely and accurately - the order of becoming of, and the 

existence of pattern and structures in, created being.896 In positing creation as a 

structured reality, Ge 1 provided the conceptual basis for science‟s empirical 
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investigation of its mysteries.897 The Spirit is “the sole fountain of truth”, and to reject or 

despise it “wherever it shall appear”, but notably in the discoveries of art and science, is 

“to dishonour the Spirit of God”.898 The significance of that investigation is affirmed by 

Torrance899 , who agrees with Plato and Aristotle that we need to know something about 

any subject in order to investigate it properly. Reformed theology rightly concerns itself 

with the natural functioning of the universe to complete the picture of our relations to 

God, each other and the creation he loves.  

 

By contrast, science‟s empirical approach reflects a mechanistic mindset - a fascination 

with the mechanisms of being and becoming, the legacy of Aristotelian philosophy. If we 

engage science on its own mechanistic terms, we lose sight of Scripture‟s relational 

focus: of who we are, how and why we live and what we can and should become, both 

with regard to God and the creation he loves. We also lose sight of the assurance in 

Scripture‟s message. God affirms his creation as “good” in its parts, “very good” in sum, 

assuring us he is not neutral or impassive towards creation. This guarantees creation‟s 

continuing existence while reminding us of our true place in creation‟s order – as but 

one “good”, if essentially equal, part of a “very good” whole. Barth‟s link between 

“covenant” and “creation” assures creation of God‟s eternal covenant faithfulness while 

Christ‟s regenerative, redemptive, reconciling and sanctifying initiative finally reaffirms 

creation‟s contingent reality by assuming its nature. Created existence is authenticated 

in relation to, and upheld by, the God who “guides the whole process according to his 

will. Thus he who confesses God as Creator while supposing that He remains tranquilly 

in heaven without caring for the world, outrageously deprives God of all effective 

power.”900 If Scripture asserts creation‟s absolute dependence on God, it also asserts 

that God accepts absolute responsibility for both its being and purpose, and for our 

conformation thereto.901 As a statement of the ontological nature of the God/creation 

relationship, the doctrine of creation is the “presupposition and decisive meaning” of that 
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relationship902. Thus understood, the doctrine has never been inconsistent with 

science‟s speculations on creation‟s being and becoming.903 The only point of seeming 

conflict lies in the dread “days of creation” which address a different issue. 

 

Days Barth did not tackle “the obvious scientific question” posed in creation because he 

saw that “there can be no scientific problems, objections or aids in relation to what Holy 

Scripture and the Christian Church understand by the divine work of creation”: we must 

focus on the implications of God as creator for our faith. 904 Ge 1 contrasts a personal 

entity - inconceivable “in the category of „it‟ instead of the „Thou‟”905 - who creates (and 

saves) his ontologically distinct creation through personal agency.  Taking the “days of 

creation” out of context reduces this to a facile account of the mechanics of origins. In 

so doing, we confront a question which disconcerted Augustine:  

 

Why would a God capable of creation take time doing so?  

 

The “day” concept defines creation‟s relation to eternity and distinguishes between 

“various states and modes of action”906 - a blueprint for creation‟s mode of being, rather 

than its means of becoming –a view supported by subsequent Scriptural usage of the 

“days”. Human /T̀k]al'm907 is “ennobled in the highest conceivable degree, as ... a copy” 

of God‟s creative work.908 “Work”909  is a divinely appointed expression of our life and 

purpose, if focussed by the divine model on the Sabbath which God blessed and 

consecrated: our periodic and ultimate rest in the Lord910 - “rest” being closely allied 

conceptually to redemption911. Ge 1 shows “the covenant in the institution of the 
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Sabbath as the goal”.912 The “days” do not describe creation‟s timeframe, but focus on 

“work” and “rest” as core aspects of our relationship to God. Despite their 

characteristically Hebrew narrative style, the creation accounts are, by definition, neither 

history nor empirical observation.913 They are an article of faith simpliciter914, incapable 

of empirical proof or disproof.  

 

Aristotle suggests we can support arguments inductively from paradigm or example: by 

comparison - parabolh;n/parable - or fable (stories conveying a specific, normally moral, 

message).915 The Hebrew equivalent is Lcm - to “make up or repeat a proverb”, 

although “the basic idea of comparison apparently underlies most uses of the vb”.916  

The creation accounts embrace the common features of proverb/parable - a pithy 

narrative, both distinguishing and comparing,917 supporting layers of meaning. I suggest 

the creation accounts belong to this genre, if as exceptionally subtle and significant 

examples. In distinguishing, they preclude the usual appeals to nature and pantheism 

as the source of the reality we experience. Creation tells us that “the world and man are 

real only as they proceed from the hand of God and are kept by Him”918: “real”, if 

contingent919. Creation, existing in space and time, is ontologically distinct from the 

uncreated, eternal920 and non-contingent reality of a God able to call that other reality 

into being, to order it and determine its proper purposes. The comparative elements 

place God and creation in reciprocal relations. God is the source of our being and 

purpose. We are one “good” element of the “good/very good” creation, its nature and 

purpose, and our rights in respect of the rest of creation, flowing from what God ordains, 
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not from anything inherent in our being. Humans are communal and relational: “by 

nature a social animal” whose instinct is “to foster and preserve society” and in whose 

minds exist “universal impressions of a certain civic fair dealing and order”, recognizing 

the need for all human organizations to be “regulated by laws” and the “principles of 

those laws”921: “male and female he created them”922 in a phrase so linked to the 

“image” and “likeness” of God as to reinforce the concept that God also is relational, 

personal being. Through sin, the spiritual923 and natural924 gifts were corrupted (not 

completely in the latter case), to be restored by Christ.925 Thus, “there is in all men 

some seed of political order”.926 

 

Our unique capacity to know, and respond, if imperfectly, to God‟s love in love of God 

and the creation he loves marks out humanity as the vehicle for God‟s purpose for 

creation - and identifies its imperative in God‟s love. Humanity shares, in appropriately 

contingent manner, many of the attributes of the creator: his freedom, his capacity to 

love, even a conditional, as opposed to God‟s unconditional, sovereignty. We are free to 

accept or reject God through belief in his faithfulness and a faithful response of our own, 

yet we cannot be free of the reality of God.927 Our capacity to know and show love 

defines personal being, ours and God‟s. Ge 1:28, among others, charge us to “fill the 

earth and subdue it”. The “lesser” creation exists to support our ability to know and 

respond to God‟s love in love of God and creation, yet, because the other elements of 

creation are as “good” as humanity, and we are charged to love, that “lesser” creation 

deserves our respect and love as that which God both loves and affirms as “good”. Ge 1 

affirms the purpose and patterns of creation generally, and of human life in particular.928 

Ge 2 also takes quasi-historical form, and is relationally focussed, stressing the 
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immanence of God‟s involvement with his creation and the interrelatedness of the 

elements of that creation. Ge 1 and 2, probably intentionally, at least in their redaction, 

cross-reference God‟s act of creating and the means by which he does it in the 

alternative rendition of ar:B; as to cut. He creates by Word929, but by 

“cutting”/separating, while linking creation‟s elements930. Even when God “forms”931 

“man from the dust of the ground”, there is no blurring of the absolute ontological 

distinction between God and creature. The “potter/clay” image affirms God‟s 

sovereignty932 over Israel and the world. Ge 2:7-8 poses a distinction we often lose 

sight of - “life” is more than biological function: “living being” is constituted not by dust, 

but by the breath of life breathed into its nostrils - the personal, if temporary933, gift of 

God.934 The doctrine of creation, if largely unconcerned with the means of creaturely 

being and becoming, is precisely concerned with “life” - the true relations between God 

and creation, primarily humanity. To be created is to be placed in a specific relationship 

to God and the balance of his creation, while to be saved is to be restored, by God‟s 

initiative, to that relationship, lived authentically. “Creation” celebrates Israel‟s - and the 

church‟s - certainty of salvation in its Lord - and Barth is right: there is no essential 

conflict between understanding of God as the source and purpose of creation, and 

science‟s on-going investigation of the means of being and becoming.  

 

A Doctrine of Past, Present and Future Barth‟s Trinitarian treatment of creation re-

established creation as a doctrine of past, present and future.935 He insisted that 

creation‟s origins must not be ignored936 or separated from its sustaining, redemptive 
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and sanctifying aspects, so affirming the theological significance of origins937. “Creation” 

is not a static concept. Its elements continue to interact, adapt and change, while life - 

the focus of the work ad extra of Son and Spirit938 - is continually created, but not self-

generated. “Creation” affirms elements of completion939, present940 and future941. A “full 

OT theology of creation must ... incorporate the OT‟s eschatological dimension, on both 

human and cosmic levels. The creation of a new heaven and earth (Isa 65:17; 66:22) 

includes a new Jerusalem (65:17-25) and a new humanity within its walls”.942  

 

Creation is marked off from other beginnings “by the fact that it precedes and prepares 

for the second work: God‟s gracious dealing” within the sphere of its reality.943 God, as 

God, is determined from within his own being, “not from without”.944 It is as Christ‟s 

Father, and in “determining Himself in His Son by the Holy Spirit and Himself positing 

everything else” that he is “also the Creator”.945 We are fundamentally defined, in being 

and purpose, by God‟s work ad extra.946 God is the one uncreated, eternal, being to 

which every other reality is referred, and on which every other reality depends for its 

being and purpose. Creation is God‟s, admittedly unique, act, not his status. He works 

and allows the universe‟s being as true reality947, but, unlike his own unconditional and 

unconstrained reality, that of the universe is conditional and limited in its relationship to 

him.  

 

Contingent Creation “Contingence” means the universe “has no self-subsistence and 

no ultimate stability of its own, but it is nevertheless endowed with an authentic reality 
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and integrity of its own which must be respected”, while “contingent order” means “that 

the orderly universe is not self-sufficient or ultimately self-explaining, but is given a 

rationality and reliability in its orderliness which depend on and reflect God‟s own 

eternal rationality and reliability”.948 The universe is an open, incomplete system “whose 

physical and moral laws depend for their validity and ultimate explanation on a 

transcendent ground of rationality in God the Creator as their sufficient and ultimate 

reason”.949 We are not self-existent, but oriented towards the eternal relationship of the 

Father and Son in the Spirit as the reason for our being. We find in the Son our 

ontological existence and the one true expression of our purpose in relation to God and 

the creation he loves, and in the Spirit of that relationship the touchstone of validity and 

the reason for our laws, as well as the motivation to make their true validity and reason 

the cornerstone of our life. Creation‟s rationality and order as contingent reality is not a 

matter of immutable laws, since creation can change, but of immutable ends - a 

process, not of ontological being and becoming, but of divine purpose. It “was not only 

the matter of the universe that God bought into existence, but its rational form and 

order”.950 Creation is a true, if not truly independent, reality, even to God951, intelligible 

by empirical observation and deduction, but “ontologically grounded beyond itself on 

God who has given it an authentic reality and lawfulness of its own which he 

unceasingly sustains through the presence of his Creator Word and Spirit. If he 

[withdrew that presence, creation] would vanish into nothing”952. As an open system953, 

its order is not absolute, but incorporates an observable capacity for variability, which 

gives it scope to grow more closely conformed to Christ‟s example, and for a being 

destroying tendency to collapse either partially into chaos or completely into 

nothingness. God contains that destructive tendency. The Word regenerates, saves and 

                                            
948

 Torrance, 1981¸ vi-vii. 
949

 Torrance, 1996, 217. 
950

 Torrance, 1995, 102-103. 
951

 Ibid, 100. 
952

 Ibid, 101. 
953

 “Open” to God‟s intervention, amongst other things. 



134 
 

sanctifies creation since, in the incarnate Christ954, the uncreated rationality of God 

touches and influences the created rationality of creation955.  

 

God and Creation Creation is an “incomparable act” of a God956 who, “in accordance 

with His own will, and under no other inward constraint than ... the freedom of His love, 

… has, in an act of the overflowing of His inward glory, posited ... a reality ... distinct 

from himself”.957 In creation, the universe received a “reality, existence and form it did 

not have and could not give itself because it did not exist at all”.958 Creation is God‟s gift, 

an expression of “the free omnipotence of the divine love”.959  Since God did create, he 

wills not to be alone, so creation is not alone.960 The incarnation reiterates that God wills 

freely to co-exist with his creation, while the economy of salvation and God‟s self-

disclosure in Scripture affirms he chooses to relate to his creation, positively and 

personally.961 His covenant commitment and affirmation of creation‟s goodness suggest 

he will support our reality and work towards perfecting it in its proper modes of being. 

The world “does not exist at all of itself, but only because God willed and created it, [so] 

it has no power over its existence and form”.962 Creation asserts God as “first cause and 

... final contingency”963 of “the heavens and the earth”964 in a relationship “of absolute 

                                            
954

 We now subsist in Christ: in direct relations with God, our nature and being radically transformed, our 
origins and ends secured in him. 
955

 Torrance, 1995, 102. The uncreated intelligibility and creative power of God took our corrupted reality 
into itself, radically changing our ontological nature and reality. 
956

 “ …wholly self-sufficient in His possession of all perfections, and absolutely glorious and blessed in His 
inner life”. Barth, 1936-1977, III/1.15. 
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 Ibid. 
958

 Ibid. 
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 Ibid. The Orthodox Church asserts creation as sacramental. The Russian Orthodox Patriarch, 
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 Crucially, as, while “God could be alone; the world cannot.” Barth, 1936-1977, III/1.7. 
961

 Torrance, 1996, 217. 
962

 Barth, 1936-1977, III/1.7. 
963

 Ibid, 45. 
964

 The “sum of the reality ... distinct from God”. Ibid, 17. 
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superiority and lordship on the one hand and ... absolute dependence on the other”.965 

This provides a solid basis in creation for our order (including our political order) and 

purpose: God‟s work of salvation and regeneration, and our response in conformity to 

creation‟s purpose. 

 

If God‟s freedom in relation to, and ontological distinction from, creation is not 

punctiliously maintained966, we call in question God‟s divinity and oneness: the heart of 

Scripture and the doctrine of God. Although God worked - past perfect - “the beginning 

of heaven and earth”967, he is “not synonymous with ...  world-cause”968 or “principle of 

being”: that would suggest “a timeless relationship”969 between creator and creation, 

denying God‟s freedom in relation to creation and depersonalizing him. A “world-cause” 

simpliciter has no function but to create: no freedom but to do so - the ultimate computer 

program, embodying set principles from which it cannot depart. Impersonal principle970 

cannot form a “will” or be anything as personal as “love”: it simply is, and does 

according to its nature. It is Scripture‟s personal God who is “the source of your life in 

Christ Jesus”.971 In Christ, we partake of that life and true humanity, and in the eternal 

covenant by which God binds himself and is creation‟s internal basis. We exist in 

creation‟s unity and diversity because God‟s “eternal Son and Logos [the focus of the 

eternal covenant] did not will to be an angel or animal but a man, ... this alone was the 

content of the divine election of grace”.972 We live authentically in relation to God, each 

other and his creation only in Christ who, incarnate of the Spirit, received that Spirit 

vicariously for all creation. In that Spirit, we know the true reality of God in Christ and 
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 Ibid, 14. 
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 Say, by suggesting creation itself partakes of the divine. 
967

 Ibid, 13. 
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 Ibid, 11. 
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 At the core of the Latin church‟s understanding of the so called true unknowable reality of God extant 
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 Barth, 1936-1977, III/1.18. 



136 
 

are empowered to respond to God‟s grace in the only “sacrifice acceptable to God”973 - 

loving obedience. As part of God‟s creation, we exist in Christ in relationship to God, 

each other and our environment, but on his terms. 

 

Sin broke the bond of fellowship which binds us to God, each other and our 

environment. “It belongs to the nature of sin to divide, to create disorder, to disrupt, to 

destroy fellowship.”974 This disrupts “what a person is and … ought to be”.975 In his 

perfect Holiness976, God cannot allow his creation to be other than what it ought to be 

without compromising his aspiration for the beloved. God‟s perfect love cannot be 

arbitrary, nor can it be objectively defined except in the most general terms. Scripture 

asserts it as God‟s reality, with the law defining his righteousness977, yet in terms of the 

perfect love978 from which the specifics flow, not the specifics taken in isolation.  

 

Restoration of creation involves restoration of its “communion and fellowship with [God] 

in which the peace of God reigns over all, and joy and gladness” in the Father fills all 

creation. 979 This is creation‟s “ought to be”. God confronts us with the true reality of his 

own being - and our fallen condition - by his self-revelation in Scripture, specifically 

through Christ‟s incarnation. In a life of free and perfect obedience, culminating in the 

cross, the Son demonstrates both God‟s true reality and command to us, and, by 

adopting our creaturely and fallen condition and offering himself as a free, perfect, 

vicarious and substitutionary sacrifice - for us and in our stead - Christ has fulfilled “the 

covenant will of God”, re-establishing humanity in “communion with the Father” -  “not 

only in forensic and judicial righteousness and obedience”, but in “positive communion 

and filial love”.980 All our rejection of God, our pride and self-aggrandisement is 

focussed in one act of denial981, answered by one act of perfect obedience982. Through 
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 Ps 51:17, Mic 6:8, Isa 57:15, Aza 1:16-17. 
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 Torrance, 2008, 38. “Once the constitutive bond between God and man is broken, every other relation 
suffers irreparable damage.” Ibid. 
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 Ibid, 39. 
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proclamation of the gospel, the Spirit confronts us with the reality and command of 

God.983 By embracing the Son in faith through the Spirit, we are restored to perfect 

communion with God.984 We authentically live our renewed relationship to God through 

free obedience to his command.985 The “way of Cain”, our “personal sacrifice” of works, 

is beyond us: we must rely on that of Abel, where “God provides the sacrifice”.986 Freely 

justified, we can be God‟s partners in a holy work through offering the only natural and 

appropriate response to God‟s love.987  

 

Creation and covenant are obverse and reverse of the same coin: inseparably defining 

the one relationship God wills to have with creation in both creation and redemption. 

Both express the one perfect, holy love which is God, freely directed beyond itself 

toward another reality. Because he loves it, he is determined will not only be saved, but 

will become what it should be - what it was created to be. He initiated our proper 

relations to himself and the balance of his creation through his creation by Word. He 

restored them. Through proclamation of the Gospel, he empowers us in his Spirit to 

authentically live out those relations in love of God and neighbour. If we maintain the 

essential link between creation and God‟s eternal covenant, we cannot think of our 

“salvation and redemption as an afterthought which we might ignore in view of creation 

as God‟s first and principle work”988, nor can we ignore his work in creation as 

overshadowed by that of salvation and redemption. Both inseparably express the one 

Holy Lawful Divine Love that is God.  

 

                                                                                                                                             
982

 An obedience affirmed by the resurrection which demonstrates the power and will of God to overcome 
all the limitations of our existence, even death. 
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 His righteousness. Ro 1:17. 
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Sovereign God This only makes sense if God has the sovereign right and power to do 

so. Scripture asserts God‟s absolute sovereignty over creation as creator.989 In light of 

God‟s absolute sovereignty and covenant faithfulness, Paul990 claims “all things work 

together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose”. 

Throughout Scripture, God interacts with, and influences, human affairs, both spiritual 

and political.991 God‟s is true “sovereignty” - supreme and unconditional power, both 

spiritual and political - but exercised through love, neither arbitrarily nor ruthlessly.  

 

The one who demonstrates God‟s covenant faithfulness992 now exercises that 

sovereignty993 - humanity‟s dominion over God‟s handiwork994 now vests in the one truly 

human995. “Authority” is but one means by which God orders human society in his belief 

that it is “not good that the man should be alone”.996 Ro 13 proclaims that God wills us 

to live in an ordered, supportive society, even if some expressions of it are less than 

ideal, so, in the first phase of his redemptive activity, God chooses and binds himself, 

not to individuals, but to a people - Israel, a political, not simply a religious, entity - but 
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 God is “Lord of all the earth”. Jos 3:11, 13, Ps 97:5, Zec 6:5. His “kingdom rules over all”. Ps 103:19. 
He “does what he wills”, which none can gainsay for all “the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as 
nothing”.

 
(Da 4:35.) “All things”

 
(Ro 11:36.) are from, through and to the Lord, who will “judge the earth” 

(Ps 98:9.), if with righteousness and equity. 
990

 Ro 8:28. 
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(Rev 21:3.) where a multitude “from every nation, from all tribes and 

peoples and languages”
 
(Rev 7:9.) will be seen. The “nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the 

earth will bring their glory into it. ... People will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations”. Rev 
21:24, 26. 
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does not confine himself to that people. He created the universe, and claims it as his 

own.997 Israel is a starting point in a universal purpose.998  

 

The body politic, “instituted” by God, is never a substitute for God. Since the expulsion 

from Eden, God has called and maintained a covenanted people “to keep the way of the 

LORD by doing righteousness and justice”999 and in whom “all the nations of the earth 

shall be blessed”1000. The community of faith is normally distinct from the body 

politic1001, yet God is always the true King1002. The dysfunctionality of the Monarchic 

period depicts the distinction between the true community of faith and the “state”: God‟s 

prime concern being the maintenance of the integrity of a remnant people as a true, 

functioning community of faith1003 which will eventually become universal - a true 

community whose polity lies in God‟s unmediated rule. God‟s more radical interventions 

in history take the character of a defeat of “other gods” which threaten the integrity, and 

                                            
997 God “made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, ... allotted the times of their existence and the 
boundaries of the places where they would live”. Ac 17:26. He “apportioned the nations, ... divided 
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2004, 214. Wright (ibid, 212.) notes that we cannot dismiss politics “as a kind of accidental but temporarily 
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1003

 Under Moses, God freed his people, enslaved and persecuted to the point where they lack, not only 
religious, but personal, political and economic freedom to an extent threatening their integrity as his 
people. God reconstitutes them as a people at Sinai by covenant promise, creating the institutions and 
laws necessary to prevent their political, religious and economic disintegration, but only after freeing 
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true freedom, of the remnant people to live authentically in right relations with each 

other and God, and to recall creation to its proper relations. God‟s universal and 

absolute claim explains why, by the inter-Testamentary period, it is the Davidic reign, 

not the cult, that raised an expectation of salvation in the person of a Messianic King - 

and why, in the Christian era, it has come to be understood why that king had to be one 

who is true God and true human. God‟s sovereignty is absolute, constrained only by his 

own nature and will, yet his purpose is positive.1004  

 

The result?  

 

There are no other God‟s beside him, both a righteous God and saviour in whom alone 

are “righteousness and strength”: to him every knee shall bow, and every tongue 

swear.1005 

 

God will work his universal purpose. In the meantime, the “state” can be both the 

expression of, and the paradigmatic threat to, the freedom of the community of faith. 

The “state” will be upheld where it serves that purpose, overthrown where it does not. 

That purpose lies in God‟s ultimate, perfect rule1006 in the kingdom, the goal of history 

as a personal, not an institutional, rule1007: “a chiefly eschatological concept”1008. The 

complete realization of God‟s direct and personal rule over creation is the aim of his 

work in creation, regeneration, redemption, reconciliation and sanctification, its nature 

expressed by the divine covenant of grace: “the constitution or polity of the 
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kingdom”1009. God‟s covenant faithfulness is absolute, although sometimes expressed in 

unexpected ways.1010  

 

Creation and covenant are complementary, overlapping conceptualizations of the 

same basic truth. God (as creator) has the right and power to establish his will for 

creation, therein expressing his being as love.1011 His will for humanity is ordered 

communal life: not rules for rules sake, but as the proper and natural expression of love 

for God and creation. As an aspect of that communal life, he institutes “authority” to 

create order and oppose disorder. Covenant is the normative expression of God‟s will to 

create and to be for creation, from which flows our communal order, obedience to which 

is required as the expression of his loving will. Creation establishes the ontological 

framework in which the relationship develops. The “kingdom” is the end to which all 

tends: the immediate, personal authority of a loving Father over his children in Christ. 

Church and “state” are elements in the eschatological building of the kingdom, and will 

end with its perfection. The “state”, which wields the sword and strikes at disorder, 

cannot be expected to apply Holy Lawful Divine Love directly as the criteria for its 

actions.1012 Its functions flow from that love, but are confined to the imperative for 

order.1013 Creation is the spatio-temporal/material expression of God‟s eternal covenant 

will. It establishes God‟s sole sovereignty over creation where covenant establishes his 

true purpose. The “state” is the imperfect prototype of God‟s perfect rule, but the 

present reality is of God‟s people in conflict with the world, but not in such a way that the 

world and all it entails is denied as God‟s creation, or condemned to destruction: it will 

be renewed and perfected. The “state” is both present stumbling block (and necessity) 

and eschatological end in God‟s perfect rule. It will never prevail as the “other god”, but 
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 Because “I the LORD do not change; … you, O children of Jacob, have not perished”. Mal 3:6. Num 
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God‟s own dealings with the nations. 
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must be taken seriously. However, the kingdom‟s true Lord is Christ, who in the fullness 

of time1014 will present it perfected to God.1015 Christ submitted to human authority 

because it is the Father‟s will for his people - the furtherance of his kingdom - yet human 

authority and “sovereignty” is not absolute. “Authority” from, and instituted by, God is a 

ministry for our good.1016 

 

“Authority” serves God‟s purpose and is caught up in his ends, subject to his authority, 

which rules, not by force, but by the power of love to evoke love.  

 

Conclusions “Covenant” and “creation” define a relationship: they are not a physics 

textbook. “Creation” defines our “otherness” and dependence on God as sovereign 

creator while “covenant” affirms creation as an object of divine love beyond God‟s own 

being of love, bought to be by and for that love, subject to the sovereign rule of Holy 

Lawful Divine Love. Humanity shares, if in a contingent and creaturely manner, in God‟s 

absolute freedom. Created in the imago Dei, we can know and respond to God‟s love in 

love of God and his creation, we are the focus, but not the be all and end all, of the 

divine/creaturely relationship. The true expression of that imago Dei is now Christ.1017 In 

Christ, we are again embraced in that image to which we will be conformed.1018 

Regenerate humanity can take the message of God‟s love to creation and mediate 

creation‟s response of love to God. This dynamic of love - the true divine/human 

relationship - was corrupted by our seeking a god-like independence from God. God, in 

his freely assumed responsibility for creation, works to remedy that state, but does not 

compromise his determination that his creation will answer its purpose. God‟s:  

 

“intrinsically Holy Love … is not and cannot be anything other than itself, and 

cannot, therefore, condone anything that conflicts with it [as] the Law of his own 

divine Being and Activity which withstands and negates all that is contrary to 
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God‟s love, judges all that resists it, and inexorably condemns it [and thus 

constitutes] the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the 

created universe”.1019  

 

Creation is the theatrum gloriae Dei, wherein we “contemplate God‟s works”1020, for “all 

things … bear witness to God and praise his transcendent Glory, Goodness and 

Beauty”1021. However, those “works” disclose only his eternal power and divine 

nature.1022 God communicates his personal being and Fatherhood as love only in the 

promise and obedience of his Son. We may communicate our praise of the Creator in 

word and a proper obedience of love, bringing the things of creation to God: freely 

saved, we are called to respond in love of God and the creation he loves. This is our 

purpose, and the basis of human society - the perfect love of a God who loves creation 

and seeks what is good for the beloved through its conformity to the purpose of love for 

which it was created. That conformity, although resting in a divine initiative of grace in 

the Son and on the enlightenment and empowerment to respond authentically through 

the Spirit, demands our free embrace of what God in Christ has done for us and our free 

response to his example. We are freed and empowered by the Spirit to so respond, and 

not as the price of the first. This is a relationship of mutual commitment. Humanity “is 

pre-destined to participate in the history which has its ground and direction in the will of 

God”.1023 In Christ, our proper relations to God and his creation are restored. In the 

Spirit, we are empowered to appreciate this truth and authentically live those relations. 

To know and embrace these realities is faith - and what God has worked through 

Christ‟s self-sacrifice is effective through faith. Creation - the object of God‟s covenant 

commitment - is neither God nor his righteousness.1024  
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CHAPTER 5 – THE CHRISTIAN LIFE Our discussion on covenant suggests God 

speaks one, consistent message to his creation and, on creation, that he has the 

sovereign right and power to confront us with his will and command our conformity to it. 

These contentions should not be too provocative.1025 Reformed theology, courtesy of 

Calvin, has always insisted on a truly moral dimension to the Christian life, but, where 

Calvin, Barth et al see that moral dimension as the only rational response to God‟s 

universal love for his creation, his Federal successors see it as God‟s basic command.  

 

If Calvin was right, “authority” is a subset of God/human relations governed by “Holy 

Lawful Divine Love”.1026 This means that “authority” is not an aspect a sinful world, 

existing in dualistic separation from the relations of God to an elect, and concerned only 

with suppressing disorder: it is part of God‟s purpose, those exercising that “authority” 

charged, in both their private1027 and public lives, to be real partners with God in building 

the kingdom. This further means that the message of the consistent God, given in the 

OT, continues to be relevant, if only properly understood in the context of the message 

of Christ‟s life, death and resurrection, so the command of the God who consistently 

deals with his creation with righteousness and justice and insists that rulers do likewise 

is the command of the one God and continues to be relevant to the exercise of 

“authority” under the New. 

 

If Federalism is right, “authority” is a mechanism of this sinful world. A “church/world: 

elect/reprobate” dualism reduces exercise of “authority” to a peripheral role: policing 

order, but not charged with the rest of humanity, including the church, with building the 

kingdom. 

 

These are diametrically opposed approaches to the role of “authority” and, indeed, of 

the world. To clarify which direction we should take, we must further clarify what God 

                                            
1025

 Although Calvin insisted that the one covenant was consistently gracious, where adherents of the 
Federal line insist that God‟s consistent message is expressed in a series of covenants, based on lawful 
command, with grace added as a corrective to our consistent rebellion. 
1026

 Which “constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the created universe, 
and [under whose constraint] all physical and moral laws functioning within the universe operate and are 
in the last resort to be recognised and formulated.” Torrance, 1996, 213. 
1027

 A charge confronting all humanity. 
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consistently says: “grace and love” or “law”. If the former, we are confronted with God‟s 

universal will to salvation and freed and empowered in the Spirit to be God‟s real 

partners in building the kingdom: true moral agents, charged by knowledge of God to be 

responsible for our free conformity to Christ in love. If the latter, we must surrender the 

full assurance of our salvation in Christ and try to minimize offence to the God of Law. 

 

Calvin1028 held that free justification by faith1029 alone properly honours and glorifies 

God1030. Through faith, we possess Christ and his benefits in a double grace: 

reconciliation to God/justification and regeneration to new life/sanctification.1031 

“Justification by faith” is the supreme endorsement of covenant and creation as God‟s 

power to create and redeem everything not God and of his freely assumed responsibility 

for creation and its ultimate good. However, none of our sources, least of all Scripture or 

Calvin, suggests that the be-all-and-end-all of creation‟s “ultimate good” is salvation 

simpliciter. “Sanctification”1032 is not an effect or part of “justification”: both are 

“consequences of the union with Christ and effects of faith”1033, granted simultaneously.  

God, it seems, invented “tough love”, and with good reason: our “ultimate good” is not 

served by simple indulgence.1034 It is promoted by enlightenment and empowerment in 

the Spirit to progressively become what we were created to be – creatures totally 

committed in love of God and all that he loves, a love which naturally evokes certain 

behaviour.  

                                            
1028

 Calvin, 1960, 3.13.1-2. 
1029

 The battle-cry of the Reformation, a truth universally acknowledged among the Reformation-based 
churches. This “justification” exists apart from human righteousness and works: the reliance on ourselves 
to work salvation – works righteousness. 
1030

 Works righteousness strips these from God. Works righteousness, even introducing questions of the 
strength of faith necessary to work salvation, renders salvation uncertain and leads to despair: our only 
hope is “being engrafted into the body of Christ”. The faith which justifies is “passive, bringing nothing of 
ours to the recovering of God‟s favour but receiving from God that which we lack”. Calvin, 1960, 3.13.5. 
1031

 Ibid, 3.2.1. 
1032

 Calvin uses this term, inaccurately in my view, to embrace the process of our free loving response: 
the process of “growing together” (Calvin, 1960, 2.12.1.) in and through the Spirit which changes us, not 
as the price of salvation, but as the only natural response to God‟s initiatives of love in Christ and through 
the Spirit. Calvin, 1960, 3.3.5. As mentioned elsewhere (eg Chapter 1), “sanctification” is one of the 
ontological benefits worked by Christ, once for all, effective through faith. See Jn 17:17, Ac 26:18, 1 Co 
1:2, 30, 6:11, 1 Ti 4:5, Heb 2:11, 10:10, 14, 29, 13:12. The others include regeneration, redemption and 
reconciliation.  
1033

 The Calvin Handbook, 2009, 297. 
1034

 “Justification” is both the remission of sin and the imputation of Christ‟s righteousness. 
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Calvin1035 asserts a “distinctive element” in his articulation of “the relationship between 

justification and regeneration/repentance (sanctification)”.1036 We are created in Christ 

for “good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life”1037, but not as 

the condition of a divine/human compact.1038 God empowers and enlightens us to freely 

respond1039 in Christ and through the Spirit. We “dream neither of a faith devoid of good 

works nor of a justification that stands without them. This alone is of importance: having 

admitted that faith and good works must cleave together, we still lodge justification in 

faith, not in works.”1040  

 

These distinctions are crucial.  

 

If all - including those exercising “authority”1041 - are commanded to “good works” as the 

only rational and appropriate response to God‟s grace, that is a defining aspect of our 

relations to God, each other and our environment, and so of how “authority” is properly 

exercised. If those exercising “authority” are charged, in both their private and public 

lives, to exercise a ministry for our good and to do “good works” in response to God‟s 

righteousness disclosed in Christ‟s gospel, they are not simply charged with preventing 

wrongdoing.1042 Like all the faithful, they are freed in Christ to be real partners in 

building the kingdom and have somewhat greater scope than most to do so. There may 

often be little practical distinction between “preventing wrongdoing” and doing “good 

works”, but the perspectives the different viewpoints generate are antithetical. 

                                            
1035

 While generally reflecting the views of Luther and Melancthon on justification by faith. 
1036

 The Calvin Handbook, 2009, 297. This continues as a “distinctive element” of Reformed theology. 
Where medieval works righteousness saw our “good works” as the precondition of salvation, and Luther 
saw them as the Spirit working through us, Calvin insisted we are real partners of God in the work of 
perfecting creation. As true moral agents, we must accept responsibility for ourselves and our 
communities by freely responding to Christ‟s example and God‟s righteousness, as disclosed in the 
gospel (Ro 1:16-17) and, normatively, in the moral “law”. 
1037

 Eph 2:10. 
1038

 That would suggest our “god-like” ability (Contra Ge 3:22) to work our own salvation and negates 
God‟s freedom by suggesting both that he is bound to save those who sufficiently comply and to reject 
those who fail. 
1039

 Or conform ourselves to Christ, to use Calvin‟s preferred phrase. 
1040

 Calvin, 1960, 3.16.1. Calvin adopted a “regeneration and justification” polemic – and insisted on this 
order - against the Medieval Latin church‟s “justification because of regeneration”. 
1041

 Who exercise a ministry of order for our good. Ro 13:4. 
1042

 Although that is an important subset of their overall responsibility. 
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Faith saves because it embraces the gospel revelation of God‟s righteousness, through 

faith for faith1043 and so frees us to respond. That righteousness, defined by gospel and 

“law”1044, is the practical expression of God‟s being as love. Obviously, “law” cannot be 

reduced to a set of prescriptive rules demanding absolute obedience on threat of 

penalty, particularly as love fulfils the law.1045 “Love”, however, is not simply internalized 

affection. It reaches out to the beloved and is put to work: only “faith working through 

love”1046 saves/justifies - a commitment of love to God and the creation he loves. The 

Spirit, through proclamation of the gospel, creates faith and empowers free conformity 

to Christ‟s example of faith and love which fulfils the law. The obedience of faith 

encompasses God‟s will for his creation: the crucial covenant relationship between God 

and creation in which our faith and love are put to work. We are not simply “the object of 

divine activity”1047, but God‟s partners, in both our private and public capacities, in 

building the kingdom.1048 Thus, we are chosen “in Christ before the foundation of the 

world to be holy and blameless before [God] in love”.1049  

 

Since the law is God‟s righteousness which, in turn, is his love working, Calvin‟s one 

covenant in “substance and reality”1050 claims the moral law1051 as part of the one 

gracious, covenant. That law “shows God‟s righteousness … the righteousness alone 

                                            
1043

 Ro 1:16-17. 
1044

 The gospel message perfectly discloses that righteousness, defined normatively in the law, and 
promulgates Christ‟s example of perfect obedience through perfect love. 
1045

 And because the law and prophets hang, not on the minutiae of the rules, but on the commandments 
to love God (eg Dt 6:5) and love your neighbour as yourself (Lev 19:18). Mt 22:39, Mk 12:31, Ro 13:9, 
Gal 5:14, Jas 2:8. This – the “royal law” – does so because love “does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, 
love is the fulfilling of the law.” Ro 13:10. 
1046

 Gal 5:6. Therefore, we must be careful of Calvin‟s assertion that faith is “passive”, the “receiving from 
God that which we lack”. Calvin, 1960, 3.13.5. I suspect he meant that “faith” is not our “work”. 
1047

 Barth, 1936-1977, III/3.64. 
1048

 God desires “steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings”. Hos 
6:6.  “Sensual men”  “only display their rites, and neglect the spiritual worship of God, which stands in 
faith and love”. Calvin, 1984, Hos 6:7. 
1049

 Eph 1:4. Called not “to impurity but in holiness” (1 Th 4:7.B), commanded to “be holy, for I am holy” 
(1 Pe 1:16, Lev 11:44-45.). 
1050

 Calvin, 1960, 2.10.2. “God could never have made a new, that is, a contrary or a different covenant” 
and so “never made any other covenant than that which he made formerly with Abraham, and … 

confirmed by the hand of Moses.” God‟s covenant “is perpetual.” Calvin, 1984, Jer 31:31-32. 
1051

 Even the “cultus of religion” acts to support the commandments. Calvin, 1960, 2.7.1. 
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acceptable to God”1052, and so is covenant law - existing, not as objective standards of 

behaviour, but for that covenant‟s purposes, those of divine love disclosed therein so 

the “one who loves another has fulfilled the law”.1053 Faith works through genuine 

love1054 of God and neighbour, no matter how imperfect, if that love rules us.1055 “Free 

conformity to Christ‟s example” is simply another of saying this. 

 

Christ, in whom we directly experience the loving God, is the centre of the law as God‟s 

loving grace. We cannot understand the law unless we “constantly [relate] it to Him”.1056 

Grace gives the law to explain God‟s innate and perfect righteousness and, through 

principle (love of God and neighbour) and example (notably, the Decalogue), teaches 

what we were created to be. The covenant, unilaterally initiated, embraces an unworthy 

beneficiary in a bilateral relationship of mutual love. The Spirit leads and empowers us 

to progressively respond to God‟s absolute loving commitment in loving response, 

although never one sufficient of itself to justify us. A response of conformity to Christ‟s 

example conforms to the law‟s principles: a response truly both moral and our own.  

 

The gospel is not “good news” in the abstract, but concerning “the kingdom”, God‟s rule. 

We are dependent on God - powerless in all things save that, in the Son and through 

the Spirit, God empowers us, through our creation in the imago Dei, to know him as love 

and to respond in love of God and the creation he loves, to love, and, because love is 

holy, to “be holy”. Knowledge of God and ourselves inspires the true service of God1057 

who “loves righteousness and abhors unrighteousness”1058: divine “righteousness … 

alone is valid in the sight of God”1059. No sinner can find favour with God “while 

                                            
1052

 Calvin, 1960, 2.7.6-9. 
1053

 Ro 13:8-10. 
1054

 Gal 5:6. Therefore, we must be careful of Calvin‟s assertion that faith is “passive”, the “receiving from 
God that which we lack”. Calvin, 1960, 3.13.5. I suspect he simply meant that “faith” is not our “work”. 
1055

 Responding to God‟s love in a similarly unconditional love of God and creation on behalf of all 
creation. God requires us only “to fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve 
the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul”, whose commandments and decrees are for 
our “well-being”. Dt 10:12-13. God has told us “what is good”, requiring us to “do justice, … love 
kindness, and … walk humbly with your God”. Mic 6:8. 
1056

 Calvin 1863-1900, CR, 9,196. 
1057

 A core concept shared by Calvin and Barth, inter alia. 
1058

 Calvin, 1960, 3.23.4. 
1059

 Ibid, 2.7.6. 
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reckoned as such”.1060 “God in entering into a covenant with His people makes an 

absolute claim upon them. This divine demand is the meaning of the law.”1061 Our 

response to the Father‟s will flows from our “mystical union” with Christ through the 

Spirit. Faith “cannot apprehend Christ for righteousness without the Spirit of 

sanctification”.1062 Where in zeal for “integrity and holiness”, there is neither the Spirit 

nor Christ, there is “no righteousness”.1063 “Christ regenerates to a blessed life those 

whom He justifies, and after rescuing them from the dominion of sin, hands them over to 

the dominion of righteousness, transforms them into the image of God, and … trains 

them by His Spirit into obedience to his will”.1064 Clearly those embracing the image of 

God come to reflect the reality of God‟s nature and behaviour as defined by the law, in 

both love of God and creation.  

 

What we do as an expression of our love for, and reliance on, God and the creation he 

loves is a form of creaturely “righteousness”1065 acceptable to God for Christ‟s sake. 

What we do, and proclaim, as evidence of our own worth is not.  

 

Consider the nature of “sin”. 

 

“Sin” is asserting independence from God1066: not the breach of objective standards of 

behaviour, but, by claiming divine status, attacking “the very Godness of God”1067. God 

“is truth and keeps truth with all humanity faithfully [so] in the steadfastness of his love 

he judges man‟s sin and inhumanity, opposing all that is opposed to his own being and 

nature as holy love”1068, resisting sin in the “exclusive aspect of his majesty”1069. 

 

                                            
1060

 Ibid, 3.11.2. 
1061

 Niesel, 1956, 93. 
1062

 Calvin, 1960, 3.11.10. 
1063

 Calvin, 1976, 68. 
1064

 Calvin, 1960, 3.11.10. 
1065

 Barth (1981, 269) calls it “little righteousness”. 
1066

 Our aspiration to “become like one of us”. Ge 3:22. 
1067

 Torrance, 2008, 249. 
1068

 Ibid. 
1069

 There is one God: he will countenance no other, whether idols, materialism or human pride. Ibid. 
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The “sum of the gospel embassy is to reconcile us to God, since God is willing to 

receive us into grace through Christ, not counting our sins against us”.1070 Ro 1:16-17 

says the gospel as the “power of God for salvation” because it reveals God‟s 

righteousness through faith for faith. Thus, in the gospel, we gain knowledge of God – of 

his holiness and, thus will for creation, but also his love1071 whereby, in his 

righteousness, he graciously frees us of the burden of sin and empowers us to respond 

in love. We are unable to answer God‟s righteousness unaided, but, in Christ and 

through the Spirit, are empowered to bring our love to God as a valued and valuable 

contribution to building the kingdom, in which we are conformed to the example of 

Christ‟s perfect obedience/righteousness. As God is love, his “righteousness” expresses 

that “love”1072 and our “holiness”/submission/conformity can only be properly expressed 

in love of God and the creation he loves, although this will naturally be reflected in a 

certain type of behaviour. Christ has, once for all as a free, perfect and all-sufficient gift, 

“by obedience and steadfastness as the Son to the Father‟s holy will in the face of the 

contradiction of sin, and the attack of all the power of evil [overcome sin and evil] by 

patience and passion,” by faithfulness, holiness and love, and “by living out perfectly 

within all the conditions of our humanity the obedience of the Son to the Father”.1073 In 

this, Christ confronts us with the true nature of creaturely being in relation to God as 

“essentially dependent on God”.1074  

 

God “would abdicate from being God … if he condoned sin”, although, in chastising us 

in “judgement and wrath”, rather than destroying us, he “negatives the contradiction we 

have introduced into [the creator/creature relationship] by and in our sin”. 1075 His very 

wrath claims us as his children whom he will not abandon. Even in our sins, he refuses 

                                            
1070

 Calvin, 1960, 3.11.4. 
1071

 Which, by definition “does no wrong” to his creation. 
1072

 His commitment of faithfulness within the covenant relationship to save and sanctify his creation – 
which is the quintessential expression of his love - and to free us and empower our own response of love. 
“Holy Lawful Divine Love” is “the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the created 
universe” (Torrance, 1996, 213.), not through objective norms of behaviour, although those norms have 
their place in instruction, but as love. 
1073

 Torrance, 2008, 78. 
1074

 Ibid, 252.  
1075

 Torrance, 2008, 249. 
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to consign us to the darkness.1076 For this reason, the Jews “regarded the law itself, with 

all its judgement, as the primary sign of God‟s grace and mercy - … the commandments 

and ordinances that presupposed the covenant of grace”.1077 Sin is sin because it 

offends “ultimately against God himself”.1078 God values human commitment, a genuine 

striving to reflect his ds,jà,1079 more than objective compliance to norms.1080  God‟s 

assumption of responsibility for our justification and sanctification expresses his love 

and evokes a response of love as commitment and orientation to God which will 

naturally, but freely, orient us to God‟s ways so that objectively measurable results flow 

- results valued as flowing from love.  

 

Thus we understand God‟s command. 

 

Justifying faith, thus, is acceptance of our total dependence on God for salvation, which 

paradoxically frees us, in the Son‟s example and the Spirit‟s power, to be conformed, if 

imperfectly, to the Son‟s example of unconditional love and obedience. We are truly, if 

unequally, God‟s partners in confronting creation with, and conforming it to, its purpose 

through loving commitment to God and the creation he loves, a love which answers 

God‟s own absolute and loving commitment to his creation. This naturally emulates 

God‟s own righteousness disclosed in the law, so the moral law, properly understood, 

has continuing relevance through defining God‟s own righteousness and what “free 

conformity to Christ‟s example” means.  

 

Before we can positively affirm this, we must examine Paul‟s seemingly ambivalent 

views on the law‟s status. 

 

                                            
1076

 The nihil of their denial of being in God. Jn 3:19, Ro 1:24, 26, 28. 
1077

 Torrance, 2008, 250. 
1078

 Ibid. “Against you, you alone, have I sinned”. Ps 51:4. 
1079

 Hesed - steadfast love. 
1080

 Compare the fates of David, who, despite his sins, was µ~lev; /b¶b;l] -- in the “heart of him fully devoted” 

– to God and Abijam, who committed “all the sins” of his father, but was “not true to the Lord”. 1 Kg 15:3. 
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Paul and the Law Christ came, not to abolish, but to fulfil the law1081 - bringing its true 

function and purpose to final consummation: defining its proper teaching and intention. 

Paul, however, suggests Christ is “the end of the law”1082 or has “abolished” it1083, and 

the general impression is this is no bad thing1084. 

 

How do we reconcile these positions? 

 

Jewish tradition never required that absolute nomistic obedience.1085 A strong line of OT 

authority underpinning Paul‟s theology suggests that what matters is the inner strength 

of the relationship, founded in reliance on God‟s saving initiative as the one who keeps 

“covenant in steadfast love with your servants who walk before you with all their 

heart”.1086 The “commandments” and “decrees” given “for your own well-being” 1087 are 

not the basis of the covenant relationship. That is something embraced in our hearts1088 

which overcomes our resistance1089 to God‟s saving initiative.  Paul1090 affirms Hab 

2:41091, but says the law, although it cannot confer righteousness, is not opposed to 

God‟s promises1092. God‟s covenant promises coexist with his covenantal command, 

the former never overthrown by failure to comply with the latter. Although Israel‟s God 

often rejected the rebellious nation, he always called forth a righteous remnant 

representative of its true, spiritual self to carry both promise and command.  

                                            
1081

 Mt 5:17. 
1082

 Ro 10:4. 
1083

 Eph 2:15. 
1084

 It cannot “make alive”. Gal 3:21. Its letter “kills, [while] the Spirit gives life”. 2 Co 3:6. It may be good 
and spiritual

 
(Ro 7.), its “doers” - that exclusive club of one – justified (Ro 2:13.), and he himself, “as to 

righteousness under the law, blameless” (Phil 3:6.), yet no one will be justified “by deeds prescribed by 
the law”( Ro 3:20.).  
1085

 Paul, himself somewhat of an expert on the Jewish position, acknowledges this to be impossible. 
1086

 2 Cr 6:14. 
1087

 Deu 4:40, 10:12-16, Jos 22:5, Mic 6:8. 
1088 Ps 37:31, Jer 4:4, 31:33-34.  
1089

 Through the assumption that we can, must, work our own salvation. 
1090

 Ro 1:17, Gal 3:11, Heb 10:38. 
1091

 The “righteous live by their faith” (Note also Jer 38:20). He would, presumably, also endorse the 
sentiments of Am 5: 4,14 that to seek “the Lord” or “good and not evil” is the path to life - a life itself 
God‟s gift, but which attains its true nature only when lived in, and characterized by, true relationship to 
God. 
1092

 Gal 3:21. 
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“Law” is an unsatisfactory translation of hr1:/T.1093 Torah is “a moral and ritual 

constitution for Israel to enable them to realize their unique vocation”.1094 Moses was 

lawgiver not to “set aside the promise” to Abraham‟s seed, but to “constantly remind the 

Jews of the covenant of grace … as if his special mission were to renew that 

covenant”.1095 God‟s self-disclosure in his grace and rectitude enables us, in knowledge 

of God and ourselves, to discern the extent of his judgement against sin and grace to 

sinners, and so, in the Spirit‟s power, to be conformed to Christ‟s example of obedience 

through love. However, if the “law” “shows God‟s righteousness … the righteousness 

alone acceptable to God”1096, it is immutable1097. “God has so depicted his character in 

the law that if any man carries out in deeds whatever is enjoined there, he will express 

the image of God … in his own life”.1098 The “perfection of that holiness” is expressed in 

love of God and neighbour for, as 1 Ti 1:5 attests, God aims for “love that comes from a 

pure heart, a good conscience, and sincere faith”.1099 Thus, “„instruction‟ or „teaching,‟ 

rather than „law‟ with its particular modern connotations, … best do justice to the variety 

of uses” of hr1:/T.1100 Christ epitomises the love which fulfils the law.1101 The law‟s 

disclosure of God‟s righteousness remains, displacing our boasting.1102  

 

                                            
1093

 Torah. 
1094

 Theological Interpretation, 2005, 42. A vocation explained in Ex 19:5-6: “if you obey my voice and 
keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth 
is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” A similar moral and ritual 
constitution constitutes the church a people: “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own 
people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his 
marvellous light”. 1 Pe 2:9. This constitutes a response to God‟s self-disclosure, his Word of both grace 
and “law”, leading Calvin to affirm Israel‟s status in Christ. God‟s covenant is “grounded in the 
incarnation”. Niesel, 1956, 94. 
1095

 Calvin, 1960, 2.7.1. 
1096

 Ibid, 2.7.6-9. 
1097

 Particularly as the gospel derives its power for salvation from revealing the “righteousness of God 
through faith for faith”. Ro 1:16-17. 
1098

 Calvin, 1960, 2.8.51. 
1099

 Ibid. 
1100

 NIDOTTE, 4.897. Wenham (Theological Interpretation, 2005, 38) says that “law” “is too narrow a 
rendering of the Hebrew: „Instruction‟ would be better. The narratives of Genesis are profoundly 
instructive: they explain the nature of God, the role of humankind, God‟s ideals for human behaviour, and 
so on.” 
1101

 Ro 13:8, 10, Gal 5:14, Jas 2:8. 
1102

 Ro 3:27, 28. 
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Most of the uncertainties about Paul‟s attitude to hr1:/T stem from the Lutheran position 

that 1st century Judaism was a legalistic religion based on works-righteousness. This 

position was steadily eroded during the 20th century by the likes of Montefiore, Moore 

and Davies1103 before Stendahl1104 dismissed “a general principle of „legalism‟ in 

religious matters”, resulting from Luther‟s near obsession with the individual‟s struggle 

with sin1105 and the interpretation of Paul through medieval notions of merit. Sanders 

sought to reconcile the seeming conflicts in Scripture over the status of hr1:/T through 

his concept of covenant nomism, suggesting 1st century Jews‟ place in “God‟s plan is 

established on the basis of covenant [which] requires as the proper response of man his 

obedience to its commandments, while providing means of atonement for 

transgression”.1106 The progression is God chooses Israel, gives the law, thereby 

promising to maintain the election and requiring obedience. God rewards obedience 

and punishes transgression, but provides for atonement which maintains/re-establishes 

the covenant relations. Those in the covenant via obedience, atonement or God‟s mercy 

will be saved.1107 Jewish relations with God are governed by the covenant which 

expresses God‟s grace.  

 

CJH Wright and Dunn argue that Paul criticizes, not hr1:/T, but the: 

 

 misunderstanding that it marks out Jews as different, and  

 

 suggestion that salvation demanded acceptance of the full Jewish moral, ritual 

and cultic panoply.  

 

                                            
1103

 Davies, 1977. 
1104

 Stendahl, 1963,199-215. 1977, 85-86. 
1105

 Stendahl, 1977, 82.  
CJH Wright also argued that our view of Judaism as legalistic stems from Luther and Lutheran writers like 
Ebeling (Ebling, 1963, 34-36, 54-56.) who sought to maintain the distinctiveness of logos theology and 
the via crucis by divorcing justification from history - manufacturing a false Judaism for Paul to oppose

 

(Wright, CJH, 1978, 73.) for the purpose of Luther‟s battle with Rome. (Ibid, 78-79.) 
1106

 Sanders, 1977, 75.  
1107

 Ibid, 422. 
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Paul certainly dismisses the notion that gentile Christians may only be saved by 

effectively becoming Jews. Certainly, some Jews thought they must earn salvation.1108 

However, we can dismiss the notion that strict and absolute compliance with hr1:/T was 

an element of Jewish faith, the prerequisite of salvation. Examples of perfect obedience 

are scarce, and some, like David, who find favour with God, were hardly saints. 

Although hr1:/T discloses God‟s righteousness and Jews are commanded to obey, the 

ultimate determinant of Jewish salvation was God‟s covenant grace - his willingness to 

accept a lesser atonement pending the manifestation of the greater. For Paul, the 

Christian life is lived in Christ and the Spirit1109- a sanctified life, wherein the gifts of the 

Spirit are inevitably expressed. This confronts us with both God‟s grace and “true 

righteousness and holiness”.1110 Both apply to us, but blurring the distinctions creates a 

“crossover” effect whereby either grace cancels out command (antinomianism) or 

command becomes the surrogate for grace (Neonomianism), both anathema to Paul. 

Paul uses novmo" sometimes in the wider sense above, and sometimes in the modern 

legalistic sense1111 - as “law with its commandments and ordinances”1112. The latter is 

the law “abolished” by Christ.1113 Christ has removed the “law‟s” power to create 

distinction between the old and new Israel. Dunn suggests Christ is the “end” of the law 

as a perceived source of righteousness, not its abrogation.1114 

                                            
1108

 A notion hardly alien to Christian thought. 
1109

 Ro 8:9-11. 
1110

 Eph 4:24. 
1111

 Eg Ro 3:27, 7:23, 25, 8:2. 
1112

 Eph 2:15. 
1113

 Although even here Arndt & Gingrich, 418, give katarghvsa" the primary meaning “make ineffective, 

powerless, idle”, and only secondarily as “abolish”. 
1114

 Dunn, 1988, 596. What “has been bought to an end by Christ‟s coming and work is that stage of 
God‟s saving purpose focused on Israel”. Ibid, 597. Paul “neither says that the law as such has been 
bought to an end in Christ - how could he in light of such assertions as [Ro] 3:31; 8:4; and 9:31? Nor 
does he imply that the law was seen as a way of earning or meriting righteousness: that interpretation 
would not … square with what we know of [contemporary] Judaism …from other sources [and] would … 
fall foul of Paul‟s careful distinction between law and works of the law (expressed most clearly in [Ro] 
3:27 and 9:31-32). As the context makes clear, it is not the law as such which ceased with the new epoch 
bought in by Christ, but the law seen as a way of proving righteousness, of documenting God‟s special 
regard for Israel, of marking Israel out from other nations, the law understood in terms of works. The 
epoch of Israel‟s exclusive prerogative is ended; the role of the law as a badge of election is over.” Ibid, 
597-598. The law was “a means of dealing with Israel‟s sins … basically to protect, instruct and 
discipline”. Ibid, 142. “Paul‟s critique of the law was primarily directed at its abuse by sin, and against his 
… kinsfolk‟s assumption that the law‟s protection continued to give them before God a distinctive and 
favoured position over the other nations”.

 
Ibid, 632. Justifying faith is “important in Paul as an ethical 



156 
 

God‟s covenant faithfulness is not tied to perfect obedience1115, but rests more on the 

example of Hezekiah who “walked before [God] in faithfulness with a whole heart”1116.  

Divine forgiveness through divine love is as constant a feature of the OT as of the New. 

God sent his son to redeem, not only gentiles, but those under the law.  

 

This approach enjoys wide support.1117  

                                                                                                                                             
concept, as that out of which believers live … the human response to all divine grace, the junction box … 
through which the transforming power of God flows into and through the life of the individual and the 
church.” Ibid, 634. 
1115

 Eg Ex 34:6-7, Dt 7:9. 
1116

 Isa 38:3. 
1117 For Calvin, they sin who, wishing “„to establish their own righteousness, … did not submit to God‟s 

righteousness‟”.
 
Calvin, 1960, 3.11.13. Calvin dismisses as “wicked thought” the contention that the “law” 

is “alien to Christians”, affirming that what “among sinners can engender nothing but death, ought among 
the saints to have a better and more excellent use”.

 
Ibid, 2.7.13.  

This thought was later taken up by Barth In the form of a “better righteousness” (Barth, 1936-1977, 
IV/2.551.) and consistent with Torrance‟s contention that “Holy Lawful Divine Love … constitutes the 
ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the created universe”. Torrance, 1996, 213. 
The WCF

 
19.5.6 certainly says the “moral law doth for ever bind all, as well justified persons as others, to 

the obedience thereof. … Neither doth Christ in the gospel any way dissolve, but much strengthens this 
obligation. Although true believers be not under the law as a covenant of works, to be thereby justified or 
condemned; yet it is of great use to them … as a rule of life, informing them of the will of God and their 
duty”.  However, we err if we see obedience to the law as saving in its own right: as a substitute for God‟s 
grace, rather than a response to it.  
In Christ, we are enveloped in God‟s righteousness and relieved of the law‟s condemnation, but not of the 
“knowledge of God” instilled by it (whereby we are confronted with God‟s majesty and so “compelled to 
worship him”

 
- Calvin, 1960, 2.8.1 - or of the “knowledge of ourselves” wherein, bereft of all delusions of 

our own righteousness, we learn “genuine humility”. Ibid, not to mention empowered in the true service of 
God. God “accomplishes [both] in his law” (Ibid.), which joins us “by holiness of life to … God. … It would 
… be a mistake for anyone to believe that the law teaches nothing but some rudiments and preliminaries 
of righteousness by which men begin their apprenticeship, and does not also guide them to the true goal, 
good works, since you cannot desire a greater perfection than that expressed in the statements of Moses 
and Paul.”

 
Ibid, 2.8.51.  

Ladd agrees that OT religion “cannot be characterized as legalism, nor was the Law given as the means 
of achieving a right relationship with God by obedience. On the contrary, the context of the Law was the 
covenant that preceded and underlay the Law; and the covenant was initiated by the gracious act of God 
… because of God‟s free election.”

 
Ladd, 1974, 540. 

 Von Rad feels it is an “open question” whether Israel‟s relationship to God “could only be maintained by 
the rendering of a particular obedience”, although “the evidence of the texts is definitely against such an 
assumption”. Von Rad, 1962, 2.301, 1.192ff. When the eighth century prophets ask how Israel failed, “the 
answer is always the same - what Israel failed to respond to was [God‟s] actions in salvation. Israel‟s sin 
consisted in the fact that she had paid no heed to the way in which her God had led her, and had 
despised his gifts.”

 
Ibid, 1.397. 

Goldingay notes that identifying Moses as a lawgiver gives “a misleading impression of his role. The 
relationship between Yhwh and Israel is not fundamentally a legal one, and law is not fundamental to it. 
But the concept of law helps us understand aspects of Moses‟ work as a teacher. The teaching in 
Exodus-Deuteronomy holds together Yhwh‟s ideals and the practicalities of situations it needs to 
address. Moses‟ teaching is designed for people who tend to be tough-minded in their attitude to God and 
to each other”.

 
Goldingay, 2003, 1.437. 
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“Paul does not … attribute an exclusively negative significance to the law: it is its 

powerlessness, because of human sin, that he attacks.” 1118 

 

The law must be understood, not casuistically, but as the normative expression of God‟s 

righteousness: the basis of the divine/human relationship remains God‟s loving, 

covenanted and gracious commitment to creation seeking a response of real loving 

commitment.  

 

There is no Pauline dichotomy between justification by faith, participation in Christ and 

the fruit of the Spirit on the one side and law as the expression of God‟s righteousness 

and justice on the other. Those who live in Christ through faith1119 are freed in the Spirit 

to live the fruits of the Spirit. Of those enumerated in Gal 5:22-23, it is no coincidence 

that the first is “love”, for “in Christ Jesus … the only thing that counts is faith working 

through love”1120, or that, in total, they summarize a good life, a truly “moral” life, lived in 

the freedom of Christian assurance and joy, rather than an egocentric, introspective and 

legalistic piety on the one hand or an intellectualized piety devoid of practical expression 

on the other. Nor is it coincidence that Paul affirms there is “no law against such 

things”.1121 The law does not void these gifts, but validates and encourages them.  

Paul condemns, not the law or its proper function, but our “boasting” in our capacity to 

earn our own justification/salvation through “works prescribed by the law”. Christ is “the 

end”, “goal” and “fulfilment” of the law as the one who answers the righteousness and 

justice of God through perfect obedience and opens to us the true route to 

“righteousness” in acceptance of the gift freely offered. This does not suggest 

abrogation of the law or its proper function of disclosing the nature of God‟s 

righteousness. Thus, Reimarus correctly denied that Christ taught anything in conflict 

                                            
1118

 Cole, 1979, 187, n 4. 
1119

 In dependence on his death and resurrection, rather than on “works”. 
1120

 Gal 5:6. 
1121

 Gal 5:23. 
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with contemporary Judaism1122 and Sanders correctly suggests that “we cannot say that 

a single one of the things known about Jesus is unique”1123.  

 

However, there is no reason to believe that 1st Century Judaism was any more 

homogeneous in belief than 21st Century Christianity. There must have been some 

whose zeal for the Law overstepped proper bounds to become an end in itself, 

particularly as the inter-testamentary rabbinic tradition took a hard line.1124 By 

acknowledging Christ as the “one mediator between God and humankind”1125, Paul 

accepted that the core of the divine/human relationship is the love which is God, not the 

law.  

 

This is - hopefully reasonable - speculation.  

 

“Justified”/saved unconditionally through faith, we are called to “live by the Spirit”1126 - 

with the gifts of the Spirit and this means to live a good and moral life. In this, Paul is 

consistent with the other NT writers.1127 For Paul, Abraham‟s actions were 

                                            
1122

 Christ “was born a Jew and intended to remain one”, having come, not to abolish, but to fulfil, the law. 
Reimarus, 2009, 71-72. 
1123

 At least, in teaching: Christ‟s assumption of our creaturely being has unique implications. Sanders, 
1985, 319. 
1124

 Christ‟s ire focussed on the Scribes, Pharisees and Sadducees and we know from Josephus that the 
Pharisees passed on certain regulations not recorded in the law of Moses and rejected by the Sadducees 
for that reason

 
(Josephus,

 
Ant, 13.297.): that Pharisees “observed the law more conscientiously” 

(Josephus, Life, 191.), their aim being “the sanctification of everyday life through comprehensive 
observance of the law”

 
(Schnelle, 2009, 135.). Sadducees took “a stricter attitude on legal questions” than 

Pharisees, while the Essenes “advocated a very strict understanding of the Torah”. Ibid. 
2 Mac 7:9 promises “an everlasting renewal of life” to those who die “for his laws", while the law becomes 
the basis of justification (Apoc Bar 51:3.): of righteousness (Ibid, 57:6.), life

 
(4 Ez 7:21, 9:31.), hope 

(Test Jud 26:1.) and salvation (Apoc Bar 51:7.), even of the kingdom (Jub 23.). The OT‟s “basic starting 
point … is characteristically and decisively altered and invalidated” (Klienknecht, Biblical Key Words, 
“Law”, 76.)

 
in a way probably characterising Paul‟s life of zeal (Gal 1:1.) founded, not in the law, but “the 

traditions of my ancestors” (Gal 1:14.) – and possibly shaping some of his teaching on the law. 
1125

 1 Tim 2:5. 
1126

 Gal 5:16 
1127 James notably condemns “worthless” religion (Jas 1:26.), defining the pure and undefiled version in 
terms of “care for orphans and widows in their distress, and [keeping] oneself unstained by the world” 
(Jas 1:27.), declaiming famously that faith without works is dead

 (
Jas 2:14-17.

)
. Here, we confront 

terminology, not principle – as w hen James suggests that “Abraham [was] justified by works when he 
offered his son” (Jas 2:18.), those “works” are not the “works of law” in the sense of “works prescribed by 
the law”

1127
, but they do represent obedience to God‟s command. When James suggests that “Abraham 

[was] justified by works when he offered his son” (Jas 2:18.), those “works” are not the “works of law” in 
the sense of “works prescribed by the law” (Ro 3:28., but represent obedience to God‟s command, just as 
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faithfulness/commitment to the relationship with God.1128 Paul appeals to specific 

commandments as expressing God‟s will for our conduct, preaches the Christ who does 

likewise and is the end or fulfilment of the law. We have rejected subjection to the letter 

of the law and reliance on its outward signs. Now, the inner reality is all important – 

“obeying the commandments of God is everything”1129: “commandments” answered by 

love of God and neighbour. In all this, “love” fulfils law1130 and is “the law of Christ”1131 - 

the law is love, love of God and neighbour, but that love will naturally be expressed in 

behaviour of a certain type.  

 

This was ever the true position under the OT: Paul objects, not to the principles of the 

OT, but to abuses we are familiar with to this day. 

 

At this point, we should acknowledge that Scripture, properly understood, has closed for 

us both the route of passive intellectual assent to God‟s promises, divorced from our 

lives, and of the sinful assertion that we can work our own salvation. We are called to a 

genuine commitment to God and neighbour, a living and active expression of love for 

God and the creation he loves. This is our “little righteousness” responding to the 

“righteousness of God” revealed in both gospel and “law”, with gospel asserting the 

principle of divine love and “law” affirming that principle and offering normative 

examples of that love in God‟s dealings with us.  If we are to affirm that some of those 

“normative examples” continue to be as relevant to the exercise of “authority” under Ro 

13, we need to delve a bit deeper. 

 

                                                                                                                                             
refraining from sacrificing Isaac represented obedience, but the true act of obedience lay in fearing God 
to the extent of not withholding “your son, your only son, from me” – an act of commitment reflecting 
God‟s own act of commitment in not withholding his only son. Ge 22:12. 2 Pe 1:4-11 affirms the promises 
wherein we may escape the corruption in this world, yet still exhorts us to live worthy lives so that we may 
gain entry to the kingdom. 
Hebrews similarly warns that the ground which grows a useful crop will be blessed, while that producing 
thorns and thistles “is worthless and on the verge of being cursed; its end is to be burned over”. Heb 6:7-
8. 
1128

 James would probably agree for, although we “are to be judged by the law of liberty”, he extols the 
triumph of mercy over judgement. Jas 2:12-13. 
1129

 1 Co 7:19 
1130

 Ro 13:8. 
1131

 Gal 6:2. 
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Calvin Having rescued us and set us apart for his own, God embraces each “as a new 

creature [cf. 2 Co 5:17] endowed with the gifts of his Spirit”.1132 Believers are “approved 

of God also in respect of works [since] the Lord cannot fail to love and embrace the 

good things that he works in them through his Spirit. … God „accepts‟ [our works] only 

because he is their source and graciously … deigns also to show „acceptance‟ toward 

the good works he has himself bestowed.”1133  Calvin‟s moral theology is based on our 

adoption as “new creatures”, with our simultaneous “justification/regeneration” an 

imperfect, yet growing, free conformity to Christ though the Spirit in accordance with 

God‟s will and in the Kingdom.1134 Our “aspiration towards the heavenly life cannot … 

imply any flight from the world, but … impels us … in this world to live another kind of 

life”1135. Christ‟s obedience is our ethical standard.1136 While “there is in justification no 

place for works”1137, our good actions have real value for other reasons.1138 Calvin took 

pains not to prioritize justification and regeneration temporally.1139 To be “justified is not 

only to be reconciled to God through free pardon but also to be made righteous, and 

righteousness is not a free imputation but the holiness and uprightness that the essence 

of God, dwelling in us, inspires. … Christ is himself our righteousness, not in so far as 

he, by expiating sins as Priest, appeased the Father on our behalf, but as he is eternal 

God and life.”1140 1 Co 1:30 “indicates that to be justified means something different 

                                            
1132

 Calvin, 1960, 3.17.5. 
1133

 Ibid. 
1134

 “Christ was given to us by God‟s generosity, to be grasped and possessed … in faith.  Faith justifies 
“because ... we put on Christ , … He dwells in us and … we become members of His body.” Calvin, 1963-
1900, CR, 7.599. Faith is “nothing more than an empty vessel [whose purpose] is to receive the decisive 
content - the God-man”. Niesel, 1956, 137. By partaking of him, [by] being reconciled to God through 
Christ‟s blamelessness, we may have in heaven instead of a Judge a gracious Father; and … sanctified 
by Christ‟s spirit … may cultivate blamelessness and purity of life”.

 
Calvin, 1960, 3.11.1. 

1135
 Quistorp, 1955, 43. 

1136
 Reflected in the moral law and a “natural law”, albeit one accessible only through Christ. Barth and 

Torrance also acknowledge “theological ethics” or a morality flowing from Christian belief, not as a 
prerequisite to salvation or attracting “sanctions” for breach, but as the natural expression of our freedom 
to be what we were created to be. We must take up the cross and follow him (Mt 8:34, 10:38, Lk 9:23.) 
for whoever does not do so “cannot be my disciple”. Lk 14:27. 
1137

 Calvin, 1960, 3.11.6.  
1138

 “The works of the regenerate are acceptable to God [in spite of our on-going sinfulness], but this does 
not mean that they are counted in the reckoning.”

1138
 Niesel, 1956, 135-136. Calvin, 1960, 3.17. 

1139
 Christ “cannot be torn into parts, so [the justification and regeneration] which we perceive in him 

together and conjointly are inseparable”, yet distinct. Calvin, 1960, 3.11.6. 
1140

 Ibid. 
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from being made new creatures1141”1142 - “Christ justifies no one whom he does not at 

the same time sanctify. These benefits are joined together by an everlasting and 

indissoluble bond”1143. Works are the fruits of faith.1144 “The grace of rebirth … is a living 

reality [in those] renewed by the Holy Spirit into the likeness of [God‟s] Son”.1145 What 

“is imperfect is covered by the blood of Christ”, so that “again and again we are thrown 

back upon the grace of God in Christ [which] embraces us on every side”.1146 We “do 

not … contemplate [Christ] outside ourselves from afar in order that his righteousness 

may be imputed to us but because we put on Christ and are engrafted into his body - in 

short, because he deigns to make us one with him.”1147 Actual holiness of life “is not 

separated from free imputation of righteousness”.1148 As pardon and forgiveness are 

“offered through the preaching of the gospel in order that the sinner … may cross over 

into the Kingdom of God, surely no one can embrace the grace of the gospel without 

betaking himself from the errors of his past life into the right way, and applying his whole 

effort to the practice of repentance”.1149 Our acts and omissions are our own, but 

Christ‟s example, the Spirit‟s gifts and the gospel‟s inspiration empower us to respond 

freely, authentically and positively. Humans are responsible1150 before God - 

endowed1151 by God with understanding and will, and so empowered to decide, act and 

take control of life1152, and capable of religious awareness. This does not suggest God‟s 

power is limited and requires our cooperation: he created us with the ability to respond, 

and integrates that ability into his purpose. Faith brings repentance, which, with the  

  

                                            
1141

 Which Calvin (ibid, 3.17.5) affirms. 
1142

 Ibid, 3.11.6.  
1143

 Ibid, 3.16.1. 
1144

 Ibid, 3.17.4,  5. 
1145

 Niesel, 1956, 135-136. Calvin, 1960, 3.17. 
1146

 Calvin, 1863-1900, CR, 49.60. 
1147

 Calvin, 1960, 3.11.10. 
1148

 Ibid, 3.3.1. 
1149

 Ibid. 
1150

 CR, 50, 1. 
1151

 Niesel, 1956, 65. Calvin, 1960, 1.15.2, 8. 
1152

 Calvin, 1960, 1.17.4, 6. 
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forgiveness of sins, is “the sum of the gospel”1153, yet we: 

 

“dream neither of a faith devoid of good works nor of a justification that stands 

without them. This alone is of importance: having admitted that faith and good 

works must cleave together, we still lodge justification in faith, not in works. We 

have a ready explanation for doing this, provided we turn to Christ … . Although 

we may distinguish [righteousness from sanctification], Christ contains both of 

them inseparably in himself. Do you wish, then, to attain righteousness in Christ? 

You must first possess Christ; but you cannot possess him without being made 

partaker in his sanctification, because he cannot be divided into pieces [1 Co 

1:13]. Since, therefore, it is solely by expending himself that the Lord gives us 

these benefits to enjoy, he bestows both of them at the same time, the one never 

without the other. Thus it is clear how true it is that we are justified not without 

works yet not through works, since in our sharing in Christ, which justifies us, 

sanctification is just as much included as righteousness.”1154 

 

We receive, not gifts, but one gift - Christ - and, if we “do not appreciate and receive” 

him in his “full significance”, not only will “our doctrine of sanctification or justification be 

perverse, but we destroy the value and meaning” of the gift itself.1155 Justification and 

sanctification are one only in Christ.1156 “Christian ethics/morality” are real, defined by 

Christ and based in his gift. Only in one sense is the moral law “abrogated for 

believers”, “not that the law no longer enjoins believers to do what is right, but only that 

it is not for them what it formerly was: it may no longer condemn and destroy their 

consciences by frightening and confounding them”1157 - “freed from the law‟s yoke [we 

are now freed to] willingly obey God‟s will”1158. 

 

                                            
1153

 Calvin, 1960, 3.3.1. 
1154

 Ibid, 3.16.1. 
1155

 Niesel, 1956, 138. 
1156

 Ibid. 
1157

 Calvin, 1960, 2.7.14. 
1158

 Ibid, 3.19.4. 
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The God/human relationship is of total commitment on both sides.1159 Righteousness “is 

taught in vain by the commandments until Christ confers it by free imputation and by the 

Spirit of regeneration [and] it would be of no value to know what God demands of us if 

Christ did not succour those labouring and oppressed under its intolerable yoke and 

burden”.1160 The moral law, taught “by the Spirit of regeneration”, is “graced with the 

covenant of free adoption”1161 and there is “no doubt that the perfect teaching of 

righteousness that the Lord claims for the law has a perpetual validity”1162. God‟s 

“absolute claim” on his people is of “fundamental importance” to understanding Calvin‟s, 

indeed Reformed, theology.1163 Calvin suggests three continuing uses of the moral law:  

 

 preparing us to seek salvation through faith in Christ1164,  

 

 preserving order in society and among the elect pending their conversion1165, and  

 

 the “principle” and “proper purpose of the law” whereof even believers “in whose 

hearts the Spirit of God already lives and reigns” stand in need, first, learning “the 

nature of the Lord‟s will to which they aspire, and to confirm them in the 

understanding of it”, and, second, “exhortation” for, “by frequent meditation upon 

it to be aroused to obedience, be strengthened in it, and be drawn back from … 

transgression” 1166.  

 

Because the Spirit lives and reigns in our hearts, and we have embraced Christ in faith, 

behaviour according to God‟s will flows. It does not cause salvation, but is the only 

logical response to God‟s will and act in Christ and through the Spirit. 

 

                                            
1159

 Calvin 1863-1900, CR, 28,513. 
1160

 Calvin, 1960, 2.7.2. 
1161

 Ibid. 
1162

 Ibid, 2.8.5. 
1163

 Niesel, 1956, 93. 
1164

 Calvin. 1960, 2.7.9. 
1165

 Ibid, 2.7.10-11. 
1166

 Ibid, 2.7.12. The first edition‟s “no unimportant use” became the “principle” and “proper purpose” in 
the 1539 edition. 
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Scots Confession Knox‟s Scots Confession of 15601167 closely follows Calvin. Faith 

“and its assurance do not proceed … from natural powers within us, but are the 

inspiration of the Holy Ghost”.1168 The “cause of good works … is not our free will, but 

the Spirit of the Lord Jesus, who dwells in our hearts by true faith, brings forth such 

works as God has prepared for us to walk in. … For … the Spirit of the Lord Jesus, 

whom God's chosen children receive by true faith, takes possession of the heart of any 

man [and] makes us resist filthy pleasures and groan in God's presence for deliverance 

from this bondage of corruption, and finally to triumph over sin … . They do these 

things, not by their own power, but by the power of the Lord Jesus, apart from whom 

they can do nothing.”1169 Chapter 14 affirms the law is God-given, covering those works 

“done to the honour of God”1170 and those which “profit of our neighbour”1171. The law is 

“most just, equal, holy, and perfect, commanding those things which, when perfectly 

done, can give life”, yet “we are never able perfectly to fulfil the works of the law. .... It is 

therefore essential for us to lay hold on Christ Jesus, in his righteousness and his 

atonement, since he is the end and consummation of the Law and since it is by him that 

we are set at liberty so that the curse of God may not fall upon us, even though we do 

not fulfil the Law in all points. [God] accepts our imperfect obedience as if it were 

perfect, and covers our works … with the righteousness of his Son. We do not mean 

that we are so set at liberty that we owe no obedience to the Law [but] no man on earth, 

with the sole exception of Christ Jesus, has given, gives, or shall give in action that 

obedience to the Law which the Law requires. When we have done all things we must 

fall down and unfeignedly confess that we are unprofitable servants.”1172 

 

                                            
1167

 Bulloch, 2007. 
1168

 Ch 12. 
1169

 Ch 13. 
1170

 We “have one God, [and must] worship and honour him, … call upon him in all our troubles, … 
reverence his holy Name, … hear his Word and … believe it, and … share in his holy sacraments”. 
1171

 To “profit of our neighbour”, we must “honour father, mother, princes, rulers, and superior powers; … 
love them, … support them, … obey their orders if they are not contrary to the commands of God, … save 
the lives of the innocent, … repress tyranny, … defend the oppressed, … keep our bodies clean and holy, 
... live in soberness and temperance, … deal justly with all men in word and deed, and, finally, … repress 
any desire to harm our neighbour”. These are “most pleasing and acceptable to God as he has 
commanded them himself”. 
1172

 Ch 15. 
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This depicts the holistic nature of life in relationship to God in Christ through the Spirit. 

Salvation and sanctification confront us with God‟s righteousness, evoking a response 

of love to love. The Christian life, accomplished through the Spirit, naturally expresses 

our loving response. The law is “holy, and the commandment is holy and just and 

good”1173, if used legitimately1174. It discloses God‟s reality - what he is and wills in faith 

and love - but is abused if we “legalize” it, substituting its norms for the true worship of 

reliance on God and Christ through the Spirit and allowing it to become our jailer or 

paidagwgo;".1175  

 

We are moved by the Spirit both to faith and what faith means through acceptance of 

God‟s promises and ways.  

 

McLeod Campbell‟s response to Federalism1176 reversion to selective atonement and 

legalism reasserted universal atonement1177 and assurance as the essence of faith, 

holding we cannot preach the gospel message to all unless it offers grace to all: any 

other message focuses on us, not on God, suggesting that, while all are bound by 

God‟s justice, only the elect claim his grace, love and mercy. The NT warrants 

preaching God‟s grace to all. Campbell refused to separate God‟s holy love and justice, 

let alone subordinate the former to the latter. What God is towards us, he is eternally in 

himself - Father, Son and Spirit in a communion of love. He cannot be love to some and 

not others. God as love forgives, and so Christ‟s atonement and propitiation cover all 

our sins, not only those of an elect.1178  

                                            
1173

 Ro 7:12, 16. 
1174

 1 Ti 1:8. 
1175

 Gal 3:23-24. The slave “whose duty it was to conduct the boy … to and from school and to 
superintend his conduct gener. : he was not a „teacher‟”. Arndt & Gingrich, 608. 
1176

 See Chapter 6. 
1177

 Here departing from the Marrow Men of 1720 who accepted a limited atonement. 
1178 Federalism had inverted this order, claiming God could only forgive when sufficient atonement had 

been made. Thus, the Father had to be conditioned into grace by the Son‟s obedience, offering a sacrifice 
equivalent to the just penalty for the elect‟s sins. This reduces the covenant - in which God and humanity 
are bound “to love one another unconditionally” - to a contract, “a legal relationship” of mutual obligations.

 

Torrance, JB, 1996, 6. 
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Gal 4:4-71179 suggests that Christ, subjected to the law, answered its strictures by 

perfect obedience so that we might “receive adoption as children” and heirs, and in the 

Spirit, the ability to cry “Father!” In the incarnate Son, we participate through the Spirit in 

the communion of Father and Son, who, in his vicarious humanity, offered the one true 

and acceptable sacrifice of obedience, once for all, not simply for an elect.  Campbell 

rejects “the error implied in all idea of merit on our part in relation to God [and of] 

expecting to please God by exalting one of His good gifts, to the depreciation of 

another”.1180 He condemns blind faith1181  and links “the work of Christ to all men” to 

Christ‟s “participation in humanity” and “our participation in the divine nature through 

Him”.1182 We “contemplate the personal work of Christ in making His soul an offering for 

sin”, working so that it is “„not we, but Christ livest in us‟”.1183  “Repentance, faith and 

love are not conditions of grace, but our response”.1184 

 

Barth held that the primal history and covenant are “the attitude and relation in which by 

virtue of the decision of his free love God wills to be and is God”.1185 In his mercy, 

righteousness, constancy and omnipotence, he “institutes and directs this covenant”, 

“constitutes Himself Lord of the covenant”, gives it content and order and “directs it to its 

goal. He governs it in every respect” and ordains a “covenant-partner”.1186 His will is 

implemented “within the covenant”1187, which subsists, not between God and humanity, 

but between the Father and Son as perfect “steadfastness on both sides”.1188 God‟s 

steadfastness is “of grace … love [and] election”: steadfastness “on the side of the 

Elect”1189 is “of obedience to God, and of calling only upon Him, and of confidence in the 

righteousness of His will”: both “the glorifying of God and … salvation of man”, which 
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together “constitute the aim and meaning of the covenant willed by God and the election 

of this man” in whom the rest of us are saved1190.  

 

The Reformed tradition identifies God‟s covenant will with the ejklogh;n cavrito"1191 - “the 

whole of the Gospel”1192, but God‟s covenant-relation with those in Christ is not 

exhausted by the election of grace: God “wills and expects and demands something 

from his covenant-partner”1193. God elected humanity for communion with him in Christ 

through his Spirit and is absolutely faithful to his covenant promises, irrespective of our 

response - too faithful to permit negation of the extraordinary price of grace through our 

stubbornness. God is our judge and the standard by which we are judged.1194 God‟s 

grace “wills also to rule” “by offering [himself] to His covenant-partner as Lord of the 

covenant”.1195 “There is no grace without the lordship and claim of grace [so] no 

dogmatics which is not also and necessarily ethics”.1196 God‟s word is “Gospel and 

Law”1197, in content gospel, in form and fashion law, first gospel, then law, with gospel 

enclosing law1198. “Law” exists for, and to the extent it fulfils and elucidates, gospel. God 

binds himself to and for humanity1199, confronting us, not with an abstract decree, but 

with the law he himself obeys. Election is “God‟s command directed” to humanity - we 

cannot know him without the demand placed on us by the fact that he is our God.1200  

 

Gospel and law operate in the context of God‟s acceptance of responsibility for us, but 

Christ “fulfilled” the law and thus God‟s commandment, so law is not an “independent 

theme”.1201. Separating law from its gospel fulfilment reduces it to a demand which must 

                                            
1190

 Barth, 1936-1977, II/2.125. 
1191

 Election of grace. Ro 11:8. 
1192

 Barth, 1936-1977, II/2.12-13, 510. “Grace” means God‟s “love”, “election” and “freedom”. Ibid, 9. 
1193

 Ibid, 11. 
1194

 Ibid, 11-12. 
1195

 Ibid, 12. 
1196

 Ibid. 
1197

 Ibid, 510. 
1198

 Ibid, II/2.509ff. “Gospel” is fixed in the eternal decree of God‟s free and sovereign grace in Christ to 
humanity - the starting point of all God‟s ways and works ad extra (Ibid, I/2.384, 437ff; II/2.511, 539, 547ff; 
III/1.219; IV/3.369ff). “Gospel” and “law” express the same truth from different perspectives. Love of God 
and neighbour is an active, not a purely intellectual, concept. 
1199

 Ibid, II/2.735. 
1200

 Ibid, 512. 
1201

 Its claim “exists only in Jesus Christ”.
 
Ibid, 564. 



168 
 

be fulfilled by humans, misusing the law. By accepting that the law has been fulfilled by 

God in Christ, we acknowledge that what God does is right, and that “He sent Jesus, … 

offered Him up for us, [and,] again for us, … exalted and glorified Him, and …in and 

with Him … elected and created His people … to be the place of faith in Jesus and a 

witness to Him”.1202 Freed to respond, we and our actions become “the image of God: 

the reflection which represents, although in itself it is completely different from, God and 

His action: the reflection in which God recognises Himself and His action”1203. We do 

not establish, but confess the bilateral effect of, the covenant established by God1204 

and are empowered in the Spirit to live in free obedience to God, not in “the illusion of 

independence”.1205 The kingdom marks “the appearing of God‟s righteousness on a 

new earth and under a new heaven”.1206  

 

This is God‟s work. However, we are not simply “the object of divine activity”.1207 The 

covenant embraces responsible individuals1208, “set on [our own] feet”1209, as real 

partners1210. We are neither commanded nor permitted to be idle1211, but “claimed for 

action in the effort and struggle for human righteousness”1212, distinct from the “perfect 

righteousness of God‟s kingdom”1213. We are “with great strictness required and with 

great kindness freed and empowered to do what [we] can do in the sphere of the 

relative possibilities assigned to [us], to do it very imperfectly yet heartily, quietly, and 
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cheerfully.”1214 God‟s grace is attested “by the claim of God”.1215 Grace “wills and 

creates the covenant between God and man [determining us] to existence in this 

covenant [and our] action to correspondence, conformity, uniformity to God‟s action”.1216  

 

To be created in the imago Dei means to be “created as a being whose nature is 

decisively characterised by the fact that although it is created by God it … has a pattern 

in the nature of God Himself”.1217 We can relate to God personally in a manner denied 

to the balance of creation which finds “its conclusion and climax in the creation and 

existence of man”.1218 As the imago Dei, our peace with God, our “righteousness” 

before God and our “holiness” subsists in uniformity to Christ‟s example. God wills that 

we “should acquire this uniformity”, but “he wills this only as He is gracious to us”.1219 

The “true ordinance governing the Christian life”, then, is Christ - in whose perfect 

humanity the imago Dei is now expressed.1220 God, in his sovereign love, granted us 

“autonomy”, not outside him, or against him, but for him1221, notably for the purpose of 

his law. His covenant grace, the “gracious address of God and the gracious claim of 

God, both directed to man” coalesce in the one Word - “not an empty Logos,” but the 

incarnate Word who is “the unity of the two”.1222   

 

We cannot be distinct from God, or let “God be God in his sphere”: we cannot be 

humans “in abstracto and on [our] own account”, or simply “know about God, or believe 

„in a God‟”.1223 We cannot be neutral to God because, as God‟s creatures, “dependent 

upon Him, and bound up with Him”, we are marked out by the incarnation from God‟s 
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other creatures by a “character indelibilis” transcending our creatureliness.1224 God ever 

“willed to be God for man, the God of man”, so, from the very first, “man is His man, 

man belongs to Him, is bound and pledged to Him”: we can “only be a partner in His 

activity … subordinated to Him and referred to Him”. 1225 God‟s essence is as “God for 

man is His grace”: what is “proper to and demanded of us” as his people (the “valid and 

inescapable content of the law of the covenant imposed upon man”) is “our thanks”, 

“which are his due, but [we must] render it with a whole heart” as an “active return”.1226 

“All the laws of Israel and all the concrete demands addressed by God to individual men 

in Israel are simply developments and specific forms of this one law”.1227  

 

We are called to active partnership with God, acknowledging our absolute dependence 

on him and offering thanks.1228  

 

Christ, the creative Word and focus of the Cross‟ significance, is the departure point of 

Christian “ethics” which, in view of God‟s universal claim as creator, redeemer, 

reconciler and sanctifier, are synonymous with true human “ethics”.1229 What is “good” 

for creation1230- is expressed in Christ‟s revelation and work1231 and expresses what is 

fixed in God‟s eternal decree before time. That question was, once and for all, decided 

by the cross and resurrection where Christ accomplished sinful humanity‟s justification, 

sanctification and vocation1232, expressing God‟s “Yes” to the good in his creation and 

“No” to whatever opposes that creation. We cannot reject God‟s gracious decision and 

revelation and so cannot enquire independently about the nature of good and evil, or 
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challenge God‟s right as their sole judge. To do so denies our total reliance on God‟s 

grace.1233  

 

“The covenant of grace alone constitutes the real relationship between God and man. 

Man is determined only to be the partner of the gracious God. … [We are] the image of 

God and His action when [our] action reflects and to that extent copies the grace of 

God. [We are] righteous and holy before God and on the way to eternal life to the 

degree that [we live] by the grace of God and therefore for the grace of God, for its 

glorification in [our] creaturely existence.”1234 The gospel, “the good news of man‟s 

liberation by and for the free God, has also the character and form of the true Law of 

God”1235. “At the beginning of all things in God there is the Gospel and the Law, the 

gracious address of God and the gracious claim of God, both directed to man, both the 

one Word [for Christ] is the unity of the two. He is both at one and the same time.”1236 

Theological “ethics”, the expression of grace, are “ethics” of freedom - a “freedom” to 

respond, responsibly, to God, in rendering the thanks which is “the one all-embracing, 

but as such valid and inescapable, content of the law of the covenant imposed on 

man”1237. Barth‟s theological “ethics” are a freedom “for” God, to rely in all things on 

God‟s grace in Christ, who has already rendered that obedience demanded by God and 

to commit to him: to be “for” God as God is “for” us. In the cross and resurrection, Christ 

“has made room for the being of all men at peace with God”.1238 Christ is God‟s 

command “to occupy this place, to live in this kingdom [and to] open our eyes and to 

realise that this place is all around us, that we are already in this kingdom, that we have 

no alternative but to adjust ourselves to it, that we have our being and continuance here 

and nowhere else”1239. Paul “correlates being „aglow with the Spirit‟ and „serving the 

Lord‟. ... Together [these] indicate the importance of [both] in determining and sustaining 
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Christian conduct - the inner motivation channelled in accord with the outward 

norm.”1240   

 

Christian life is active service, defined by the example of Christ‟s obedience to God. On 

this, as on other issues, Barth starts from the message of Christ and God‟s grace1241, 

focussing on Christ‟s true humanity and the relationship between the God gracious to us 

in Christ, who “commands … as Creator, and … the man to whom God is gracious in 

Jesus Christ [who] stands before Him also as His creature and is to be sanctified and 

liberated by his command”.1242 True “man is characterised by action, by good action, as 

the true God is also characterised by action, by good action”.1243 Life is “a task which 

God has imposed on man”, so the freedom of his command is a freedom to live life “as 

[our] own act in obedience to [our] Creator and Lord” by positing ourselves “in relation to 

God, to [our] fellow-men and to [our] environment”.1244 Existence is not “an end in 

itself”1245: we must live “in a relationship which moves outward and upwards to 

another”1246. In this sense and in “all circumstances, God wills to rule”1247 over humanity. 

He takes us into his service, commissions us to “share in His own work” and to witness 

to Christ and “His own glory”.1248 Divine election is “the determination” of humanity to 

that service, commission and witness.1249 Barth warned against confusing “the heart of 

the Gospel with the moral law”.1250 In this age, “we love neither God nor neighbor”, in 

contrast to “God‟s original love” and his love persisting in face of our “hopeless refusal” 

to return his love, yet God “intervenes on our behalf in order to overcome the absolute 

contrast established by our lovelessness and sin”1251. This contrast and intervention are 

known only through God‟s self-revelation, not human reason. Attempts to abstract from 
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Scripture “a collection of general moral rules” are ill conceived.1252 God demands that 

his people conform in a definite time and place “in a definite way to the history of the 

covenant and salvation controlled by Him”.1253 That command in the form of “concrete, 

historical, unique and singular orders, prohibitions and directions”1254 is an historical 

reality, “not, as understood in post-Biblical Judaism and Christianity, a timeless truth in 

the sense of casuistical ethics”1255. Denying this limits the true nature of God‟s 

command as “an appeal to [human] freedom”1256 as “man‟s offering himself to God”.1257 

As “dogmatics enquires concerning the action of God and its goodness, it must 

necessarily make thorough enquiry concerning active man and the goodness of his 

action”.1258 Barth denies “the objectively untenable assumption that the command of 

God is a universal rule, and empty form, or … a tissue of … rules and norms. … [The] 

command of the living God … is given to man not only universally and formally but in 

concrete fullness and with definiteness of content … . It is always an individual 

command for the conduct of this man, at this moment, and in this situation[, 

commanding] how man is to think and act here and now”.1259 God‟s command appeals 

to real human freedom, “his freedom for God, in his freedom to obey Him [to be 

received and understood] as the command of God‟s free grace … . [He] should 

voluntarily confess what is proposed, making it a matter of his own choice and decision 

… . In the fulfilment of his obedience, man is to be free for Him and therefore for eternal 

life.”1260  

 

Casuistry destroys “the freedom of this obedience” by interposing an “alien thing”, “a 

universal moral truth fixed and proclaimed with supreme arbitrariness”.1261 While this 

cannot be reduced to direction “from moment to moment and situation to situation by a 
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kind and direct and particular divine inspiration and guidance”1262, the “decisive word [of 

God‟s concrete command] will continually be a reminder of the authority, guidance and 

judgment of the Holy Spirit, and of the event … renewed from one hour and situation to 

another, the event of revelation, and of belief or unbelief”1263. Barth speaks of the 

“absolute authority of God‟s grace”.1264 The “Christian life” is the only natural and proper 

response to that authority, so Barth1265 follows Calvin1266 in affirming the “true service of 

God … as the true knowledge of God, ie to understand Christian truth as identical with 

Christian life”1267, equating1268 knowledge with faith.  

 

Barth1269 condemns two “errors”, that: 

 

 the believer “is free and able himself to decide to do good, to serve God and 

hence to live the Christian life” - “a failure on the part of faith to understand its 

own nature”, and 

 

 we “can have faith without thereby doing good, serving God and hence living the 

Christian life”. 

 

In Reformed teaching, the knowledge and service of God “do not merely belong 

together, … they are one”.1270 “The true knowledge of God is already itself service of 

God and the true service of God can only consist in the true knowledge of God.”1271 In 

faith, the Christian “ceases to be lord over himself and his determining and willing take 
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place no longer through his own freedom but in the freedom of the Holy Spirit”.1272 In 

accepting God as master, we follow what he ordains in the Spirit. The Christian life is 

ordered, “regulated by its basis1273, its power1274 and its essence1275, and cannot be a 

life at the mercy of chance or individual will”1276. Our “freedom” is empowerment, in 

Christ‟s example and the Spirit, to do what we are not compelled to do - to be what we 

were created to be: creatures who experience, witness to and respond to love in love. 

That “freedom” cannot be separated from “obedience”.1277  “Free obedience” flows from 

election into the covenant of grace, reflecting our first duty of obedience - prayer, “the 

birth of genuine human self-awareness”.1278 “Free obedience” has objectively 

quantifiable results, but its defining and crucial characteristic lies in its source in divine 

love, which works our liberation/empowerment.  

 

The law discloses God‟s righteousness and had to be fulfilled.1279 We cannot do so1280, 

but its claim is real. Love fulfils the law.1281 Christ‟s love, expressed in perfect obedience 

to God‟s reality, fulfilled it.  The claim of life in the Spirit for those in Christ is expressed 

in the spiritual value underlying the law - love - and our freedom to live, if imperfectly, 

that love. “Kingdom-like existence” expresses our active role in this work of God in 

Christ and through the Spirit1282, wherein “the human righteousness of Christian life”1283 

“stands related to the kingdom of God”1284. Christians owe God “righteousness, [our] 

whole attention and concern, and mercy”.1285 Our “total and definitive decision is for 

man and not for any cause”.1286 In praying for the coming of the kingdom and seeking to 
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live “kingdom-like” lives, we affirm, in action and speech, the value of God‟s creation, 

the nature of his kingdom and challenge the unrighteousness and disorder of this world. 

“The task of little righteousness which Christians are given [through prayer] for the 

coming of God‟s kingdom is to see and understand man [in his suffering] from which he 

cannot rescue himself, but only God can rescue him, to turn to him openly and willingly, 

to meet him with mercy.”1287  

 

 “Christians know and have this promise. They know the God who has already created, 

and in glory will still create, right, worth, freedom, peace, and joy for man.”1288 We know 

that those who seek righteousness, who “ask after and seek the right and dignity of 

God, have God on their side and will be satisfied [Mt 5:6].”1289 Like Christ, Christians 

must bear witness to God by “resolutely being there. … Not with good words alone … 

can they be companions and friends of the man who suffers”.1290 

 

Torrance “Love belongs to [God‟s] innermost Being as God. If he were not Love in his 

innermost Being, his love toward us in Christ and the Holy Spirit would be ontologically 

groundless.”1291 We cannot attribute human notions of “love” to God1292 - his unique love 

is comprehensible only in Christ‟s life, death and resurrection1293, most fully in the 

cross1294. The Father, homoousios with the Son, co-inheres in the Son‟s activity to the 

point of suffering with him.1295 Divine love means God in himself is “the fullness and 

perfection of Love in loving and being loved which … overflows freely toward others. [It 

is not] solitary inactive or static love, … but the active movement of reciprocal loving 

within the eternal Being of God which is the one ultimate Source of all love. … God is 

Love as this loving One in Christ and in the Spirit. [In their] interpersonal reciprocal 

relations the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are the Communion of Love which the 
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One God eternally is in himself, and … towards us. It is as this ever living and acting 

Communion of loving that God is who he is, the perfection and fullness of Love that will 

not be confined within the Godhead, but freely and lovingly moves towards others whom 

God creates for fellowship with himself so that they may share with him the very 

Communion of Love which is his own divine Life and Being.”1296 That communion of 

love is “the active movement of reciprocal loving”: sharing in it, we participate in that 

“active movement”. It is a communion of both being and activity. Thus, “Holy Lawful 

Divine Love … constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in 

the created universe, and it is under its constraint that all physical and moral laws 

functioning within the universe operate and are in the last resort to be recognised and 

formulated.” 1297 “Holy Lawful Divine Love” is not the actual moral order of human 

society, but the truth and ideal which should and eventually will universally prevail. It 

“cannot be anything other than itself and cannot, therefore, condone anything which 

conflicts with it. [It] is … the Law of [God‟s] own Being and Activity which withstands and 

negates all that is contrary to God‟s love, judges all that resists it, and inexorably 

condemns it.”1298 

 

This link between God‟s love and his being and activity suggests that the ajgavph of the 

creature created in his image - a love from God - will also be reflected in the true nature 

of human being and our appropriate activity, creation being “framed and designed by 

God to bear witness to himself and reflect the glory of his Love and Holiness”1299,  

with humanity charged “to bear witness to that Glory and serve the purpose of God‟s 

wonderful love [given our unique ability to bring creation‟s] rational structure and 

astonishing beauty  … to word in praise of the Creator”1300. Thus, 2 Jn 1:5-6 links the 

commandment to love one another, which “we have had from the beginning”, to a love 

whereby “we walk according to his commandments”. The commandment to love God 

and neighbour, therefore, answers the law and prophets which Christ came, not to 

abolish, but to fulfil. 
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Conclusions All of this embraces one simple truth – Christian life is moral life, but as a 

loving and practical response to the God who freely justified us. The God who is 

absolutely committed in unconditional love to his creation seeks from us an equally 

unconditional love for God and the creation he loves. This is God‟s “absolute claim” on 

his people, and “the meaning of the law”.1301 God‟s1302: 

 

“Holy Lawful Divine Love … constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all 

rational and moral order in the created universe”, 

 

the “Law of [God‟s] own Being and Activity which withstands and negates all that is 

contrary to God‟s love, judges all that resists it, and inexorably condemns it.”1303 

 

“Authority” is not exempt - “Holy Lawful Divine Love”, defined in the law and exemplified 

in Christ‟s obedience, posits the ethical standard to which all human morality should 

aspire and against which human law and administration is measured. “Love” and 

“government”, however, are seldom synonymous, understandably, since “authority‟s” 

concerns are for the demands of society, rather than individuals. In practice, the “state” 

can only offer the outer forms of righteousness, justice, order and peace, rather than the 

reality of the “life of faith and love”1304 in Christ, yet the law continues to apply as the 

normative definition of God‟s own righteousness1305, the core of the gospel message 

and determinant of the covenant relations between God and humanity. However, the 

law defines how perfect love normatively comports itself, and so cannot be reduced to a 

list of prescriptive rules, yet it provides useful guidance to the proper discharge of 

authority, notably in what it says of God‟s own exercise of sovereignty. 
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 Thus, suggesting that those exercising “authority” are charged to do so with reference to 
righteousness, justice, order and peace, and with an awareness that they are, with all humanity, real 
partners with God in building the kingdom. Their contribution of “little righteousness” is valued and 
valuable in both their private and public lives – this colours our perception of what the “state” should be. 
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CHAPTER 6 – DUALISM, SCHOLASTICISM AND FEDERALISM We owe our 

concepts of personal being and relations to the psychological bent of the Hebrews1306 

and their focus on what a personal God has done for them as personal beings, 

particularly in the goodness of life and creation. Relations to God are determined 

through his covenant1307, shaped by his steadfast love, not by our worth and works: 

response to the essentially familial relationship within the covenant determines moral 

issues. Thus, Scripture expounds the relationship between a gracious, loving God and 

humanity, focussed on life in this world wherein we are living beings who live and die – 

one “good “element amongst others constituting a “very good” whole. The focus is not 

on individual piety, but on building a community as a light to the nations. The essence of 

sin is the ingratitude of seeking to be “god-like”: the assumption that we can and so 

must earn what God freely offers - our salvation.  

 

All these notions, but particularly those of personal being and relations, were 

incomprehensible to Classical culture whose philosophers focussed on being and the 

mechanisms of becoming: the scientific what and how, never Scripture‟s who and why. 

Greek philosophy focused on how we must live up to objective standards of “goodness” 

to achieve a desirable state into eternity: only we – or something eternal and “god-like” 

within us – can transcend the divide between material and spiritual. Body and world are 

inferior to intellect/soul and heaven, so the focus is essentially intellectual and 

individual, with the goodness of this world axiomatically nonsense.  

 

The two approaches are inherently incompatible and can only be combined by paying 

lip service to Scripture‟s authority, but, in reality, subordinating it to a philosophic 

“tradition”. “God” becomes a Greek impersonal, passionless, static principle of 

“goodness” and so law, existing unknowable behind the public presentation of the 

Trinity, and most of Scripture is “analogy”.  This denies the reality and efficacy of the 

work of Christ and Spirit. We are neither saved nor sanctified by “God‟s” free gift, 

worked once for all and effective through faith, for “true God” can have nothing to do 
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 The focus is not on individual piety, but on building a community as a light to the nations. 
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with us: we can and must earn salvation. The result is that the gospel, and thus the true 

“righteousness of God”1308, is denied in favour of what Jenson calls “the theologoumena 

of a different [Olympian-Parmenidean] faith”1309, poisoning the task of proclamation of 

the gospel, notably in the West, with only short periods of respite in the early church and 

Reformation. However, the Platonic-Aristotelian legacy has become so engrained in our 

thinking that we must examine its tenets in detail to separate the word of God from that 

of human – and separate them we must. 

Scripture should be understood according to its natural meaning and in the social 

context in which the texts were written. This does not seem unreasonable, but 

Christianity‟s origins were uniquely confused. Born among Jews in the context of Jewish 

Scripture and culture, attested by Jewish apostles but maturing among gentiles whose 

intellectual elite shared, and imposed on the new faith, a vastly different intellectual 

heritage, one which largely negated the gospel message of universal salvation through 

faith and substituted the Platonic/Aristotelian/Stoic “dualist” approach which suggests 

we can, in ourselves1310, know right from wrong and by doing the former and avoiding 

the latter can and must earn our salvation. Scripture asserts the holistic nature of 

created being.1311 Every individual is one entity, part of a “good/very good” whole in 

relation to God with no aspect inherently “better” than others: humans in particular are 

“living beings” who die, not an immortal “soul” separable from a mortal body. Dualism 

separates creaturely being into eternal “spiritual” and temporary “material” aspects, with 

the former more “real” than the latter. “God” is one, for the notion of personal being was 

alien to Classical thought. That one was an impersonal principle of “goodness” who 

would compromise “his” ontology if “he” dealt with, let alone adopted, creaturely being. 

Christ, then, is not homoousios with God, his sacrifice only demonstrates that humans 

can and must earn salvation through philosophical or spiritual exercises Scripture itself 

identifies as attempts to become “god-like”, its very definition of sinfulness.1312 Scripture 

sees “authority” as “from” and “instituted by” God for our good, and values it as a 
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ministry of God‟s purpose, creating the order necessary for the church to perform its 

function of universally proclaiming the gospel: a ministry in no way subordinated to that 

of the church: “dualism” sees “authority” as an aspect of the inherently inferior “material” 

world - part of the evil from which the “soul” seeks to escape.  

“Dualism” distorts the gospel message, promoting both a legalist and highly selective 

view of our relations to God and creation, and, given its focus on being qua being, a 

mechanistic definition of those relations incompatible with Scripture‟s 

“personal/relational” understanding. This distortion has maintained an iron grip over 

ecclesial and popular imagination for two millennia despite inherent inconsistency with a 

common sense reading of Scripture and rejection by both the Nicene Fathers and 

magisterial Reformers. It has become so intertwined in our self-understanding that only 

extensive examination of its sources and implications can untangle Scripture‟s message 

from the malign influence of Greek philosophy on both theology and science. Only when 

we have done so can we hope to accurately assess the nature and role of the “state”. 

Welcome to the wonderful world of dualism/Federalism.  

Theological concepts and statements are justified “through the grace of God alone”.1313 

They have their own truth which does not admit “some process of verification ... linking 

them to a ground in our prior knowledge, far less to some vaunted „self-understanding‟ 

on our part, as though we could compel God to be the truth of what we think and say of 

him, but solely through the self-giving of God in Jesus Christ … . To seek verification on 

any other ground than that which God has freely provided for us is to falsify the gospel 

at its very basis”.1314 Revelation is a “self-contained novum”1315, proceeding “from God 

to man, breaking sovereignly into human life and thought, calling into question what 

people claim to know, and directing their thinking beyond themselves ... . [It] is not from 

the known to the unknown, but from the hitherto unknown to the known, … so utterly 
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strange and so radically different that it cannot be apprehended and substantiated 

except out of itself”.1316  

 

Proclaiming the gospel to the Classical world was difficult: humans was “the measure of 

all things”1317, able to know right from wrong and live accordingly - to earn salvation - 

whereas “the supreme truth of God‟s incarnate self-revelation in salvation history could 

not be known on the strength of anything other than itself … . [The] God and Father of 

Jesus Christ is to be known through faith creatively called forth from people in response 

to the thrust of its intrinsic truth upon them and in sharp antithesis to what they had 

believed of God before.”1318 Faith evoked by the gospel marks a radical move from “one 

intellectual/moral/theological framework to another”.1319 We know only God‟s “eternal 

power and divine nature ... through the things he has made”1320 - as creator - yet cannot 

know the personal being of the Triune communion of love, or God as Father, except 

through Christ.1321 Both “creator” and “loving Trinity” describe Scripture‟s God, if from 

different perspectives, and must be kept in appropriate tension if we are to understand 

God‟s reality. This God is complex: humans prefer simplicity - a “god” who explains the 

unexplainable, who reflects us, our natures, decently idealized, and our experiences, 

one who answers our needs.  

 

This “god” of philosophy breaks the nexus in Christ between the things of God and 

those of the world and so dismisses this world as God‟s beloved creation.1322 The 

“world” becomes the enemy of our “spiritual” aspirations and high on the hate-list is the 

“state”, the embodiment of this-worldly being. Philosophical “god” can only be known 

through human rationality, his revelation mere corroborative evidence, with the 

uncomfortable bits reduced to “analogy”. He becomes the God of law who must be 
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appeased, even at the price of the innocent: neither Father nor love, for “law” is not 

“love”.1323  

 

Bonhoeffer1324 saw the point of departure for Christian ethics as “the reality of God as  

he reveals Himself in Jesus Christ”, but notes that: 

 

 “Since the beginnings of Christian ethics … the main underlying conception of 

ethical thought, and the one which consciously or unconsciously has determined 

its whole course, has been the conception of a juxtaposition and conflict of two 

spheres, the one divine, holy, supernatural and Christian, and the other worldly, 

profane, natural and un-Christian. This view becomes dominant for the first time 

in the Middle Ages, and for the second time in the pseudo-Protestant thought of 

the period after the Reformation. Reality as a whole now falls into two parts, and 

the concern of ethics is with the proper relation of these two parts to each other. 

In the scholastic scheme of things the realm of the natural is made subordinate to 

the realm of grace; in the pseudo-Lutheran scheme the autonomy of the orders 

of this world is proclaimed in opposition to the law of Christ, and in the scheme of 

the Enthusiasts the congregation of the Elect takes up the struggle with a hostile 

world for the establishment of God‟s kingdom on earth. In all of these schemes 

the cause of Christ becomes a partial and provincial matter within the limits of 

reality. It is assumed that there are realities which lie outside the reality that is in 

Christ. It follows that these realities are accessible by some way of their own, and 

otherwise than through Christ. However great the importance which is attached 

to the reality in Christ, it still always remains a partial reality amid other realities. 

The division of the total reality into a sacred and a profane sphere, a Christian 
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and a secular sphere, creates the possibility of existence in a single one of those 

spheres, a spiritual existence which has no part in secular existence, and a 

secular existence which can claim autonomy for itself and can exercise this right 

of autonomy in its dealings with the secular sphere. … The whole of medieval 

history is centred upon the theme of the predominance of the regnum gratiae 

over the regnum naturae; and the modern age is characterized by an ever 

increasing independence of the secular in its relations with the spiritual. So long 

as Christ and the world are conceived as two opposing and mutually repellent 

spheres, man will be left in the following dilemma: he abandons reality as a 

whole, and places himself in one or other of the two spheres. He seeks Christ 

without the world, or he seeks the world without Christ. In either case he is 

deceiving himself. Or else he tries to stand in both spaces at once and thereby 

becomes a man of eternal conflict, the kind of man who emerged in the period 

after the Reformation and who has repeatedly set himself up as representing the 

only form of Christian existence which is in accord with reality.”1325 

 

The gospel promise is of wholeness and unity restored1326: of humanity, broken by sin, 

renewed in itself and its proper relations, inter se, to God and creation, not as a cipher, 

but as a personal and responsible entity. Scripture sees creation as one, if contingent, 

reality1327, although humanity, created in the image and likeness of God, can uniquely 

know God‟s love and respond in loving him and the creation he loves, thereby taking the 

things of God to creation and the things and proper praise of creation to God. 

Scripture‟s human is a “living being”, the holistic personal entity created by God‟s 

vp,n,1328 which “denotes the whole person”1329 - Ge 2:7‟s “living being”. “Care should be 

taken not to import a Greek paradigm of psychology to nepes: … it seldom denotes a 

„soul‟”.1330 Without a physical manifestation, that life-principle would not exist: when God 
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takes “their breath”, “they die”.1331 Even in older Greek usage, yuchv1332 simply meant 

“life” without the connotations of an eternal spiritual entity applied to it in Platonism, 

Orphism and Gnosticism. Despite frequent use of “soul” in English translations, yuchv 

seldom occurs in Paul, and, where it does, the context suggests he intends “nepesh/life-

principle” - that part of our being which interacts with the divine Spirit to create “unity 

within diversity, … the ultimate basis for the unity of Jew and Gentile in one body”1333 - 

not an eternal spiritual entity independent of God. In Scripture, there is no conception of 

an “essential core … which can be separated from [the] body and which does not share 

in the body‟s dissolution”.1334 For Paul, “the gospel is not about an innate spirituality 

awaiting release, but about the divine Spirit acting upon and in a person from 

without”.1335 In Christ, human being is living being, a personal entity.1336 The gospel 

builds the unity of the person and of the community in which all, in Christ, have access 

in one Spirit to the Father: creation, ontologically distinct from its creator, but affirmed as 

“good/very good” and reaffirmed as embraced in Christ‟s humanity, and never removed 

from the personal relationship with God founded in his love and absolute covenant 

commitment. Scripture, then, deals with relations between holistic divine and holistic 

created entities. However, theology, by and large, has spent two millennia trying to 

convince us that our reality - as individuals, communities and cosmos - is bisected: 

separated into “body” and “soul”, “material” and “spiritual”, “reprobate” and “elect”, “bad” 

and “good”: notions derived from Classical philosophy, not Scripture. 

 

Until recently, the radical notion that Scripture should be interpreted in its own Hebraic 

intellectual context found favour with the Apostles, who were Jews, the Nicene 

Fathers1337 and, in Reformed circles, only during Calvin‟s lifetime with the odd later 

voice crying in the wilderness. By the 2nd century, Christianity was so distanced from its 
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Hebraic roots that, particularly in the Western tradition, Scripture was interpreted solely 

via Hellenistic philosophy, the intellectual heritage of the first gentile Christians and a 

way of thinking so engrained as to be applied largely subconsciously, or, when 

consciously adverted to, as a truth universally acknowledged. Where Tertullian asked 

“What has Jerusalem to do with Athens?”, Justin Martyr, with Clement of Alexandria and 

Origen, asserted that the “natural light” of pagan philosophy, if subservient to faith, 

could serve as prolegomena to theology. Philosophy‟s supposed conquest by theology 

was thought so complete that, in 529, the last Greek philosophical schools closed, but 

gentle Greece habitually conquers through being conquered.1338 By Augustine‟s time, 

Hellenistic thought was the reference point for theology and he could (Platonically) 

distinguish the Cities of God and the World. With Aquinas, philosophy became the 

(Aristotelian) “handmaiden” to theology.  

 

Luther and Calvin1339 sought God in Scripture, rather than the pagans and Medieval 

Fathers. Calvin, while acknowledging that nature points to God‟s presence, taught that 

“faith is not conceived by the bare observation of heaven and earth, but by the hearing 

of the word … men cannot be bought to the saving knowledge of God except by the 

hearing of the word”.1340 Scripture‟s God, as personal being1341, can be something as 

personal as love, if “holy” love, in himself and his dealings with creation. He does what 

the Classical world thought impossible - relating directly, personally and historically to 

his creation, notably to humanity which also has personal existence and so can respond 

relationally in knowing, embracing and responding to God‟s love in love of God and 
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neighbour.1342 The next step shook even Hebraic sensibilities. God‟s Son1343 entered 

history by assuming created being without compromising his divinity, and, by his 

perfect, vicarious and sacrificial obedience, redeemed, reconciled, regenerated and 

sanctified creation, effective through faith. United with Christ through faith, the Spirit‟s 

gift, we “become children of God”1344, embraced in the triune communion of love which 

is God and empowered by the Spirit to live1345 in growing perfection. Scripture focuses 

on the ontological and personal relations between God and humanity, familial in nature, 

reliant on mutual respect and the obedience owed to a Father, which, being personal, 

can be pursued without impairing either party‟s ontology. The emphasis is on a God 

known personally, what he has done for us and how we can live in relationship to him 

and creation - all defined by love. Scripture focuses on personal relations, seeking to 

build us up in and through love, for love. The divine command is to “be fruitful and 

multiply”1346: God affirms his creation and its natural ways of being1347. 

 

The “philosophical” view, although subject to many nuances, commonly sees “god” as 

one, whose true essence or being is the unity existing behind the historical presentation 

as Father, Son and Spirit, supposedly adopted to explain how an eternal, changeless 

and immutable spiritual entity can deal with another eternal, yet inferior as material, 

entity without compromising its ontology. This “god” is impersonal principle, 

characterized by goodness, not love, known through reason, whereby we learn what is 

“good” and can, must, live accordingly, working our own salvation by escaping the 

trammels of unsatisfactory material existence. The emphasis is on what “god” is for us, 
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and what we must do to objectively satisfy legal obligations, reflecting the Greco-Roman 

world‟s fascination with both law and the cause and effect mechanisms of being and 

becoming. “Dualism” assumes that the spiritual and material are discrete, with anything 

“material” inherently inferior to the “spiritual”.  

 

On “dualism‟s” inherent problems: 

 

 First, humans want the “good”, which is expressed by rejecting the ways of this 

material world in search for the spiritual. Were we to universalize this 

behaviour1348, humanity would die out within a generation: human extinction is 

the logical answer to the woes of the world. The “good” is death1349, where 

Scripture preaches life in all its fullness.  

 

 Second, we must become more “god-like”, consciously working our own 

salvation - yet Ge 3:22 identifies the quintessential nature of sin as humanity 

seeking to “become like one of us”. Reason is the final arbiter of truth, probably 

superior to “god” and certainly to revelation as a source of the knowledge of God 

and ourselves that Calvin valued so highly. Interestingly, where “God” requires 

intermediaries to deal with the degrading reality of the world, human rationality 

can bridge the gap, if only in that “divine” bit of us, the soul. If this is not leaving 

“like one of us” far behind, it is difficult to see what is. 

 

 Third, impersonal “god” is nature‟s “first cause”, so nature is necessary to God‟s 

being. Possessed of no freedom in creation, this is not a “god”, but a “Mother 

Nature” concept.  

 

“Dualism” affects our discussion because Calvin‟s successors looked back to the 

methodology and assumptions of Medieval Scholasticism, developing Protestant 

Scholasticism/“Federalism”, which lies somewhere between the “Scriptural” approach 
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and “dualism”, but stressing rationalism, the legal nature of God/human relations 

through a “covenant of works” and the “cause and effect” mechanistic pre-Reformation 

approach. The “state” becomes, not a ministry of God‟s purpose, but a mechanism of 

“the world”, isolated from the wider community in its relations inter se and with God. As 

part of the inferior “material” world, it is a questionable arena for Christian service and 

subject to minimum legal standards determining if and when we may responsibly resist 

it. Minimum “legal” standards - applied to individual or “state” - are less demanding than 

those of love and mutual respect. Recall Paton‟s descending hierarchy of ethics, public 

morality and law. Scripture posits the ethical standard of God‟s righteousness, defined 

in both the moral law and Christ‟s example, applicable to all aspects of life, personal or 

public, eliciting a moral response of love and mutual respect which strives towards the 

ethical standard. “Law” sets the minimum standards acceptable to society, breaches of 

which mandate community intervention to punish or rectify the shortfall. “Legal” 

standards, the heart of Scholasticism of either description, focus on the worst we can 

allow, rather than our highest aspirations to “good”. “Federal” theologians posited the 

notion of the “separation of church and state” in an attempt to protect the church from 

interference by an “inferior” political order, which has embraced it as a way of deflecting 

criticism of its shortcomings.  

 

“Federalism” demands “minimum standards of behaviour”: Scripture, holy love in our 

private and public lives.  

 

There is no suggestion that “dualism” represents a deliberate attempt to misrepresent 

Scripture. If the devil can cite Scripture for his purpose, so can the well-meaning who 

approached the Christian message with the highest ideals, if from a perspective which 

naturally perverted its message.1350 Scripture and Calvin are treasure-houses of 

concepts which can be cited in support of opposed positions. Only by extracting the 

ratio - the underlying determining principles - can we establish a consistent approach. 

Coherent arguments can be put in support of Federalism, yet, in my view, the core 
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concepts of Scripture - and Calvin - point overwhelmingly the other way. However, we 

are not disputing the distinction between “unthinking belief” and rationality. Our 

intelligence is a major aspect of our created nature, a true gift of the Spirit essential to 

understanding and proclaiming God and his actions in creation and salvation.  

 

The question is whether we proclaim “the good news”, or our own cleverness. 

 

Calvin affirms “the whole gospel is included in Christ, so that if any removes one step 

from Christ, he withdraws himself from the gospel. For since he is the living and express 

image of the Father, it is no wonder that he alone is set before us as one to whom our 

whole faith is to be directed and in whom it is to center.”1351 The crux of Christian belief 

is that, in Christ, we encounter God‟s true reality and the sum of God‟s message to 

humanity, yet it is essentially irrational that God should so love an unsatisfactory 

creation that he would give his Son to suffer for it. Are we then to preach Christ, true 

God of true God, incarnate, crucified and resurrected, or an alternative (to the natural 

sciences) “cause and effect” explanation of how the world came to be? 

 

The Classical Legacy If “we begin with the intellect, we shall very likely end there: and 

in that case man is not raised from his degradation, but equipped with additional powers 

of mischief. [The Hebrew holds heavenly] wisdom is pre-eminently a practical wisdom. It 

is not purely or mainly intellectual; it is not speculative; it is not lost in contemplation. Its 

object is to increase holiness rather than knowledge, and happiness rather than 

information.”1352 Classical philosophy - “what the disciples of Socrates do” - was, and is, 

Christianity‟s most significant external influence.1353 At the dawn of Christianity, the 

dominant schools derived from Plato, Aristotle and Zeno of Citium1354, although 

significant cross-pollination had occurred.  Their heritage still determines our ways of 

thinking and expressing ideas. Despite rejection by the Nicene Fathers and magisterial 
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Reformers, Christianity has been substantially, and not beneficially, influenced by this 

alien and incompatible intellectual tradition.  

 

Aristotle notes all who have “touched significantly on natural philosophy have given 

some account of the limitless, and all posit it as a sort of principle of the things which 

exist”1355: Des Chene that the “philosophy of nature ... was a kind of clearing house in 

which physics, metaphysics, and theology could meet and negotiate their claims, much 

less needed now that these disciplines have gone their own ways” 1356. The Fathers saw 

“metaphysics”, not as a discrete discipline, but as “the theologoumena of a different 

[Olympian-Parmenidean] faith1357, with some of which it might be possible to agree, 

some of which had to be rejected, and some of which offered occasion for further 

discussion”1358. The relationship between theology and Classical philosophy is “not 

symmetrical”: “since Mediterranean antiquity was there before it was invaded by the 

gospel, Christianity is the intruder even in the civilization it co-created ... within Western 

civilization”.1359 This, correctly if possibly unintentionally, assumes that this “civilization” 

owes more to “Mediterranean antiquity” than to Christian Scripture and teachings, 

properly understood. 

 

There are two primary areas for concern with this.  

 

First, “no Greek philosophy is far from the identification of the world, or aspects of it, 

with the divine”.1360 They “without exception held that the universe in some form was 

eternal; only in the Timaeus do we read a philosopher coming to terms with something 

like a beginning of things, and even there the talk is of the creation of this world, and not 

of the universe.”1361 Plato posited “a radical dualism1362 of body and mind that pervaded 
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every aspect of Graeco-Roman civilisation, bifurcating human experience and affecting 

fundamental habits of mind … . The Platonic separation … between the sensible [and] 

intelligible world, hardened by Aristotle, governed the distinction between action and 

reflection, event and idea, becoming and being, the material and the spiritual, the visible 

and the invisible, the temporal and the eternal, and was built by Ptolemy into a scientific 

cosmology that was to dominate European thought for more than a millennium.”1363 

Dualism suggests “god” can have no direct role in our relations, inter se and with the 

balance of creation, and so can have no concern with “the state” or its functions, being, 

at best, but one contending element in the interactions of this world and, at worst, 

impersonal principle, totally indifferent to this world and its ways. “Salvation” is invariably 

selective, applicable only to those who have proved their worth through rational 

exercises or cult membership. Confronting us with a “cause and effect” conception of 

divine creation, which separates creation from its redemptive and regenerative 

dimension, and demanding compliance with objective standards of behaviour, this view 

of “god” deprives the Christian message of God‟s love of all substantive content and 

relevance to our lives, giving the lie to the gospel promise of salvation. Much “of the 

modern rejection of Christianity” stems from a reaction against “the location of the divine 

in a realm that is in some way opposed to or a negation of this world”.1364 In poor 

recompense, this asserts our capacity to earn salvation and so to bridge the gap 

between us and “God”.  

 

Second, Classical metaphysical inquiry about “god” proceeds as follows, “the formal 

motion of something is considered; the imperfection associated with this motion in 

creatures is removed, and then, retaining this same formal motion, we ascribe to it the 

ultimate degree of perfection and then attribute it to God”.1365 Metaphysical “god” is 

anthropomorphic, created in the idealized image of, and by extrapolation from, 

                                                                                                                                             
 ontological - an absolute differentiation between divine and created being, which is 

unimpeachable,  

 epistemological - we can only know the appearance, not the reality, of what we seek to know: this 
cannot stand if we acknowledge that, in Christ, we are confronted with God‟s true reality, and  

 cosmological - the main subject of this discussion. 
1363

 Torrance, 1995, 47. 
1364

 Gunton, 2002, 5. 
1365

 Dun Scotus‟ Oxford Commentary, cited in The Practice of Theology, 2001, 295-296.  
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humanity1366: “god” who demands of us what society, or that part thereof which drives 

theology, demands of individuals. Shorn of our weaknesses, his1367 strengths ours 

perfected, he can be known only through human rationality, but “there is no reason to 

suppose that [human rationality] covers exactly the area in which the fathers found they 

could agree with Platonic or Stoic or Aristotelian theology”.1368 We can learn nothing 

useful of “God” through his word and works, assuming, in his life of self-contemplation, 

he can speak or work.  

 

Scripture‟s God of love can only be known through revelation and that knowledge alone 

is the touchstone for the true service of God. The “most perfect way of seeking God, 

and the most suitable order, is not for us to attempt with bold curiosity to penetrate to 

the investigation of his essence, which we ought more to adore than meticulously to 

search out, but for us to contemplate him in his works whereby he renders himself near 

and familiar to us, and in some manner communicates himself.”1369 

 

Is Jenson, then, correct in saying that it is now “not possible to be a disciple of the 

apostles and not a disciple also of Socrates”?1370  

 

The fundamental disparity lies in the starting point. “Greeks ... stress a theology of 

divine being, Hebrews of divine action.”1371 “Divine being” can only be extrapolated from 

what we know of being - our own1372 and the cosmos. “Divine action” can only be known 

through the historical record of revelation, even if our rationality contributes to 

understanding the significance thereof. Is God what we think a “god” should be, or what 

he has shown himself to be in his word and works?  Plato and Aristotle‟s impersonal 

“god” is aloof from creation and its concerns, defined negatively by “attribute”. He is 

impersonal, impassable and unknowable; nature‟s “first cause”, linking thereto by 
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necessity.  The Hebrew God‟s word and works guarantee the absolute covenant 

commitment to creation of one who personally embraces even its ontology.  

 

This is the distinction between moralist/legalist principles, rationally and impersonally 

discerned, and the personal communication of God‟s holy, yet gracious, love. 

 

Scripture, read to have meaning and effect, gives a consistent and comprehensive 

picture of our relations with God and the balance of creation. Engrafting an alien 

metaphysical approach thereon redefines the faith as “the theologoumena of a different 

[Olympian-Parmenidean] faith”, if with a different dramatis personae. To recover 

Scripture‟s intended message, we must, at least, minimize the distorting effects of our 

cultural indoctrination. Were we able to garner one principle from the Nicene Fathers, 

from Luther and Calvin, Barth and his disciples, this is surely it. The “elevation of the 

Greek element of our thinking to be the unilateral judge of the whole”, and “the 

qualification of truth taught by Plato or Aristotle as more „natural‟ or „rational‟ than truth 

taught by Isaiah or Paul”, “must not continue”.1373 Gunton more forthrightly affirms as a 

tragedy, even a crime, “that the Old Testament was effectively displaced by Greek 

philosophy as the theological basis of the doctrine of God”.1374  

 

If this seems an overreaction, consider the Papal Encyclical Fides et Ratio1375 which, as 

recently as 1998, stated that: 

 

“Christianity first encountered Greek philosophy; [and, while] this does not mean 

at all that other approaches are precluded[, the] Church cannot abandon what 

she has gained from her inculturation in the world of Greco-Latin thought. To 

reject this heritage would be to deny the providential plan of God who guides his 

Church down the paths of time and history.”  
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 Jenson, 1997, 1.9. 
1374

 Gunton, 2002, 3.  
1375

 72. 
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Not only has “Greek philosophy” influenced, if it has not determined, Latin Christianity‟s 

culture and understanding of God, but “Greco-Latin thought” apparently constitutes 

God‟s providential plan. Thus, Christian faith derived from, and only properly defined by, 

the Hebrew world-view was, for the first millennium of its life in the Western tradition, 

expounded in Platonic and neo-Platonic terms before descending into “the tangled, 

dispute-ridden network inhabited by” the Aristotelian vocabulary.1376  

 

The metaphysical approach to natural philosophy shares with physics1377 a fascination 

with causes, notably the “first cause”, thus positing a causally and cosmologically 

focussed hierarchy of being. The essential and hierarchical distinction between the 

things of “god” and the creature is expressed in ontological language, but, in essence, is 

a moral gap between what we are and, rationally, should be. “God” is understood, not 

relationally, but as the mechanistic cause of material being. This mechanistic 

understanding of the world underlies modern science and ensures that dialogue 

between science and theology is invariably at cross purposes, their positions mutually 

incomprehensible.  

 

The “seeds of later trouble are present in classic theology. The „natural‟ knowledge 

encompassed in it was thought to be a body of knowledge about God and his intentions 

not intrinsically dependent on historically particular divine dispositions, and therefore 

properly the common property of humanity. In fact, however, this body of theology was 

as historically particular as any other set of theological proposals”.1378 Denominated 

“natural” theology from medieval times, the concept infers not only the possibility, but 

the desirability, of this approach, thought particularly suitable to proselytizing non-

Christians. However, “no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom 

the Son chooses to reveal him”1379: God chooses to make himself known, and is so 

known as his gift and on his terms, in the self-sacrifice of Christ and the empowerment 
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1377
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of the Spirit. We cannot circumvent that by the application of human rationality. Luther 

suggests we know God only in his works - in Christ and the Spirit.1380 Reason cannot 

teach us the “supreme mystery ... , namely that Christ the Son of God has been made 

man, that God is three and one, that Christ suffered for us and is to reign eternally”.1381 

Christ alone is “the knowability of God on our side, as he is the grace of God itself, and 

therefore also the knowability of God on God‟s side”1382, a knowability meaningful only 

through the Spirit‟s empowerment, and speaking only of Christ‟s God and Father.  

 

Bavinck notes that Scripture puts no arguments for God‟s existence nor feels the need 

thereof: Scripture “does not reason in the abstract … it speaks with authority. Both 

theologically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting point.”1383 “The so-

called proofs [offered by natural theology] are by no means the final grounds of our 

most certain conviction that God exists. This certainly is established only by faith; ie, by 

the spontaneous testimony which forces itself upon us from every side.”1384 Bavinck 

dismisses the need for rational/Aristotelian proof of God‟s existence in epistemically 

asserting belief as the proper basis of conviction.  However, we need not tolerate the 

loopiest beliefs simply because they are believed. We need criteria for credibility, based 

on the community of faith‟s experience. Scripture attests to historical experience of God 

in the life of a community of faith: experience from which propositions are inductively 

derived. That experience is at least as valid as any of the axioms underlying Aristotelian 

deductive reasoning. This could be argued for “tradition”, but Scripture, at least, is 

directly tied to the apostolic witness: as one of the three marks of the church, this should 

lead us to reject inconsistent teaching. Confronted with inconsistent “metaphysical” 

cause-and-effect concepts and rationalistically defined, Scripture is inevitably 

subordinated to a “tradition” claimed to at least equal Scripture, which is reduced to 

proof texts where it arguably supports metaphysical speculation and as “analogy” where 

it does not. Natural theology‟s “god” seldom reflects Scripture or those aspects of 
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Platonic/Aristotelian/Stoic/Pythagorean thought the Fathers found acceptable or 

debateable. This static “god” cannot deal directly with, let alone enter, assume or 

regenerate, this world‟s reality. The “first cause” shares so little common ground with 

Scripture‟s God that the transition of the philosophic divine to be part of the natural 

process seems inevitable.  This “god” is unity, immutable, impassible, passionless, pure 

rationality, “goodness”, not love, isolated from a material world in its imperfections 

antithetical to “god”. None of this is possible under Barth‟s identification of God‟s being 

and act, both described only in Scripture.  That God is Father, Son and Spirit whose 

being and act is love, ontologically distinct from creation and, as inherently personal and 

relational being constituted by a trinity, under no relational or other need to create, and 

so absolutely free in relation to a creation unnecessary to his being as God. We cannot 

so argue for a “first-cause”. Our rationality has an unquestionable role in investigating 

reality: in developing and testing theories about how elements of the cosmos exist and 

interact, but this defines what is, not why it is. The “why” returns the focus where it 

belongs, to God‟s historical word and works, to the person and actions of Christ and the 

perfecting influence of the Spirit as practical expressions of the love primarily associated 

with the Father, but defining the being and act of the triune God.  

 

“Love”, of course, is not notably characterized by rationality. 

 

To define the concept of divine “persons” as analogy in a causal hierarchy is to neo-

Platonically project the higher state of being from the lower - human - and ignores the 

fact that Nicea identified the work ad extra of the Trinity as perichoretically the work of 

three, co-equal hypostases existing eternally. “Creation”, “salvation” and “sanctification” 

are the Triune God‟s work, flowing from the Father, mediated by the Son and Spirit, not 

a hierarchy of tasks based on a hierarchy of being, and certainly not attributable to a 

reality behind the Trinity. We comprehend God‟s personal being only through the 

actions of the hypostases in perichoretic union, bringing to bear ajgavph, cavri" and 

koinwniva.1385 Love, grace and communion constitute their being and act, and, while 

associated primarily with Father, Son and Spirit respectively, each participates in them 
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and neither would be the hypostasis they have eternally been without the others. Son 

and Spirit are not merely the Father‟s passive tools, but active participants in being and 

act.1386 Scripture‟s focus is the relationship described therein. Creation discloses God‟s 

power and divinity, but not his being as love. The only true basis for investigation of the 

God/creature relationship is God‟s self-revelation, which, in NT terms, focuses on the 

Son/Word revealed to us in the Spirit. This is the Scriptural approach.1387 While there is 

obviously a mechanistic element underlying the personal/relational approach, this takes 

back stage to the crucial relational affirmations which alone offer, guarantee and direct 

our understanding thereof.  

 

Metaphysics approaches the search for meaning from the causal, negative, mechanistic 

and cosmological perspective, seeking to establish being qua being.  

 

Particular problems arise when we posit our rationality as reality itself1388, especially 

when we concurrently assert, first, our capacity to intellectually transcend the spatio-

temporal limits of experience into eternity and, second, that some part of our reality also 

ontologically transcends those limits, thereby claiming eternity - a sort of divinity - for 

some aspect of our being. Arguing that anything is eternal, whether God, heavens, 

forms, “soul” or matter, admits only investigation of what it is in relation to the realm of 

experience. We cannot investigate how eternal being became simply because it is 

eternal.1389 Western Christianity, tainted by a suspicion of continuity between God and 

creation, claims to be able to “investigate” the unknowable and to attribute that 

“unknowable” to both God and elements of this world, normally of ourselves. Dualism‟s 

egocentric and anthropomorphic claims reflect our natural unease in the face of eternity, 

implying that we may somehow control it - or, at least, evade oblivion - through our own 

worth or actions.  
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 The Son alone different in being also incarnate, incorporating creation in his perfect humanity, and so 
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Scripture poses problems, but they pale into insignificance with those of integrating the 

incompatible elements of pagan cosmology therewith. “Dualism” reduces our 

understanding of both God and his creation to cause and effect, denying God‟s freedom 

in creation by asserting he is merely a “first-cause”, part of the natural order, and our 

understanding of his will for creation to a systematic study of nature and of specific 

Western moral systems.1390  

 

History Greek interest in natural philosophy extends at least to the “monists” who 

argued one source of everything. Thales of Miletus (c624 BCE), seeking the archê of all 

things - its permanent ground of being - claimed everything originated from, and 

(probably) now consists of, water. Anaximander (c550 BCE) assigned this role to the 

“unlimited”, sans definite characteristics; Anaximenes (c550BCE) to air; and Heraclitus 

(c500 BCE) to fire, suggesting everything exists in flux. Of the ensuing Eleatics, 

Parmenides (c475 BCE) and his disciple Zeno (c450 BCE) dismissed change as 

impossible: reality is finite, and must be single and changeless. Melissus of Samos 

(c440 BCE) generally agreed, but reality was infinite. Parmenides posited a single, 

unchanging and eternal reality, and an absolute distinction between higher and lower 

orders of being - the latter, this world of change, decay and destruction.1391 In what 

Guthrie1392 describes as “a decisive moment in the history of European philosophy”, 

Parmenides urges us “not to trust the senses, but … to judge by reason” since “the 

opinions of mortals … contain no genuine proof”. They are “deceptive” - presumably 

because they cannot be demonstrated - yet can be “likely” and “reliable”: the universe, 

not necessarily “unreal”, is hardly “truth”. Only pure reason can access the timeless 

truth which simply is - the realm of true reality/“thought”.1393 The pluralists suggest 

multiple sources, with basic entities changeless, but existing in different combinations. 

Empedocles (c493-433BCE) proposed the traditional elements1394, suggesting the world 
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oscillates between complete separation and homogenous combination of those 

elements: currently, separation is nearly complete. Anaxagoras (c500-428BCE) 

suggests infinite combinations, with a portion of each element in everything, each of 

which is basic. The universe had a beginning, at which a process, driven by a single 

intelligence, began to separate the elements from a primal admixture. Tradition 

suggests Pythagoras (c500BCE) viewed science and religion as intertwined, and taught 

the transmigration of souls. Hare1395 suggests the Pythagoreans influenced Plato in 

three ways: 

 

 in The Republic‟s “tightly organized community of like-minded thinkers”, 

 

 in promoting abstract thought as a secure basis for philosophical thought in 

“science and morals”, and  

 

 in a “mystical approach to the soul and its place in the material world”.  

 

Sextus Empiricus1396 says Xenophanes (c 570-475BCE) criticized his contemporaries 

for anthromorphism1397, and Homer and Hesiod1398 for attributing to the gods “all sorts of 

things that are matters of reproach and censure among men”, suggesting a poet‟s role 

was to tell uplifting tales. Xenophanes reduced the Olympian pantheon to 

meteorological phenomena, teaching one higher “god”, universal mind who sees, thinks, 

hears and works all, affecting the physical world “without toil [making] all things by the 

thought of his mind”.1399 The “absolute being” has no form, being the “negation of the 

finite”.1400 This “God” is known only apophatically/negatively as incorporeal and eternal, 

spherical in form - like the universe - of one nature with the universe, comprehending all 

things within himself, intelligent and pervading all things, but abstract, universal, 

unchanging, immobile and ever present, greatest among gods and humans. What now 
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exists has existed eternally.1401 Nature is one and without limit, so the one homogenous, 

infinite and eternal universe is immutable. Xenophanes suggests one truth in reality, but 

a truth we cannot know: we must work from hypothesis as if we could know, even if this 

is unlikely. He influenced Plato and Aristotle, the latter in his concept of “god” as thought 

contemplating itself.1402  

 

Of the atomists1403, Democritus (c460-370 BCE) claimed the smallest indivisible 

particles of matter are atoms, moving in an infinite void and shaped by the interaction of 

opposites, “necessity” being the cause. Empedocles (c 490–430 BCE) added a concept 

of “spirit”/life force - infinite, beyond time and space, and the source of all matter and 

energy. The elements move under the contending influence of love and hate, becoming 

more tangible the further they move from the spirit. Moving from earth to air promotes a 

human consciousness wherein we comprehend spirit.  

 

Plato developed many of these concepts into the oldest and most comprehensive of 

surviving Classical cosmologies. He opposed two eternal realities/substances/powers, 

neither reducible to the other - a “divine” realm of changeless, eternal perfection to a 

“material” world of eternal matter, taking temporary shape imperfectly echoing the 

divine.1404 For Greeks, only that not subject to change or decay is perfect and real. 

“God”, perfect, eternal, changeless and impersonal, cannot deal with, let alone enter, 

the material world without compromising his ontology. “God” is “good”1405, “the cause, 

not of all things, but only of good”1406 and so not omnipotent - evil has another source. 

Being perfect in beauty and goodness, any change would be for the worse, so “god” 

must remain “in his own form without variation forever”.1407 Divine goodness, 

impassibility and simplicity served as the “penumbra within which the first Christian 
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theologians did their thinking”.1408 Every “form of Platonism conceives God” as “one and 

the same”, which he is, but that does not mean he must “be and say and do only one 

thing, so that all the distinctions of His being, speaking and acting are only a semblance, 

only the refractions of a beam of light which are eternally the same” - Plato‟s “god” is 

“basically without life, word or act”, and so is not a god, but a force of nature.1409  

 

Eternal “matter” - the traditional elements - is perfect as matter, but far from it in the 

forms and ways of being it assumes. In its impermanence, imperfection and unreality, it 

is perhaps not inherently evil, but certainly not “good/very good”. Only the human “soul”, 

also eternal, can migrate from the material to the divine realm through the development 

of reason, often to be recycled into another life. As eternal, changeless principles shape 

the material sphere, the universe is shaped mechanistically. Plato‟s cosmology built on 

this basis, and developed via the Socratic elenchus1410: we must know what something 

is - the common factor in all its occurrences - before we can say anything about it. In 

this none have succeeded, particularly with abstract notions like goodness, beauty or 

justice: we agree they exist, yet dispute their nature. Plato, following Parmenides, 

suggests that the supposed material occurrences - the evidence of our sense 

experiences - are unreliable, and encompass an instance of their opposite. A perfect 

instance must exist, not in this world, but in another, and we must once have been 

aware of it.1411 These are the “forms”: everything in this world reflects a corresponding, 

but perfect (probably eternal), “form” in the divine world.1412  “Goodness”, “beauty” and 

“justice” exists as “forms” in the divine dimension and, when born into this world, we 

retain an indistinct memory of them.1413 These ultimate, unambiguous realities may be 

imitated in this world, but exist independently of whether a material equivalent exists: if 

a “material equivalent” exists, it is always imperfect.1414 “Forms” are both perfect 

reality/“universal” in themselves and the perfect paradigm of experienced “reality”. The 

reality of forms is distinguished from our “reality”, but is substantial and interacts with 

                                            
1408

 Gunton, 2002, 42. 
1409

 Barth, 1936-1977, 2/1.496. 
1410

 “ … method of eliciting truth by question and answer”. OED. 
1411

 For the theory of learning, see the Meno.  
1412

 “Beds” reflects a “form” of “bedness”. 
1413

 See, eg, on “justice”, Plato, 1954, Phaedo, 73-77. 
1414

 Ibid, Phaedo. 



203 
 

our world; without them nothing can be correctly described. As perfect “reality”, they 

alone accurately explain causality. “Forms” exists, “uncreated and indestructible, 

admitting no modification and entering no combination, imperceptible to sight or the 

other senses, the object of thought”, while “that which bears the same name as the form 

and resembles it but is sensible, has come into existence ... vanishes from a particular 

place, and is apprehended by opinion with the aid of sensation” in “space which is 

eternal and indestructible, which provides a position for everything that comes to be, 

and which is apprehended by a sort of spurious reasoning and so is hard to believe 

in”.1415 In the Phaedo, “Socrates” suggests that our senses may stir recollections of the 

realm of “reality”.1416 True knowledge - of the “forms” - results, not from empirical 

observation, but rational speculation informed by memories of our prenatal experience 

of the “forms‟” reality. The “forms” are intelligible - reasonably accurately for physical 

items; tentatively for abstract concepts. All we experience participates in the reality of 

one or more “forms” - the relevant “forms” defining the properties of the object 

experienced and, conversely, ensuring that the object cannot participate in “forms” other 

than those of its properties. The “forms” are not perfect prototypes of earthly 

corporealities, but eternal, perfect properties which act and interact as eternal, perfect 

blueprints for the world. The Phaedo enumerates “forms” of “beauty”, “justice”, 

“goodness”1417, “heat” and “cold”, “odd” and “even”, but Plato neither attempts an 

exhaustive list, nor offers criteria. A solid epistemological and metaphysical foundation 

for the theory of recollection demands elimination of the distorting effects of sensory 

experience of pleasure and pain. 

 

Plato envisaged a creator “god” - the “designer of our senses”1418 and “maker”1419 of the 

heavens and heavenly bodies - but not a creator ex nihilo. “God” shapes eternal matter 

in accordance with “forms” within space. “Creation” is a fluctuating image in space and 

(presumably) time of the eternal “intelligible” order. The “„framer‟ of this universe of 
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change framed it” because “He was good, and what is good has no particle of envy in it 

[so] he wished all things to be as like himself as possible. ... It is impossible for the best 

to produce anything but the highest”.1420 This “god” is not free in relation to “creation”, 

being obliged to use coeternal matter and space in accordance with their own limits1421, 

but also with the eternal “forms”1422. “God” is neither a “form” nor the sum of the “forms” 

and creates the Philebus‟ “cause”. The universe‟s constituent elements derive from the 

shaping of the eternal “receptacle” - space and, presumably, time - becoming matter 

and that which comprises matter. “Creation” is of order out of disharmony.1423 In so 

doing, “god” must have assumed that “nothing without intelligence is ... superior to 

anything with it, and ... intelligence is impossible without soul [so] he implanted reason 

in soul and soul in body ... . And so the most likely account must say that this world 

came to be ... through god‟s providence, a living being with soul and intelligence.”1424 

 

“Good” and “evil” are principles in conflict. “Reality” is determinable/determined only by 

reason: God is pure reason, and, in this, impersonal and changeless. This world, 

subject to death and decay, is not real, and so it is neither feasible nor worthwhile to 

examine nature empirically.  

 

Aristotle scarcely influenced early Christian thought because of the unavailability of his 

writings. Possibly a third survive, the texts incomplete, corrupt and of uncertain 

provenance, largely ignored in the Athenian philosophical schools.1425 Aristotle‟s natural 

science and metaphysical works were largely unknown in the West until reintroduced 

from Arab sources.1426 Of Aristotle‟s great Arab commentators, Avicenna1427  pre-
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empted issues Aristotle probably wanted left open while Averroes1428 produced a 

stream of translations, commentaries and interpretations, Latin and Greek translations 

of which began circulating in Paris, just in time for Aquinas. Aristotle largely inverted 

Plato‟s approach: intellect and reason make us human, and the metaphysical 

relationship of the supernatural to the natural is stressed, but, where Plato ignored our 

sense experience to focus on a changeless spiritual world more congenial to his notions 

of how things should be, Aristotle endorsed physical phenomena as real and embraced 

the notion of change. 

 

Logic Aristotle believed we could trace a hierarchy of scientific knowledge, revealing 

the causes of what is necessarily true, by following the trail of propositions to the one 

above through deductive and inductive reasoning, thereby metaphysically defining an 

ontology of being - of what exists - and an epistemology of being - of knowing what 

exists - through observation and analysis of cause and effect. To understand the 

substances comprising the world is to know the world. At the end of this process, there 

must be primary propositions from which all else flows which cannot have a cause and 

cannot be investigated through science, the investigation of causes. We address first  

principles via uou'".1429 Every field of knowledge starts from axioms.1430 Not for some two 

millennia did Aristotle‟s definitions become a stranglehold on human knowledge, and, 

for that, we can hardly blame Aristotle. “His works are littered with the kind of 

inconsistencies that show a continually questioning and developing mind. He preferred 

research into the actual workings of the world to mere speculation about its nature.”1431 

Reason is our highest faculty, and our greatest happiness should be to spend as much 

time as possible in the purest activity of reason. We should try to actualize what we do 

best,, moderated by the Golden Mean: every virtue being the mean between extremes. 

What is good varies with every individual‟s nature and situation.  

                                            
1428
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Aristotelian logic builds on observation1432 and the reality of the material world, 

suggesting that, through observation, we may work from experience back to discover 

causes and forward to understand effects.1433 His ethical, logical and observational 

methods established the medieval methodology for doing theology - we are the starting 

point in seeking to establish the ideal by stripping imperfections from observational 

experience. That theology is cosmological, causal and negative. 

 

The Natural World Aristotle sought to define “being qua being”.1434 “Nature is the 

subject of our inquiry, and nature is a principle of change, so if we do not understand 

the process of change we will not understand nature”.1435 “Aristotelianism never 

doubted that there was a natural order. The phenomena it studies are in large part the 

regularities of everyday life ... . There are phenomena that lie outside that sphere - 

miracles, monsters, the fortuitous. But the scientific study of change relies in the first 

instance on their regular effects. We know nature first of all not when it is frustrated, but 

when it succeeds. The task of natural philosophy is to understand that order, which 

Aristotelianism founded on the natural necessity of progression from what is potentially 

so to what is actually so. That necessity was conceived not as the instantiation of 

universal law but as that of tendencies to ends.”1436  

 

Aristotle remains influential, notably through his logic, dualism, his “proofs” of the 

existence of a “god” (based on erroneous assumptions) and his affirmation that nature 

“does nothing without some purpose”1437 - all things “either exist for a purpose or are 
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accidents of the things that so exist”.1438 That purpose reflects “god‟s” goodness, not 

love, positing objective standards of behaviour. If rationality demands a course of 

action, it is irrational to suggest that “god” would relieve us of the consequences of not 

so acting - on this point hinges the legalism of Latin and Federal theology. For practical 

purposes, salvation was reduced to lay obedience to a set of ecclesial dictates.1439 

  

Characteristically, Aristotle sought a middle way. Rejecting the Atomists, Elaetic/Sophist 

unknowability of the world1440 and Plato‟s forms, Aristotle defined a substance, not 

simply by its descriptive elements, but through its essence. As this essential quality is 

not simply the sum of observation and comment, Aristotle, in differentiating description 

from definition, denies that we can define something by its effect on an observer, since 

this surmises that the existence of something demands the existence of an observer.1441 

The basic ontology of things 1442 is established by definition through reductionism. The 

world is composed of distinct oujsiva", not all of which are physical, but all possess a 

distinct essence.  

 

Aristotle divides physical things into genera - things of the same kind - and species - 

those things sharing unique distinguishing characteristics which can be fully 

described.1443 To move beyond personal experience, we must investigate universals1444 

present in a range of substances. Defining characteristics are inherent elements 

objectively present in the subject and essential to its nature, not things which express 

the variables or relativities of the observer. In defining a substance, the preeminent 

defining characteristic is the substance itself, closely followed by its quality, quantity and 

relation and, more distantly, by its time, place, position, state, activity and passivity. 
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Most objects attract comment under most of these categories, demonstrating the 

limitations of linguistically describing reality. The further up the descriptive hierarchy we 

reach, the more general and less informative the definition, but the closer to defining the 

substance in its particularity. Aristotle‟s universals are essences, without independent 

existence, embodied in the primary substances or physical items which alone are 

reality1445. The specific objects of this world are primary and the forms secondary. 

Only individuals have oujsiva - substance/particulars. Everything (save the Supreme 

Cause, which is pure actuality) combines form - the active, determining element - and 

matter - the passive, indeterminate element.1446 The crucial distinction is between:  

 

 ejntelevceia/actuality/form - the determining principle embracing perfection, 

realization, fullness of being, and  

 

 duvnami"/potential - the determinable principle, involving imperfection, 

incompleteness and perfectibility.1447  

 

We experience only the actualized.  Aristotle‟s principle of being is a continuum of 

existence from the Supreme Cause through the combined potentiality and actuality of, 

say, human being to total potential. 

  

Aristotle developed his worldview through his concepts of “form”, matter and motion.  

 

“Form” is not the Platonic concept, but that which determines replication, distributing 

matter in the specific format, never arbitrarily: present in living things, imposed by the 

artisan/artist in manufactured things. Animate individuals are replicated from a 

predetermined “form” only in the same species which determines what new reality, 

when moved, “matter” changes into. Formal properties do not have a concrete character 

- they are real, but are “said of”, not “in”, substances. The seed of a living thing contains 

the entire new reality as immanent potential, and does not cease its work until the new 
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1446

 Aristotle does not resolve the relationship between form and matter.   
1447

 Aristotle, 1998, Metaphysics, Books Theta and Eta. 



209 
 

individual is perfected. If there is generation, there must first have been an individual 

capable of generating that new reality of the same type, logically inferring an eternal 

succession in species, and so of form and matter qua matter, although the guises 

adopted by matter constantly change.  

 

“Motion” denotes the process of change, not displacement of position. Neither form nor 

matter comes into being through change.1448 Only matter changes through altering its 

qualities, not its essence. Before it changes, it must have been something else. 

“Change” results from the interplay of four causes, identified in the Physics as the: 

 

 efficient - the impulse to movement or development (the generator or maker: the 

direct agent of change), 

 

 formal - actuality: the intrinsic, determining cause established by the forces within 

the idea (the form of species in the living organism, extant in the Supreme 

Cause‟s mind, or the conception of the artist/artisan), 

 

 material/determinable - the matter transformed, and 

 

 final - the ultimate purpose which directs the transformations on a pre-

established plane, giving unity to the course of the development.1449  

 

The efficient, formal and final relate to “form1450. Only the material relates to matter.1451 

Substance and categories address how things change; change why they change. 

Aristotle denies the possibility of an infinite regression of causes and effects, movers 

and moved.1452 Change is not evolutionary1453 - individuals cannot change into another 
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species. Although accidents happen, nature generally tends towards its final cause, and 

so is ordered and regular. In the Categories, Aristotle suggests the tangible is the most 

basic of things - the subject of science - but substitutes “species”1454 in The 

Metaphysics: we can define species, so form and matter come together perfectly 

therein. Aristotle assumed this analysis describes the world of sense experience in a 

way largely corresponding to our experience thereof, but we must also have, and 

disseminate, scientific knowledge thereof. Our rationality makes us human: we “desire 

to know[, practical experience is not] inferior to art [for] experience is that knowledge of 

individual instances and art knowledge of universals, and ... whatever we do or make is 

concerned with some individual”: wisdom, that for which philosophers search, “is 

knowledge of principles and causes”.1455 We recognize truth and find perfect happiness 

only in intellectual contemplation. Philosophy, the supreme intellectual virtue, combines 

scientific knowledge with intuition. Language is part of our potential to be rational, but 

must be refined to work more logically and effectively. Science is our ability to abstract, 

draw conclusions and generalize: dependent on sense experience, but superior to it. 

Our senses enable us to separate form from matter. Reason allows us to abstract form 

and transform it into universals. The Metaphysics claims sense experience is potentially 

intelligible, while scientific knowledge is actually intelligible. Aristotle, in De Anima, 

probably saw an active and passive reason. The former creates knowledge: the latter 

notes and classifies sensations. In contemplating the unchanging universe, we should 

become as close to the divine as we can through intellectual contemplation. This posits 

a dualism of form/matter, soul/body, substance/accidents, soul and its faculties, passive 

and active intellect etc, with a tendency to become “god-like” through intellect. In the 

physical world, form becomes actuality, potential becomes matter which marks 

individuals sharing the same form1456 - worked on by change and a formal end.  
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Aristotle and Plato saw overwhelming evidence for “final causes”. Every organism is 

beautifully crafted for a particular purpose, different for each species, in nature‟s grand 

scheme, inherent in the substance‟s form, not its matter. In living things, their self-

generation and characteristic behaviour are their nature. In manufactured items, their 

nature is determined externally as the expression of how it is made and used.  

 

“God” is ouv kineouvmenon kinei1457 - the metaphysical explanation, efficient cause of, 

and goal for, being: motion/change‟s first cause: reason simpliciter, eternally 

contemplating itself. We have a spark of the Supreme Being - our rationality - enabling 

us to achieve our highest good, happiness.  On Philosophy suggests that “where there 

is a better, there is also a best … which would be divine”.1458 Aristotle adopts 

“Socrates‟” teleological argument for “God‟s” existence.1459 Those who see nature‟s 

beauty must accept there are gods.1460 There must be eternal substances, or all things 

would be perishable, and those eternal substances must be of the unmoved Mover, who 

initiates all physical process and change in the cosmos, but is not itself subject to 

change.1461 Change/motion is crucial to understanding reality. It has purpose and is 

caused by attraction to an object of desire, and the Mover is the ultimate object of 

desire.1462 The Mover is a substance, but unique as “eternal, unmovable and separate 

from sensible things”1463, and exists because movement exists. It is “impossible that 

movement should either have come into being or cease to be (for it is eternal), or that 

time should”.1464 Time and motion are inseparable, but not the same. Time is the 

“number of motion in respect of before and after”1465 - that by which phases of the 

process can be measured, if as an arbitrary division of an infinitely divisible reality into a 

series of “nows”. Motion is diverse, time specific. The first cause of eternal motion must 
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be fully actual, since to have matter is to have potentiality.1466 Whatever has matter has 

potentiality and so is subject to change.  

 

Bodies at rest remain so unless acted upon by an outside cause, but there cannot be an 

infinite chain of causes - something must have caused the first movement, but itself be 

unmoved: “eternal, substance, and actuality”.1467 Ergo there must be an unmoved 

Mover.  What is eternal is necessary and that necessary is good. Therefore, the Mover 

is necessary and good. Its necessity consists in the fact that, lacking potentiality, it 

cannot “be otherwise than it is”.1468 The first Mover is also archê, which explains 

everything else because it causes all motion on which “depend heaven and nature”.1469 

It never leaves its realm of eternal repose and blessedness. Will and intellect are 

incompatible with the Mover‟s unchangeable being. This “God” is “a living being, 

eternal, most good, so that life and duration continuous and eternal belong to God; for 

this is God”1470, perfectly beautiful, indivisible and eternally does one thing: thinking, and 

thinking about the best thing, which is thought (the best of activities), so thought and its 

object are the same. “God” may ponder only the most worthy thoughts - the truly 

divine.1471 Those thoughts are not potentialities for, if thought were “a potentiality, ... its 

continuous thinking would be wearisome”1472 and the object of thought would be greater 

than the thought. “Therefore it must be of itself that the divine thought thinks ... a 

thinking on thinking”.1473 Because “god” thinks, it is alive “for the actuality of thought is 

life, and God is that actuality; ... life most good and eternal”.1474 “God” has no magnitude 

- no body or spatial existence, indivisible, unable, therefore, to accommodate hypostatic 

identity – so its life differs from human life. “God” has the highest and most complete 

reality: matter the most attenuated. Were “god” not pure actuality, the motion it caused 

would not be eternal. Actuality must precede potential, so pure actuality had to pre-exist 
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form and matter in self-contemplation as a priority of logic, not of time. The universe did 

not develop from potential/matter. Thus, the Mover is greater than us: the good to which 

all else tends as understanding.  

 

There can only one unmoved Mover.1475 Matter differentiates individuals, and, as God is 

without matter, there can only be one “God” - the one cannot form individuals.1476 As the 

Metaphysics concludes: 

 

“The rule of many is not good; one ruler let there be.”1477 

 

Of “beings naturally composed”, “some are ungenerated and imperishable for the whole 

of eternity, but others are subject to coming-to-be and perishing. [Of the former,] which 

possess value - indeed divinity - the studies we can make are less, because the 

starting-points of the enquiry and the things we long to know about present extremely 

few appearances to observation. We are better equipped to acquire knowledge about 

the perishable plants and animals because they grow beside us.”1478 The universe is 

finite and spherical1479, subsisting in five concentric spheres composed of aether - 

“ungenerated and indestructible and exempt from increase and alteration”.1480 The 

Mover “produces motion as being loved, but all other things move by being moved”1481, 

eternally seeking higher degrees of perfection. The concept of attraction posits an extra-

natural explanation for natural phenomena, an idea acceptable to Aristotle who holds 

that the heavens are extra-natural, yet cause natural motion. The Mover could not 

impart motion as the first efficient cause because to do so it would have to be in motion, 

and were it in motion, it would be moved. There can be no beginning to eternal motion, 

no “creation”. The First Heaven is attracted to the Mover1482, thence, by domino effect, 
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all lower spheres of reality are naturally attracted to the next higher level of being and 

perfection: “the apparent good is the object of appetite, and the real good is the primary 

object of rational wish”.1483  

 

Space is infinitely divisible, but there are not an infinite numbers of things. The universe 

is finite because the things contained therein have a natural motion and place in relation 

to each other, and have natural boundaries. It does not contain an infinite amount of 

matter, as the Atomists believed. Heavy things are drawn to the centre of the cosmos - 

the centre of the earth. Light things tend towards the edges of the cosmos. As 

everything eternal is necessary, eternal motion is necessary motion. Continuous motion 

cannot have beginning or end, and “there is no continuous motion except movement in 

place, and of this only that which is circular is continuous”.1484 The First Heaven moves 

in unceasing, circular motion, and so “must be eternal”.1485 Circular motion stands 

closest to motionless eternity, because no real locomotion occurs: it always returns to 

where it started. The outer sphere carries the fixed stars and rotates north to south 

every 24 hours. The inner spheres carry the sun, moon and planets, all rotating on 

different axes at different velocities, with the earth at the centre. Planetary motion is 

circular, so eternal.1486 Aether circles the centre, but cannot otherwise change. 

Everything above the sublunary sphere is eternal and changeless. Natural phenomena 

in the sublunary sphere, having no aether, are liable to change and decay.1487 There are 

natural places for, and natural movements of, each element in the sublunary sphere, but 

they cannot be moved apart from their natures. Tradition dictates they can change from 

one to another of the four elements and so must emanate from common matter - earth 

when cold and dry, water when cold and wet, air when hot and wet, and fire when hot 

and dry. In humans, the body belongs to the changing world of matter while the 
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intellect/spirit/understanding belongs to the incorruptible, eternal and divine sphere. As 

matter, motion and time are eternal, the world is eternal, but caused.1488 

 

Aristotle‟s “God” is not Scripture‟s personal God of love. The Mover is eternal and 

impassible, abstract goodness attracting eternal realities, which include matter, space, 

time and our intellects. 

 

Politics Aristotle‟s political thought derives from his ethical imperative to live well and 

fulfil our purpose. Essentially social beings who can only be properly human in 

community, we are obligated to participate in communal life and accept responsibility for 

communal actions. The Politics posits principles of mutual responsibility and regard 

between citizens and “state”.  Aristotle‟s political thought focuses on the povli"1489 which 

meets its purpose when the unit is self-sufficient, needing no outside influences to 

function. The “state‟s” function is to allow its citizens to exercise the practical wisdom 

essential to eujdaimonia1490 in working towards the common good. Like Plato, Aristotle 

abhorred mob rule, and dismissed “democracy” because the poor, lacking the ability to 

exercise rational, practical wisdom, hold power and pursue their own interests, rather 

than the common good. Monarchy is the ideal, if the monarch exercises unfailingly good 

and benevolent judgement. The same could be said of aristocracy if it does not descend 

into self-serving oligarchy. His solution, as ever, is the Mean - vesting power in those 

wealthy enough to be able to think constructively, between wealth and economic 

dependence, the citizen-ruler able to rule and be ruled, educated1491 in “good habits”.   

 

Plato and Aristotle Aristotle broke fundamentally with Plato in: 

  

 rejecting the discrete and absolute reality of the forms, and 
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 accepting the reality of the material world and change.  

 

Plato separates the universal/“form” from those qualities of the set to which the “form” 

relates and which do not necessarily cause motion1492 - they tell us nothing useful about 

the ultimate nature of reality or the relative permanence of the material realm, about 

being and causes.  

 

Aristotle criticizes Plato understanding of the soul as immortal.1493 It was created after 

movement, and so is not self-moving.1494 Aristotle understands yuchv1495 as “that in 

virtue of which something is alive. The most accurate translation of the term into English 

would be „principle of life‟ or „principle of animation‟.”1496 It does not inhabit the body, but 

defines the distinctive functioning of the body, initiates its movement and fixes its 

purpose and aims. It is pure form, whereas the body is matter. Aristotle distinguishes 

between living and non-living, not body and mind/“soul” in the modern sense. All things 

are linked by necessity, deterministic in general patterns, but the yuchv is the body‟s 

motive principle, allowing self-movement and self-directed growth: Aristotle‟s 

understanding is both voluntary and deterministic. Bodies move because the sensory 

organs and limbs are linked, but acts originate within the person. Soul and organs are 

defined teleologically by capacities: sight is the “soul” of the eye, and the human psyche 

is the sum of the individual‟s capabilities. We share with all living things a “nutritive” 

capacity - the ability to grow and carry out basic biological functions, vital to our 

wellbeing but unconnected to our higher functions - and for sensation and movement, 

both inextricably linked. Our senses enable us to extract the form of worldly things. The 

heart is the primary sense-organ. 
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“Man, the measure of all things” is the axiom of all Classical, and most secular, 

philosophers. “God” is one - the eternal, unchanging, impersonal goal of being and 

thought, embodying “goodness”, not love. God as Trinity, let alone grace and love, is 

nonsense. “God” is the objective standard for rational thought and behaviour, but does 

not - probably cannot without compromising his ontology - concern himself with this 

world. His “goodness” poses the behavioural ideal to which our rationality aspires and 

must achieve to be “saved”. There are eternal elements to the universe - Plato‟s 

“forms”, “matter” and “soul”: Aristotle‟s rationality, motion and superlunary aether, the 

forms and (presumably) matter acted upon by the forms and motion. The universe is 

static - nothing truly “new” emerges therein - in which human intelligence strives to 

become more “god-like” through reason. There is always a more desirable state for us 

to strive for. We aim for the eternal bliss of contemplation in emulation of the divine 

realm: the “natural” ways of this world are devalued in aspirations to a life of rationality 

and contemplation, a life few achieve. We are rationally able to know good and evil, and 

only those who “do their best” to meet objective standards of “goodness” are saved. 

This encapsulates the dualist world-view: an ideal other world contrasted to a less than 

satisfactory material world with some quasi or wholly divine aspect of our being capable, 

through rational practices, of freeing itself from this world and ascending to the next. 

Combined with a mechanistic approach to understanding the world, and the Stoic 

“natural law” concept, this has proved the enduringly unsatisfactory legacy of Classical 

philosophy to western Christianity. 

 

Stoics also saw reason as paramount in understanding the divinely ordered cosmos 

and human ethical behaviour. The Stoic “god” ordered everything for the best, 

indwelling everything as “fiery air”/“corporeal” spirit, for only the corporeal exists and 

determines the character of everything via varying degrees of “physical tension”. In 

animate being, the “spirit” is the psyche, in plants, their “nature” and in the inanimate, 

their “state”. “God” exists in a unique way in the “fiery heavens” and, periodically, the 

world become “fire”, an apotheosis after which it repeats its predetermined history. 

Stoics were unable to explain why the “god” who orders all for the best and most 

virtuous outcome permits the vast majority to be the opposite. 
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Divine providence governs all. The perfectly wise - whose acts alone are “virtuous” - try 

their best, but are unconcerned if they fail for the outcome was for the best. They are 

the greatest rarity, apavqo".1497 The rest of us are pavqo"1498: imperfect, and imperfection 

knows no degrees, the distinction rationally based on what matters and what does not. 

Those “making progress” may act “properly”. Stoic ethics “follow nature” under “natural 

law”. Moral virtue is the only “good”: wickedness the only evil. Moral awareness realizes 

what is appropriate to the individual. Wisdom is understanding the difference between 

what is within our power and what is not. The goal of human existence is 

ejudaimonevw1499, but the crucial factor is trying to do what is right. Health and wealth are 

preferable to the alternative, and we may pursue them if we do not thereby wrong 

others, but achieving them is beyond our control. Stoics denied the value of withdrawal 

from the world and physical activity.1500  

 

Stoicism contributed significantly to neo-Platonic ethics, gradually declining as a 

discrete entity as the latter grew. 

 

Philo marks Judeo-Christian thought‟s first clear foray into dualism. A benevolent God 

creates, but his creation is, first, of a spiritual prototype1501 and, second, of the 

“visible”/material world.1502 Creation had a beginning and, so, is not eternal, but is hardly 

ex nihilo. There is little of Plato‟s denigration of the material world: this, and Philo‟s 

focus on motion, suggest Aristotelian influences, yet Platonic influences surface with the 

“image of God”.1503 Divine intelligence, the spiritual prototype and soul/intellect co-exist 

                                            
1497

 Apathos - without passions. 
1498

 Pathos. 
1499

 Happiness, good fortune. 
1500

 Thus, Marcus Aurelius, one of the more illustrious Stoics, spent most of his reign campaigning on the 
frontiers. 
1501

 The heavens or sphere of divine intelligence. 
1502

 God “apprehended” that “there could not exist a good imitation without a good model” so that the 
material world was fashioned “with reference to some archetypal idea conceived by the intelligence ... an 
incorporeal model formed as far as possible on the image of God”. Philo, 1993, De Opificio Mundi, IV(16). 
1503

 “ … let no one think that he is able to judge of this likeness from the characteristics of the body ... the 
resemblance is spoken of with reference to the most important part of the soul, ... the mind: for the mind 
which exists in each individual has been created after the likeness of that one mind which is in the 
universe as its primitive model”. Ibid, XXIII(69). 
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dualistically with the decidedly inferior human body. This world is temporal, but the 

spiritual world, also created and arguably in time, is clearly less temporal. The “world 

which existed in ideas [can] have no other local position except the divine reason which 

made them”.1504 Matter, good and temporal, is still a lesser form of being - and human 

body less than human “soul”/mind. Only our intellects are the imago dei. 

 

Gnosticism1505 and related beliefs dismissed by Irenaeus represent more radical forms 

of “mind”/matter dichotomy, identifying salvation with knowledge, specifically of the 

essential separation of matter and spirit. A demiurge, not God, created. Christ was 

either not truly God or not truly human. Salvation is release from, rather than the 

perfection of, this world1506. Evil and ugliness are endemic to matter.  

 

Early Christian Thought Platonism dominated gentile Christianity‟s first two centuries, 

succeeded by Middle Platonism, whose eclectic notions identified the “forms” as ideas 

in the Divine Mind, and so stressed God‟s transcendence that he could only be 

described negatively and could be active in creation only through intermediaries - the 

world-soul, logos and planetary powers. By the 5th century, Middle Platonism gave way 

to neo-Platonism1507, which coloured virtually the whole of the Latin Church‟s medieval 

tradition, via Augustine, until Aquinas rediscovered Aristotle. 

 

Neo-Platonism originated with Ammonius Saccas, known only through Plotinus, who 

embraced refined rationality, refusing to confuse myths and ritual with philosophy, but 

embraced experience, subsuming Plato‟s dualism into a profound metaphysical monism 

wherein Middle Platonism‟s apophatic and mystical theology lived on. Complex thinking 

must be preceded by a “One”, totally simple. Unity is needed for anything to exist, and 

the degrees of unity establish a hierarchy of ontological value. Plotinus posits three 

                                            
1504

 Ibid, V(20). 
1505

 “ … a hotchpotch of religious ideas, drawn generally from Judaism, Near Eastern religions, 
semipopular philosophy and Christianity … superseded by Manichaeism … based on a supposed conflict 
between light and darkness … the soul‟s salvation lay [in] escape from the prison-house of the body”, 
Brown, 1968, 13-14. 
1506

 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies, 1.28.1-2. 
1507

 The Cappadocians, Ambrose and Augustine owed a deep debt to neo-Platonism and Pseudo-
Dionysius. 
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eternal hypostases of reality: the “One”, Intellectual Principle/Nous and Soul. The “One” 

is self-sufficient and:  

 

“only produces the very greatest of the things that are found below it.  But that 

which after it is the most perfect, the second 

principle,  Intelligence (Nous).  Intelligence contemplates the One and needs 

nothing but it.  But the One has no need of Intelligence. The One which is 

superior to Intelligence produces Intelligence which is the best existence after the 

One, since it is superior to all other beings.  The (World) Soul is the Word 

(Logos) and a phase of the activity of Intelligence just as Intelligence is the logos 

and a phase of the activity of the One.  But the logos of the Soul is obscure, 

being only an image of Intelligence.  The Soul ... directs herself to Intelligence, 

just as the latter, to be Intelligence, must contemplate the One... . Every begotten 

being longs for the being that begot it and loves it”.1508  

 

Everything else emanates from, and seeks reunion with, the “One” in hierarchical order 

of increasing complexity.1509 The “One” is eternal and perfect, transcending Being, 

Knowing and ideas/forms. Having “neither thought nor will nor activity”1510, no positive 

attributes can be ascribed to it, yet perfect goodness suffuses it. It wills to be as it is - 

the supreme cause, “without form … indescribable … „the not this”1511: “beyond all 

thought and all being, ineffable and incomprehensible[, to which essence, being and life 

cannot be ascribed because] it is more”1512. Plotinus argues for the “One”, but cannot 

prove its necessity. It is accessible only by ecstatic abstraction transcending 

phenomenology and even reason. From the Intellectual Principle, the highest, 

determinative principle of being, flows initially intelligible matter. Converting and 

contemplating the “One”, it becomes Nous/Primal Intellect1513, then Essential Soul. 

                                            
1508

 Katz, 1950, Enneads, 5.1.6.  
1509

 “ … all things and no one of them; the source of all things is not all things; all things are its possession 
- running back, so to speak, to it - or, more correctly, not yet so, they will be all things and none of them”. 
Ibid, 5.2.1. 
1510

 Copleston, 1946, 1.465. 
1511

 Rist, 1967, 25. 
1512

 Copleston, 1946, 1,464. 
1513

 The “father of the cause” - suggesting a demiurge. 

http://www.kheper.net/topics/Neoplatonism/Plotin-Nous.htm
http://www.kheper.net/topics/Neoplatonism/Plotin-Soul.htm
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Intellectual Soul is Soul‟s highest phase, followed by Reasoning, then Unreasoning. 

According to its abilities, Soul contemplates the forms1514. Thence proceeds World-

Soul/Nature and the most limited and faintest trace of the “One” – matter, which lacks 

form. Unable to contemplate the “One”, matter is shaped by World-Soul, which looks 

both up and down the hierarchy of being. Plotinus uses Aristotle's matter-form theory, 

but only for sub-human things.  

  

Logos contains forms of all individuals and generates World-Soul. It is the First Principle 

of reality for all other reality: a unity transcending all being. All else emanates from the 

“One” as a spontaneous act of nature1515 in which the material world receives “just as 

much reality as can be mediated to it through the higher realms of being”.1516 “Good 

diffuses itself”, so a perfect entity inevitably creates an external image of itself.1517 

Emanation from the “One” cannot end until every possible level of being that could exist 

does, even the imperfect. All being is good and beautiful - even matter is neutral1518 - 

but not all are perfectly good1519 and the universe would be less perfect were that the 

case - not all parts of a beautiful thing are beautiful in isolation.1520 The world is 

“beautiful ... the most perfect of corporeal beings.1521 Evil is a function of matter1522, but 

as an absence of good: we can choose not to do evil.  

 

The “One” “does not concern itself with the second hypostasis …”, nor with the lower 

order.1523 There are just enough similarities in this to skew the doctrine of creation away 

from the Trinitarian understanding of the act, to focus on a unitarian view of God as 

impassive, existing unknowable behind the Trinitarian presentation.1524  Plotinus‟ 

material creation is a “dualism” by continuum, without the definite breaks of the Platonic 

                                            
1514

 Plotinus‟ forms are ideas of the Divine Mind. 
1515

 Ibid, 4.3.10; 4.4.11. Wallis, 1972, 63, 65. Copleston (1946, 1.467) suggests creation is necessary. 
1516

 Gunton, 1998, 35. 
1517

 Wallis, 1972, 61. 
1518

 Katz, 1950, Enneads, 2.9.8. 
1519

 Wallis, 1972, 65.  
1520

 Katz, 1950, Enneads, 3.2.11. 
1521

 Ibid, 3.2.3. 
1522

 Which is Absolute Evil. Ibid, 1.8.10. 
1523

 Rist, 1967, 83. 
1524

 “One”, nous and soul, being hierarchical, are not the Trinity of equal hypostases.  
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prototype. The “One‟s” transcendence suggests that Plotinus denies divinity to the lower 

orders, but the necessary progression in ontological continuum could be argued against 

this.  

  

Human souls are pre-existent, constituted by forms within Nous1525, descent into bodies 

being a partial fall1526. Although necessary to give effect to Essential Soul‟s governance 

of the world, they may degenerate, becoming satisfied with earthly existence. The 

soul exists on, and can live at, many levels. Contemplation is the key to understanding 

the intelligible and sensible world, and crucial to the soul‟s return to its true 

undescended self1527. Undescended Intellect seeks the “One”, reason deliberates on 

earthly matters, perception focuses on sense objects and vegetative soul on bodily 

appetites and emotions.  Plotinus urges us to recover our true self in contemplation of 

the “One” through philosophical reflection, self-discipline and moral living, thereby 

circumventing the need for reincarnation. 

 

Intellectual Principle gives logos, a reason-principle, to the universe.1528 Logos is not 

the divine hypostasis of Philo and Nicea, but the relationship between a hypostasis 

and its source and effects, a blueprint from which lesser realities evolve.1529 Relations 

between the hypostases involve both a downward emanation and an upward process 

of contemplation. Unless the descent into multiplicity is checked, beings cannot 

receive shape. Through evpistrofhv1530, being contemplates the “One”, receiving form 

and order1531.  

  

The second hypostasis - Nous - is being, intelligence and life. Life is the unformed 

stage, intelligence when it receives form and limit. Knowing is the same as being, and 

                                            
1525

 Katz, 1950, Enneads, 5.9.12. 
1526

 Incarnation into a lower order of being. Its true self, aspiring for union with the “One”, remains in the 
intelligible world. Plato said (Phaedrus, 248 c-d) that our incarnation results from a fall of souls. 
Pannenburg (1994, 2.18) says the Enneads, (Katz, 1950, Enneads 3.7.11) suggests the creation of the 
material world results from the fall of World-Soul. The passage is obscure.  
1527

 Katz, 1950, Enneads, 3.8.8. 
1528

 Ibid, 3.2.47. 
1529

 Wallis, 1972, 68. 
1530

 Reversion, return. 
1531

 Wallis, 1972, 65-66. 
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bodily forms are endlessly changeable, but the First Cause cannot be the object of its 

own intellect.  

 

To Plotinus, the Latin Church owes its notion of God‟s true reality of God as one and 

unknowable, existing behind the Trinity, impassible and unconcerned with this 

world.1532 

 

Justin Martyr, a former Platonist, held that God “created everything from formless 

matter”1533, but, apart from God shaping “pre-existent formless matter”1534, Platonic 

concepts play little part in his theology. “Evil” is not a function of matter and God needs 

no intermediary to create.1535 There is no continuity between the minds of God and 

humans. We know God only through the Spirit.1536 There is no “uncreated and godlike 

soul”1537, but Justin cannot quite affirm God as creator of both matter and mind. 

 

Irenaeus rejected the philosophical tradition. God creates something ontologically 

distinct, but, by virtue of his triune being, can engage it. God needs no demiurge to 

preserve his ontology for there are no degrees of being, simply God and creation, two 

relating realities - and God is free in relation to that other reality.1538 Creation was ex 

nihilo1539: God “called into being the substance of his creation, when previously it had no 

existence”1540: otherwise, God would not be “free and independent”1541 in relation to it. 

Salvation and creation are linked. Creation is “good”, but varies “according to the nature 

of the life assigned” to the individual.1542 The Son assumed created being, so it cannot 

be unreal or evil. Creation was a Trinitarian act, and the Son exists perfectly on both 

                                            
1532

 So markedly conflicting with the Nicene formulae. 
1533

 Apology, 1.10.2. 
1534

 May, 1994, 132. 
1535

 Ibid, 125-6. 
1536

 Dialogue with Trypho, 4. 
1537

 Watson, 1997, 312. 
1538

 In “the Son and the Spirit, by whom and in whom, freely and spontaneously, He made all things”. Con 
Her, 2.20.1. 
1539

 If both God and matter are uncreated, “God is not the maker of the universe”. Theophilus of Antioch. 
To Autolycus, 2.4. 
1540

 Con Her, 2.10.4. 
1541

 Ibid, 2.5.4. 
1542

 Ibid, 2.2.4. 
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sides of the creator/creature divide. God creates through the divine Son/Word, who 

mediates between God and creation, and is “suitable and sufficient for the formation of 

all things”.1543 God is sovereign over creation. We tend to the “good”, to eschatological 

perfection, suggesting a freedom which makes “the fall possible, not inevitable. The 

„imperfection‟ is this: The love for God which is the life of man cannot emerge ex nihilo 

in full bloom; it requires to grow with experience.”1544 Irenaeus “incorporated process as 

a positive ... feature of his world-view.”1545 That process is not linear, but participates “in 

the descent and ascent of Jesus”.1546  

 

This is the first recognizably “Christian” theology.  

 

Origen showed greater regard for philosophy.1547 God is a monad, a “simple intellectual 

nature”, incomprehensible, impassible, uncircumscribed1548, both spatio-temporally and 

ontologically distinct from creation. Ontologically, Son and Spirit are between God and 

creation - the Son “less than the Father, … superior to rational creatures”, the Spirit “still 

less and dwells within the Saints alone”1549 - eternal, but creaturely. God “created and 

set in order all things, and ... , when nothing existed, caused the universe to be”.1550 

Origen denies creation‟s “goodness” because, although God cannot be unjust1551, there 

is inequality of fortune in this world1552. He posits a two-stage creation. God first created 

“as large a number of intelligent beings as he could control”.1553 These logica, created 

eternal, act like Platonic forms: spiritual, and so “good”, eternally contemplating God, 

they abused their freedom and must be restored to communion with God.1554 The 

creation accounts relate to this creation of ideal beings who “fall”. The material world is 

a teaching aide, preparing the logica for renewed communion with God by ascent from 

                                            
1543

 Ibid, 2.2.4. 
1544

 Farrow, 1885, 333-355. 
1545

 Ibid, 349. 
1546

 Ibid, 350. 
1547

 Particularly Philo. 
1548

 De Principis, 1.1.6. 
1549

 Ibid, 1.3.5. 
1550

 Ibid, 1. Preface, 4. 
1551

 Ibid, 3.5.4. 
1552

 Ibid, 2.9.5. 
1553

 Ibid, 2.9.1 
1554

 Ibid, 2,6.3; 2.9.6. 
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the disunity of plurality and materiality. Creation has no inherent value. Everything not 

God is created, but in an ontological hierarchy of creation.1555  

 

Pseudo-Dionysius may have sired negative theology. His Corpus Areopagiticum 

(c532) defined God by abstractions - being, goodness, beauty etc - and refers to an 

impersonal concept of “godness” - an “it”. Even Christ is an “it”: there “before all things 

and in it all things hold together”.1556 God is a “monad … because of its supernatural 

simplicity and indivisible unity … They also describe it as a Trinity, for with a 

transcendent fecundity it is manifested as „three persons‟”.1557 The Trinity does not 

define divine being, but expresses that being. Pseudo-Dionysius elevates “timeless, 

metaphysical causality over the temporally and economically structured biblical 

characterizations of God‟s action in the world”.1558 “God is essentially what the world is 

not”1559: “the essence of being for the things which have being”.1560 The mind can seek 

out that from which being has descended, contemplating “all things … in a simple unity 

within the universal Cause”.1561 God is unknowable: his “attributes” conceived 

cosmologically, relating eternal to temporal, and ignoring the significance of divine acts 

in time. “Spirit” means “non-material”.1562 God and world are opposed. Pseudo-

Dionysius argues “from what is below up to the transcendent, and the more it climbs, 

the more language falters, and when it has passed up and beyond the ascent, it will turn 

silent completely, since it will finally be at one with him who is indescribable”.1563  “The 

way of negation is the way of union”1564, understood from below.  

 

Athanasius argued for the Son‟s divinity. He who mediates divine action in creation 

must be eternal.1565 The three mutually constitute God‟s one being. God‟s will and being 

                                            
1555

 Ibid, 2.9.3. 
1556

 Pseudo-Dionysius, 1987, 54. 
1557

 Ibid, 51. 
1558

 Gunton, 2002, 16. 
1559

 Ibid. 
1560

 Pseudo-Dionysius, 1987, 98. 
1561

 Ibid, 100. 
1562

 Not that which positively relates the hypostases in themselves and in their relations to the world. 
1563

 Pseudo-Dionysius, 1987, 139. 
1564

 Rorem, 1993, 165-166. 
1565

 To Serapion, 2.2-4. Also true of the Spirit. 
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are distinct.1566 Because the Father is eternally related to Son and Spirit, he did not 

need a world to relate to: he freely1567, but not eternally, wills to create. Creator and 

creation are ontologically distinct, but God, as personal being1568, can relate to creation.  

Because “the rational man made in God‟s image was disappearing, and the handiwork 

of God was in process of dissolution”1569, the creative Word entered the world he had 

created ex nihilo1570 to ensure God‟s creative purpose was not negated.  The divine 

relation to creation is grounded in the free relations of Father and Son, and expresses 

the innate richness of divine being.1571 To Athanasius, we owe the crucial Nicene 

concept of the homoousion which conditions our understanding of the Trinity as the true 

reality of God, the essential unity of the three, and marks the decisive break with the 

philosophical tradition in favour of Scripture read in its own intellectual context.1572  

 

Athanasius developed most of the core features of Christianity, expressed in the Nicene 

Creed.1573 Those features were agreed between the Orthodox and Reformed 

churches.1574 

 

Basil of Caesarea‟s Hexaemeron accepts a Platonic hierarchy of being wherein the 

“invisible and intellectual world [preceded] the world of our senses”1575, but notes that, if 

matter is eternal it equals God, while judgement implies that it has an end1576. He 

affirms the “good order which reigns in visible things”1577 and its varietal richness1578, 

                                            
1566

 Barth argued that the act and being of God, if distinct, were one to avoid a perception of abstraction in 
God‟s dealing with the world. 
1567

 Having no need to create or to create what he did. 
1568

 Athanasius embraced Scripture‟s Hebrew milieu, including the novel (to Greeks) concept of 
“personal” being. 
1569

 On the Incarnation of the Word, 6. 
1570

 Which “was not once, He has at one time made by His own Word”. Against the Arians, 1.24. 
1571

 Ibid, 2.2. 
1572

 Although, in To Serapion, 2.60, Athanasius denies that there is any likeness to the Son among 
creatures, which could suggest, as it did to Greer (1973, 74-75) that there may be doubt as to Christ‟s 
true humanity. 
1573

 A document immediately mistranslated in dualist terms by a Latin church which had not been invited 
to Nicea. 
1574

 See Agreed Statement on the Holy Trinity¸ 1990 and related papers, published as Theological 
Dialogue between Orthodox and Reformed Churches¸ 1985-1993, 2.219. 
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 1.5. 
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 1.4. 
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 1.1. 
1578

 5.7. 



227 
 

denying Aristotle‟s contention that circular motion is eternal1579 and Origen‟s that the 

stars live1580. Scripture‟s “days of creation” distinguishes the world‟s being from eternity 

and stress the differing ways God acts towards creation.1581 Creation acts ministerially - 

God gave the world “the grace and power to bring forth”1582 - but Basil fails to stress the 

Trinitarian nature of God‟s work in creation: God creates by his “single word”1583, a 

concept closer to God‟s will than logos theology, yet accepts creation is one in 

createdness.1584 

 

Augustine‟s early Manichaeism assumed soul and body were “enemies since the 

creation of the world”, and “an eternal evil principle opposed to God”.1585 In his neo-

Platonic phase, he identified “evil” and “matter”, interpreting the creeds neo-Platonically. 

He adopted Stoic concepts of a material universe, pervaded by pneuvma1586 in differing 

degrees, resulting in different entities making it difficult to draw a line between divine 

and material. Stoic teaching embraces a “reign of necessity” - fate, but not fate as 

“something different from God and eternal reason, nor … from providence … which 

order all things for the best. Fate and Providence are … different aspects of God”.1587 

The Stoic lovgoi spevrmatikoi1588 became “the rationes seminales1589, or forms of things 

whose creation precedes that of the material world”.1590 Augustine understood the 

universe as organic, shaped by opposing (active and passive) principles, the active 

being “not spiritual but material … hardly a dualism at all, since the two principles are 

both material and together for one Whole … a monistic materialism, even if this position 

is not consistently maintained”.1591 

 

                                            
1579

 1.3. 
1580

 “ … the heavens are not alive because they „declare the glory of God‟”. 3.9 
1581

 2.8. 
1582

 8.1. 
1583

 2.7. 
1584

 Gregory of Nyssa also denied the notion of a hierarchy of values in being - something is or it is not, 
but none is more equal than others. 
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 Brown, 1968, 15. 
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 Copleston, 1946, 1.389. 
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Augustine understands God‟s being apophatically: the one God is the starting point and 

sum of all that can validly be said of God. The three hypostases are not God‟s true 

reality, but an analogic parallel of the memory, understanding and will of the divine 

mind. Treatment1592 of the Son focuses on the Logos, his activity associated with 

Platonic Forms, not with the incarnate Christ‟s works. The one God is “creator and 

sustainer of all things”1593, who relates directly to the human soul. Creation expresses 

dispassionate will and power.1594 Augustine stresses a temporal fall and develops from 

Ge 2-3 his doctrine of original sin as a neo-Platonic denial of creation‟s “goodness” - 

Adam‟s sin carries on through the male in procreation, save only the one without a 

human father. He spiritualizes the command to be fruitful and multiply.1595 God‟s 

creative work is abstract. The six days of creation do not infer that God needed to 

create in time and space. Six, the “number of perfection”, expressed “the completion or 

perfection of the works”1596: an allegory for “weaker souls”1597, expressing the seven 

ages of the world1598 and spiritual development1599. The days of creation, by contrast to 

the original perfection of the works, also refer to creation‟s fallenness.1600 Creation is 

staged, the “Heaven of Heavens” is created as “some kind of intellectual being”.1601 The 

“forms”/ideas are created, but eternal, “contained in the Divine Intelligence [created 

things are] formed in accord with these ideas”.1602 “Formless matter, entirely without 

feature”1603 and not eternal, was then made from “absolutely nothing”.1604 From this “all 

formed things were made”.1605 God “created heaven and earth, distinct from one 
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 He stresses the eternal Son, not the incarnate Christ. 
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 Brown, 1968, 15. “In the beginning, ... from yourself, in your wisdom which is begotten of your 
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 Echoing the Gnostic link between fallenness and materiality. 
1601

 Confessions, 12.9. 
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another; the one close to [himself], the other close to being nothing”1606, a corrupt 

material world1607. Humans are a “mean between angels and beasts”.1608 Those who 

understand the creation accounts literally are unworthy to engage in argument.1609 

Creation is a timeless act1610, more concerned with the world‟s preservation than its 

origination. Creation had a beginning, and will end when time ceases1611 - “the world 

was not created in time, but with time1612 [when] there could have been no past, 

because there was nothing created to provide change and movement which is the 

condition of time”1613. A universe infinite in time or space would be self-existent, a “god” 

in itself. Creation refers to acts outside time and space, outside the scope for empirical 

investigation, so our understanding of this world does not necessarily demand an 

understanding of its origins. Since God is timeless, his acts must be timeless: he could 

not engage a reality in time and space. Creation must be instantaneous, and, therefore, 

static.  

 

The forms1614 affirm the superiority of the spiritual/intellectual, suggesting the material 

embodies everything unsatisfactory. The forms usurp the Word‟s creative role, leading 

the Latin Church to embrace not only a cosmological, rather than relational, view of the 

creation accounts, but a non-Scriptural vision of that cosmology: Aristotle‟s perfect, 

circular and eternal motion of the heavenly bodies.   

 

Eriugena is reckoned Scholasticism‟s1615 first original thinker. Reacting against 

mysticism, he created a systematic Christian neo-Platonism, emphasizing intuition and 
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 Civitas Dei, 12.16, 22. 
1609
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 Hawking (1998, 116.) notes the universe is finite, but without boundary, with “no beginning, no 
moment of creation”, the reason being the distinction between time and eternity. As Augustine argued, it 
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Ibid, 166. 
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 Civitas Dei, 12.14. 
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 Note Literal Interpretation, 3. 
1613

 Civitas Dei, 11.6. 
1614

 Ideal and eternal expressions of God‟s mind. 
1615

 Scholasticism developed from the academic curriculum of the theological/philosophical schools.  Its 
leading lights include Duns Scotus, William of Ockham, Bonaventure, Albertus Magnus and Aquinas, the 
latter‟s Summa Theologiae representing its high point. Brown

 
 (1968, 18.) defines Scholasticism as “those 
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contemplation, stressing rationalism, not as the arbiter of truth, but useful to elucidate 

and defend the tenets and dogmas of faith. Eriugena, holding all truth discloses God, 

sought to integrate philosophy and theology. The highest principle1616 engenders all 

things and reclaims them into itself. “Such Neoplatonic notions as that the material 

world and the body are evil, and that all things emanate by necessity from the One to be 

eventually reabsorbed by the One (again by necessity), clearly go against the 

incarnational and sacramental life of the church and the idea of a good and free 

creation.”1617 

 

Abelard saw universals as mental concepts, real because they were in the mind of God 

before he created specific examples, but which cannot be separated from their 

individual instances. Sic et Non suggests reason could either reconcile contradictory 

stances in Scripture, the Fathers and other authorities or enable a choice to be made 

between them. Abelard suggests that “by doubting we come to enquire and by enquiring 

we reach the truth”.1618 Doubt is not sin, but the precursor of knowledge. Theology must 

be treated as a science.  

  

Aquinas Publication of Aristotelian natural science and metaphysical works precipitated 

a major medieval dispute. Franciscans stressed revelation, and so opposed Aristotelian 

precepts.1619 Following Aquinas, Dominicans embraced the Aristotelian approach, 

moderated by the demands of faith. Aquinas sought to integrate Aristotelian teaching 

with Christian faith, favouring the more horizontal Aristotelian “cause and effect” 

approach over the hierarchical Platonic structure and notions that the material reality of 

the world and of human being was dualistically bisected into “good/not good”. “Instead 

                                                                                                                                             
medieval schools of thought which were concerned with defining and systematizing the Christian 
understanding of reality”, noting there was “no generally accepted system [but all] share the same interest 
in asking ultimate questions and in relating Christian belief to rational thought”. Medieval scholasticism 
developed logical deductions from Christian dogma, asserting all knowledge has been disclosed, so 
resisting further investigation. It concerned itself with “metaphysics rather than physics”

 
(Ibid, 17.), and 

was interested, not “in the physical universe for its own sake [but] in the reality which lay behind it … the 
relationship between the natural and the supernatural”(Ibid, 17-18.). 
1616

 The unum et idipsum mobile/immovable self-identical one. Periphyseon, Patrologia Latina CXXII I. 
476b. 
1617

 Brown, 2006, 53. 
1618

 Dubitando enim ad inquisitionem venimus; inquirendo veritatem percipimus. Sic et Non, Prologue. 
1619

 Averroists taught Aristotle simpliciter. 
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of the biblical teaching that grace renews and restores nature, Thomas ... held that 

grace complements and elevates nature. Thus the directional antithesis between 

judgment and redemption as taught in Scripture was turned once again into a structural 

antinomy between rival sectors of reality held together in bipolar tension. The end 

product was a split-level view of reality, with nature as a lower and grace as a higher 

order. Nature, despite sin, was viewed as still basically good: but grace was far 

better.”1620 The natural realm fell to philosophy and reason: the supernatural to theology 

and faith. This synthesis remains influential, but unrepentantly dualistic. “Reality” is not 

the diversity of individuals in the essential unity of God‟s creation. 

 

Philosophy and theology are distinct, yet complimentary, sciences, philosophy reliant on 

reason alone while theology uses revelation for the mysteries of faith which cannot be 

accessed rationally. They must agree, because God, the author of all truth, would not 

allow the natural order to contradict the supernatural.  Aristotelian concepts and 

methods are a tool.1621 God‟s purposes can be uncovered rationally. Theological claims 

cannot be patently false.1622 Rationality is not confined to empirical observation. It is “a 

composite of reason and intellect, ... each faculty contributes in its own way”: “reason 

surmises that all motion is caused: and it is intellect which at that point steps in and 

asserts that if all the links in the chain of motion are contingent links, dependent on 

something prior, we should have no complete explanation of motion”1623, ie “God” is an 

unmoved Mover. Intellect‟s first principle is that good must be pursued and evil avoided, 

a proposition which cannot be established empirically. Reason, which processes 

sensory or empirical inputs, works from experience to discover the best means of 

achieving an end1624, but cannot contradict Scripture‟s flawless moral teaching. Aquinas 

sought to establish the essential truths of Christian faith by reason, presupposing a 

chain of causality wherein we can reasonably argue for a “first cause”.1625 The 

“philosophical disciplines provide such a complete account of everything, including the 

                                            
1620

 Spykman, 1992, 20. 
1621

 The “handmaid” of theology. 
1622

 Exposition of Boethius on the Trinity, 2.3. 
1623

 The World‟s Great Philosophers, 2003, 4. 
1624

 Aquinas, 1981, 1.49.2. 
1625

 Suggesting God is linked necessarily to creation, not free in relation to it. 
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deity, that any other kind of teaching seems superfluous”.1626 “God revealed to the 

philosophers the truth which they perceive”1627, so their precepts may help elucidate 

Christian notions of soul, nature, goodness, truth etc. Theology1628 and sacra 

doctrina1629 are distinguished for “it is necessary for human salvation that some truths 

which exceed human reason be known through divine revelation”.1630 They should work 

harmoniously, enabling theologians using philosophical insights to achieve greater 

clarity.1631 We must take some teachings on faith1632, particularly because they bring an 

earlier knowledge of God, help those who would not otherwise achieve knowledge 

through study and because “divine matters … delivered to us by way of faith” free us 

from doubt and uncertainty.1633  

 

The actions of God and creature are both free.1634 God is the creative and sustaining 

cause of human activity, including their choices. God‟s being and nature are not self-

evident: argument is required1635 and possible because these are matters of faith1636. 

His “Five Ways” suggest: 

 

1. Motion in the world must first be caused by an unmoved mover1637. 

 

2. This world‟s chain of efficient causes presuppose an uncaused cause. 

 

3. Contingent being relies on necessary being. 

 

4. Reality and goodness in this world are approximations which reflect self-

existent and perfect standards of reality and goodness. 

                                            
1626

 Aquinas, 1981, 1.1.1. 
1627

 Ibid, 2/2.167.1.  
1628

 Part of philosophy, derived from reason. 
1629

 Derived from faith through sacra scriptura. 
1630

 Aquinas, 1981, 1.1.1. 
1631

 Ibid, 1.1.5. 
1632

 Notably, the Trinity and the spatio-temporal dimension of creation. 
1633

 Aquinas, 1981, 2/2.2.4. 
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 Not inferring that the more wielded by the creature, the less by God. Ibid, 1.105.2. 
1635

 Ibid, 1.2.1. 
1636

 Ibid, 1.2.2 
1637

 Ibid, 1.2.3. 



233 
 

 

5. Teleologically, the existence of non-conscious agents in the universe 

suggests the existence of an intelligent universal principle. 

 

These describe causation, and, from one perspective, take the incarnation seriously as 

the cause by which redemption becomes possible through human obedience - an 

obedience which must transcend the materiality of our being: a concept diametrically 

opposed to Scripture teaching that we are ontologically redeemed through incorporation 

in Christ through faith.  

 

Aquinas starts with God, the “first-cause”.1638  Son and Spirit have nominal, non-

constitutive, roles in creation.1639 As an ongoing expression of God‟s being1640, 

“creative” work cannot be delegated to creatures.1641 Aquinas then examines the 

rational creature‟s movement towards God1642 and finally Christ “as man ... the way for 

us to tend towards God”1643, the exemplar of Christian behaviour, rather than humanity‟s 

saviour. God is rationes aeternae1644 and ipsum esse1645. “We do not know what God is, 

but what he is not”1646, so must “consider ways in which God does not exist, rather than 

ways in which he does”1647. God is “the Unknown”: comprehending him fully1648 is 

beyond us1649: only nature, perfectly prefigured in God1650, reveals God, not revelation, 

the economy of salvation, Christ or the Spirit. God is what the world is not, unknowable 

in himself, but described from “the perfections of creatures”.1651 God is one: simple, 

unchanging, “good”, love not because of the Spiritual bond between Father and Son, or 
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 Ibid, Q44. 
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 Ibid, Q45.7. 1.45.6 ad 2 posits a strong Unitarian conception of divine will and activity. 
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because that is what the economy teaches, but as an exercise of will. He can do 

everything, but will a contradiction - but this conclusion is not based on his initiatives in 

creation and salvation.  

 

There is no reason for this “first cause” to be a “god”, much less Scripture‟s God.1652 

Aquinas‟ account of God is determinedly cosmological and Aristotelian: his legacy the 

expectation that Christian faith must be cosmologically and causally based. With 

Aristotelian cosmology discredited, the only response is to demand unthinking 

obedience. 

  

Aquinas follows the Fourth Lateran Council‟s pronouncement that God is “three Persons 

indeed, but one essence, substance, or nature absolutely simple”. He simply is, and is 

simply: not qualified nor a list of qualities, but all things. The items on Scripture‟s list1653 

are not separable from his being nor render him liable to change. He is neither 

substance nor the prototype of substance.1654 Not being part of the cosmos, he does not 

enter into composition with created things1655, even as anima mundi or materia 

prima1656. God is in everything, “like the agent in an action”.1657 He is unchanged by 

anything external to himself because nothing is “external” to him1658, whether time or 

temporal change1659, unique, so unconstrained by anything like him.1660 Reason allows 

us certain insights1661, but grace revealed teaches us more1662. If we possess any 

perfection1663, we therein represent God and are like the God who, universally perfect, 

possesses “the perfections of all his creatures”.1664 Speaking of God thus speaks 

analogically, neither univocally nor equivocally. The Tetragrammaton most appropriately 
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describes God1665: he is “pure actuality”1666, not a self-conscious being or persona1667. 

God is an “intelligent being by whom all natural things are ordered to an end”1668: his 

knowing is his being1669. God‟s intellect, what he understands, the form and the act of 

understanding are all the same.1670 God “eternally possesses the good which delights 

his will”, his substance1671, thus aligned with his love1672. God‟s being is “bliss itself”1673, 

which is per essentiam suam1674.  

 

This “God” is Aristotle‟s “good” First Cause, with incidental references to Scripture‟s 

God of love. 

 

Aquinas then addresses the “processions” of Son and Spirit1675: their relations1676 and 

the personae thereby constituted1677. Their mission comes last1678 : Aquinas, focussing 

on direct communion with God, shows scant regard for Christ‟s historical acts. The 

Trinity and Incarnation are impenetrable mysteries of faith.  Father, Son or Spirit could 

have become incarnate.1679 Christ adopted that unique form of being and act, 

demonstrating “the way of truth by which we are able to reach by resurrection the 

beatitude of immortal life” in “full enjoyment of God”.1680 The incarnation is a “new way” 

in which God unites “the created‟s being” to himself.1681 It seems “inappropriate”1682 that 

God‟s Son/Word should become incarnate, but, having occurred, the question must be 
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dealt with. God‟s “hidden things” are manifest in creation.1683 Aquinas asserts Christ‟s 

true humanity1684 which grants us “total participation in divinity which is truly the 

beatitude of man and the goal of human life”.1685 God could have redeemed us 

otherwise than through the cross1686, but this demonstrates his love and exemplifies 

obedience.1687 Christ‟s divinity empowered the man to endure through beatific vision.1688 

Logically, not theologically, Christ shares the Father‟s divine nature since none of the 

personae could exist except in communion with the others, but the personae are clearly 

God‟s instruments, communicating the objective standard of God‟s “goodness” which 

we must seek to emulate if we are to share his “bliss” through “beatific vision”. 

 

Understanding the Trinity promotes a proper understanding of creation and our ability to 

achieve salvation through the incarnate Son and the Spirit‟s gifts. By affirming a 

procession of love within God, we disavow notions that God‟s nature compelled him to 

create for any reason extrinsic to himself, rather than from love of his own goodness. 

Creation and salvation are grounded in the eternal, immanent activity of God. The 

incarnation and Pentecost manifest in creation the eternal issuing of the Godhead.1689 

Evil is not reality1690, but the absence of that good1691 which everything desires. No 

sovereign evil exists in conflict with God.1692 Evil is not inconsistent with God‟s 

nature.1693  

 

If creation is eternally contained in God‟s self-knowledge, there is an element of 

necessity in its realization, as well as a dualistic separation of eternal ideas in the mind 

of God and their spatio-temporal expression, which, reflecting eternal forms, must 
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border on the eternal. Nature must be respected.1694 Endorsing an Aristotelian “reality of 

observation”, Aquinas confined himself to what Aristotle observed, seeing the causal 

chain as hierarchical, not temporal: effect is caused by higher ontological reality, not by 

prior influences. God creates, not under necessity, but to “communicate his own 

completeness”1695, affirming his own reality and creation‟s unreality: reality and truth 

“exists in God though not in creation”1696.  Creation has no purpose, its relation to God 

is “only conceptual”.1697 Aquinas doubts, but can neither prove nor disprove1698, that 

creation has existed from eternity1699, nor that the world had a beginning1700: these are 

matters of faith.  

 

Aquinas denies the neo-Platonist notion of diversity seeking reunion with the One. God 

first created angels intending to initiate “a goodness consisting in a likeness to 

himself”1701 which cannot subsist in us, and only then humans. Aquinas‟ understanding 

of human goals, purposes and being stems from that of anima,1702 focussed on the 

“separate soul”1703. “Soul” is united to a body for its development through examination of 

sensible images.1704 Our own “incarnation” and dependence on sense perception is no 

lamentable circumstance, but the “soul” can “exist apart from the body”, and may 

“understand in another way”.1705 “Souls” seek understanding under “the influence of 

divine light”.1706 Creation reflects God, but only “intelligent creatures” are made in his 

image1707, realized in knowing and loving, the more perfectly, the more fully1708, but our 

love is not a response to God‟s1709. Aquinas‟ doctrine of creation is of metaphysical 
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participation in learning wherein the nature and purpose of the natural world are 

revealed, and so fulfilled. The world is an intelligible entity dependent on God‟s mind, so 

it is not simply what it is: it is also what it is created to be in terms of modes of being, 

ends and possibilities. The forms take on a higher reality in our minds through our 

understanding of their potential. “Conscience” is “applying our knowledge to what we 

do”1710: not a private inner voice. 

 

Aquinas1711 embraced Aristotle‟s concept of all things working together to form a 

hierarchical communion and Dionysius‟ neo-Platonic “self-diffuseness of Good” - being 

overflowing into self-manifesting and self-communicating act. Citing the Vulgate1712, he 

denies conflict between divine and human agency1713. God “causes” everything we do, 

but so do we, in different ways. By divine power, we produce our proper effect.1714 God 

chooses to work thus so that we may exist and also cause. We achieve happiness only 

in union with God, so there is no disjunction between philosophy and theology for faith 

fulfils reason. We are moral agents, free to move to God. Aquinas, embracing Aristotle‟s 

ethical writings, stresses the development of human potential and the quest for “good” 

under divine grace and law. Human voluntas1715 is an Aristotelian susceptibility to be 

drawn to the good1716 - the immediate goal of human activity or happiness: the ultimate 

goal transcends any temporal “good” or list thereof1717. Only the God known through 

beatific vision fully satisfies our desire for truth and union with the good. Happiness1718 

demanded “some activity”.1719 Aquinas rejected Abelard‟s1720 stress on intent: a bad 

intention can vitiate an objectively good act, but the best intent cannot render an evil act 

good.  “Sin”1721 “goes against human nature by going against reason”1722. Pre-fall, Adam 
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possessed a pure human nature, and the supernatural gifts which perfected it. The 

latter, which would draw us to our proper end, were then withdrawn, but we were left 

with the still valuable gift of human nature - reason, will and passions - even if requiring 

healing and reordering through grace in Christ. 

 

“Law”1723 belongs to our nature as rational, social beings: articulating our natural desire 

for truth and the “good”. Its primary types are: 

 

 eternal law - whereby every entity in the universe is directed to its appointed end 

in accordance with God‟s plan, 

 

 natural law - those aspects of eternal law accessible to human reason, inherent 

in creaturely essence, expressing potential and the “good” ends we naturally 

pursue, 

 

 human law - derived from, never conflicting with, natural law, and 

 

 divine law - revelation through Scripture and church: supplementing the others. 

 

We naturally pursue “good” and shun “evil”, doing what preserves and promotes human 

life and accords with “natural” law. “Natural” law receives most attention, expressing 

how we may best approach our divinely ordained end. We can and should behave well: 

unjust laws are not laws at all: governments are legitimate only if, and while, pursuing 

the good.1724 The community‟s reasoning and intellectual faculties determine whether 

“just” policies1725 are being pursued. It has the moral right to rebel against unjust 

rule.1726 The world is “governed by divine providence” and “God‟s mind”.1727 We 

participate in “eternal reason [through] a natural inclination to our due activity and end”, 
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and can direct ourselves “to an end … because [we] can take counsel and … choose” - 

“we discern what is good and what evil [by natural reason which] is nothing other than 

the impression of the divine light in us”.1728 “Natural” law1729 is not an autonomous 

ethical ground divorced from eternal law. We have “some notion of the eternal law” and 

an inclination to act consonant with that law1730, being adapted by nature to receive 

virtues. That inclination can be marred by vicious habit and obscuring our natural 

knowledge of good by “the passions and habits of sin”1731, although this “never takes 

away the entire good” of human nature1732. “Natural” law principles recognized by all 

“can never be deleted from the human heart”.1733 Those not universally recognized can 

be erased “by evil counsel … perverse customs and corrupt habits”1734, and secular 

laws may conflict with them. Good actions should flow “from right choice and not merely 

from impulse or passion.1735 We can embrace communion with God, but cannot, 

unaided, achieve it.1736 

 

Aquinas transfigured Aristotle‟s hierarchy of knowledge into a hierarchy of being, with 

God defined negatively as impersonal, infinite/unlimited, omnipotent, eternal/timeless 

and impassible - a theology/philosophy of being, not of divine/human relations. The 

“most perfect thing is to be … it is actuality … the actuality of everything including of 

forms”.1737 God is ipsum esse per se subsistens1738, containing “the full perfection of 

being”1739. “To be is more perfect than life”.1740 All “created things, so far as they are 

beings, are like God as first and universal principle of all being”1741, an analogic 

likeness: we are because we have being and do what, in our nature, we are fitted to do: 

we must not undermine the analogy, which must be explained and excused, analyzed 
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and interpreted in “abstract ontological terms”1742. The analogy is used “primarily of God 

... derivatively of creatures”.1743 The words speak “literally of God ... for these 

perfections belong primarily to God”1744, but derivatively of creatures.  

 

This imposes a “cause and effect” strait-jacket, at odds with Scripture‟s intimately 

personal and historically mediated vision of the loving God and his will for his creation.  

 

Aquinas‟ hierarchy of being flows from a God of pure intellect through the human soul 

and on to matter with some things on the way “more good, more true, more noble” than 

others, described by “approximation to a superlative”.1745 The universe‟s “First Cause” 

and eternal “intelligence”/form is “understood and seen through the things he has 

made”.1746  

 

Aquinas - with Augustine and Anselm - came dangerously near to suggesting creation is 

necessary to God‟s being as God, and so is quasi-divine, unsatisfactory proof of his 

love. Aquinas‟ one God is infinite being, described in “abstract and negative terms, to 

which two brief sentences are appended on the Trinity”.1747 There is no discussion of 

who God is: the God revealed through Christ and Spirit1748. The Latin Church dismissed 

Scripture‟s personal presentation as symbolism. Aquinas1749 helpfully denies that this 

symbolic language expresses the things of God inadequately and equivocally or that it 

does so adequately and unequivocally: an analogy of the “infinite difference between 

God and man”.1750 The Summa, “encompassing alike the propositions supposed to be 

available by nature to all humans and those attributed to historically specific revelation 

alone, is shaped as a narrative of creational-incarnational procession from and return to 

God [which] turns out to be knowledge that only God and his perfected saints1751 
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possess, to which we can appeal only within the church‟s anticipatory participation in 

the Kingdom”1752, thereby rather spoiling “natural” law‟s universal rationality. 

 

Aquinas claims “Trinitarian” credentials, but the personae are implements, bit players. 

The one God alone, negatively defined, causes the divine/creaturely relationship. Christ 

demonstrates the divine virtues: the onus is on us to pursue that impossible dream. 

Thomistic thought was endorsed in 1879 as a bulwark against the post-Enlightenment 

world. When Aristotelian natural science was discredited1753, Scholasticism‟s claims to 

be a systematic and comprehensive exposition of reality/being failed, but the claims live 

on1754. 

 

In Scripture‟s presentation, creation is not a perfect vision of a “rational” creator, but is 

intelligible both as an organic entity and, relationally, as the arena of God‟s loving self-

expression and a loving response. Thomas‟s model fails to respect the personal being 

of God or humans.  

 

Duns Scotus rejected the negative and causal concepts of neo-Platonic forms 

subsisting in God‟s mind1755 and Aquinan analogy1756. Inquiry “regarding God is based 

on the supposition that the intellect has the same univocal1757 concept which is obtained 

from the creatures”.1758 Scotus tentatively reasserted Scripture as a source of real 

knowledge of God, stressing ex nihilo creation and God‟s freedom1759 in relation to it, 

inferring creation‟s contingence. He retained forms, but God creates both forms - an 

expression of his creative will - and their effects. Created things‟ reality subsists in their 
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haecceitas1760: particularities are prior to abstractions1761. There is no hierarchy of 

relative reality. Mediation between God and creation is Christological1762, so the 

incarnation would have occurred even if there had been no Fall1763. Scotus failed to 

understand creation as God‟s freely willed, loving act, but moved from Aquinas‟ 

hierarchical, causal and cosmological model to the Trinitarian. Where Aquinas had 

sought to define God negatively by analogy, looking behind creation, Scotus‟ God is 

revealed in creation, defined by the riches of his being, not by the absence of limit.1764  

 

William of Ockham stressed the simple answer as the most likely. God creates ex 

nihilo1765, but not for any rational or necessary purpose. Creation is ordered by God‟s 

absolute volante divina.1766 Creation is contingent1767, without the freedom to truly be 

something distinct from God, and is the work of a monad, not the Trinity1768. “Universals” 

are human attempts to explain the world - only particulars have being, and no particular 

partakes of the nature of another.1769 The stress on divine will, rather than on causality, 

weakened the assumption of links between God and creation. We can know nothing of 

Christ‟s God and Father, nor of the rational cause, but only what God has created, yet 

may destroy: we are “thrown back upon revealed truths which God provides by his 

absolute power”.1770  

 

Ockham “detached knowledge of God from its own proper rationality”1771, and we lose 

the undoubted contribution reason can make to that knowledge. 

 

                                            
1760

 “Thisness”. 
1761

 Torrance, 1988, 4-5. 
1762

 Duns Scotus, 1988, 211.   
1763

 Aquinas (1981, 3a.1,3. ad 2) argues creation is ordered naturally by God: the incarnation answers its 
disordering by the fall. 
1764

 Speaking of Gregory of Nyssa, but in words that could be applied to Scotus, Jenson (1997, 1.216) 
notes that “God is infinite because he overcomes all boundaries”. 
1765

 Ockham, 1981, LI.D2.Q4  
1766

 His unbridled will to simply create, not to create something to love and be loved. 
1767

 Ibid, LI.D17.Q1. 
1768

 God creates everything “through himself”. Ibid, 2,Q4. Art 2. 
1769

 In contrast to Aquinas‟ chain of interrelated causes. 
1770

 Torrance, 1988, 19. 
1771

 Ibid, 22. 



244 
 

Galileo‟s worldview is mechanistic, asserting a dualism between primary and secondary 

qualities of things, the former, their mechanical qualities, the later all others. This 

devalues other aspects of being - notably, the relational - crucial to a theological 

understanding of this world, in this ably assisted by Descartes‟ mind/matter dualism1772, 

which stresses the reality of those “external objects” “comprehended by pure [Euclidian] 

mathematics”, with “other things” “very dubious and uncertain”, yet affirmed “on the sole 

ground that God is not a deceiver”. This “mechanistic metaphysical” model prompts us 

to think of the cosmos as a machine, and, although Galileo and Newton asserted God‟s 

continuous involvement without which creation would fail, we must ask whether the 

machine really needs anything to initiate or keep it running. This depersonalizes every 

aspect of our being beyond the all-important Cartesian “mind”. If “mind” alone defines 

our being, it is all that a god - if he exists - values. While the material world is “real” in 

itself, rather than as a pointer to a “better” reality, every personal aspect beyond the 

rational is devalued. 

 

The Reformers Luther disagreed “entirely” with Augustine‟s neo-Platonic dismissal of 

matter as negligible, and asserts, not “allegorical creatures and an allegorical world, but 

… real creatures and a visible world apprehended by the senses”.1773 Creation is ex 

nihilo, formed by the Word, animated by Spirit1774, dependent on God‟s grace, evoking 

gratitude for “all that [God] has created, and how abundantly he has cared for us”.1775 

The on-going Creator/creature relationship is addressed - but mediated in an 

authentically creaturely manner - to and through the creature.  

 

Calvin largely agrees, dismissing Scholastic abstraction.  

 

Calvin distinguished between divine omnipotence and practice, stressing God‟s freedom 

in relation to, and ontological distinction from, this world, which did not have to be 

created, or created as it is, but is now a true reality distinct from God. There is no 
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necessary link between God‟s power, creation and the economy of salvation. These 

flow freely, but naturally, from God‟s will and being as love. We experience what he has 

done, not what he could have done. Where Ockham, and indeed Western theologians 

generally since Augustine, had failed in his conception of creation was to start from the 

abstract and move to the concrete. This removes the Son and Spirit from the equation, 

emphasizing the superior reality of the abstract in creation, notably the human mind, 

leading logically to an unmediated link between the abstract in creation and in the 

creator. The Reformers assertion of Scripture‟s authority re-established the link between 

creator and creature as primarily personal, and only incidentally causal, stressing the 

Trinity as God‟s true reality, rather than seeking an abstraction behind the Trinity. 

Moving from a mechanistic “cause and effect” understanding and a special relationship 

between divine and human minds to a personal relationship initiated between creator 

and creation places us in relationship to the rest of creation. As a “good” element of a 

“very good” creation existing in a symbiotic relationship to other “good” elements of that 

creation, our purpose and proper ways of being are defined by God‟s ordering of 

creation, our right to use, enjoy and destroy those other elements solely determined by 

divine ordinance. The doctrine of creation is not abstract speculation on cosmic 

causality, but a specific definition of our relations to God and his creation, and our role 

and rights in this world. Scripture is the one word of God, of on-going relevance only 

properly understood from a Trinitarian perspective. 

  

The sum of wisdom is knowledge of God and ourselves.1776 Creation is “out of 

nothing”1777, but its mechanisms are of less interest than what the doctrine says about 

God‟s trustworthiness. The Institutes stress the historical and personal nature of faith, 

rejecting nominal and rationalist approaches. Divine causality is not rationalistic1778 but 

covenantal - God has bound himself in covenant promise. Calvin notes that wise men 

“turn their whole attention to the contemplation of the works of God, … all others … are 
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fools”. 1779  God‟s “loving-kindness shines most conspicuously, and occupies a very 

prominent place in all that he does; for he is naturally prone to loving-kindness, by which 

also he draws us to himself”.1780 God is “manifested in his created works”1781, yet 

knowledge of God, “clearly set forth in the system of the universe and in all creatures, is 

... more intimately and ... vividly revealed in his Word”.1782 Even impious minds “are 

compelled by merely looking upon earth and heaven to rise up to the Creator, yet faith 

has its own peculiar way of assigning the whole credit for Creation to God. … Carnal 

sense, once confronted with the power of God in the very Creation, stops there, and at 

most weighs and contemplates only the wisdom, power and goodness of the author in 

accomplishing such handiwork. (These matters are self-evident, and even force 

themselves upon the unwilling.) It contemplates ... some general preserving and 

governing activity, from which the force of motion derives. [Carnal] sense thinks there is 

an energy divinely bestowed from the beginning, sufficient to sustain all things. But faith 

ought to penetrate more deeply, namely, having found him Creator of all, forthwith to 

conclude he is also everlasting Governor and Preserver - not only in that he drives the 

celestial frame as well as its several parts by a universal motion, but also in that he 

sustains, nourishes and cares for everything he has made”.1783  

 

Dualism - Preliminary Conclusions Dualism claims an absolute dichotomy between 

the superior spiritual and inferior material, yet manages to blur the ontological distinction 

between eternal “god” and matter, human body and eternal “soul”/mind. “God”, one, 

impersonal and unknowable, is static, impersonal principle of being, creating, if it can be 

so called, by “attraction” of material elements, either to conformity with eternal forms or 

the innate “goodness” of his being. Love, a personal emotion, is alien to impersonal 

being, so the notion that “god” would save this world through love is nonsense, even 

impossible as the true impersonal reality of dualist “god” cannot deal with the material 

sphere without compromising his own ontology. Incongruously, what “god” cannot do, 
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humans can. Humans‟ divine mind/“soul” can rationally/philosophically transcend the 

material, and so is potentially free in relation to both spheres. “God” is “goodness”, not 

love, and, because we can know that “goodness”, we can and must act accordingly, 

earning “salvation” through translation to a heavenly sphere.1784 The dualist focus on 

being and the mechanisms of becoming, and rejection of Scripture‟s inherently personal 

and relational paradigm, reduces the creation accounts to a questionable account of 

origins and deprives the gospel any content grounded in God‟s unconditional love and 

the ethical possibility that we may freely respond in love of God and creation.  

 

To Plato, we owe a stress on the “spiritual”, and dismissal of the material, the notion of 

an eternal “soul”. Aristotle‟s legacy is legalism, the notion that the books must be 

balanced, with our evil offset by “goodness”, offered by ourselves or a surrogate, the 

latter selectively. Rationality is the basis of human communal life and achievement, the 

source of our knowledge of “abstract” concepts. The human body belongs to the 

changing world of matter while the intellect/spirit/understanding belongs to the 

incorruptible, eternal and divine sphere. Matter, motion and time, then, are eternal, so 

the world is apparently eternal, but caused. 

 

To their Stoic successors, we owe a concept of “natural” law, rationally known 

independently of revelation and apparently much more significant than God‟s revealed 

will. 

 

“God” is nature‟s “first cause”: not Scripture‟s personal God of love, who creates and 

saves his creation. 

 

When Scripture is interpreted through this world-view, the Trinity ceases to be God‟s 

reality in being and act, becoming an allegory or personae of the “true” “god”. Christ, 

being homoousios with the Father, not God, cannot have affected our ontology. At best, 

                                            
1784

 Thus, discarding the gospel promise of salvation through faith as the only possible way for ordinary 
humans to achieve that state. Paradoxically, dualism rejects that same gospel which “revealed through 
faith for faith” the righteousness of God” which is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who has 
faith”. Ro 1:16-17. 



248 
 

he is a perfect example of obedience, demonstrating our ability and need to work our 

salvation.1785 God‟s “goodness” is defined prescriptively and legally, and we are bound 

to strictly comply. Since human reason is the measure of all things, we must be able to 

access those rules rationally and without recourse to Scripture: they must be embedded 

in nature and accessible to all as “natural law”. If we can discover all that is necessary 

to salvation through “natural law”, Scripture, relates, not to “God”, but to Father, Son 

and Spirit‟s interactions with the world, which cannot have authority as God‟s word. 

“Tradition”, focussed on “God”, must have superior authority, although nominally 

accorded equality. 

 

“Dualism”, “Federalism” and “natural law” have led far too many to erroneously dismiss 

this world in general, and the “state” in particular, as a corrupt “other”, irrelevant to the 

“elect” except as part of the environment they must endure, pending translation to the 

heavenly realm. This view has enabled the “state” to divest itself, without effective 

opposition, of its moral responsibility to God and his creation, and to gag the church 

through suggesting it must confine itself to “religion”. Within the Reformed tradition, at 

least, it has always been axiomatic that “religion” comprises every aspect of our lives 

and interactions with God and the creation God loves - God‟s creatures are called to 

respond to God‟s command of love, to answer his sacred trust conferred on his 

creatures to promote his purpose in creation, and, thus, respond in love to his 

“perpetual rule” of love, demonstrated in his regeneration, reconciliation, redemption 

and sanctification of creation through Christ and in the Spirit.  

 

Theologically, dualism inverts Scripture‟s core affirmations. Practically, it opens the 

floodgates of secularism by reverting to “rationalism”. 

 

Humans are posited as “like one of us, knowing good and evil”, with the innate capacity 

to “live forever"1786 - “god-like”, if not actually divine, at least in part. The world and its 

natural ways of being are inherently inferior, and its institutions, if not the enemy, at 
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least not a ministry of God‟s affirmation of his creation as “good/very good” in creation 

and in the incarnation. As salvation is properly our task in achieving objective 

“goodness”, divine grace is irrational, probably impossible, and can only be (dubiously) 

affirmed as God arbitrarily saving some to prevent the absolute failure of creation. 

 

Scripture recognizes that, as personal being, God can be love, and can relate to this 

world, even assume its creaturely nature, without compromising his divinity. God cannot 

be fully known through nature, which discloses only his eternal power and divine nature. 

Only the Son knows God as Father and love, and chooses to reveal him in faith. Only 

revelation reveals the true God, a loving communion of Father, Son and Spirit who 

chooses to create another reality to love and be loved by, and is, in his eternal 

covenant, absolutely committed to that other reality. Thus, he redeems his beloved 

creation from its distress, but as creation, not through rescuing some element and 

translating it to eternal realms: not by some indiscriminate and arbitrary act - he restores 

creation to be what it was created to be – and not by some concept of creation 

divinized. That divine initiative is universally proffered, but may only be freely embraced 

through faith and love. “Good” is what God ordains, “evil” is what conflicts with that 

“good”. Since God created the material world and saves it as creation though the 

crucified and resurrected Christ, the proper ways of being of this world are affirmed and 

reaffirmed. True church preaches the gospel of God‟s universal offer of salvation in 

Christ, grasped through faith, and true “state” is an equally valid, and in no way 

subordinate, ministry of order. Both build the kingdom. 

 

The Apostles, the Nicene Fathers and the magisterial Reformers understood Scripture 

in its own, Hebraic, world-view and setting. This gives its teachings meaning and effect. 

The apostolic witness, recorded only in Scripture, is the sole determinant of holiness 

and true catholic faith, as defined by Athanasius. 

 

Federalism Even during Calvin‟s lifetime, the old ways reasserted themselves in 

“Federalism”.1787  
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Scripture sees atonement as God‟s free act, seeking, but not conditional on, a free 

response of love of God and creation.1788 By contrast, the WCF1789 provides that 

Christ‟s “perfect obedience and sacrifice … hath fully satisfied the justice of his Father, 

and purchased not only reconciliation, but an everlasting inheritance in the kingdom of 

heaven, for all those whom the Father hath given unto him”. Therein, “one of the 

primary principles of the Reformation” - “the prevenient love and grace of God in Christ” 

- is inverted and redefined as the purchase price of those least hated for their 

sinfulness.1790  God is “the omnipotent lawgiver [who must be] appeased if we are to be 

saved”1791 - “conditioned into being gracious, even by the obedience of the Son”.1792 

Federalism embraces Scholasticism‟s rationalism and legalism. God‟s salvation is 

selective. Deprived of the useful fiction of “tradition”, Protestant Scholasticism sought an 

ostensibly Scriptural basis to address Scholasticism‟s concerns1793 - a legal God/human 

relationship limiting arbitrary political power and public disorder - adopting the feodus 

operum - the “covenant of works” or “life”, adopting Decalogue-style commandments as 

“natural” law - and double predestination which removes the universal assurance of 

salvation through faith.  

 

Protestant scholasticism returns to Aristotelian concepts rejected by the magisterial 

Reformers.1794 It bisects all aspects of human and material existence and imposes 

“cause and effect”, negative methodology. While Calvin is guilty of the occasional bout 

of negative theology, and reasserted the prevailing Augustinian ideas of predestination, 

his conception of divine being and act differs radically from Scholastic thought, notably 
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stressing the Divine holiness ignored by Aquinas. Federalism pays only lip service to 

the change. 

 

Federalism‟s “great confession”1795 - the WCF - is an early, relatively moderate, 

well-reasoned (if the basic premises are accepted) and comprehensive 

expression of Federal beliefs, used here simply to illustrate the movement. God 

is essentially one: the Trinity but a means of applying the donum super-additum. 

The “one” God” 1796- “the first cause”1797 - merits two substantial paragraphs, with 

two sketchy sentences affirming that, in “the unity of the Godhead there be three 

persons”. Humans are body and “reasonable and immortal” soul. God‟s election 

is effective, but we must obey the Decalogue: our souls possess the duty and 

power to fulfil it. 

 

The “distance between God and the creature is so great, that … they would 

never have any fruition of him … but by some voluntary condescension on God‟s 

part, which he hath been pleased to express by way of covenant.”1798 “The first 

covenant ... with man was ... of works, wherein life was promised to Adam, and in 

him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obedience.”1799 The 

fall showed us “incapable of life by that covenant” so God made “the Covenant of 

Grace: whereby he freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ, 

requiring of [us] faith in him, that they may be saved, and giving unto all those 

that are ordained unto life his Holy Spirit, to make [us] willing and able to 

believe.”1800 Note: the covenant of grace is universally offered to sinners, yet the 

Spirit who renders us “willing and able to believe” comes only to those “ordained 

unto life” - salvation through faith is universally offered, but the impetus to faith is 

limited to the elect, by God‟s initiative, not by our embrace thereof. Only an 

“elect” are “redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified, 
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and saved”1801. Fallen from our “original righteousness and communion with 

God”1802, Adam and Eve‟s guilt is imputed to their posterity “by ordinary 

generation”1803, so all are subject to “the wrath of God, and curse of the law, and 

... death”1804. Under the “covenant of grace”, God offers salvation through faith, 

but the essential God/human relationship is defined by the “covenant of works”, 

wherein “God gave to Adam a law … by which he bound him, and all his 

posterity, to personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience … and endued him 

with power and ability to keep it”1805. This law “continued to be a perfect rule of 

righteousness” and was restated as the Decalogue/“moral law”1806, which “doth 

forever bind all”1807 and, although we are no longer bound by “the law as a 

covenant of works”1808, the Decalogue still “directs and binds [us] to walk 

accordingly”1809.   

 

The WCF, improperly separating the treatment of covenant and election, adopts 

double predestination whereby some “are predestined unto eternal life, and 

others foreordained to everlasting death”.1810 Since the God/human relations are 

innately legal, God is only freed to love a rebellious creation through Christ‟s 

obedience which answers the feodus operum. Under the OT, the one covenant 

of grace is administered under the moral law1811, which codifies, but does not 

constitute, the feodus operum. Under the gospel, this covenant is administered 

by preaching the word and administration of the Sacraments. Administration of 

the one “covenant of grace” is held forth “to all nations, ... Jews and Gentiles”.1812 

Although God‟s “foreknowledge and decree” are infallible, he orders all things “to 

fall out according to the nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely, or 
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contingently”1813: sin flows, not from God, but our abused freedom, and, although 

all deserve death, by his eternal decree, some are saved1814. The WCF rightly 

asserts God‟s freedom in relation to creation and denies that creation is 

eternal1815, yet humans have “reasonable and immortal souls, endued with 

knowledge, righteousness, and true holiness, after his own image, having the law 

of God written in their hearts, and power to fulfil it, and yet under a possibility of 

transgressing, being left to the liberty of their own will”.1816 God‟s “ordinary” 

providence supports creation, “yet is free to work without, above, and against 

them, at his pleasure”.1817 Civil magistrates are ordained by God “for his own 

glory, and the publick good”, for the defence and encouragement of the good and 

punishment of evil-doers.1818 They “ought especially to maintain piety, justice, 

and peace[, although war may be waged] upon just and necessary 

occasions”.1819 Service of the “state” is “lawful”1820, but obviously not valued. 

Those undertaking it are duty bound to preserve the Church‟s unity and peace, 

God‟s truth “pure and entire”, to suppress blasphemies and heresies, corruptions 

and abuses in worship and discipline, and see that “all the ordinances of God 

[are] duly settled, administered, and observed”1821, but are debarred from 

assuming “the administration of word and sacrament, or the power of the keys of 

the kingdom”.1822 The “state” is strictly confined and subordinated to the church 

as a mechanism of the world, rather than Ro 13‟s ministry of God‟s purpose, 

complementary, and not subservient, to the church‟s. 

 

This marks a step back from the Reformation concept of salvation worked once 

for all, effective through faith, evoking a free response of conformity to Christ‟s 

example: it is selective on God‟s side, not simply an affirmation that not all will 
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embrace the proffered gift. It also marks a return to Scholasticism‟s 

spiritual/”good”: material/”bad” dichotomy, with obvious effects on our attitude to 

the role of “authority”, which is part of the material side of the equation.  

 

With some notion of what Federalism claims, we may now approach its history. 

 

“Federalism” – A History The “feodus operam”1823 concept was prefigured in 

Zwingli‟s treatment of Adam‟s representative headship wherein his posterity are 

accounted guilty, yet his Refutation of the Tricks of the Anabaptists (1527) taught 

that, as “there is one immutable God and one testament only … God is as much 

our God as he was Abraham‟s”, ie one covenant, of grace. Scripture, which 

comes to us through Christ, is the “true source” of religion - the only rule of faith 

and conduct, from which the church is born and the only basis on which it may 

rule.1824 Although “the very essence of clarity”1825, only the Spirit‟s illumination 

enables us to avoid misinterpretation. Bullinger‟s One and Eternal Testament or 

Covenant of God limited the “spiritual seed of Abraham” to an elect, holding that 

the Mosaic law was part of the one covenant of grace whose purpose is “to show 

to man his sin and imperfection”.1826 With Zwingli and Bullinger, “covenant” 

assumed its starring role in Reformed theology and the basis for the “covenant of 

works” concept was laid. Beza responded to counter-Reformation attempts to 

use Scholastic methods to undermine Reformation thought in kind through a 

rationalistic supralapsarian1827 form of Calvinism, and notably taught double 

predestination1828, while Du Moulin posited “logico-causal relations [which] 

tended to replace ontological relations”1829 in opposition to “logico-causal 

relations” of the Roman and Arminian kind. Ursinus‟ Summa Theologiae applied 
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 Covenant of works. 
1824

 Berne Theses, 1528. 
1825

 Huldreich Zwinglis Werke, 1.365/26-27. 
1826

 Bullinger, The Decades, III.239. 
1827

 God elected to save some and condemn others, then allowed the Fall and sent Christ to work that 
end. “Infralapsarians” hold that God, having permitted the Fall, decreed salvation for some. 
1828

 His “A BRIEFE declaration of the chiefe poyntes of Christian Religion” (Ch 2) speaks of an “Election 
or Predestination to everlasting life” as “the first fountain and chief original of the salvation of God's 
children”, grounded “only of [God‟s] own good will”, while others are ordained “to damnation”.  
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 Torrance, 1998, 60. 
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the covenant concept to the creation order and asserted “the law as the 

unchanging divine life-norm even for the converted”.1830 The Law contains a 

natural covenant, initiated by God, requiring perfect obedience.1831 The term 

feodus operam1832 was adopted by Olevianus1833, Polanus1834 and Junius1835, 

was common-place by 1590, but not universally adopted before the Westminster 

Assembly.1836 Olevianus‟ De Substantia contains the first reasonably direct 

reference to a “covenant of works”-like concept, holding that Satan, in hope of 

destroying “that first covenant or relationship which existed between God and 

man created in the image of God, set before man the hope of equality with God”, 

suggesting that the substance of the covenant of grace in Christ applies only to 

the elect, although its administration relates to the church, since administration of 

the Ge 17 covenant, for example, was not confined to the elect.   

 

Fisher‟s The Marrow of Modern Divinity (1645) asserts God‟s absolute grace and 

rejects suggestions that repentance is a precondition of salvation. He speaks of a 
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 Lang, 1907, lviv. 
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 Ursinus, Opera, 1.14. 
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 Seemingly first proposed by Fenner, 1585. A “covenant of redemption” is often added as well.  
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distinct covenants, but one and the same”. Although acknowledging no “clear warrant” for the “covenant 
of works” in Genesis, it is the basis for imputation of Adam‟s sin (Rollock, 1848, 1.229ff, 11.108f). 
1833

 Olevian, 1565, 12-13, 48, 62-63, 90, 251-255, 270. 
1834

 Polanus, 1590, 79-80, 1607 ed, 152-153. 
1835

 Junius, 1613, 1:1659-1662. 
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 The WCF was the first confessional document to adopt the concept. Thomas Gataker and Richard 
Vines opposed it. A number of the other divines expressed reservation, Letham, 2009, 227.  
The Larger Catechism (Q20) asserts that God placed “man in the estate in which he was created” “upon 
condition of personal, perfect, and perpetual obedience”. Letham argues that the “connection between the 
pre-fall condition of Adam and the atonement by Christ is clear. The former is an entailment of the latter.”

 

(Letham, 2009, 230.) Thus, there must have been a pre-fall covenant of works which, when breeched, 
demanded that the second Adam reverse the “effects of the fall”, by bringing “righteousness and life to all 
with whom he is in solidarity” (Ibid, 229). This suggests our rebellion is against God‟s law – Kline (1968, 
33) suggests “covenant” must be defined generically “in terms of law administration” - whereas it is more 
appropriate to argue that it was, and is, against his grace and love. Thus, Murray opposed the concept 
because “the elements of grace entering into the [Adamic] administration are not properly provided for by 
the term „works‟”. (Murray, 1977, 2.49.) The issue is whether the first Adam was under an essentially legal 
obligation answered legally by the second, or whether the obligation was faith and love, which the second 
Adam answered in faith and in love of God and his creation. The latter is suggested by the NT. Letham 
rejects Kline‟s approach, noting that the Westminster Divines characterized the divine covenants as 
“condescension”: “Whatever the place of law may be, it is in harmony with God‟s free and sovereign 
stooping down to do us a favour.” (Letham, 2009, 231.) He sees no incompatibility between law and 
grace. 
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“covenant of works”1837, significantly rejecting “the spring of legalism, namely, the 

natural bias of man‟s heart towards the way of the law”1838. The believer is dead 

to the law both “really, and in point of duty” and “relatively, and in the point of 

privilege”, this admitting of “no degrees, but is perfect in all believers: so that they 

are wholly and altogether set free from it”.1839  

 

Mitchell notes that “there is nothing taught in the [WCF] which had not been long 

before in substance taught by Rollock and Howie ... Cartwright, Preston, Perkins, 

Ames and Ball”.1840 Federalism took its final form in Cocceius‟1841 Summa 

Doctrinae de Foedere (1648), wherein covenant and election are separated, 

grace stressed and the focus on the unilateral decrees reduced.1842 The 

“covenant of works” is sovereign decree, demanding “implicit and perfect 

obedience”, first of the command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil and of the “natural law” discernible by reason, positively framed.1843 As 

created, we had the capacity to know God‟s will - “natural law” - and to perfectly 

comply with it, but lost that capacity with the “fall”. “Fallen” away from our 

creation “pure and holy [whence] good works might proceed”1844, we fail in the 

obedience owed as “reasonable creatures [to] their creator”1845. Ames1846 

suggests God is simplicity, immutability, eternity and immeasurability, 

Wollebius1847 that God, “known in himself and in his works”, is so known 

                                            
1837

 “ … made with Adam before his fall; the sum whereof was, „Do this, and thou shalt live‟ (Lev 18:5); „if 
thou do it not, thou shalt die the death (Ge 2:17) … the [Decalogue/moral law] may be said to be the 
matter of the law of works”. Fisher, 2009, 52.  
1838

 Ibid. 
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 Ibid, 152. Boston said “since there is no covenant of works … there can be no transgressing of it. God 
requires obedience of believers … but the promise of strength, and penalty of fatherly wrath only, 
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“absolutely in his essence, relatively in the persons”: his attributes of the first kind 

are “simplicity and infinity”, of which “immutability” and “perfection” are corollaries 

and, of the second, “life … in essence”, “will … in commanding”, and “power … in 

acting”. “Love” and “holiness” do not make the list. Charnock holds to “say God is 

a Spirit is to be understood by way of negation”1848, as is his eternity1849, but 

some of his attributes - wisdom, dominion, patience and the fact that he is 

“essentially and necessarily holy”1850 - reflect Scripture and mark a move away 

from the pre-Reformation hierarchy of causality. God‟s holiness determines his 

actions for, without it, “his patience would be … indulgence to sin, his mercy a 

fondness, his wrath a madness, his power a tyranny, his wisdom an unworthy 

subtlety”.1851 Negative theology‟s influence shows in his adoption of the 

distinction between absolute knowledge of the essence, which is relative in the 

persons. Christ is Wisdom “because he opens to us the secrets of God”1852, but 

not God‟s eternal wisdom, although the Spirit has searched even the depths of 

God, and we have received that Spirit through Christ‟s mind.1853 Wollebius and 

Charnock separate the persons who act from the “essence of God”, unknowable 

and even impersonal. Under this “natural” theology, humans claim to know at 

least what God is not. A‟Brakel says those denying the covenant of works “will 

not understand the covenant of grace, and will [deny] that Christ by His active 

obedience has merited a right to eternal life for the elect”.1854 This affirms penal 

substitution and an essentially legal God/human relationship. 

 

McGrath correctly identifies the “starting point” of Federal thought as “general 

principles, not a specific historical event” 1855, suggesting that, where “Calvin 
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assumptions drawn from the overall schema. However, Luther and Calvin also embraced “general 
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focused on the specific historical phenomenon of ... Christ … Beza began from 

general principles”.1856 Federalism‟s roots are deeper than Beza, whose “limited 

atonement" and particular redemption1857 are signs of their times, hardly defining 

“general principles”. Tom Wright says: 

 

“All theologians and exegetes are involved in some kind or hermeneutical 

circle. But, in coming to grips with the particular formulations that have 

been adopted down through the centuries, we must always ask: Why did 

they emphasize that point in that way? What were they anxious to 

safeguard, what were they eager to avoid, and why? What were they 

afraid of losing? What aspect of the church‟s mission were they keen to 

take forward, and why?”1858 

 

We must ask why, finding the answer in the chaos of 16th and 17th century European 

society. 

 

The magisterial Reformers had sought to define Christianity in its purity, primarily 

by reference to Scripture, the only source of the Apostolic tradition, and without 

reference to an ecclesial and temporal tradition largely shaped by extraneous 

influences. Their followers fought desperately to defend their beliefs in face of 

vicious persecution.  By the mid-16th and 17th century, the churches embracing 

their teachings were part of the political fabric of many societies – those in 

“authority” had to live with them and sought to ensure their zeal was not 

redirected against “authority”. The Thirty-Years War and English Civil War 

marked largely successful1859 attempts to defend the religious and political rights 

of the commons. 

 

                                                                                                                                             
principles” - Scripture‟s core teachings, notably the historical Christ event, divine grace and justification by 
faith. McGrath, 1993, 129-130. 
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 Wright, NT, 2009, 29. 
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At Westminster, “the church had to be placed on a legal foundation”1860, and the 

priority of the wealthy, literate middle rank, jealous of its rights, was the limitation 

of arbitrary political power and the promotion of individual piety to limit plebeian 

disorder in a time of religious and economic upheaval. The Grand Remonstrance 

of 1641 called for a general Synod “to consider all things necessary for the peace 

and good government of the church”. The resulting WCF is a product of its times 

and its ordering priorities were not necessarily ours, nor its evangelistic priorities 

those of the Apostles and Reformers. 

  

Calvin saw God‟s creative work as purposeful and that our creation in the imago 

dei meant good works are a natural and proper expression of faith: “magistrates” 

take their authority from God and are answerable for the exercise thereof. Ro 

131861 gave ample scope for well-merited rebellion: but advocates of the “divine 

right of kings”1862 rejected that notion. Sir Robert Berkeley said “Rex is Lex … he 

is lex loquens a living, speaking, and acting law”: the king was supra legem - 

above the law and the source of law.1863 The middle ranks demanded an 

understanding that “authority” was limited by God in Christ, and a more concrete 

basis for individual morality. This could not be the discredited “works 

righteousness”, but must have similar effect. The “covenant of works” served this 

purpose, positing a legalistic standard of behaviour to which all, including those 

in “authority”, were bound – a standard reinforced by the concept of 

predestination to reprobation, which threatened the ultimate punishment for the 

worst of those who disobeyed.1864  
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 Letham, 2009, 70-71. 
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 Calvin, 1960, 4.20. 
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 By contrast, Henry de Bracton (d 1268) saw the King as sub legem (De legibus et consuetudinibus 
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king, but he is the devil‟s minister when he deviates into injustice” (2.305).   
1864

 In the absence of excommunication, the next best “big stick” with which to threaten those in 
“authority” who get above themselves, and the worst of offenders against the morality of the community. 
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“Covenant”, the God/human relationship, warrants more than 300 Scriptural 

references and looms large1865 in Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Augustine and Calvin. 

Scripture knows one “covenant of grace”, and no other. The “covenant of works” 

and “double predestination” were constructs, serving the priorities and purposes 

of middle ranked, but incidentally embracing scholastic rationalism‟s legalism.  

Calvin expounded the God/human relations in terms of the historical Christ event. 

Under Federalism‟s rationalistic and mechanistic approach, “method was allowed 

to triumph over content [departing] from the biblical theology of the 

Reformers”.1866 Protestant scholasticism was more focussed on “practical” results 

than the Reformers‟ focus on the implications of the historical Christ.1867 

 

Both issues1868 require recourse to “general principles”. 

 

Federalism‟s “Feodus Operam” is the basic divine/human relationship, primarily 

“legal”: we must precisely conform ourselves to God‟s righteousness, which, if 

the NT is believed, is beyond us. Since all are sinners, and subject to death, the 

assumption is that salvation through divine grace is selective and rare. Rulers are 

subject to “natural” law. The arguments for the concept derive from:  

 

 certain Scriptural passages, and 

  

 Christ‟s role as the second Adam.  

 

Let us address each contention separately. 
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 But never overwhelmingly. 
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 Golding, 2004, 16. 
1867

 Although it is erroneous to cast “Reformers” and “Scholastics” as monolithic, diametrically opposed 
blocs - there were shades of grey, and distinct continuities between the Reformers and Scholastics. 
“Predestination”, for example, is clearly Scriptural doctrine – defined usefully in Jn 3:16-21. Calvin‟s 
predestination to salvation as the assurance of God‟s grace differs from a “double predestination” in 
which some are eternally and arbitrarily condemned as reprobate. 
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 “Authority‟s” limitation by God in Christ, and a more concrete basis for individual morality. 
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Of Ge 26:5, Kidner says “the heaped up terms … suggest the complete servant, 

responsible and biddable. They also dispel any idea that law and promise are in 

necessary conflict (cf Jas 2:22; Gal 3:21).”1869 Accepted, but not as conclusive 

evidence that Abraham was bound by “natural” laws, rather than his relationship 

to God. Jeremiah1870 suggests God has an unbreakable covenant with day and 

night in terms of their regularity. This could1871 refer to the “Rainbow covenant”, 

but Federalists applied it to the third day of creation. The “fixed order” of sun and 

moon in Jer 31 is argued to equate to “statute” and to “covenant” in other 

passages.1872 Robertson argues that, because these passages refer to the light 

bearers for day and night, which parallels Ge 1:16, but not the “Rainbow 

covenant” narrative, the reference must be to the creation accounts.1873 Hos 6:7 

says, “at” or “like” Adam, they “transgressed the covenant”. Robertson opts for 

“like Adam”, supported by the Vulgate1874, but admits the passage depicts 

Israel‟s corruption1875. However, it must surely be read in light of Hos 6:6. If 

Adam breached a “covenant”, his failing relates to “steadfast love” and 

“knowledge of God” - hardly a legal relationship requiring forensic atonement. 

God‟s one covenant is gracious.1876 

 

The second Adam‟s work occurs in covenantal context, but of a covenant of grace. As 

Hebrews believed God‟s covenant1877 is one, and, with the law, evidences God‟s grace 

and is the source of “happiness”1878, it would be less adventurous to assume Adam‟s sin 

was against God‟s grace in usurping the authority which alone is God‟s through seeking 
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to become “like one of us”1879. If there is a legal relationship between God and 

humanity, it simply - and acceptably - requires that we must not usurp God‟s authority.  

 

One substantial factor in Federalism‟s success is cultural and linguistic. Jerome‟s 

Vulgate, written from a dualist perspective reflecting Latin culture and Classical 

philosophy1880, embraced legalist language, notably those translated “covenant”, “law”, 

“commandment” etc.,  to translate Hebrew relational concepts. This coloured Western 

attitudes to Scripture - and all subsequent translations, especially the King James. At 

the risk of revisiting issues, if from a different perspective, consider those terms. 

 

“Covenant” God‟s self-revelation serves a purpose: “To you it was shown so that you 

would acknowledge that the LORD is God; there is no other besides him.”1881 Not just 

that there is a God, or that there is only one God, but that the one God is the Lord God 

of Israel. “God takes the initiative in grace and redeeming action and then makes his 

ethical demand in light of it. Ethics then becomes a matter of response and gratitude 

within a personal relationship, not of blind obedience to rules or adherence to timeless 

principles.”1882 “Righteousness”, of God or human, is a relational term which cannot be 

reduced to a moral norm: it expresses God‟s love and our loving response.  No one “is 

justified before God by the law; for [the righteous] live by faith‟"1883. To be “righteous” is 

to be “faithful” to the spirit of the God/human covenant relations. God, the innocent party 

in any covenant breach, invariably exercises his right to graciously renew the covenant. 

What we do from pride - the belief in our ability to “earn” salvation or to attract human 

praise - merits “no reward”1884 for it does not uphold the covenant. Christ, the end of the 

law, makes it clear that “righteousness … comes from God, and [those] seeking to 
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 With no appreciation of the, admittedly totally alien, culture of Judaism, as suggested by the constant 
turmoil in Romano-Jewish relations from the time of Pompey Magnus. Usually credited as the first 
translator of the Old Testament from Hebrew/Aramaic into Latin, Jerome certainly used the Septuagint, 
made extensive use of Greek exegetical material and the Hexapla‟s Greek versions of the Tanakh by 
Aquila of Sinope and Theodotion. While living in Bethlehem, he certainly had access to the Hexapla, 
probably from the theological library of Caesarea Maritima. With his tendency to paraphrase texts, all this 
makes it difficult to determine how much he actually relied on the Hebrew/Aramaic texts. 
1881

 Dt 4:35. 
1882

 Wright, CJH, 2004, 25. 
1883

 Gal 3:11. 
1884

 Mt 6:1. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Testament
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Septuagint
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bethlehem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hexapla
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theological_Library_of_Caesarea_Maritima


263 
 

establish their own … have not submitted to God's righteousness”1885: faith “is reckoned 

as” righteousness because it upholds the covenant relations through submission to 

God‟s righteousness. Unless we can perform the works of the law perfectly - which 

none, save one, can - we can only be saved by grace - “if it is by grace, it is no longer 

on the basis of works, otherwise grace would no longer be grace”1886 and grace is 

universal1887. Obedience “is a response to God‟s grace, not a means of achieving it”.1888 

The Decalogue “spell out the boundaries of the relationship established by grace and ... 

heard by all Israel”.1889 God will not withdraw from his “commitment to the world, a 

commitment given at creation and affirmed through the call of Israel.”1890 This is the 

defining characteristic of God‟s covenant commitment to creation, so proper 

understanding of Scripture must be grounded in God‟s total dealings with creation, with 

Israel and in Christ.  

 

“Law” and “Commandment” jrzh1891 is not prescriptive “law”. It describes God‟s 

righteousness and so “is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good”1892, 

and elicits a response. Qrx1893 designates, not abstract virtue, but “right behaviour or 

status in relation to some standard of behavior accepted in the community”1894 and to 

God: “right action” as a course of conduct in relation to God and neighbour, “closely 

related to righteousness in an interpersonal context”1895. Those who possess Torah 

must do “their best to keep it”1896, but it describes the norms of living in right relations 

with God and neighbour: it does not demand perfect and personal obedience, and is not 

a substitute for those relations. Those who fail to live up to divine righteousness are not 

cast out under the covenant. Thus understood, creation confronts us with God‟s 
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righteousness1897 and human sinfulness is not breach of rules, but having “exchanged 

the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the 

Creator”1898. Thus, the Decalogue cannot restate a “covenant of works”. Paul 

condemns, not Torah, but presenting it as a substitute for the relationship God wills to 

have with his people, as a path to righteousness in itself and asserting Israel as the sole 

expression of God‟s people, rather than as a light to the nations.  

 

Is Christ‟s sacrifice “penal substitution” or God reaching out in love?  

 

“Christ fulfils the covenant [as] the embodied communion between God and man, ... the 

instrument whereby the covenant is established”.1899 “Jesus does not regard the work 

he has to fulfil in his death as divorced from his life. It is his life which he has come to 

give in redemption, or in ransom for the many, and that concerns his whole course of 

obedience”.1900 Only “free” obedience could be efficacious, so there is no punitive 

dimension in Christ‟s obedience: otherwise, his forced obedience would have sufficed. 

Strike out “the pure act of God, the sheer intervention in divine grace, and it becomes a 

Pelagian, sacerdotalist conception of appeasing an angry God through human 

mediation. That element lies embedded in Roman Catholic notions of atonement and 

the mass and its peculiar understanding of merit and satisfaction.”1901  

 

It is difficult to see how the “punishment” of the one human who did not deserve it could 

forensically atone for the misdeeds of those who do, particularly how that act could free 

us from the law and provide salvation apart from the law: this “whipping-boy” approach 

suggests the law continues as a forensic and punitive entity, and “owes a great deal to 

the Latin language and highly Latinised concepts”.1902 Propitiation suggests that, 

through priestly intervention, God‟s wrath is turned from humans and humans are able 

to draw near to God. Hebrew priesthood is anchored, not in legal relations, but in the 
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personal and family relationship between God and his people. The NT addresses the 

atonement “not in the detached forensic categories [of] the Latin west, … but in ... the 

intimacy of the Father-Son relations, in which the Son submits himself to the Father‟s 

judgement and is answered through the Father‟s good pleasure”.1903 The free gift of 

ajpolutrwvsew"1904 in Christ1905  derives from lutrwvn - “not so much to the act as to the 

cost of redemption”1906. God redeems Israel1907 from bondage, while Christ redeems 

humanity, suggesting, not forensic punishment, but God‟s action to rescue his people, 

enslaved to sin, as once he rescued them from Egyptian slavery. God alone is the 

source of ejxousiva1908, which he may delegate, although the delegate must exercise it 

for its proper purpose1909. Paul condemns, not the “law”, but “works of the law” because 

the Scribes and Pharisees‟ teaching usurp to the “law” the ejxousiva which is God‟s 

alone. Christ answers the demands of the falsely applied ejxousiva in perfect holiness 

and obedience, destroying a false claim to authority over the people of God. Scripture, 

then, sees the atonement, not as a dubious transaction to appease a wrathful God, but 

as a rescue from slavery - from Egypt or the misapplication of the law translation into 

the Kingdom‟s freedom.1910 In the NT, “the whole concept of propitiation together with 

that of wrath, judgement and forgiveness is drawn into the Father-Son relationship”.1911  

 

A further weakness in the conceptual basis of “Federal” concepts is the status of Sinai. 

If Israel, like everyone else, was already subject to the covenant of works, it should be 

aware of God‟s righteousness through nature. Why, then, was Israel‟s election1912 

accompanied by a restatement as Torah? The Sinai accounts do not suggest God is 

revisiting common ground, or that compliance must be absolute. The earlier covenant 
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1904

 Redemption. 
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 Ro 3:24. 
1906

 Torrance, 2009, 26. 
1907

 “ … my firstborn son”. Ex 4:22. 
1908

 Authority. 
1909

 This holds true of both Christ and of humans exercising “authority”. 
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 Wright (NT, 2009, 40.) says “many first-century Jews thought of themselves as living in a continuing 
narrative stretching from earliest times … towards a climactic moment of deliverance”, and that, on the 
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 The relationship into which we are admitted, engrafted into Christ‟s humanity though the Spirit. 
Torrance, 2009, 72. 
1912

 If gentiles are able to discern the “covenant of works” in nature, so should Jews. 
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events saw no need to restate a “covenant of works” and Paul specifically identifies faith 

as the basis for Abraham‟s reckoned righteousness. Although the “moral law”, part of 

the one gracious covenant, embraces commands and proscriptions consonant with 

divine justice and the type of society God seeks to establish for his people, it partakes 

less of the notions of “law” in the modern sense than of familial respect. God‟s 

righteousness confronts us as divine love1913: we should respond in love to God‟s love 

through free conformity to Christ. If seeking to be “like one of us” defines sin, does the 

God who is love punish those who disobey? If the God/human relationship is legal, this 

is precisely what it means, but why would a God of law be willing to compromise his 

being and sovereign command for no advantage?  

 

It is illogical that the “covenant of works” condemns while the identical “law” is part of 

the one “covenant of grace” in which Christ secures, under both Testaments, “full 

remission of sins, and eternal salvation”, if only for an elect. The “law” is not “opposed to 

the promises of God”1914 and “does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so 

as to nullify the promise”1915, but was added “because of transgressions”1916: our 

disciplinarian pending adoption as children of God. Thus, for Paul at least, the basic 

relations between God and humanity are of promise. However, we are not freed from 

“law”, being now under the “law of Christ”.1917 Those who receive the Spirit will show its 

fruits, responding to love through and in love, not in hope of reward or fear of 

punishment.  

 

Paul1918 denies the “works of the law” establish righteousness or justify. God justifies 

“the circumcised on the ground of faith and the uncircumcised through that same 

faith”1919. Longenecker, commenting on Gal 3:11, says the “rabbis seem to have 

                                            
1913

 So sayeth Calvin, as does Paul.  
1914

 Gal 3:21. 
1915

 Gal 3:17. 
1916

 Gal 3:19. 
1917

 Wherein we “bear one another‟s burdens”. Gal 6:2. Equated with that of God. 1 Co 9:21. 
1918

 As to righteousness under the law, blameless (Phil 3:3-6.) and a Pharisee (“the strictest sect of our 
religion” ( Ac 26:5.), bound “to obey the law [and] the myriad of commandments contained in the oral law, 
the interpretative traditions of the Scribes”. Martin & Hawthorne, 2004, 186. Paul must be able to claim 
status as an expert witness. 
1919

 Ro 3:27-30. 
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coupled Hab 2:4 with Ge 15:6  as two important testemonia having to do with the 

nation‟s inheritance of Abraham‟s meritorious faith”.1920 Philo1921 suggests Abraham, in 

turning from trust in the creature to trust in God, became the model of the true way to 

honour God. Pivsti"1922 is “the most perfect of virtues”.1923 God‟s faithfulness to us 

evokes our faithfulness to God: the way of faith is learning, but also a transformation - 

the putting on of “that surest and most stable quality, faith”.1924 Josephus, on the other 

hand, holds “piety” characterizes Judaism, and speaks of faithfulness, pledges or 

proofs, rather than “faith”. First century Judaism‟s attitude to God is not indisputably 

defined by faith, but, as David‟s example shows, strict observance of the law is not the 

determining factor of God‟s favour. Faithfulness to the relationship denotes 

commitment, not necessarily “absolute”, and living in a “right relationship” with God. 

 

The minutiae of the law, then, do not restate a “covenant of works”.  

 

“Love of God and neighbour” were accepted, even by educated and pedantic Jews, as 

embodying the essence of the law. Love of God concludes the Shema1925 and is 

embedded in “the rhetoric of [ANE] international relations”1926 as an expression of 

covenant faithfulness.  

 

Scripture does not support the notion of a “covenant of works”. 

 

Double Predestination Predestination, however, is Scriptural.1927 “God's purpose of 

election [continues], not by works but by his call”.1928 Augustine1929 held that all have 

“broken God‟s covenant in that one in whom all have sinned”: that we are so lost in sin 

that we will not, cannot, seek salvation. We are saved solely to serve God‟s sovereign 
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purpose, resulting from God‟s sovereign and “efficient” grace, not through anything in 

ourselves. This doctrine, adopted by Luther and Zwingli, responded to the Pelagian 

notions of free will and our natural capacity to find salvation without the need for grace.  

 

Calvin taught that “the covenant of life is not preached equally among all men, and 

among those to whom it is preached, it does not gain the same acceptance either 

constantly or in equal degree. In this diversity the wonderful depth of God‟s judgment is 

made known. For there is no doubt that this variety also serves the decision of God‟s 

eternal election”.1930 “The fact that the reprobate do not obey God‟s Word when it is 

made known to them will be justly charged against the malice and depravity of their 

hearts, [and] because they have been raised up by the just but inscrutable judgment of 

God to show forth his glory in their condemnation.”1931  Some are saved, some 

reprobate, but through the “malice and depravity of their hearts”. Knox saw rejection of 

predestination as impugning and disdainfully refusing God‟s “free grace”1932, the 

doctrine necessary to “true faith” whereby we “be moved to praise him for his free 

graces received”1933.  

 

Neither Calvin nor Knox taught election to reprobation. 

 

Witherington, echoing Barth, claims “Paul‟s concept of election … is a corporate 

concept: election takes place in Israel in the first place and in Christ thereafter. There is 

an elect group, but this does not predetermine how one gets into that group and who is 

able to do so. … Paul is prepared to talk about some individuals being broken off and 

others being grafted into the elect group in their stead.”1934 Election occurs in the eternal 

relations of Father and Son in the Spirit, applied in time by Christ in the Spirit.  

 

“Every spiritual blessing is found „in Christ‟. … What Paul is telling us is that 

Christ is the Elect One, and we are elect only insofar as we are in Christ. Christ is 
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the one who existed before the creation of the world, and therefore he was 

present and available for God to choose him then to be our Savior. Christ is the 

one in whom redemption can be found and in whom God‟s mysterious salvation 

plan and purpose are effected. Inclusion of human beings in the Elect One is said 

to happen when persons respond to the Word. In Ephesians 2:8 Paul makes 

evident that salvation is by grace and through faith, and even faith is a gift from 

God, though it is a gift that has to be unwrapped and exercised by believers for it 

to benefit them. In short, God had a pretemporal plan to save the world. He 

chose his Son in advance, before ever creation was created, and destined him in 

advance to be the means and locus of salvation and election. He was and is the 

Elect One.”1935 

 

Individuals are chosen in Christ. Nothing suggests some are arbitrarily condemned. 

Indeed Jn 3:17-21 makes it clear that Christ came to save the world, not to condemn, 

although those who “hate the light” will not come to salvation. Election in Scripture, then, 

appropriately reflects God‟s will to salvation in love, universally offered, but unlikely to 

be universally accepted.  

 

While justified in Christ, the life we are called to live is not lived vicariously for us by 

Christ. The more Calvin-related early confessions1936 embrace Christ‟s atoning sacrifice, 

offered “for all”, while acknowledging that we can, and some will, reject it. It is improper 

to argue that, under Scripture‟s doctrine of predestination, some specific individuals are 

eternally/arbitrarily condemned.  

 

The Spirit WCF 7.3 promises the Spirit1937 only to those “ordained unto life”. The WCF 

rightly credits The Spirit applies our redemption in Christ, effectual calling, saving faith, 

                                            
1935

Ibid, 1.229-230. 
1936

 Eg Scots Confession, Ch 8, 15.  
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 Who creates faith, without which the promise is ineffective. We receive the Spirit by belief, not “works 
of the law”. Gal 3:2. The Spirit, sent from both Father and Son in Christ‟s name to witness to Christ, 
created the Apostolic witness which entered history as the only source of the church‟s witness as “holy, 
catholic and apostolic”. Salvation requires we have access to the promise in Christ and the Spirit which 
unites us with Christ. The Spirit is an Advocate

 
(Jn 14:16.), a minister plenipotentiary who will “speak 

whatever he hears, and … declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, because he will 
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good works, assurance and the efficacy of the Sacraments1938 and “the inward 

illumination of the Spirit of God [is] necessary for the saving understanding of such 

things as are revealed in the word [Some things must be determined by] Christian 

prudence, according to the general rules of the word, which are always to be 

observed”1939. Separation of “sanctification” from the virtues worked, once for all, in 

Christ1940 is inconsistent with Scripture, a reversion to the Medieval ordis salutis.1941 The 

WCF does not adequately deal with Calvin‟s concept of union with Christ.1942  

 

Does the Spirit follow the promise or act as a filter, separating the reprobate from the 

elect?  

 

God‟s initiatives are universally offered.1943 All creation is “good/very good” and, 

according to Ps 74, “God‟s activity in creation is not only the paradigm of God‟s 

redemption of Israel, it is also the basis by which God can redeem and the reason for 

which God should redeem.”1944 Calvin dismissed the monk Georgius‟ “common solution” 

that “Christ suffered sufficiently for all, but efficaciously only for the elect”: “this great 

absurdity ... has no weight with me. Wherever the faithful are dispersed throughout the 

world, John extends to them the expiation wrought by Christ‟s death”.1945 Christ died for 

all humanity, not only for those who believe1946, although his sacrifice blesses only 

                                                                                                                                             
take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine” (Jn 16:13-15.). He declares the 
truth of Father and Son, teaching “everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you” (Jn 14:26.) 
and will “testify on my behalf” (Jn 15:26.). Christ, God‟s self-revelation in word, act and being, is only 
brought to bear by the Spirit in light of the resurrection and ascension. The gift of the Spirit is an essential 
element in revelation and, when breathed into the “nostrils”, gives life (Ge 2:7. When withdrawn, we die. 
Ge 7:22, Ps 104:29.), both biological and in true relationship to God. Word and Spirit together work the 
Father‟s creative and redemptive purpose. 
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those who embrace him in faith. Nothing in Scripture or Calvin suggests that the Spirit is 

given more selectively than the promise.1947  

 

This does not argue for a “universalism” which purports to relieve us of responsibility for 

our actions, depriving us of our freedom to accept or reject God‟s will.1948 This was 

condemned at Constantinople, formed no part of Calvin‟s approach and was rejected by 

the Augsburg Confession.1949 Barth thought the question “open”1950, although 

universalism cannot explain why some believe and others do not, or how evil came into 

the world.1951 Torrance dismisses “universalism” and “limited atonement” as “twin 

heresies which rest on a deeper heresy, the recourse to a logico-causal explanation of 

why the atoning death of the Lord Jesus Christ avails or does not avail for all 

people”.1952 Christ‟s redemptive activity is “universal”, embracing “not only all humanity, 

but the whole created universe of space and time”.1953 God “desires everyone to be 

saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth”1954, and has done his utmost towards 

this end, even to assuming sinful humanity. However, if we are free to accept or reject 

that divine activity and will, not all will react positively. The universality of God‟s will is 

most clearly seen in the role and universality of the church, which remains one through 

its “continuous fidelity to the apostolic foundation of the Church in Jesus Christ, and 

remains ... „orthodox,‟ that is, „rightly related‟ to the truth of the one God, Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit, common to the universal Church”.1955 It is “catholic” as Athanasius 

understood his concept if “apostolic”, which demands the universal preaching of the 

fullness and entirety of the gospel: the Christ through whom “God was pleased to 

reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through 
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the blood of his cross”.1956 The gospel discloses “the righteousness of God” as love 

through Christ‟s universal redemption in which we will move forward in mission and 

ministry from being the body of Christ to being “the fullness of him who fills all in all”.1957 

If its role and scope are universal, the church cannot be limited in building that reality - 

and so Scripture suggests. If the gospel is to be universally proclaimed, it cannot be 

separated from the Spirit which makes that proclamation effective: without the Spirit, we 

are not free to accept or reject.  

 

The Spirit follows the promise, but does not work deterministically. 

 

“Natural” Law is “an ethical postulate of reasoning man, … the point of reference for 

moral values”1958 - its inevitable failure to produce the desired results attributed to 

individual inadequacies. A defining characteristic of dualism/Scholasticism, it occupies 

the no-man‟s land between religion and positive law, serving neither well. It seeks to 

displace God‟s word and works as the definition of his will for creation - and as the basis 

for political authority and its application. It erodes the status of creation as the free 

expression of God‟s personal will, the first casualty being the understanding that God is 

love and acts accordingly. A “god” of “natural law” is not distinct from creation: simply its 

first and impersonal cause. “He” is not free in relation to it, but must act to initiate. The 

concept also suggests there is more than one centre of legal authority, the legislature 

and a priori principles, the latter, despite claims to the contrary, not objectively defined 

and hardly immutable.1959 Its claim to be a universal ethical ideal derived from human 

rationality1960 which justifies and tests the validity of positive law, and to be accepted by 

all at all times, are nonsense: it is culturally determined and, in the West, has become 

an affirmation of the Decalogue without recourse to God. 1961 
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 A raft of miscellaneous, often irrational, concepts are, from time to time, argued to be “natural” law. 
Usually, they favour the proponent‟s idea of what should be the law or the proponent‟s interests. 
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 Not religious principles and not community standards. 
1961 

Three quotes from Paton put this issue in perspective: 

 the “search for rules of law that are unchangeable and universal” is futile (Paton, 1972, 102.),  

 “All attempts to establish absolute values on any other than a religious base have failed - but 
religion is essentially a matter of faith rather than intellectual proof. [To survive, human 
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“Natural” law‟s pedigree is illustrious. Its reference to “justice” and “goodness” appeals 

to the deepest longings of the human psyche, particularly our aspirations to control our 

lives. However, dreams are seldom realized. 

 

Plato‟s Republic suggests that philosopher-kings should execute, not law but justice on 

the basis of their education and wisdom without being bound by fixed rules: “Socrates” 

dismisses φύσις1962 and νόμος1963 as the ground for values.  Law, justice and ethics are 

related, but not interchangeable. Stressing “justice” scarcely contributes to societal 

stability or a priori certainty concerning our rights and obligations. Aristotle also 

preferred “justice” to law. The nature of things being discoverable, not in their primitive, 

but most developed, form, Aristotle assumed that natural justice was universal and the 

“state” was natural to humans as political beings. Stoics gave us “natural” law, 

expressing “natural” reason, not our “natural” state. The universe is governed by 

reason, and so cannot be hostile to humans, asserting the unity of life. Rational beings 

can know and conform to the natural order which seeks to establish harmony in 

communal and individual life: we are legally bound to act reasonably, within the context 

of knowledge of the practical limitations and possibilities innate in the human condition. 

The objective is the flourishing of human individuals and societies which, in awareness 

of nature‟s symbiotic relations, should embrace the flourishing of all nature. Roman 

jurists embraced Stoic theory, dividing laws into those changeable at human will and the 

ius naturale which cannot.1964 That commonly accepted was presumptively 

reasonable.1965 

  

                                                                                                                                             
communities] must recognize some fundamental values and must devise means to protect those 
values, and in the long run, not only to protect them but to permit them to grow and change”(Ibid, 
118.), and 

 “no one knew exactly what [natural law] was and many radical propositions could be drawn from 
the needs of man as a reasonable being” (Ibid, 103-104.). 

1962
 Physis, nature. 

1963
 Nomos, law, even the spirit of law. 

1964
 Resting on reason, they are universally accepted and immutable. Gaius, Dig,1.1.9. Justinian‟s 

Institutes, 1.2-3. Of course, to a Roman, “universally accepted and immutable” means accepted by that 
particular Roman. 
1965

 Which, of course, embraced concepts such as slavery. 



274 
 

Paul, a citizen of both Rome and Tarsus, a centre of Stoic thought, was surely aware of 

Stoic teaching, the OT passages suggesting creation shows the creator‟s goodness and 

glory and of Philo‟s1966 identification of the divine “laws and ordinances” as the “sacred 

words of nature having an authority and power in themselves, so that they differ in no 

respect from oaths”, “established for the sake of justice and of every virtue”.1967 Since 

God is creator, his law is the law of nature and, in the new age, there will be one law 

common to all.1968 This is the background to Ro 1:20 and 2:14-15.1969 

 

Roman law‟s1970  acceptance enhanced “natural” law‟s legitimacy and appeal. When 

Christianity became the Empire‟s dominant religion, “natural” law became identified with 

the moral law. Platonists/neo-Platonists rejected Aristotle‟s affirmation of the “state” as 

natural - the pre-fall condition of peace, happiness and shared prosperity required no 

government constraint: God instituted the “state” to correct sinful tendencies emerging 

from the fall. In the Medieval period, when “authority” was largely exercised 

arbitrarily1971, there were advantages to arguing for a coherent and enduring set of 

principles as the basis for law to protect the individual from chaos and abuse of power, 

and even more desirable side-effects for the religious establishment if that basis were 

seen as divine law, mediated by it as the body of Christ1972: the Latin church could, and 

did, affirm ultimate authority over the “state”.1973  
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Under Scholasticism, the Stoic concept grew into one of ius - what is right or just. The 

medieval compromise suggested that the sovereign was above positive law, but not 

“natural” law.1974 Aquinas held that human intellect and free will were God‟s image in the 

natural world, that we can deduce “natural” from divine law which orders the universe 

through acting on our moral nature. “Natural” law is reason, not the ruler‟s whim. 

Positive law, which must not conflict with “natural” law, was needed to work out the 

implications of “natural” law. It establishes principles which determine the ends of 

action. Precepts are derived from those principles as judgments on means. Positive 

laws apply those precepts to changing circumstances and decisions apply laws to 

specific cases. “Natural” law, then, is not directive in the sense of positive law, but 

directs us to the ultimate end: positive law1975 applies sanctions to the means whereby 

we fail to approach those ends. 

 

By the 17th century, the moral law‟s negative strictures were positively expressed as 

inalienable human rights, violation of which not only offend the victim‟s dignity and 

equality as a human, but degrade the agent. Notions of the social contract developed to 

justify and constrain the exercise of authority.1976  

 

Grotius suggests humans have a compelling desire to live in community, from which 

“natural” law developed via a social contract, antecedent to human institutions, based 

on human nature and need to live in society. “Right reason” demands that our acts 

agree with humans‟ “rational and social nature [which] has in it a moral necessity”1977 - 

its rules discovered by reference to humanity‟s rational and social nature, tested by 

asking if that rule has been adopted by all, or the most civilized, of nations1978. Grotius 

also created the notion of public international law binding dealings between nations – 

another concept with links to an unwritten, or “natural”, law of nations.  
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Hobbes grounded sovereignty in nature and experience. Life in our natural state was 

“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short”.1979 Fear of death and the need to acquire the 

means of living commodiously drives us to reject anarchy, and so admit the power of 

the “state”. “A law of nature is a general rule, found out by reason, by which a man is 

forbidden to do that which is destructive of his life, or taketh away the means of 

preserving the same; and to omit that which he thinkest it may be best preserved”1980.  

All seek peace, to the greatest extent possible, and, where war is inevitable, seek all 

help and advantages of war. We should allow others the liberties we claim for ourselves 

and keep our covenants, the only means of achieving these ends being to accept a will 

which commands obedience. The sovereign is source of, and above, law and can alone 

change it. “Natural” laws are contrary to our natural passions and rely on “some power 

to cause them to be observed”.1981 Hobbes admitted the force of ethics, but law derives 

its authority from politically organized society. He admits a social contract as a pactum 

subiectionis.  

 

Locke saw political legitimacy as essential “for the publick good”. We surrender our 

natural liberty to the sovereign, but conditionally. Government is a trust for the benefit of 

citizens, but he fails to address breach of that trust. His Essays on the Law of Nature 

(1676) and Second Treatise on Civil Government (1690) assert rights to life, liberty and 

property, and envisaged a society which protected and enhanced those rights. The 

“state” is not alien to nature, but based on the consent of the governed. 

 

“Natural” law appealed strongly to 17th century Calvinists as the source of inalienable 

rights.1982 We live with “natural” law precepts in our positive law systems, but it is now 

often an instrument of oppression - restricting attempts to address inequalities - and 

seriously distorts the societal nature of law by stressing the individual as a unit, not a 

member of society, reducing individual accountability to society to minimum standards 

of behaviour. It claims we can know all we need to of God and ourselves through 
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observing nature, but does not explain how we can understand the supernatural from 

the natural. Our world-view is confined to nature‟s causes and effects, suggesting the 

sum of the visible and ascertainable parts is the totality: the assumption of science, and 

the basis of disaffection with religion. Passages like Mt 11:27 and Lk 10:22 are ignored 

in favour of Ro 1:18-20 and certain OT passages which suggest that nature shows the 

glory of the Lord.  

 

Before we examine those provisions, we should differentiate between “general 

revelation” and “natural law”. Scripture accepts that nature reveals God‟s “eternal power 

and divine nature”1983, and Calvin “the primal and simple knowledge to which the very 

order of nature would have led us if Adam had remained upright”.1984 God speaks 

through his “creation, preservation and government of the universe”.1985 Creation is 

neither a “god” nor a neuter we can ignore, but God‟s divine nature and power1986 is not 

his Fatherly love: the primary focus of revelation1987. However, no one “can acquire a 

natural theology or knowledge of God … from nature by means of human reason”1988: it 

is “needful that another and better help be added to direct us aright to the very Creator 

of the universe”.1989 God primarily reveals himself in word and his works - through 

Scripture. “General” revelation is, at best, circumstantial evidence supportive of, and 

only truly intelligible through, Scripture. “Natural” law/theology unacceptably expands 

this role, suggesting it provides direct knowledge of God‟s will, “deifying” nature and 

suggesting “nature” expresses the supernatural. The rules accessible to right-minded 

people - physics, botany, zoology and sociology - are inevitably expanded to include a 

wide range of moral postulates and supernatural/metaphysical insights and not a few 

delusions. This confuses revelation, which is universal and normative, and human 

response, which is not.  
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Barth rightly condemned the semi-Pelagian tradition of Scholasticism and liberalism 

which seek to accommodate both revelation and nature as independent expressions of 

God‟s nature. He rejects nature and grace becoming “„nature alone‟”1990, but goes too 

far in setting grace against nature. Creation is not subjugated to salvation, but is the first 

outward expression of the gracious and holy love of the triune God. Creation speaks 

God‟s glory1991, and is the proper context of our purpose and its fulfilment in relations, 

with God and inter se, and through the proper stewardship of creation.1992 However, 

creation, even with redemption, is not the be-all-and-end-all. Psa 19 also affirms God‟s 

law as “perfect” and “righteous”. Unless we are prepared to equate God‟s “law” with 

“natural” law, and with God‟s grace, suggestions the two streams1993 are related must 

be rejected.  

 

Kidner identifies “two movements”, contrasting God‟s wordless testimony in nature and 

the clarity of his written word. 1994 Faced with their neighbours‟ worship of the heavenly 

bodies, 2 Ki 23:5 criticizes the “idolatrous priests” of the sun, moon, constellations and 

the host of the heavens. Deuteronomy warns us not to be “led astray and bow down to 

them and serve them”1995, and condemns those who transgress God‟s covenant “by 

going to serve other gods and worshiping them - whether the sun or the moon or any of 

the host of heaven”1996. Creation, then, speaks of God as creator - God‟s glory and 

power1997 - but Scripture denies he is identified with creation, or contends with “other 

Gods” identified with natural elements - there is only one God and creation, but God is 

never simply “Creator”. God is ever love, and so “Redeemer” and, in light of the NT, 

“Father”: this is Scripture‟s focus.  
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 Ps 19, 24, 104. 
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1994

 Kidner, 2009, 97. 
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The “God known in creation” line, citing Ro 1:18-20, deals inadequately with Ro 1:17-25 

as a whole. The gospel alone “is the power of God for salvation”.1998 Creation unaided 

does not show his salvation in Christ nor his righteousness, which empowers and elicits 

a free response: the true service of God. Our failings are not legal, but of failure to 

honour “God or give thanks to him”, of becoming “futile” in our thinking, and exchanging 

“the glory of the immortal God for images”.  Our intellectual “futility” has ever been in 

offering material sacrifices instead of doing “what is good”.1999 The “images resembling 

a mortal human being”2000 surely embrace our hubris in asserting our intellects above 

God‟s self-revelation, a revelation which cost his Son‟s life. Our “lusts”, “impurity” and 

“degradation” lie in having “exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and 

served the creature rather than the Creator”.2001 The “cause and effect” approach 

denies God can be a redeemer or lawgiver. He is simply Aquinas‟ “being”, unconcerned 

with creation. 

  

Dualism affirms what preserves, not the relations between God and human, but 

society2002 on the basis of human rationality: all else is “analogy”. If the true reality of 

“God” is one, Christ was never that true reality so his revelation of the Father has not 

addressed the reality, nor his sacrifice the ontological deficiencies, of creation: the 

human Jesus simply confronts us with human “goodness” and with our ability and need 

to work our own salvation by conformity thereto. We might know the God of grace and 

love imperfectly from the order and bounty of creation, yet not at all in face of nature, 

“red in tooth and claw”2003. Under dualism, “nature” is isolated from grace, and a 

“legalistic” outlook inevitable. 
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 “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith”.   
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Scripture‟s response is that, however corrupted our being, God “has not left himself 

without a witness in doing good”2004 and so is known, even if as the “unknown God”2005. 

Paradigmatically, his relationship with humanity is his love. Lonergan2006 suggests the 

“identification of being and the good by-passes human feelings and sentiments to take 

its stand exclusively upon intelligible order and rational value”. Calvin does not engage 

in “abstract speculation concerning a something that is not identical with the revelation 

of God in Jesus Christ”.2007 We have a natural “awareness of divinity”2008, revealed “in 

the design of the universe”2009. An “inward law [engraved on] the hearts of all” might 

assert “the very same things” as the moral law, yet it is the moral law - “the rule of 

[God‟s] righteousness”, not the “inward law” - which reduces us to “genuine humility and 

self-abasement” and a sense of “our impotence and ... unrighteousness”, preparing us 

for true knowledge of God and ourselves: “a clearer witness of what was too obscure in 

the natural law”. 2010 Because God is creator, his creation is commanded to conform to 

his righteousness2011, which is his loving commitment to the covenant relationship not 

disclosed in nature, so human morality and responsibility to God and his creation rest 

solely in God‟s revealed will. “Christ condemns everything that men dare to attempt out 

of their own fancy. … obedience [is] the foundation of all that we undertake”.2012 Our 

ethical standard is Christ. Calvin, then, marginalizes the “natural law” concept, if more 

diplomatically than Barth, who2013 suggests, with impeccable logic, that, if God has 

chosen to reveal himself in his Son/Word, it is pointless to seek that knowledge 

elsewhere. “Natural law” denies Scripture and our reliance on God‟s grace and 

revelation, the reason why Barth rejects a “science” of morals.2014 It inverts the 

evangelical order2015, separates creation and the “state” from Christ as its Lord, and 
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assigns to the “state” a neutral or negative role in relation to an “elect”, rather than 

Scripture‟s more uplifting commission to build that kingdom which addresses all 

creation. By affirming the “state‟s” duty to administer “natural law”, the church tacitly 

acknowledges the “state‟s” right to do so without reference to God‟s revealed command, 

and so to interpret that law.  

 

Community values vary markedly around the world. They can and do change, so the 

notion of an immutable, invariant “natural law” seems questionable on purely historical 

grounds.  Scripture‟s ethical dimension expresses God‟s love which demands what is 

best for his beloved creation on the authority of his universal claim over that creation, 

informing our moral response in terms of love of God and creation. It is God‟s revealed 

righteousness - his perfect, unconditional love - which applies to all our interactions with 

God and his creation, not some abstract principle2016 discernible in what the church 

universally acknowledges is a corrupt nature. Scripture teaches that humans must “be 

overcome by the Word and the Spirit of God, … reconciled to God, justified and 

sanctified, comforted and ruled and finally saved by God”.2017 We are justified once for 

all as a free gift. To “demand something „decisive‟ [from us] as well”2018 detracts from 

that truth.  

 

 “The ancient Hebrew convictions ... had always been rooted more deeply in 

experience of revelation - God experienced in summons and call …, in prophetic 

inspiration, in the emotion-stirring imagery of the psalmist, and in the wisdom 

given from on high, not to mention the visions and mystical experiences of the 

apocalypses [while] Paul proceeds from a „knowability of God‟ which is primarily 

dependent on divine revelation”.2019 
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Torrance affirms revelation as God‟s actual entry into our history, inter-acting with us 

and communicating himself in real and redemptive self-communication.2020 For this to 

be sustainable, the true reality of God had to become incarnate in Christ, who offered 

true, perfect and sufficient vicarious and substitutionary self-sacrifice for and on our 

behalf, thus, establishing a new basis for our relations, not only to God, but to each 

other and our environment. As a personal reality in communion with other, if contingent, 

personal and impersonal realities, God can communicate with this world, even assume 

its reality and can regenerate and redeem creation, reconciling it to himself and 

sanctifying it, thus empowering it to be what it was created to be. Scripture‟s teaching, 

then, is internally consistent, and is not enhanced by a dubious “natural knowledge”, 

which is not “a canon to interpret revelation”.2021 Theology is “a direct act of cognition in 

hearing God”2022: “God”, not “nature”. Creation is knowable only in its contingence - its 

“utter dependence upon the Grace of God” - so that, apart from grace, creation borders 

on nothingness or chaos: examining nature as nature, “we can only find nature and the 

limits of nature”.2023 It is, therefore, illogical to assert that nature speaks adequately of 

non-contingent reality.  

 

Creation ex nihilo Having dismissed the concepts of the “feodus operum”, 

predestination of specific individuals other than in Christ and “natural” law, we should 

now be able to reject dualism, but it persists, having recently re-emerged in the notion 

that, exegetically, the creation accounts refer, not to the ex nihilo creation, but to the 

reduction to order of eternal matter. 

 

Brueggemann2024 (rightly) suggests that, if creation is not ex nihilo, it consists of 

“forming, shaping, governing, ordering and sustaining a created world out of the „stuff of 

chaos‟ which was already there”. If creation marks the beginning of time and space, that 

“stuff of chaos” must be eternal as existing outside time and space. He (again correctly) 

notes that Ge 1 “is grammatically problematic and perhaps cannot be adjudicated on 
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purely grammatical grounds” 2025 and that there is “no unambiguous evidence” for the ex 

nihilo affirmation before 2 Macc 7:8, although the “large claims made for Yahweh would 

admit of such a radical claim of sovereignty” 2026. For him, however, Ge 1:2 is “the main 

clause of the opening verse”2027, suggesting Ge 1:1 be rendered: 

 

 “When God began to create the heavens and the earth …”. 

 

If so, “the deep”, at least, preceded God‟s initiative in creation2028 as either a primeval 

sea, akin to the Egyptian “Nun”2029, or a “chaos” of confused matter. 2 Pe 3:5 suggests 

that the earth was “formed out of water and by means of water”, reflecting Ge 1:2 and 6-

7 where, as Bauckham2030 notes, “it was by separating and gathering the waters that 

God created the world”. This is only a problem if Ge 1:2‟s “deep” was self-existent, but 

Pro 8:24 suggests “Wisdom” was “bought forth” when “there were no depths”, 

suggesting the instrument of creation existed when the “depths” were formed - they are 

not eternal. The OT is certainly replete with “chaos” images2031, but they fall within the 

scope of God‟s creation and are destined to fail. 

 

Collins2032 rejects Bruggemann‟s rendition on linguistic grounds, pointing out that 

ar1:B2033 is used: 

 

“in the perfect, and the normal use of the perfect at the very beginning of a 

pericope is to denote an event that took place before the storyline gets under 

way”. 
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In noting2034 that “the heavens and the earth” “likely refers to everything in the material 

universe‟”, Collins also suggests that, if God created “everything at the beginning”, there 

was nothing material before then.  

 

2 Macc 7:8 coincided with Hebrew exposure to Greek concepts of “eternality” and 

“eternal” matter. The Hebrews took immediate steps to adopt the former to describe 

God and to deny the latter. Earlier passages like Ne 9:6 note that God alone made 

heaven and earth, “and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them”, giving life to all - 

hardly consistent with an ordering of eternal matter. Even Ge 1:2-31 allude to significant 

elements of ANE cosmologies with the sole intention of demythologizing creation.2035 Of 

the three uses2036 of ar1:B2037 in Ge 1, one is of the “great sea monsters” (v 21) - the 

ultimate symbol of chaos. In Greek, “chaos” originally implied a void or emptiness, 

rather than confused matter and the Hebrew equivalent - WhT-o - also suggests a void, 

emptiness or lack of purpose. There is no primal struggle, characteristic of other ANE 

cosmologies, and, therefore, no contest between eternal realities2038, and no doubt 

about who will eventually prevail.2039 

 

Would Ge 1‟s author expend so much “demythologizing” effort while positing a great, 

dualistic “Nun”-like creative soup?  

 

                                            
2034

 Ibid, 55. 
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 God made (Ge 1:16.)
 
 “two great lights” - not the sun and moon, both deities in other ANE and 
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Genesis is assertively monotheistic. One God created the universe, ontologically 

distinct from God, neither an emanation of his being nor a rival, let alone an equal, no 

element of which can claim divinity. No mention is ever made of eternal matter or 

eternal human “soul”. Nothing exists apart from God and creation, which is “an 

object”.2040 Even the darkness which “covered the face of the deep”, although not 

specifically mentioned as created in Ge 1:2, is so affirmed by Isa 45:7.2041 

 

May - no fan of the ex nihilo concept - admits it “corresponds factually” with OT creation 

teaching.2042 Copan and Craig2043 rightly claim “there is simply no other plausible or 

consistent way to read the biblical text”, although the “OT case for creation ex nihilo is a 

cumulative one”. Even Goldingay2044 - another opponent of the ex nihilo concept - 

suggests that the “emphasis of bara lies first on the sovereignty of what God achieves 

rather than on the nothingness from which God starts. ... Isaiah 40-66 ... highlights 

God‟s sovereignty over the powers of earth2045 and heaven and God‟s sovereign 

capacity to renew the community of Israel.”  He probably also has the last word when he 

suggests that “a First Testament thinker who needed to handle the question „Where did 

matter come from‟ would no doubt declare „Yhwh made it, of course, as Proverbs 8 

implies‟”.2046 

 

By NT times, at least, “belief in God‟s creation of the universe out of nothing was ... 

taken for granted”.2047 The NT writers affirmed that “the world was not eternal” and that 
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“God‟s creative power encompasses everything”.2048 Israel‟s God is the one eternal 

reality, underived, unconstrained and unconditional. He can create another reality, but 

chooses not to render it fixed or immutable: affirming creation‟s true reality and the real, 

if contingent, freedom allowed it. However, it is ordered and knowable, its order and 

intelligibility fixed by divine command for a divinely decreed purpose, not determined by, 

and only discernible through, the fixed, immutable reason or rationality of the Greek 

kovsmo". Paul uses that term, but acknowledges that, from the one God, the Father, “are 

all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all 

things and through whom we exist”.2049  

 

On balance, the OT supports the contention that God is creator ex nihilo. “Created 

reality” is never “eternal reality”, nor is it an arrangement of “eternal matter”. It is simply 

a reality in which eventually “death will be no more”.2050 If so, we cannot deny God‟s 

sovereignty over his creation, and must seek its purpose and proper ways of being in 

his will. God “creates without any precondition”, but creation is “totally dependent on the 

creator”.2051 This is:  

 

“the governing principle by which all God‟s relationships with humankind must be 

understood, including salvation and redemption. Unless God is inconsistent, the 

same principle will govern God‟s dealings as savior: he redeems as he creates, 

and he reckons righteous in the same way in which he makes alive. [H]is saving 

work depends on nothing in that which is saved; redemption righteousness-

reckoning is not contingent on any precondition on the part of the recipient; the 

dead cannot make terms, that which does not exist cannot place God under any 

obligation - … the individual or nation is dependent on the unconditional grace of 

God for covenant life as for created life. It is this total dependence on God for 
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very existence itself which man forgot, his rejection of that dependence which lies 

at the root of his malaise ([Ro] 1:18-28)”.2052 

 

Conclusions Scripture is inherently incompatible with the dualism of Plato, Aristotle 

and the Stoics, and cannot be reinterpreted on dualist principles. 

Scripture‟s God is eternal, personal, relational, complete ontologically and relationally in 

the three hypostases which constitute his divinity. In the free expression of his love, he 

created another spatio-temporal and so contingent reality ex nihilo and chooses to 

relate to it, even adopting its being - possible because of the personal nature of his 

being - to freely, once for all, redeem, reconcile, regenerate and sanctify it as creation. 

Universally offered, these initiatives are effective if freely embraced in faith. The ethical 

standard confronting us is divine righteousness: the expression of God‟s being as love, 

normatively defined by the gospel and law. Our obedience is the natural expression of 

gratitude, not the price of salvation: because God first loved us, we are called to 

respond to, not earn, that love through freely loving God and creation. Creation in its 

proper ways of being is affirmed by God as “good/very good” and reaffirmed, its 

condition embraced by Christ. We are saved and restored as creation in Christ to our 

proper relations with God and creation pending the end.2053 In Christ, we are embraced 

in the communion which is the triune God‟s reality. Pending the end, church and “state” 

have complementary ministries in building the kingdom for our good under Christ‟s 

lordship. 

 

Dualist “god” is eternal, impersonal, rational, tied by necessity to the world as first 

cause, the explanation of the mechanisms of being and definition of “goodness”, but an 

irrational emotion like love is alien to “him”. Although impersonal and defined by 

nature2054, “he” cannot deal with, let alone adopt, creaturely being2055. Thus, “he” has 

done, can do, nothing to save us, yet something eternal in us - a “soul” or rationality - 
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can do what “god” cannot2056, transcend the spatio-temporal world to reach eternity 

through abstract “goodness”. “Salvation” is something we must earn and consists of 

translation of that eternal bit to heavenly bliss. The material world in general, and our 

bodies and their natural ways in particular, define an unsatisfactory state of being, 

epitomized by the “state”. Our best course is to shun that unsatisfactory condition and 

seek spiritual enlightenment and objective “goodness”. “God” is shorthand for a 

discredited (Aristotelian) vision of nature - not really a “god”, but a figurehead for 

pietism.  

 

Scripture‟s God is incomprehensible to unaided human reason - known only through his 

word and acts, notably in Christ. The only witness to the gospel is Scripture, understood 

through the Spirit. Creation speaks of God‟s eternal power and divine nature - his being, 

not his person: as a creator, not loving Father or saviour. This is enough for dualism in 

its many guises, for it interests itself only in being, and in abstract “goodness”, not love, 

but, in Scripture, the issue of being is ever incidental to the personal, Trinitarian being 

and relations of Scripture‟s God, and the gracious and loving relationship he wills to 

have with his creation. Scripture describes this personal dimension and what God has 

done for the creation he loves, notably those personal beings able to know and respond 

to his love. It is not a metaphysical excursus on being, divine, creaturely or both. The 

issues of being and becoming are incidentally – and summarily - expounded in the 

context of the relationship in terms of the one ontological distinction between God and 

creation, and the holistic nature of created being as creation and individuals. Christ‟s 

“God and Father” is love. He is not Aquinas‟ impersonal principle of goodness: “an 

ethical postulate of reasoning man, … the point of reference for moral values”.2057 

Scripture‟s God exists “in personal relations, neither confounding the three Persons in 

the Unity, nor dividing the being among the three persons”2058 which is, and shows, that 

love which does not harm the neighbour. The Nicene formulae seek to interpret 

Scripture in meaningful fashion. God is the Trinity in the oneness of divinity, not a 
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monad: a relationship, not simply an ontology of being. The relationship between the 

Father and the Son is exceptional. Jn 1:14‟s monogenou'" and Jn 1:18‟s monogenh;" 

suggest “only begotten”: he shares God‟s nature2059 and so is homoousios with the 

Father. His gift - the “power to become children of God” - also suggests the donor is in a 

special relationship to God and is “of God”. When Jn 1:18 claims that no one “has ever 

seen God. It is God the only Son ... who has made him known”, it is in the context of Ex 

33:20-23.2060 From a passing vision, shielded by God‟s hand, in which “my face shall 

not be seen” came the law. Christ fulfils, he does not abolish, that law, and when Mt 

11:27, Mk 13:32 and Lk 10:22 say “no one knows the Father except the Son and 

anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him”, it is in the context of Jn 1:18: 

ejxhghvsato2061 is used by Josephus as a “technical term for the exposition of the Law by 

the Rabbis”2062. The Son‟s exposition is of the Father as Father and as love, a love 

which is the core of his righteousness, expressed in the law: and “this is love, not that 

we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our 

sins”.2063 The Nicene identification of Christ as the true reality of God is the crucial link 

between the loving God, know only in Christ and through the Spirit, and Christ‟s 

initiatives in our redemption and sanctification. This link is denied by dualism2064, 

shattering our assurance of salvation and of the Spirit‟s empowerment to know God and 

ourselves, and so live authentically in relation to God and creation through love of God 

and neighbour.  

 

Plato and Aristotle‟s “god” focuses on divine and creaturely ontology - on what God is in 

relation to creation and our being in relation to God‟s: God as creator, rather than on the 

personal dimension of who God is2065, in himself and in relation to us and why he 

created and redeems his creation. Both aspects are important. We must know God‟s 

ontological distinction from his creation and his eternal power and divine nature, 

displayed in his creative and sustaining roles, to appreciate the possibility of his 
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redemptive act, but proclamation of power and being divorced from love fundamentally 

and unacceptably perverts our understanding of the relations God wills to have with 

creation. The commands of a “god” of power and being are law, requiring personal and 

particular obedience. This “god” cannot relate to the material world, a vicarious sacrifice 

is impossible, and it is unreasonable for absolute rational “goodness” to compromise 

itself by pardoning the guilty. Christ and the Spirit, then, are either creatures or, if divine, 

lower emanations in a hierarchy of divine being. 

 

Nicea‟s God, trinity in unity, unity in trinity, is “the most exclusive of all possible 

conceptions of God”, admitting neither unitarianism nor polytheism.2066 The ontological 

relations comprising God in himself and in relation to the world express “a fullness of 

personal being … not ... an undifferentiated oneness as an isolated transcendental 

Thou … a negative borderline notion of God quite unintelligible to our minds”.2067 The 

Trinitarian understanding “forced upon us through the incarnation calls in question … 

any alternative way of thinking” of God.2068 Those alternatives “set aside the gospel”.2069 

Unless the Jesus who freely suffered the cross is homoousios with the Father, his death 

saves only him, and confronts us with the possibility and need to work our own 

salvation. Unless the Spirit which animates and empowers us in act and understanding 

is homoousios with Father and Son, we have neither knowledge of God nor of 

ourselves, and so cannot serve him: we are not empowered in belief, faith or response 

and we have no opportunity to live the true “life” of relationship to God. Our efforts at 

“goodness” are our homage to society and the ecosystem, and our claim to divinity - to 

be able to work our own salvation. 

 

The more horizontal “cause and effect” focus of Aristotelian dualism is less blatantly 

dualistic than the hierarchical Platonic version, yet both separate our reality into superior 

“rational” and inferior “material” aspects, and isolates “God” from material reality. This 

bifurcating of our reality pervades the Latin church‟s history: the “natural” bit, 

                                            
2066

 Torrance, 1996, 24.  
2067

 Ibid. 
2068

 Ibid. 
2069

 Ibid. 
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substantially unaffected by the fall, was augmented by the “supernatural” bestowed by 

grace. The Reformed church, rejecting any separation between the God of creation and 

redemption, stresses that redemption occurs only in the context of creation, that all 

aspects of our nature are corrupt and so our total dependence on divine grace to 

achieve our intended ends. In Christ, God has given himself to us in a unique manner 

inconceivable except in the historic act. We cannot know either the God who redeemed 

Israel from slavery (an act referable to the Son/Word‟s intervention in human affairs), 

and, more precisely, “the mystery of [God‟s] will … set forth in Christ … to gather up all 

things in him, things in heaven and things on earth”2070 except from his self-revelation 

wherein the mystery “hidden throughout the ages and generations … has now been 

revealed”2071. It is not the mystery of creation - that can be investigated - but of 

creation‟s redemption, reconciliation, regeneration and sanctification and its communion 

with God in Christ and through the Spirit: a mystery impenetrable through observation 

of, and speculation on, the natural world. That can be understood only through God‟s 

self-revelation. 

 

Attempts to dualistically isolate the material world and our creaturely being from the 

Creator and Redeemer, and to posit a semi-Pelagian concept of our inherent ability to 

unaided work2072 our own salvation simply “hide” that mystery again.  The Gnostic and 

Manichean heresies asserted a pure Platonic devaluation of the material world at 

variance to God‟s affirmation of its “goodness” as his creation. Despite the rejection of 

these notions, they were resurrected in a “spiritual/material” dualism under Platonic and 

neo-Platonic influence, only slightly moderated under Aristotelian/Aquinan thought. 

Rejected by Calvin, Federalism‟s legalist schema again redefined our relations to the 

material world in terms of rights and duties, inherently devaluing the material creation: 

our calling to “subdue” creation permits its “abuse”. With its emphasis on “one God”, 

philosophy has ever tended to ground the purpose of an indifferent creation, and so of 

morality, in the freedom of the human spirit, seen by such as Teilhard de Chardin as the 

                                            
2070

 Eph 1:9-10.  
2071

 Col 1:26. 
2072

 “Works” become important: not quite the price of salvation, yet patently not the free, loving response 
to love given. 
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supreme good. Scripture‟s God grounds it in our freedom to be what we were created to 

be. 

 

Aquinas held nature precedes, and is influenced by, grace. The Reformation held that 

nothing precedes grace. Federalism reverted to the medieval “radical dichotomy 

between the sphere of nature and the scheme of grace, of natural law and Gospel”2073, 

asserting that grace presupposes and perfects nature. This grounds the relations 

between church and “state” in “natural” law, rather than Christologically, as per Calvin 

and Knox. It posits a limited atonement, the “conditionality of the covenant of grace” for 

which Thomas Boston had no fondness - “a conclusion unknown to Calvin”.2074 In both 

Scholastic emanations, “grace” saves, but selectively - and what “grace” means is 

debatable. We must uncompromisingly pursue “goodness” in hope of being among the 

elect: our attempt to do so is no guarantee of salvation, but failure to do so is definitively 

damning.  

 

Calvin makes it clear that we are made for good works2075, which flow from the Spirit 

and represent our response to God‟s perfect grace2076. In this, he simply, and correctly, 

expounds Scripture. God approves the “good works” of believers as their own: “after 

their call” having “through the grace of adoption … begotten [humans] anew and 

conformed [them] to a new life, [and] now embraces them as a new creature [cf 2 Co 

5:17] endowed with the gifts of his Spirit”2077, those regenerate in Christ may offer “good 

works” acceptable to God for Christ‟s sake.  This operates in the context of full 

assurance of salvation for those who embrace it in faith, the gift of the Spirit, but a Spirit 

inseparable from the Word. This notion draws a very fine line between faith and the 

works which naturally express that faith, but emphatically rejects the concept of works-

righteousness.  Our works are our response to God‟s grace, not its cause. 

 

                                            
2073

 Torrance, J, 1996, 6. 
2074

 Ibid, 7. 
2075

 Hardly a radical conclusion in light of passages like Eph 2:10. 
2076

 Again, hardly a radical conclusion in light of Scripture‟s insistence that we are only saved by divine 
grace through faith. 
2077

 Calvin, 1960, 3.17.5. 
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The WCF prima facie adopts a similar position, but the Spirit is limited to a selective 

elect and there is a continuing obligation to personal and perfect adherence of 

obligations under the covenant of works.2078 The WCF acknowledges only those “good 

works” specifically commanded in Scripture2079 - thereby limiting our ability to respond to 

new social dilemmas. They are “not at all of themselves, but wholly from the Spirit of 

Christ”2080 - that Spirit accorded only to the elect - and are “the fruits and evidences of a 

true and lively faith”2081 - again, worked by the Spirit and so confined to the elect. Our 

works so done are “accepted through Christ”2082, whereas those done by the 

unregenerate, not proceeding from the word and faith, are “sinful, and cannot please 

God … yet their neglect of them is more sinful, and displeasing unto God”.2083 The 

unregenerate, then, cannot win, and, for the regenerate, the works commanded only 

“strengthen their assurance”.2084 Good works reinforce the hope of salvation: they do 

not flow from its absolute assurance in Christ. We can never be sure that we are doing 

the right thing for the right reason, but had better keep trying for the alternative is even 

“more sinful, and displeasing”.  

 

To support this line, Fesko claims that “Calvin did not wield as great an influence upon 

post-Reformation theology as some might think”2085 - self-evident, but not necessarily a 

good thing. Fesko2086 acknowledges that Calvin speaks of the covenant of grace “in the 

most unconditional and gracious terms”, but refers to instances where Calvin uses 

terms such as “„duty‟ and „requires‟”2087, suggesting that the covenant of works places 

                                            
2078

 Not categorized as our free response. 
2079

 WCF, 16.1. 
2080

 WCF, 16.3. 
2081

 WCF, 16.2. 
2082

 WCF, 16.6. 
2083

 WCF, 16.7. 
2084

 WCF, 16.2. Which, for Calvin, was absolute among the faithful - needing no strengthening 
2085

 The Westminster Confession into the 21
st
 Century, 2003-2005, 2.523. 

2086
 Ibid, 2.514. Commenting on JB Torrance‟s article Covenant or Contract. 

2087
 Calvin, 1960, 3.17.5. Calvin, 1987, 183, Dt 32:20-22,1134a. While condemning the “ignorant” who 

react to the word “condition” by suggesting that, where God “showeth us any favour, he doth it in 
recompense of our deserts” (Calvin, 1987, 54, Dt 7:11-15, 322a.) and that, as “God hath adopted us, we 
must live as his children, so that we may show that he hath not called and invited us to that heavenly life 
in vain”. Ibid, 323b. 
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“more emphasis upon dipleuricism2088 than the covenant of Grace”2089 asserting that 

Torrance incorrectly indicts the WCF for legalism as it “maintains the priority of grace in 

God‟s redemption of fallen man in consonance with Calvin”2090. The assumption that 

what condemns us is gracious simply because the Westminster divines say so seems 

untenable. Elsewhere in Calvin, the definition of “grace” lies in adoption, salvation and 

forgiveness - and in a very different concept of the law. It follows that, under the WCF, 

there is no absolute assurance of salvation in Christ through faith, and so the gospel‟s 

evangelical message is lost. However, instead of “works-righteousness”, we now have 

the confusing position of “works to strengthen our assurance”. We are not freed and 

empowered in the Spirit to live as God‟s children, but live in fear and under compulsion. 

 

The spiritual/material, soul/body, works/assurance dichotomy directs all our energies to 

salvation, and suggests that we must dismiss, not only our baser instincts, but our 

natural ways of being - those latter affirmed by God as “good”. In the best theological 

tradition, “natural” translates as “denial of the natural”, and, of course, the source of our 

supposedly rational knowledge of God and ourselves, which theoretically defines 

“goodness” – “nature” – is condemned by the very philosophy that posits it as the 

expression of “goodness”.2091 Of course, the supposed link to “nature” is erroneous: a 

public relations exercise to suggest that everyone should know and embrace what are, 

in fact, the highly sophisticated musings of an intellectual elite.2092 Since denial of the 

ways of this world naturally debases the notion of the “state”, it may be “lawful” to 

“accept and execute the office of a magistrate”2093, but there is no connotations of a 

valid and valued ministry of order, complementary to the preaching ministry of the 

church, and every indication that the role of the “state” is subordinated to that of the 

church. Debarred from arrogating to itself the administration of word and sacrament, 

                                            
2088

 The OED defines “dipleuric” as “exhibiting bilateral symmetry”. I assume he means the postulated 
“covenant of works” is more bilateral than Scripture‟s one covenant of grace. I would have thought that 
the “unipleuricism” of God‟s covenant was the whole point of Scripture. 
2089

 The Westminster Confession into the 21
st
 Century, 2003-2005, 2.517. 

2090
 Ibid. 

2091
 I suppose the logic comes naturally to those who believe God can only be defined negatively. 

2092
 And, therefore, the worst possible case of seeking to be “like one of us”. Ge 3:22. A clear case of 

“everyone‟s entitled to my opinion”. 
2093

 WCF, 23.2. 
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and the rabbinical power of the keys of the kingdom, the “state” has authority and the 

duty to preserve order, not per se, but so that unity and peace be preserved in the 

church, so that God‟s truth be kept pure and entire, and blasphemies, heresies, 

corruptions, abuses in worship and discipline be prevented and reformed, and God‟s 

ordinances “duly settled, administered, and observed”.2094 The “state” has no natural 

role in determining the extent of, or compliance with, those provisos, and so must look 

to the church for guidance. 

 

If we reject Anselm‟s ontological argument for the existence of God2095 as 

tautological2096, we are confined to three arguments: the cosmological (that there must 

be an Aristotelian “first cause and last end” to explain how the material world came to 

be), the teleological (that being implies purpose) and moral (that shared conceptions of 

moral values and obligations imply a supernatural cause). Clearly, evolutionary theory 

denies the teleological argument and the caveats to our supposed “shared conceptions” 

undermine the moral argument. The cosmological argument fails to establish that the 

“first cause” must be a god, rather than the highest expression of natural forces to which 

the “first cause” argument naturally tends. None of the arguments establish that the 

cause is necessarily the loving God and Father of Christ. Without the evidence of the 

resurrected Christ, homoousios with the Father, evidence largely disdained by dualism, 

we have nothing but the evidence of nature, of the “eternal power and divine nature”2097, 

but not the grace and love that is God. 

 

“Dualism”, in fine, posits a “god” of law – the laws accepted by those who posit law in 

each community. Scripture‟s God, known only because the Son chooses to reveal 

him2098, is the God of Holy Lawful Divine Love, and, as dutiful disciples of the ferocious 

Calvin, we are obliged to follow Scripture, rather than the traditions of men. 

  

                                            
2094

 WCF, 23.3. 
2095

 That which exists in fact is greater than that which exists in thought and, as God is “that than which no 
greater can be thought”, he must exist in reality. Proslogion. 
2096

 An assumption not being proof of being, as Kant pointed out. 
2097

 Ro 1:20. 
2098

 Mt 11:27. 
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CHAPTER 7 - THE “STATE” Readers will be relieved to know I now feel able to 

address the actual topic of this paper, rather than the elements which define, or deflect 

us from, proper consideration thereof.  

 

God is love and, for Calvin, the moral “law” defines God‟s righteousness. Thus the “law” 

defines how perfect love normatively comports itself: the “law” which Christ came, not to 

abolish, but fulfil for “not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until 

all is accomplished”.2099 Although the “law” cannot condemn, the righteousness 

revealed in “law” and gospel confronts us to the end, inducing us to both accept God‟s 

gracious gift of salvation and sanctification by faith and showing how best we may freely 

respond to God‟s love through love of God and the creation he loves. God deals with 

that creation with righteousness and justice according to his steadfast love, and 

commands rulers to do likewise. Thus, “authority” should be exercised normatively with 

“righteousness and justice” and in principle according to love for Ro 13:1-7 are placed 

in interesting juxtaposition with verses 8-10, which assert love does no wrong and so 

fulfils the “law”. That “authority”, from and instituted by God, is exercised by people2100 – 

rulers, not by impersonal institutions – so notions of “love”, “righteousness” and “justice” 

are not alien to them. They exercise that “authority” for our good2101, and are to be 

obeyed from conscience2102, and for “the Lord‟s sake”2103, for “authority” is a ministry of 

God2104, a ministry of order complementary to, but nowhere in Scripture subordinated 

to, the church‟s ministry of proclamation of the gospel. Ro 13:4 speaks of executing 

wrath on wrongdoers and so doing is an integral task of a ministry of order, “authority” is 

first and foremost characterized as a ministry “for your good”. This is understandable as 

“Paul brings the whole discussion of social relationships back under the rule of love”, 

ensuring “continuity between the two epochal phases of the people (and purpose) of 

                                            
2099

 Mt 5:17-18. 
2100

 See Chapter 1. 
2101

 Ro 13:4. 
2102

 Ro 13:5. Linked to the Spirit‟s leading in Ro 9:1. 
2103

 1 Pe 2:13. 
2104

 qeou' ga;r diavkonov" ejstin soi; eij" to; ajgaqovn/“of God a deacon is [authority] for your good” (Ro 13:4) 

and leitourgoi; ga;r qeou'/priest of God. 
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God” pursuant to Christ‟s shifting of “the focus of the law regarding human relationships 

to Lev 19:18”.2105 

 
Subtle nuances separate a ministry of order “for your good” and one executing wrath on 

wrongdoers, but they are significant to the approach adopted by people exercising 

“authority” and for our attitude towards “authority” and their actions or lack thereof. By 

supporting the former, I must reject O‟Donovan‟s approach as expressive of dualism‟s 

legalism and “natural” law fixation. 

 

“Covenant” tells us God‟s eternal will to create and be “for” his creation reflects his 

being as love, reasserted in Christ. What the one eternal covenant speaks in the OT 

holds true for those in Christ.2106 “Creation” tells us God is ontologically distinct from 

creation and, having chosen to create and sustain that creation, is sovereign over it.2107 

His sovereign will for both Israel and church is expressed in his initiatives in Christ and 

through the Spirit, wherein we are, as a free gift, once for all, both saved and sanctified, 

effective through faith.2108 The faith which, inter alia, renders our sanctification effective 

                                            
2105

 Dunn, 2002, 2.775. 
2106

 We cannot argue that the OT is inconsistent with the New, merely that the New brings a better 
perspective from which we may more fully and perfectly understand Scripture as a whole. 
2107

 “God first shows himself to be the one who has the right to command and to whom obedience is due.” 
Calvin, 1960, 2.8.14. 
2108

 Calvin‟s lengthy treatment of sanctification and its relation to faith (Calvin, 1960, 3.3-10.) asserts that 
faith is inherently disposed towards, and concerned with, holiness. This is not even an example of 
Calvin‟s logic that each divine commandment implies an element of the opposite. Calvin, 1960, 2.8.8. The 
“law” is both necessary and gracious in that it points us in the right direction. “Natural” law, expressing 
conscience, “asserts the very same things that are to be learned from” the law, but our corruption is such 
that we cannot offer worship acceptable to God, who has “provided us with a written law to give us a 
clearer witness of what was too obscure in the natural law”. Calvin, 1960, 2.8.1. There is a pleasing 
symmetry in the Scriptural pronouncements on this topic, although it has to be sought out. The kingdom is 
of “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Ro 14:19): God‟s rule built on his steadfast love, 
expressed in righteousness and justice, embracing us in a reciprocal relationship of peace, righteousness 
and salvation, which we embrace through faithfulness and express in righteousness. Wisdom, God‟s gift

 

(Pr 2:6) and with clear links to Christ, walks “in the way of righteousness, along the paths of justice” (Pr 
8:20). When wisdom enters your heart, “you will understand righteousness and justice and equity, every 
good path [and] prudence will watch over you

”
 and understanding guard you, saving you from evil

 
(Pr 2:9-

15).God‟s steadfast love and covenant of peace are linked. Isa 54:10. Eze 37:26-28 identifies the 
“everlasting covenant” of peace and blessing, God promising to dwell with the people, to be their God and 
to take them as his people: the world will know God “sanctifies” his people. See Rev 21:3. To remove 
God‟s peace is to remove his covenant promise. Jer 16:5. “Peace” – again God‟s gift (Isa 45:7, 1 Ch 
23:25. Not “peace” in the classical Greek eijrhvnh sense which implies an absence of strife.), his 
eschatological promise and command to his people (1 Pe 3:11, Heb 12:14, Ro 12:18, 14:19), is linked to 
“righteousness” (The “effect of righteousness will be peace, and the result of righteousness, quietness 
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initiates and empowers2109 a developing process2110 of free2111 human response to 

God‟s love, expressed in conformity to Christ‟s example of loving obedience to God‟s 

will and righteousness as disclosed in law and gospel. That process will continue until 

“all things” are subjected to Christ‟s Lordship, and God is all in all2112 - the 

eschatological fulfilment of the “kingdom”, God‟s sovereign and universal2113 rule2114, 

based on the concept of God as the true king2115.  

 

God‟s righteousness2116 is three things:  

 

 God‟s holiness2117, synonymous with his being as love, 

 

                                                                                                                                             
and trust forever.” Isa 32:16-17. Ps 72:7, 85:10, Isa 48:22, 57:1-2, 60:17, Ro 14:17, 2 Ti 2:22, Heb 7:2, 
Jas 3:18): peace presupposes justice and truth

 
(Isa 59:2, Zec 8:16), and so opposes evil

 
(Ps 34:14). To 

be “at peace” is to walk with God in a covenant relationship of life, for the covenant renews the wholeness 
of life which embraces obedience to God, and thus empowers us to walk in “integrity and uprightness”. 
Mal 2:6. God speaks “peace to his people, to his faithful, to those who turn to him in their hearts”, shows 
steadfast love and gives salvation to those who fear him”: “Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; 
righteousness and peace will kiss each other. Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, and 
righteousness will look down from the sky. The LORD will give what is good, … Righteousness will go 
before him”. Ps 85:7-13. If we “sow righteousness”, we will reap “steadfast love” and God will “rain 
righteousness upon you”. Hos 10:12. 
While “peace” flows from righteousness and justice, “your iniquities have been barriers between you and 
your God, … your sins have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear”. Isa 59:2. 
2109

 Through the Spirit. 
2110

 God‟s rule – the “kingdom”: the basileivan tou' qeou'/kingdom of God or tw'n oujranw'n/of heaven. The 

terms are synonymous - commands our response and will not be perfected until we are freely conformed 
to Christ‟s example, and so to God‟s will. 
2111

 Having rejected all manner of dualisms, we acknowledge our conformity to God‟s righteousness must 
be a free response to God‟s love expressed in love of God and that which he loves. 
2112

 1 Co 15:29. 
2113

 ANE gods ruled over their own territories. The major prophets affirmed YHWH‟s rule as universal. 
2114

 This rule is a core concept of the OT, although the term “kingdom of the LORD” appears only once 
therein. 1 Ch 28:5. “Kingdom” terminology becomes common in the Apocrypha (see eg Wisd 10:10), 
Jewish Rabbinical writings (see the Targums on Isa 31:4, Eze 7:7, 10, 11:24, Obd 21, Mic 4:7, Zec 14:9) 
and prayers, such as the Kaddish. The kingdom is the “central message of Jesus”. Ladd, 1993, 54. In 
this, modern scholarship is “quite unanimous”. Ibid.  
2115

 See 1 Sa 8:7 (and eg 1 Ki 11:26-40, where God decides who will be the human king). Ro 13:1 
makes it abundantly clear that human authority is from and instituted by God.  
2116

 Which endures, unchanging, forever. Ps 111:3.The gospel saves because it reveals the 
“righteousness of God through faith for faith”. Ro 1:16-17. We are to be conformed to it in Christ, who 

came to fulfil, not abolish, the law of divine righteousness. Mt 5:17. The righteousness of God is attested 

by the law and the prophets, and also, apart from the law, through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe, 
again attested by the law and the prophets. Ro 3:21. 
2117

 Rev 15:4 – “you alone are holy. [which will ensure that all] nations will come and worship before you, 
for your judgments have been revealed” – but obviously we can attain a suitably creaturely version 
thereof since we are commanded to “be holy for I am holy”. Lev 11, 44, 45, 1 Pe 1:16. 
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 the practical expression of that holiness in his works ad extra, synonymous with 

his act as love, and 

 

 the “criterion for human moral activity”2118 and, thus, synonymous with his will for 

creation as love.  

 

Our response to God‟s Holy Lawful Divine Love God, which: 

 

“constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the 

created universe, and it is under its constraint that all physical and moral laws 

functioning within the universe operate and are in the last resort to be recognised 

and formulated” 2119, 

 

whether described as “holiness”2120 or “righteousness”2121, boils down to love of God 

and the creation he loves. God‟s holiness, righteousness and the very knowledge of 

God2122 is of his love. Thus, knowledge of ourselves is of the fact that God created us, 

and has freed and empowered us, to know and show love – and of our failure to do so.  

 

“Righteousness” is a central Pauline concept2123: not the Greek “idea or ideal against 

which the individual and individual action can be measured”2124, but the “more relational 

                                            
2118

 Oden, 2006, 1.101-102. 
2119

 Torrance, 1996, 213. 
2120

 Which suggests a status. 
2121

 Which, we will find, means right standing in relationship. 
2122

 1 Jn 4:7-8. “ … all the wisdom we possess, … consists of … the knowledge of God and of 

ourselves”. Calvin, 1960, 1.1.1. The French version of the Institutes, 1560 is even stronger, reading “In 
knowing God, each of us also knows himself.” This is the pivotal point of Calvin‟s theology, and not 
without precedent:  

 “if one knows himself, he will know God; and knowing God, he will be made like God, … by well-

doing”. (Clement of Alexandria, Paedagodus 3.1). 

 “I desire to know God and the soul.” “Nothing more?” “Nothing whatever” (Augustine, Soliloquies 

1. 2. 7).  
 “Sacred doctrine is not concerned with God and the creatures equally. It is concerned with God 

fundamentally, and with the creatures in so far as they relate to God as their beginning or end.” 
(Aquinas, 1981, 1.1.3). 

2123
 Dunn, 1998, 341. 

2124
 Ibid. Although that Greek concept has ever been reflected in NT translations. 
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[Hebrew] concept … the meeting of obligations laid upon the individual by the 

relationship of which he or she is part”2125. God assumed obligations towards creation 

as the outworking of his love and our need, but cannot compromise his own 

righteousness: creation is to be conformed to its created purpose through freeing and 

empowering it to respond to God‟s love in genuine, if not necessarily perfect2126, love of 

God and the creation he loves. That is the obligation of our “little righteousness”, the 

human holiness/righteousness he commands we bring to the relationship. “Paul could 

take it for granted that „the righteousness of God‟ would be understood as God‟s action 

on behalf of human beings. In so doing, he drew directly upon Christianity‟s heritage of 

Israel‟s covenant faith.”2127 God condemns sin by revealing his righteousness, and 

actively combats it2128, but deterministic action by him is incompatible with true human 

“holiness”/“righteousness”. Thus, in Christ and the Spirit, God frees2129 and empowers 

us to reflect his holiness in love - a love fulfilled, under both law and gospel, by love of 

God and neighbour - and so to be real partners in building his kingdom through that 

free, loving response - and determines and communicates what is “good.”2130  

 

We proclaim the gospel‟s message of divine grace in both salvation and sanctification, 

through which the Spirit creates faith and empowers love, for it discloses God‟s 

righteousness2131, and, thus, realizes the kingdom. “Proclamation” is not confined to 

word and sacrament, but embraces everything which tells that message: our good 

works particularly should cause others to give glory to the Father.2132 “Jesus taught the 

pure, unconditioned will of God without compromise of any sort, which God lays upon 

                                            
2125

 Ibid, See eg TDNT, 2.195, von Rad, 1965, 1.370-376.McGrath, 1986, 8. 
2126

 God does not require the impossible, but it is not impossible for us as creatures to “reflect 
proportionally the goodness of God as their gifts and capacities allow”. Oden, 2006, 102. The reality of 
the commitment, not its objective perfection, is the test. Gregory of Nyssa (Commentary on the Canticle, 
sermon 5), see From Glory to Glory, 1961, 183-203. 
2127

 Dunn, 1998, 344. 
2128

 Notably, through the example of his Son and the empowerment of his Spirit. See, eg Augustine, 
Enchiridion, IV-IX. 
2129

 Irenaeus, Ag Her IV.37. We would have no freedom if God coerced human “goodness” (either by 
determinism or threat), and, without that freedom, our response of love of God and neighbour – our “little 
righteousness” – would be worthless. 
2130

 To keep the commandments which define his righteousness (Dt 12:28) by doing justice, loving 
kindness and walking humbly with God. Mic 6:8. 
2131

 The power of God of salvation to everyone who has faith. Ro 1:16-17. 
2132

 Mt 5:16. 
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human beings at all times and for all time. Such conduct is actually attainable only in the 

Age to Come when all evil has been banished; but it is quite clear from the Sermon on 

the Mount that Jesus expected his disciples to practice his teachings in this present 

age.”2133 Those moral teachings are not law: the entrance requirement to the kingdom, 

but portray the ideal in a person “in whose life the reign of God is actually realized”.2134 

Manifestation of the Kingdom occurs in this age: fulfilment of the righteousness of the 

Kingdom in the Age to Come. The Kingdom has entered history, but has not yet 

superseded it. There is tension between present realization and future perfection – the 

latter, our free2135 conformity to God‟s will and Christ‟s example flowing from our love 

embracing, and conforming itself to, the love of God.2136 

 

God lays this charge2137 “upon human beings at all times and for all time”2138, not as an 

obligation, but as his determination of what is “holy” and best for creation, conformity to 

which is therefore human “righteousness”, so it applies to the exercise by people of 

“authority”. Concepts like “holiness”, “righteousness” and “love” are clearly valid in 

personal relations, but seem alien to the impersonal, institutionalized “otherness” of the 

“state”/”government”.2139 However, that view of “authority” reflects the Greco-Roman 

worldview and legal theory2140, reinforced by Greco-Roman dualism, whose 

depersonalizing impetus is ever deemed desirable by decision makers and executives 

                                            
2133

 Ladd, 1993, 126. 
2134

 Ibid, 127. 
2135

 Waltke (2007, 144.) holds that the centre of the OT is that Israel‟s God, in whom holiness and mercy 
exist in tension, establishes “his universal rule over his volitional creatures on earth through Jesus Christ 
and his covenant people”. We may extend this to cover the NT also. 
2136

 Christ was no philosopher. He did not teach moral truths for their own sake, but as deriving “their 
practical urgency from the imminence of the Kingdom” (Penelhum, 2000, 10-11.), and from his rejection 
of “outward conformity [without the] right motive”

 
(Ibid, 12.). However, the crucial fact is that, in our 

regeneration in Christ, we are empowered in the Spirit to recognize, and live by, those moral truths, in 
ourselves and through the “right motive”. This is the basis of Calvin‟s moral teachings, not to mention 
Barth‟s and Torrance‟s. 
2137

 To freely respond in love to God‟s righteousness, itself defined by Holy Lawful Divine Love, known in 
Christ and normatively through the law. 
2138

 Ladd, 1993, 126.  
2139

 Even “justice” has been so depersonalized that we now equate it with “law”. 
2140

 Greek political theory focussed, not on rulers, but on the povli", while the mundane Latin res publica – 

“public things” – was soon transmuted into the sacred “Republic” which received lip service even under 
the Emperors. 
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who prefer to hide their involvement in decisions behind a legal fiction2141, tendencies 

further reinforced by rulers cocooning themselves within the misappropriated doctrine of 

“separation of church and state”2142.  

 

Recall, however, that “authority” is not exercised by institutions, but by people in the 

name thereof.  

 

“Holiness” and “love” are relevant to people exercising “authority”, inducing them to do 

so in righteousness and justice2143, but not necessarily in the same way they influence 

private decision making. Few rulers have the authority or resources to determine issues 

unilaterally. Decisions are usually compromises2144, reflecting different priorities to 

private decision-making. People charged with creating and maintaining order within a 

community must more highly value stability, predictability and community values in an 

attempt to establish a practical modus vivendi between the disparate elements of that 

community. Given the inflexibility of laws, rules and norms and a communal, rather than 

individual, focus, public decision-making is inevitably more objective and impersonal 

than private decision-making. However, this does not mean that we must accept 

“authority‟s” preference for anonymity nor injustices flowing from its inflexibility. Public 

decision-making affects people, and the effects of ruler‟s decisions cannot be allowed to 

descend to an exercise in “fiscal responsibility”, for that decries every tenet of God‟s 

command to his creatures. It can be neither amoral or immoral.2145 A ruler, whose 

“authority” is from, and instituted by, God is answerable to God for his trust: primarily as 

                                            
2141

 Politicians and bureaucrats are often pleased to be personally associated with “feel good” initiatives, 
but have an understandable horror of being linked to wielding the “sword” – or increasing taxes.  
2142

 Suggesting that political power is too delicate a flower to face valid moral criticism of its behaviour. 
The doctrine of “separation of church and state” was actually posited by 17

th
 Century Protestant 

churchmen to prevent political interference with, and manipulation of, the church, a somewhat more 
palpable threat.  
2143

 Indeed, this should be our minimum expectation of those exercising “authority” from and instituted by 
God for our good. 
2144

 Normally on financial priorities, but often pandering to popular prejudice, the perceived need to cover 
up mistakes – as in the Dreyfus Affair – or to appease our great and powerful allies. 
The focus is on the “public interest” given an array of demands and influences: often it may be seen as 
better “to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed”. Jn 11:50. 
2145

 Wisdom, which equips “one to rule”
 
(Waltke, 2007, 914. Pr 8:15-21.), is bundled with an extensive list 

of virtues (which von Rad, 1972, 13. describes as being amassed “stereometrically” to give “the desired 
extension of the conceptual range”.) linked to righteousness, justice and equity to give a moral dimension

 

(Pr 1:3, 8:20.). 
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qeou' ga;r diavkonov" ejstin soi; eij" to; ajgaqovn2146 - “a minister of God for your good” - “oujk 

eijsi;n fovbo" tw'/ ajgaqw'/ e[rgw/ ajlla; tw'/ kakw'/”2147. Because their ministry is of public 

order, there is an element of preventing and punishing evil2148
, but only if to; kako;n 

poih'/"2149, and this does not overrule the primary, defining duty to be “ministers of God 

for our good”. We are to be subject to them because of conscience2150, yet our primary 

obligation of conscience – in our private or public capacity - is to love as Christ 

loved2151.  

 

It is not impossible for us as creatures to “reflect proportionally the goodness of God as 

their gifts and capacities allow”2152 in exercising “authority” with “righteousness and 

justice”2153.  

 

fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x, a hendiadys 2154, expresses God‟s ds,jà,/“steadfast love and 

faithfulness”2155. A common OT concept2156 fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x is reflected in the importance 

                                            
2146

 Ro 13:4. “Of God a minister for your good”. 
2147

 Ro 13:3. “Not a fear to good work, but to evil”. Ro 13:6 leitourgoi; ga;r qeou' eijsin eij" aujto; tou'to 
proskarterou'nte" – “Ministers of God they are to this very thing [governing for your good] attending 

constantly”. 
2148

 Ro 13:4 ouj ga;r eijkh'/ th;n mavcairan forei': qeou' ga;r diavkonov" ejstin e[kdiko" eij" ojrgh;n tw'/ to; kako;n 
pravssonti – “for not in vain the sword he bears. Of God a minister, an avenger of wrath to the one 

practicing evil”.  
2149

 You do evil. 
2150

 Not simply fear, Ro 13:5. We are to accept the proper authority of human institutions because “it is 
God's will that by doing right [we] should silence the ignorance of the foolish. As servants of God, [we 
must] live as free people, yet do not use [our] freedom as a pretext for evil.” 1 Pe 2:15-16. 
2151

 Jn 13:34-35, 15:9, reflecting Jer 31:3. The one who loves fulfils the law, and so God‟s 
commandments. Ro 13:8. If we keep this commandment, we abide in Christ‟s love, as Christ, who kept 
his Father‟s commandment to love, abides in his love. Jn 15:9-10. 
2152

 Oden, 2006, 102. 
2153

 The practical expression of those concepts in our lives - comprising both “active and stative 
meanings: one „acts rightly‟ and one can be „righteous”. NIDOTTE, 3.746. 
2154

 Words together defining a complex interrelationship. 
2155

 Ps 89:14, 33:5. 
2156

 God reckoned Abraham‟s faith as “righteousness” specifically so that Abraham would “charge his 
children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and justice”. 
Ge 18:19. “Righteousness and justice” are the foundation of his throne

 
(Ps 89:14, 97:2.), loved by him, 

and linked by the Psalmist to his steadfast love which fills the earth. Ps 33:5. God has “established equity 
[and] executed justice and righteousness”. Ps 99:4. Doing “righteousness and justice” with “equity”, 
represents “every good path” (Pr 2:9.) and is more acceptable than sacrifice. Pr 21:3. God is “great in 
power and justice, and abundant righteousness he will not violate”. Job 37:33. The labours of those who 
love righteousness are virtues, for they teach “self-control and prudence, justice and courage”: “nothing in 
life is more profitable for mortals”. Wisd 8:7.

 
Those “who observe justice, who do righteousness at all 
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accorded to God‟s righteousness in the New. Conformity to God‟s “righteousness” is his 

common command to all humanity and “justice” should be the lowest common 

denominator of rule “for our good”. God himself rules the earth with fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x2157, 

and charges those exercising authority from, and instituted by, him to do likewise2158. In 

the context of “the LORD as … Redeemer, Creator, judge and saviour [fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x 

and ds,jà are] set firmly within the covenantal framework of the LORD‟s historical 

relationship with Israel”2159 and are applied to “all the inhabitants of the world”2160.       

                                                                                                                                             
times” are happy. Ps 106:3.The “good fight of faith” calls us to “pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, 
love, endurance, gentleness” (1 Ti 6:11), while we are called to shun “youthful passions and pursue 
righteousness, faith, love, and peace” (2 Ti 2:22.). Righteousness is “immortal”. Wisd 1:15.  
“Righteousness” (synonymous with “justice” in Ge 18:19 and Am 5:24) is the true worship of God: 
ritualistic pietism unacceptable without them. Am 5:21-24, Mic 6:6-8, Isa 1:15-17, 58:6-7. 
2157

 Sedaqa umispat/righteousness and justice. YHWH consistently deals with Israel and the 
world/nations/peoples with equity (Ps 9:8, 96:13, Ps 98:9) and justice (Ge 18:25, Job 37:23, Isa 5:16, 
Jer 9:24) He punishes “the pride of the arrogant, and … the insolence of tyrants”. Isa 13:11.) Through 
God‟s judgements, the “inhabitants of the world learn righteousness” (Isa 26:9) - Jn 3:16-21 defines 
God‟s judgement in terms of a love of the world so great that he gave his Son to give everyone who 
believes eternal life: a love which does not condemn those who believe and so do what is true, coming to 
“the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God”, yet condemns already 
those who do evil and seek to hide their evil deeds in the dark. YHWH “judges the peoples” (Psa 7:8, 
9:19) with righteousness and integrity (or equity, Ps 9:8, see Ps 119:137), although with mercy to those 
who repent. “Zion shall be redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness” (Isa 1:27, 
Jer 30:11). God will excuse the wicked rather than condemn the righteous with them

 
(Ge 18:26), yet 

those who “trust in their righteousness and commit iniquity” will die (Ezek 33:13). He has a special 
concern to protect the vulnerable quartet - widows, orphans, aliens and poor - from injustice

 
(guaranteed 

by the law – Ex 22:22-24, 25-27, Dt 10:18-19) who may appeal to the God (Ps 94, 146:5-9) who will 
“save all the oppressed of the earth”

 
(Ps 76:9) and eliminate its inequalities (Ps 113:7-9, Ezek 34:16). 

God will don righteousness, impartial justice, holiness and stern wrath, arming “all creation to repel his 
enemies”, to join him to fight his foes. Wisd 5:17-20.  
2158

 God‟s “strength is the source of righteousness, and [his] sovereignty over all causes [him] to spare 
all.” Wisd 12:16. To know God “is complete righteousness, and to know his power is the root of 
immortality”. Wisd 15:3. Humans are charged to rule “the world in holiness and righteousness”. Wisd 9:3. 
“Because the LORD loved Israel … , he [made Solomon] king to execute justice and righteousness.” 1 Ki 
10:9, 2 Ch 9:8. To know God is to “do justice and righteousness”, to judge “the cause of the poor and 
needy”. Jer 22:15-16. The “rulers of the earth” are enjoined to love righteousness, think of the Lord in 
goodness and seek him with sincerity of heart, while “a holy and disciplined spirit will flee from deceit, and 
… be ashamed at the approach of unrighteousness”. Wisd 1:1-5. “And if anyone loves righteousness, her 
labors are virtues; for she teaches self-control and prudence, justice and courage; nothing in life is more 
profitable for mortals than these.” Wisd 8:7.  
Those who justify the wicked and condemn the righteous are “alike an abomination” to him. Pr 17:15. The 
core of oppression is the abuse of power (Ecc 4:1), so God rejects rulers and chiefs who “abhor justice 
and pervert all equity” (Mic 3:9) under the delusion that “the LORD is with us”

 
(Mic 3:11). When God‟s 

love is fully expressed in this world, Kings will “reign in righteousness, and princes … rule with justice”. 
Isa 32:1. The Pharisees are condemned for neglecting “justice and the love of God; it is these you ought 
to have practiced”. Lk 11:42. 
2159

 Wright, CJH, 2004, 237. 
2160

 Ps 33:8-9. 
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fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x are not “abstract nouns [but] actual things that you do, not concepts that 

you reflect upon”2161.  

 

fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x and ds,jà have “no English equivalent”.2162  

 

 hq¡:d:x denotes “doing the right thing by someone in light of your relationship with 

them. It is nearer „faithfulness‟”, seen as “part of the way God created the world” 

2163: “straight, something fixed and fully what it should be … „rightness‟, that 

which is as it ought to be … highly relational”2164 to the point that Gossai2165 says:  

 

“it means of necessity that [a person] must exist and live in a manner 

which allows him or her to respond correctly to the values of the 

relationship … not simply an objective norm which is present within 

society, and which must be kept, but … a concept which derives its 

meaning from the relationship in which it finds itself. So we are able to say 

that right judging, right governing, right worshipping and gracious activity 

are all covenantal and righteous, despite their diversity”. 

 

 fP-…v]mi,, is “a power word. ... Ideally, decisions, judgments, decisive acts, and the 

exercise of authority will be just, but we cannot assume that and have to take 

action to see that mispat2166 is characterised by sedaqa2167, as we have to make 

                                            
2161

 Goldingay, 2000. Weinfield, 1995, 34, says that “sedeq refers to the abstract principal of 
righteousness, while sedaqa refers to the concrete act … bound up with actions (see Isa 56:1, 58:2 …) 
[later becoming] the Hebrew word for giving alms to the poor (Dan 4:24)”. Schofield, 1965, 115, also 
notes that, so strong was the “element of mercy or benevolence in „righteousness‟ that in later Hebrew 
the word became the later term for almsgiving”. 
2162

 Goldingay, 2003, 1.56. 
2163

 Ibid. 
2164

 Wright, CJH, 2004, 235-236. 
2165

 Gossai, 1993, 55-56. 
2166

 fP-…v]mi “Righteous” in Am 2:6, 5:12 infers, not a moral standing, but being on the “right” side of a 

dispute where rights are flouted. 
2167

 hq¡:d:x] 
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sure that sedaqa receives concrete expression in mispat.”2168 It means “„to put 

things right‟, to intervene in a situation that is wrong, oppressive or out of control 

and to „fix‟ it. … Such action is not confined to a court”.2169 “In the broadest terms 

(and recognising that there is a great deal of overlap and interchangeability 

between the words) mispat is what needs to be done in a given situation if people 

and circumstances are to be restored to conformity with sedeq/sedaqa. Mispat is 

a qualitative set of actions – something you do”.2170 In the biblical terms, “justice 

is a call for action more than a principle of evaluation. … Justice as an appeal for 

a response means taking upon one's self the cause of those who are weak in 

their own defence [Isa 58:6; Job 29:16; Jer 21:12].”2171 

 

 ds,jà,, in God or human, is a “self-giving ... remarkable for one of two reasons. 

Either it denotes a noteworthy commitment that someone makes when they are 

under no obligation ... so that it resembles grace or favor ... . Or it denotes a 

commitment that someone continues to make because of an awareness of 

obligation, even if it costs them or even if the other party has forfeited any right to 

expect it.”2172    

 

When Ps 33:5 says God “loves righteousness and justice”, it is in the context of his self-

communicating, self-executing, redemptive and creative word, which is “upright”, his 

work, “done in faithfulness”, his “steadfast love” which fills the earth2173 and his grace 

and mercy which define, rather than moderate, his justice2174 – the tout ensemble of 

God's relational embrace of creation, and his command to humanity2175. For Israel, “the 

whole idea of justice was wrapped up with the qualities and characteristics of the LORD, 

their God, and especially connected to the covenant relationship between Israel and the 

                                            
2168

 Goldingay, 2003, 1.56. 
2169

 Embracing military and religious action, amongst others. Wright, CJH, 2004, 256. 
2170

 Ibid, 257. 
2171

 Mott, 1993, 79. 
2172

 Goldingay, 2003, 1.56-57. 
2173

 Ps 33:4-5. 
2174

 Isa 30:18. 
2175

 Hos 10:12, Mic 6:8. 
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LORD. Justice is essentially relational and covenantal.”2176 The “whole nation, having 

been founded on God's redemptive and constitutional justice, was to reflect that 

throughout society in the exercise of relational love-justice”.2177 These terms, used in 

such close conjunction as descriptions of the divine word and creative activity2178, 

suggest that creation is a “great act of hesed 2179 on God‟s part2180 ... an expression of 

uprightness, trustworthiness, decisive faithfulness and commitment [which] one sees at 

work in Israel‟s history ... already expressed in the way God made the world - 

unsurprisingly, ... one would expect Yhwh to be consistent in the manifesting of 

personal characteristics”.2181 They express the outworking of God‟s loving commitment 

to his creation and demonstrate what he seeks for the corporate life of Israel, and 

through it, the world. Officials and magistrates are expected to embrace the same 

values.2182 They act for God - “the judgment is God's”2183 - and, in that judgment, mercy 

plays a large part. The ideal of a king who administers “justice and equity2184 to all his 

people”2185 - the gift of the God who “filled Zion with justice and righteousness”2186 - 

                                            
2176

 Wright, CJH, 2004, 258-259. And therefore to be distinguished from the Aristotelian concept of 
equality. 
2177

 Ibid, 266. 
2178

 Ps 33:4-9. 
2179

 ds,jà, 
2180

 Moltmann‟s assertion (1985, 75-76), which Jenson (1997, 2.18) dismisses as “late modernity‟s 
degradation of deity into a servant of self-help”.  
2181

 Goldingay, 2003, 1.57. 
2182

 Ex 18:21, Deu 1:16-17. Israel‟s judges were “wise, discerning, and reputable” (Deu 1:13), charged to 
give “the members of your community a fair hearing, and judge rightly between one person and another, 
whether citizen or resident alien. You must not be partial in judging: hear out the small and the great alike; 
you shall not be intimidated by anyone”. Deu 1:16-17. God charges their successors to pursue justice, 
“and only justice”.

 
Deu 16:20. “Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, and his upper 

rooms by injustice” (Jer 22:13) for to judge “the cause of the poor and needy ... Is not this to know me?” 
Jer 22:16. 
2183

 Deu 1:17.  
2184

 rvy stresses honesty, fairness and integrity. NIDOTTE 2:563. When I use “equity” here, I intend this 

Hebrew sense. The term is another example of the unfortunate use of technical legal terms to translate 
OT concepts: the legacy of the Vulgate. The equitable jurisdiction now exercised by courts of law 
originated after a Parliamentary ban (1253) was placed on issuing multiple and new types of writs. 
“Equity” was exercised by the Lord Chancellor, usually a priest, and often the King‟s confessor, who 
applied theological and Roman law concepts to address shortcomings in the legal system. To the 
equitable jurisdiction, we owe concepts like injunctions, trusts etc. One unfortunate side-effect of the 
clerical antecedents is one of the “Maxims of Equity” – “Equality is equity” - with its Aristotelian 
connotations. 
2185

 2 Sam 8:15, 1 Ch 18:14. 
2186

 Isa 33:5. 
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arises with David and constitutes the Royal ideal thereafter2187, with regal shortcomings 

uncompromisingly pointed out by the prophets.2188 This mandate for justice and equity 

as “faithfulness” to God‟s purpose and charge subsists in an Israel where a “righteous” 

person, among other things “does what is lawful and right, ... does not oppress anyone, 

but restores to the debtor his pledge, commits no robbery, ... withholds his hand from 

iniquity, executes true justice between contending parties, [and acts] faithfully”.2189  

fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x occur with reference to Christ‟s lordship, his perfect expression of God‟s 

righteousness and his universal extension of the covenant relationship.2190  

 

Clearly - and the theme could be pushed much further - faithfulness to the relationship 

God wills to have with his people, and to principles of mercy, equality and equity2191 are 

true and proper expressions of God‟s love in dealing with others and, thus, the highest 

aspiration of the law as love of God and neighbour and the model for the communal life 

                                            
2187

 1 Ki 10:9, 2 Ch 9:8, Ps 99:4, Isa 9:7, 32:16, Jer 22:3, 15, 23:5, 33:15, Eze 45:9, Am 5:6-9. 
Presumably also applicable to republican models of public administration. 
2188

 “Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor anyone who has been 
robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in 
this place.” Jer 22:3. Ditto re the republican model. 
2189

 Eze 18:5-9.  
On the other hand, by our transgressions, justice is “turned back, and righteousness stands at a distance; 
for truth stumbles in the public square, and uprightness cannot enter”

 
(Isa 59:14.), yet even the wicked 

who turn from their wickedness “and do what is lawful and right, they shall surely live; they shall not die”. 
Eze 18:21, 27, 33:14, 15, 16, 19. If Israel returns to the Lord and its people swear “in truth, in justice, and 
in uprightness, then nations shall be blessed” by them. Jer 4:1-2. 
2190 Isaiah‟s “servant”, called “in righteousness”, is given “as a covenant to the people”, (Isa 42:6) “ie the 

means through which people will come into a covenant relation with the Lord. In [Isa 49:8] the servant‟s 
covenant work is directed to Israel („the people‟ in a narrower technical sense), but here the context is a 
world-wide covenental task. The people of verse 6 are those of verse 5

 
[ie generally] as the parallelism of 

people and Gentiles/nations (6) indicates.”
 
Motyer, 1993, 322.While the covenant was “Israel‟s distinctive 

privilege [originating with Noah - Note Ge 10:32, Ac 17:26, cf Dt 32:8.] its extension to the whole world is 
not a violation of its nature but rather its release to be true to itself in a world-wide salvation.”

 
Motyer, 

1993, 322. The Lord will raise up “a righteous Branch, [who will] reign as king and deal wisely, and … 
execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. 
And … he will be called: „The LORD is our righteousness.‟”

 
Jer 23:5-6. 

God‟s servant will establish a throne in steadfast love, and will rule in faithfulness, seek justice and be 
“swift to do what is right” (Isa 16:5): his authority will establish “endless peace”, and he will “establish and 
uphold it with justice and with righteousness” (Isa 9:7). Isaiah‟s anointed one “cares particularly for those 
whose legal standing is weak. [His commission is] pre-eminently in the establishment of the divine justice 
on earth”. Von Rad, 1965, 2:169-170. Ps 72:12-14. 
Until Christ‟s reign is perfected, we must “return to [our] God, hold fast to love and justice, and wait 
continually for [our] God” (Hos 12:6): to hate “evil and love good, and establish justice” (Am 5:15). 
2191

 “Justice” has unfortunately become confused with the forensic demands of the law. “Equity”, with its 
connotations of mercy and fairness, perhaps better expresses the application of God‟s love. 
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of both Israel and the world - a world which the Lord “is coming to judge ...  with 

righteousness, and the peoples with equity”2192. As the expression of “God‟s steadfast 

love”, these principles are as relevant under the NT as the Old. Righteousness and 

justice, reflecting God‟s steadfast love, must underpin the exercise of all authority from, 

and instituted by, God. This means that the theological function of authority is positive – 

just as, in Ro 13:4, the phrase “God‟s servant for your good” precedes the later God‟s 

servant “to execute wrath on the wrongdoer”, so the positive duty to do “good” takes 

priority over one means employed – executing “wrath”. “Authority” is a ministry of order, 

complementary to, yet independent of, the church‟s ministry of proclamation: both are 

charged to build the Kingdom, and so peace. Neither can achieve their goals without the 

other, yet neither is subordinated to the other in pursuit of those goals. 

 

The Relational Dimension We are communal beings - a “community” which will, 

following the example of Christ and the guidance of the Spirit, naturally and inevitably 

develop into the true and perfect communion between God and humanity wherein 

structures like church and “state” become superfluous. God wills social order, not 

disorder.2193. Order is a communal, not an individual, concept. With humanity‟s 

estrangement from God‟s will and purpose, the movement to restore social order has 

been God‟s particular, if temporary, concern. Only in relative order can his gospel 

message be heard and embraced, and work to reform and perfect our relationship to 

him and each other. This focus on “community” is self-evident throughout the OT.2194  

God‟s covenanted relations are ever with all humanity in “their nations”. This affirms the 

“state”, not as a human choice to regulate their relations, but as the natural, divinely 

instituted expression of human community as a whole within geographic boundaries 

which has a positive role in realizing the relationship God wills to have with creation.2195  

 

                                            
2192

 Ps 98:9. 
2193

 He did not create the heavens and earth “a chaos, he formed it to be inhabited!” Isa 45:18. 
2194

 God will judge “the world  ... and the peoples” – not individuals. Ps 96:13. The “Rainbow” covenant 
restates his relations with the world in an “everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of 
all flesh that is on the earth.”

 
Ge 9:16. God relates to Noah‟s descendants in blessing, but not as 

individuals. Ge 9:1, 7, reaffirming Ge 1:22‟s blessing. The “families of Noah's sons” are addressed “in 
their nations; and from these the nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood”.

 
Ge 10:32.  

2195
 Although it will not always diligently or consciously perform that role. 
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God‟s legitimate expectations of Israel, the basis for his equally legitimate expectations 

of the nations to which Israel is called to be a light2196, suggest that the “nations” must 

be sanctified: not as individuals or even church, but as “nations”. Christ is now “the light 

of all people”2197, implemented through the Spirit and eschatologically perfected in his 

being as the “lamp [wherein the] nations will walk ...  and the kings of the earth will bring 

their glory”.2198 God expects “the nations” will grow in righteousness towards their 

perfect eschatological expression: to a point where Israel/church and “state” coalesce 

into God‟s people existing in unmediated relations with him. As “righteousness and 

justice” both reflect God‟s ds,jà,, this should not surprise, nor should it surprise if that 

“righteousness” is essentially similar in relational content for both individuals and 

“nations”.2199 “Righteousness” is an integral element of God‟s persona - the natural 

expression of his love and, so, of the true response to that love. That path of 

“righteousness” is expressed throughout Israel‟s history and is the setting for Ro 13‟s 

affirmation that authority is from, and instituted by, God, exercised by God‟s servants for 

our good. What was true of Israel is true of modern “states”, engaged by God‟s 

universal and unconditional covenant commitment to creation.  

 

The “State’s” Function The “state‟s” function is, ideally, to establish God‟s sedaqa 

umispat within its community and in its relations to other communities. Love does not 

wrong a neighbour2200, so those exercising authority with fP-…v]miW hq¡:d:x reflecting God‟s 

ds,jà do no wrong in the wider sphere: yet, in this as in other things, the NT expands on 

the Old. “Authority” is now “God‟s servant for your good” and, in this, will positively 

facilitate proclamation of the gospel for that is the supreme good for creation. The 

“state” has discharged its initial duty if it is practicable for the church in its jurisdiction to 

proclaim the gospel. It is not charged to discriminate in favour of the church, and may 
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even discriminate against it as long as the fulfilment of the church‟s functions is not, for 

practical purposes, impossible. However, the expectation that people exercising 

authority will do so with righteousness and justice goes far beyond that basic duty, and 

the charge to act “for your good” goes even further. They actualize that righteousness in 

equity and justice through establishing the equality of all before the law and in society, 

and through establishing civil order and peace over and against all enemies, foreign or 

domestic. Their highest aspiration is to maximize the potential of all under their 

jurisdiction, through creating a coherent and functional community in which all are free 

to employ their gifts. This demands not simply rectitude and the Aristotelian concept of 

abstract justice as rendering to all their due, but a commitment to building the 

community which embraces mercy and a commitment to uplifting the disadvantaged: to 

eliminating injustices which disturb God‟s peace. In this, gospel and church show the 

way, but in no way subordinate “authority” to church. 

 

Church and “State” The gospel reveals God‟s righteousness - his love exemplified in 

Christ, demonstrating his absolute covenant commitment and faithfulness in grace, and 

his intrinsic integrity and mercy.  Humanity‟s vocation as “a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people”2201, is to “become the righteousness of 

God”2202. This is the core of the gospel - the truth of God‟s inherent power, promise and 

command, notably powerful in the unique authority2203  of Christ as God‟s son and the 

Spirit‟s enlightening power, but powerful only to those who hear it. The gospel‟s 

proclamation, wherein the Spirit creates faith, builds God‟s kingdom2204. That “gospel” is 

the truth of covenant fulfilled and of the initiation of the promised new order, but, above 

all, of God‟s righteousness. Over that kingdom, Christ2205 “must reign until he has put all 
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his enemies [including death] under his feet”, “has destroyed every ruler and every 

authority and power”, and “hands over the kingdom to God the Father … so that God 

may be all in all”. For this purpose, all “authority in heaven and on earth” 2206 is given to 

Christ and God has “put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all 

things for the church”2207.  

 

Proclamation of the gospel is “the power of God2208”2209 which “operates with marked 

effect on people, transforming them”2210. “Proclamation of the gospel” is the Church‟s 

primary role, but only the “state” can ensure the church‟s freedom to do so through the 

creation of order. The church is:  

  

“the centre of history[, a] history being made by the state. ... The meaning and 

promise of the state is hidden within [the church], it judges and justifies the state 

in its nature. [The state] is to bring a people nearer to its fulfilment by law and the 

order it creates. [The church] proclaims „with the Cross the „breaking-through‟ of 

all human order. Just as it recognizes and believes in the cross, as the fulfilment 

of the law, so it also believes the cross to be the fulfilment of the order of the 

state. When it recognizes the cross and proclaims it, ... it proclaims that by God‟s 

entry into history and his death through history, the order of the state has been 

finally broken through and dissolved, but also finally affirmed and fulfilled.” 2211 

 

That law and order is not an end in itself. Political authority is delegated authority2212 

which must serve the purposes and nature of its source. Only in the church “is there any 

fundamental knowledge of the reasons which make the State legitimate and 

necessary”.2213 Reformed doctrine properly knows “a service of God rendered by the 
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State [because] the Christian life and the life of the church are enacted within the 

confines of a world which does not yet listen to the Word of God”. 2214 That doctrine 

denies that we can withdraw from the world and the claims of those who assert 

“independence of the Kingdom of the world over against the Kingdom of Jesus Christ. ... 

Jesus Christ is Lord not only of the church but also of the world.”2215 Ro 13:1 affirms the 

source of the State‟s “power” is “Him in Whom all the angelic powers have their 

foundation and their limits”.2216 “Authority” exists to promote the justification of all 

believers, but “outside the sphere characterized by the word „justification‟”2217. It falls to 

the area “uniting Church with the Cosmos, wherein the necessity and the reality of the 

establishment and administration of human justice was clearly important above all 

else”.2218 In those exercising “authority”, “we are dealing indirectly, but in reality, with the 

authority of Jesus Christ”.2219 However, focussing the being and purpose of “the state” 

in Christ does not subordinate it to the church. If the end of Christ‟s work will be in the 

“new Jerusalem [where God] will dwell with [his people] as their God” 2220, it is not “the 

real Church ... but the real city [which] constitutes the new age ... the city of eternal law 

in which there is no offender and whose doors need never be closed”2221. The direct, 

unmediated and “political”2222 rule of God is the end of all things, and, to it “the whole of 

this earthly glory will be bought ... as supplementary tribute”2223. It is to the model of 

“state”, rather than of church, that we look and have our real citizenship.2224 However, it 

is of a “state” in which free and perfect submission to the “eternal law” prevails - the 

reality of the new age of perfected love, not this. Neither church nor “state” is that 

reality, although both have a role in creating it. In this age, the “decisive” answer to the  
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ills of the world is that: 

 

 “the world ... must hear the Word of God. ... The existence of the church in the 

world, the fact that she must venture to speak the Word of God to it, means a 

sanctification of the world, preliminary but none the less real. It is preliminary 

because it is not to be confounded with the sanctification which can come about 

only when the world listens to God‟s Word, permits itself to be called to faith, and 

so becomes itself the church.”2225  

 

The church builds the perfected reality. The “state”, charged to bring about the outer 

form of “justice, order and peace and to preserve it”2226, establishes the environment for 

the church to perform its task. Both focus on the “Kingdom of God, which founds ... the 

true system of law, the true State”2227: a system and “state” “not capable of realization in 

this age, not even in the Church”2228, but demanding institutions working towards that 

end. Their functions cannot be blurred: church cannot be “state”, nor “state” church. 

That “true system of law” is Christ‟s law:  

 

 “the rights won by … Christ in His death and proclaimed in His Resurrection, 

which ...constitutes ... the message of justification, in which, here and now, the 

task of the Church consists. The church cannot itself effect the disclosure of this 

eternal law, neither in its own members nor in the world. It cannot anticipate the 

„Marriage of the Lamb‟ (Rev 19:7). It cannot will to celebrate it in this „present 

age‟ but it can and it should proclaim it ... to the world”.2229  

 

Both “state” and church are temporary instruments of the economy of salvation2230, 

necessary during “the period which the Divine patience has granted us between the 
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resurrection of Jesus Christ and His return”.2231 Church needs “state” to create the 

peace, order and freedom necessary to universally2232 preach the gospel, to enable it to 

intercede for all and to offer the glorification and praise of God that is needful, but not 

forthcoming from all. The “state” needs priestly intercession to illuminate it as to, and to 

empower and direct it to achieve, its real purpose. The more it strays, the greater its 

need. This mutual support is temporary and limited. The “state” can only protect in the 

here and now, and can neither guarantee the church‟s message, nor “guarantee [all] the 

Church demands of it”.2233 However, the church expects this limited guarantee, and 

must teach it in the context of respect for the “state” and its laws.2234 The “state‟s” health 

is inextricably intertwined with the church‟s success2235, and should reflect the church‟s 

positive influence on individuals and the community - but the reverse is equally true. 

 

The tenet “that political authority is from God, was ... long familiar in Jewish wisdom”2236, 

reflected in the Aramaic saying that “The law of the kingdom is Law”. “The call to 

respond positively to evil is... the linking theme in [Ro] 12:14-21, ... repeated with 

variations... four times (14, 17, 19, 21) and [emphasised] at the beginning and end (14, 

21). [Ro] 13:1-7 is ... a call for good citizenship, on the assumption ... that civil disorder 

and strife benefits no one ... . Paul … will have been well aware that good citizenship 

was also a missionary strategy which commended the gospel to those of good will.”2237 

Paul did not “advocate a policy of withdrawal ... . Political realism for Paul meant living 

within the political system, even if it meant to a large extent living on the terms laid down 

by that system.”2238 Ro 12-13 govern the interaction of the Christian community with an 

essentially secular “state”, pending the parousia, regulating a long-term relationship in 
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which church and “state” must differ, for preaching love is “in the longer term subversive 

of a political system maintained by institutionalized violence”.2239  

 

However, the “state” cannot long survive without the toleration of those ruled.  

 

Calvin asserted “a twofold government in man”2240, spiritual and political. God rules in 

both where “his Spirit correct[s] all the desires of the flesh [and shapes] all our thoughts 

in obedience to his rule”.2241 Calvin knows of no declaration of forgiveness “not 

inseparably bound up with the divine claim to the whole of our life. ... God‟s sovereignty 

... means ... God‟s engagement in human history.”2242 All aspects of created existence 

are subject to God‟s kingdom, and therein humans have a responsibility to see that it 

finds “unlimited expression, not only in the ministry of the Word but also in claiming 

public life. We should be attacking Christ‟s throne ... if we did not recognise that the 

Lord rules His Church by His Word, [or] did not do all in our power to see to it that the 

positions of earthly authority ordained by God for the welfare of mankind are occupied 

by God-fearing men.”2243 If this proves impossible, we must “do all in our power to 

obtain good politicians, judges, and officials. Because those [exercising] authority are 

God‟s ministers and officers2244, obedience is due to them, but not unconditionally. ... In 

the person of … Christ the spiritual ... and … earthly Kingdom are ultimately joined 

together. … [They are] „inseparably joined‟ but must not be „confused‟2245.”2246  

 

Rulers should be “occupied with God‟s Word and need” the Spirit‟s help2247 because 

“their office exceeds their own strength”2248. Having received their office from God, 

those in authority share with the church joint responsibility to extend God‟s spiritual 
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kingdom and must support the church‟s task of preaching the Gospel.2249 Church and 

“state”, both subject to God‟s Kingdom2250, each “serve God‟s plan, but not in the same 

way. The Church preaches God‟s salvation. The State orders man‟s outward life in the 

direction of this salvation. To do this it pays attention to the Church‟s proclamation, but 

acts with its own direct responsibility to God. The same revelation of God is the light on 

the Church‟s pathway as it is on that of the State but … in such a way that their 

jurisdictions remain distinct, and the Church does not dominate the State nor the State 

the Church.”2251  

 

The vocation of “magistrates” is “not to rule in their own interest, but for the public good 

[their power] restricted to the well-being of their subjects”. 2252 Instit 4.20.1-29 exhort us 

to honour even the most unjust authorities set over us by God, but 30-32 are more 

revolutionary: 

 

 “sometimes [God] raises up open avengers from among his servants... to punish 

the wicked government and deliver his people... . Sometimes he directs to this 

end the rage of men with other intentions”. The former are “sent by God‟s lawful 

calling”: the latter “executed his work unwittingly” (30), 

 

 magistrates are “appointed to restrain the wilfulness of kings [and] if they wink at 

kings ... they dishonestly betray the freedom of the people ... of which they ... 

have been appointed protectors by God‟s ordinance” (31), and  

 

 “we are always to make this exception, indeed, to observe it as primary, that 

such obedience is never to lead us away from obedience” to God. Since 

obedience to God is obedience to Calvin‟s “perpetual rule of love”, this test is 

entirely consistent with the proper demands of “conscience” (32). 

 

                                            
2249

 Instit, 4.20.3,5. 
2250

 Barmen Thesis, No.5. 
2251

 Synod, Netherlands Reformed Church, Lebendiges Bekenntnis, Ref. Kirche No1, Nieukirchen 1951. 
2252

 Calvin, 1984, Ro 13:4. 



318 
 

Barth “God has taken in hand and actualized order in his creation for the good of man 

and … will finally manifest and enforce it in its perfection. [Christians] revolt against all 

the oppression and suppression of man by the lordship of lordless powers.” 2253 We “are 

responsible for the rule of human righteousness, that is, for the preservation and 

renewal, the deepening and extending, of the divinely ordained human safeguards of 

human rights, human freedom, and human peace on earth.” 2254 Christ‟s regeneration of 

creation means that “any further rebellion in this realm can ... only take place in 

accordance with their creation, and within Christ‟s order, in the form of unwilling service 

to the Kingdom of Christ, until even that rebellion … is broken down in his Resurrection 

and Parousia”.2255 Bound by God‟s ordained order of creation, we must defend this 

world against abuses of power. “Order” in this world must be managed within both 

church2256 and “state”, but we look to the “state” to create social order of the human 

community as a whole. Although focussed on goals rather than motives2257, the “state” 

must accommodate itself to the humanity of its citizens and, thus, progressively, to 

Christ‟s “true humanity” - the Christ who is more than the head of the church, but also 

“Lord and Judge [in this sphere] manifestly, when the Word of God enters this sphere by 

its proclamation, and when faith in Him is confessed here. But he is present, too, 

secretly, wherever such proclamation and confession of faith is not yet to be heard.”2258 

With proclamation of the Word and confession of faith, we proclaim and confess that 

“His Kingdom has no end and that in this external sphere too there exists no law, truth, 

or reality which can set bounds to the Church‟s task or can set aside or even check faith 

active in love.”2259 The claim of the world “to be merely the world and to be its own law-

giver is not taken seriously”2260.  
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“The Kingdom of God and thus the only valid and real sovereignty and authority 

over all men and over the whole world is the Kingdom of Jesus Christ. ... To Him 

is given all power in Heaven and on earth.2261 ... „Kingdom of God‟ and „Kingdom 

of Jesus Christ‟ mean the same thing. But precisely because we see the 

Kingdom of Jesus Christ in the Kingdom of God, we distinguish the Kingdom of 

God from the kingdom of this world, ie from the realm of all strange and false 

gods, the realms of nature and spirit, fate and arbitrary power. And, conversely, 

precisely because we see the Kingdom of God in the Kingdom of Jesus Christ, 

we see in the Kingdom of Jesus Christ the single and real power over us and 

over all things, beside which there is no other about which we need trouble.”2262 

 

This “claim to political order ... is founded not on a special law governing the world, but 

on God‟s law, which is proclaimed in the church and holds good for the world also.”2263 

It is “ordained by God's holy ordinance for the manifestation of his own glory and for the 

good and well-being of all men”, and is:  

 

“a real and beneficial ordering of human life. It is not yet the order of faith and 

love, but, as it were, the shadow which that order casts before it - the order of 

outward justice, outward peace and outward freedom. It is not yet the order of 

inward, spiritual justice and peace, nor yet the order of the freedom of the 

children of God. It is certainly not yet God‟s eternal Kingdom but is [its promise] 

in … the chaos of the Kingdom of the world. That is the sanctification of the world 

through the existence of the church ... the anticipation of what is to come, which 

the church brings about in relation to the world by proclaiming to it the Word of 

God.”2264 
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“Authority” is “ordained by God's holy ordinance”2265, and claimed by the church “as an 

order for the service of God ... in which rulers and ruled are summoned to obedience to 

God and hence to thankfulness and penitence in the special, preliminary and 

preparatory way appropriate to the sphere of what is not yet under the obedience of 

faith.”2266 God commands the “state”, as a service to God, “to bring about … justice, 

order and peace and … preserve it”.2267 Only in Christ can we understand the nature of 

true service of God, true Christian living, the church and the “state‟s” service of God, 

“which is to some degree coordinate with the life of Christians and of the Church”.2268 

Service of the “state” is an integral aspect of the order God initiates to govern human 

society. Those exercising authority are God‟s diavkonov" or leitourgoi;2269 in the proper 

administration of political order, so the exercise of “authority” is a true ministry of the 

Word and Kingdom. A specific function under God‟s grace, however, does not imply that 

it will always be properly discharged, nor, in the case of the “state”, does it demand 

specific attributes or status - “rulers” need not be Christians, let alone good Christians. 

“Does the political power ... do what it is its business to do? Does it abide by God‟s 

commandments? Does it remain within the bounds of justice and within the bounds of 

its task? Does it … by showing this attitude, possess legitimate „authoritie‟?2270 That is 

the Question.”2271 The:  

 

“holders of political power could fail to do their duty. They could violate and 

destroy the justice, freedom and peace which they ought to safeguard. Their 

power could become tyranny ... and they could in one way or another fail to 

display any legitimate „authoritie‟. In such a case the significance of the political 

order as service to God becomes … obscured, ceases to be credible, indeed, 
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becomes a mockery and is made a mockery by the very people who administer it 

and who are ordained by God.”2272  

 

While the Scots Confession2273 suggests rulers deserve respect “so long as they are 

acting in their own spheres [and] vigilantly fulfil their office”, it offers no carte blanch. 

Temporal authority must be “duly established”, but its holders must act only “in their own 

spheres”, and for “the manifestation of [God‟s] glory and … the good and well-being of 

all”. Rulers are “given the sword[, not unconditionally, but] for the praise and defence of 

good men and the punishment of all open evil doers”. 2274  

 

Spiritual perversity in those exercising authority “must be overcome with spiritual force 

and not with political. If the church fails to recognise that, who is going to guarantee 

what reformations may one day be demanded of her by means of political force ...?”2275 

The church requires of “state” “scope to deliver her own message about forgiveness of 

sin and eternal life in the name of her Lord.”2276 Where “the state” “refuses the church 

this scope or sets limits to it”2277, or “furthers the false church in opposition to the 

true”2278 or even, “by making its own aims absolute[, thereby becomes] itself a 

church”2279, it fails the “question the state cannot evade … : does it make clear or 

obscure the significance of the political order as service of God?” 2280. The “state” can 

be either “God‟s representative and priest or … the beast” 2281, although defining the 

point of transition is difficult. If the former, it deserves respect for its true function. If the 

latter, it must be reformed or replaced.2282  
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Barth saw no Christian duty to place our “positive co-operation at the disposal of the 

political powers”.2283 We must co-operate “only when the significance of the State as 

service of God is made clear and credible to us by the State itself, by its attitude and 

acts, its intervening on behalf of justice, peace and freedom and its conduct towards the 

church.”2284 If, in the context of a “responsible decision of faith and love”2285, we know 

that it has not done so, our obligation is to “endure in the same way as we must endure 

other evil forces which we cannot avert.” 2286 There is no “universally valid duty or ... 

right to refuse the State our positive co-operation and our participation in its 

responsibility [if the character] of the political order is made clear to us in concreto. In 

that case our duty is to co-operate with the political power”.2287 

 

How does “the state” make clear or obscure the significance of the political order as 

service of God? 

 

Complacency is not recommended for those exercising “authority” as “in their councils 

God himself doth sit and judge”.2288 The Scots Confession2289 contemplates 

circumstances where it may prove necessary to oppose force to force or, at least, to 

confront the state with its true nature and function. Our duty to our rulers is to “obey 

their orders if they are not contrary to the commands of God”, but we have a positive 

duty “to save the lives of the innocent, to repress tyranny, to defend the oppressed”.2290 

Despite our normative obligation of obedience and prayer for those exercising 

“authority”, there will be circumstances when we must choose between obeying God or 

government. Then, our obedience must be to God2291, and we may offer “active 

resistance”.2292 We may not pray to be excused from obedience or service to God. Even 

Scripture which enjoins subjection suggests that duty is not absolute. When banned 
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from preaching the gospel, the apostles said “we cannot keep from speaking what we 

have seen and heard”2293 and later that: 

 

 "We must obey God rather than any human authority”.2294 

 

“Authority” is not absolute, but granted for a purpose. Rulers “are not a terror to good 

conduct, but to bad” (Ro 13:3). They are “God's servant for your good ... to execute 

wrath on the wrongdoer” (v 4), whom we must accept “not only because of wrath but 

also because of conscience” (v 5). As this precisely echoes Christ‟s own engagement 

with the Sanhedrin, we accept both that the “state‟s” right to obedience is not absolute 

and that the church cannot accept any secular limits on its right and duty to “preach” the 

gospel.  

 

The Test of Obedience? If Ro 13 outlines “authority‟s” role, it also gives us the true 

test of subjection to “authority” – we “must be subject … because of conscience”.2295 

“Indeed „conscience‟ serves at this point as a more positive monitor to balance the more 

serious and severe threat of „wrath‟”.2296 Suneivdhsin" is a “moral consciousness”2297: 

“the faculty for moral judgment … consciousness of our conduct as our own, and our 

judgment as to whether it is right or wrong”2298: “an inner feeling or voice viewed as 

acting as a guide to the rightness or wrongness of one's behaviour”2299 - a judgement of 

the specifics of each case by a moral standard2300. A “good” or “clear” conscience2301 
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would be to weigh whether acceptance or rejection of a specific example of seeming “authority” better 
serves God‟s purpose. Bonhoeffer (1955, 307) characterizes our subjection as “unconditional and 
qualitatively total”, binding “until government openly denies its divine commission and thereby forfeits its 
claim”, although, in “cases of doubt obedience is required; for the Christian does not bear the 
responsibility of government”.   
2296

 Dunn, 1988, 2.765. 
2297

 Arndt & Gingrich, 794. 
2298

 Ladd, 1993, 520. Brown (1975, 352-353) claims conscience includes “the power of discernment and 
rational reflection which enables the mind to analyse situations and actions, to discern moral issues and 
principles, the capacity to hear and apply the Word of God to our lives”. 
2299

 OED. 
2300

 “Disobedience can never be anything but a concrete decision in a single particular case. 
Generalizations lead to an apocalyptic diabolization of government.” Bonhoeffer, 1955, 307. Of course, 
the extent of corruption can reach such an extent where the regime comes to be “understood in the sense 



324 
 

contrasts to those “seared with a hot iron”2302 or “corrupted”2303. As Christians, we draw 

on the inherent morality of our communities2304, which determine the rules of behaviour 

deemed appropriate to living in those communities, yet our proper moral  

consciousness2305 is corrected by, and further formed by contemplation of  God‟s 

righteousness2306, revealed in the law and through faith in Christ2307, answered by loving 

another2308, and informed by the leading of the Spirit.  

 

This suggests that, while the nurture and teaching of the church community contribute 

significantly to the development of conscience and faith, reference to a church 

pronouncement does not absolve us from our individual duty to follow conscience2309 in 

dealings with “authority”. Church communities may form a view on an issue, but cannot 

speak for all.  Paul‟s ethical teaching “drew on traditional wisdom … his awareness of a 

high degree of shared ethos and moral sense among people of good will” allowing him 

to talk simply of “good”, “evil” and “conscience” .2310 Ro 14 builds to the conclusion that 

                                                                                                                                             
of the apocalypse”, warranting the regime‟s overthrow. Ibid. “An apocalyptic view of a particular concrete 
government would necessarily have total disobedience as its consequence; for in that case every single 
act of obedience obviously involves a denial of Christ (Rev 13:7).” Ibid. 
2301

 1 Ti 1:5, 19, 3:9, 2 Ti 1:3. 
2302

 1 Ti 4:2. 
2303

 Tit 1:15. 
2304

 Including our church communities. 
2305

 “The word „conscience‟ … is not current in classical Greek. It belonged to the vernacular tongue and 
attained literary status only a short time before the beginning of the Christian era. It meant „consciousness 
of right or wrong doing‟, but Paul uses it … in the sense of an independent witness within, which 
examines and passes judgment on one‟s conduct. In Christians this examination and judgment should be 
specifically accurate because their conscience is enlightened by the Holy Spirit (cf [Ro] 9.1).” Bruce, 
1985, 86. “ … the idea as such is hardly to be found in Judaism prior to [Wisd 17:11]. It thus illustrates 
Paul‟s point well of a moral consciousness outside the Jewish people and independent of the law as 

such.” Dunn, 1988, 1,105-106. [Dà:m'/”knowledge” is the closest equivalent. Suneivdhsin" was used only 

once in the LXX (Ec 10:20). “Paul does not conceive the operation of conscience as something 
distinctively Christian [but] appeals to the moral sensibility of the ancient world … ; the specifically 
Christian guide to social conduct is provided by love … and faith. The counsel would be seen both as 
socially responsible and as sound common sense (pragmatic), and once again Paul does not separate 
moral or spiritual obligation from civic responsibility and political reality: civic duty (here subjection to the 
governing authorities) has the force of moral obligation (similarly 1 Pe 2:13,19).” Dunn, 1988, 2.765-766. 
“We cannot escape daily life. We meet the will of God there.” Kasemann, 1988, 196-216.  
2306

 Ro 1:17. 
2307

 Ro 3:22. 
2308

 For love “does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law”. Ro 13:8-10. 
2309

 Or assess the demands of obedience to God if we follow the 1 Pe 2:13 path. 
2310

 Dunn, 1998, 665. 
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Christian behaviour expresses faith2311 - “the appropriate criterion for an internal issue” 

where “conscience” is the “more appropriate court of appeal in a boundary-crossing 

issue”2312. In this sense, “conscience”, properly informed2313, recognizes and embraces 

the “perpetual rule of love”/”Holy Lawful Divine Love”, “the ultimate invariant ground of 

all rational and moral order in the created universe”, enabling us to properly understand 

“all physical and moral laws functioning within the universe”2314. Calvin stressed the role 

of conscience in its interface with human law:  

 

our “consciences do not have to do with men but with God alone” - they are  

“higher than all human judgments” to the extent that human laws “do not of  

themselves bind the conscience”. 2315 

 

“Conscience is a powerful reinforcement of the outward directions to submit to the state. 

But once conscience is bought in, there is a limit: what is against conscience cannot be 

done. … Conscience at one and the same time obliges us to be obedient and sets a 

limit to that obedience.”2316 “Conscience”, however, is an uncomfortable standard for 

                                            
2311

 Ro 14:22.  “The faith that you have, have as your own conviction before God. Blessed are those who 
have no reason to condemn themselves because of what they approve.” 
2312

 Dunn, 1998, 703. 
2313

 Paul identifies a lack of knowledge as the cause of a “weak” and “defiled” conscience. 1 Co 8:7. 
2314

 Torrance, 1996, 213. 
2315 Calvin‟s comment on the interface between law and conscience (Calvin, 1960, 4.10.5) says: 

“If [human laws] lay scruples upon us, as if the observance of these laws were necessary of itself, 
we say that something unlawful is laid upon conscience. For our consciences do not have to do 
with men but with God alone. This is the purport of that common distinction between the earthly 
forum and the forum of conscience. While the whole world was shrouded in the densest darkness 
of ignorance, this tiny little spark of light remained, that men recognized man‟s conscience to be 
higher than all human judgments. … God still willed that some testimony of Christian freedom 
appear even then, to rescue consciences from the tyranny of men. 
If “the rulers‟ laws also have dominion over the conscience … the same also will have to be said 
of church laws. … God‟s general command … commends to us the authority of magistrates. And 
Paul‟s discussion turns on this point: the magistrates, since they have been ordained by God, 
ought to be held in honor [Ro 13:1]. [Paul] does not teach that the laws framed by [magistrates] 
apply to the inward governing of the soul, since he everywhere extols, above any decrees of men, 
both the worship of God and the spiritual rule of right living. [H]uman laws, whether made by 
magistrate or by church, even though they have to be observed (I speak of good and just laws), 
still do not of themselves bind the conscience. For all obligation to observe laws looks to the 
general purpose, but does not consist in the things enjoined.” 

2316
 Morris, 1988, 465. “There can … be no question of interpreting Christian obedience in action as 

slavish passive obedience. Christian obedience is never blind; and, indeed, open-eyed obedience, 
directed by suneivdhsi", must even be critical.” Kasemann, 1969, 213. 
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determining whether to be subject to a regime or to a measure “maintained by 

institutionalized violence”.2317  

 

God‟s authority as creator, and his nature as love, demands that authority from and 

instituted by him be exercised with righteousness and justice, ideally to give practical 

expression to divine love, but, more realistically, to bring about the outer form of “justice, 

order and peace and to preserve it”.2318 Both ruler and ruled “are responsible for the rule 

of human righteousness, ... for the preservation and renewal, the deepening and 

extending, of the divinely ordained human safeguards of human rights, human freedom, 

and human peace on earth.” 2319 As citizens, we must ever assert that “there exists no 

law, truth, or reality which can set bounds to the Church‟s task or can set aside or even 

check faith active in love”2320 and “obey God rather than any human authority”2321, so 

Calvin knows of no declaration of forgiveness “not inseparably bound up with the divine 

claim to the whole of our life. ... God‟s sovereignty ... means ... God‟s engagement in 

human history.”2322 However: 

  

  “The State … acts with its own direct responsibility to God. The same revelation 

of God is the light on the Church‟s pathway as it is on that of the State but … in 

such a way that their jurisdictions remain distinct, and the Church does not 

dominate the State nor the State the Church.”2323  

 

As Christians, our first loyalty is to God and conscience expresses that obligation. All 

are subject to divine “law” for, even those unaware of the “perpetual rule of love”/“Holy 

Lawful Divine Love” know “the wrath of God revealed from heaven against all 

ungodliness and wickedness” because God has shown them “his eternal power and 

divine nature, … are subject to divine judgement. Faith is God‟s gift, love his command, 

                                            
2317

 Morris, 1988, 465. 
2318

 Barth, 1938, 219. 
2319

 Barth, 1981, 205. 
2320

 Ibid. 
2321

 Ac 5:29. Calvin, 1960, 4.20.32. 
2322

 Niesel, 1962, 298. 
2323

 Synod, Netherlands Reformed Church, Lebendiges Bekenntnis, Ref. Kirche No1, Nieukirchen,1951. 
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and we do not “overthrow the law” by faith, but uphold it2324. It, and the covenant 

underlying it, are overthrown only when we seek to fulfil Torah by our own efforts. 

Burgess2325 rightly says: 

 

 “In Reformed thinking a life that is grasped by God‟s grace in Christ seeks the 

orders, structures, and forms (that is, the law) that makes life before God and life 

in human society possible. Law – if truly God‟s law – is grace-filled; it is life-

giving.” 

 

However, this brings us back to the misunderstanding of Torah as “law”. Governed by 

love, believers know “the claims of love override the claims of personal freedom”2326 for 

the Christian life is defined by that “love that comes from a pure heart, a good 

conscience, and sincere faith”2327. Willingly “subject” to authority and its laws for love, 

conscience and faith know that order, not chaos, is needful to the inhabited world, yet 

conscience measures authority and its laws by the yardstick of the “perpetual rule of 

love”/“Holy Lawful Divine Love”, a love defined by God‟s holiness and righteousness, 

not by rules for Torah normatively expounds God‟s righteousness2328: it is not, and 

cannot be, an alternative body of law able to displace human law, and any thesis which 

thus holds is fundamentally, although usually honourably, flawed. A creditable example 

is the work of Oliver O‟Donovan. 

 

O’Donovan Calvin2329 holds those in Christ are freed of the condemnation of the law, 

but not of its role in “teaching and exhorting and urging them to good”. The law “hangs 

                                            
2324

 Ro 3:31. 
2325

 Burgess, 2004, 98. 
2326

 Marshall, 2004, 259. 
2327

 1 Ti 1:5. 
2328

 The obligations reflecting his holiness which God assumes towards creation, and commands of us as 
the expression of what is “good” for us. 
2329

 “ … the question is not how we may become righteous but how, being unrighteous and unworthy, we 
may be reckoned righteous. If consciences wish to attain any certainty in this matter, they ought to give 
no place to the law. [However, nor] can any man rightly infer from this that the law is superfluous for 
believers, since it does not stop teaching and exhorting and urging them to good, even though before 
God‟s judgment seat it has no place in their consciences. [As] these two things are very different, we must 
rightly and conscientiously distinguish them. The whole life of Christians ought to be a sort of practice of 
godliness, for we have been called to sanctification [1 Th 4:7, Eph 1:4, 1 Th 4:3]. Here it is the function of 
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over all men”.2330 O‟Donovan also holds that “divine law” is universally applicable - at 

least in the sense of “created order”2331 and “natural” law: positive law2332 is subject to 

“divine law”, “natural” or revealed, and ultra vires2333 if it departs therefrom. From this 

basic presumption, all aspects of his thesis proceed. The task of “authority” at each of 

the doctrine of separation of powers‟ three levels2334 is “judgment on behalf of the 

                                                                                                                                             
the law, by warning men of their duty, to arouse them to a zeal for holiness and innocence.” Calvin, 1960, 
3.19.2. Freed from the law‟s yoke, we “willingly obey God‟s will”.

 
(“They who are in Christ as driven by the 

Spirit to do the law … .” Melanchthon, Loci communes, ed. Engelland, 137; 224.) “The precept of the law 
is that „we love our God with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our strength‟ [Dt 6:5]. To bring this 
about, our soul must first be emptied of all other feeling and thought, our heart cleansed of all desires, 
and our powers gathered and concentrated upon this one point. They who have progressed farther than 
all others on the Lord‟s way are yet far distant from that goal. For even though they love God deeply and 
with sincere affection of heart, they have a great part of their heart and soul still occupied with fleshly 
desires, by which they are drawn back and prevented from hastening forward to God. Indeed, they 
struggle with much effort, but the flesh partly weakens their powers, partly draws them to itself. What are 
they to do here, while they feel that there is nothing they are less able to do than to fulfill the law? They 
will, they aspire, they try, but they do nothing with the required perfection. If they look upon the law, 
whatever work they attempt or intend they see to be accursed. And there is no reason for any man to 
deceive himself by concluding that his work is not entirely evil because it is imperfect, and that God 
nonetheless finds acceptable what is good in it. For unless its rigor be mitigated, the law in requiring 
perfect love condemns all imperfection. Let him therefore ponder his own work, which he wished to be 
adjudged in part good, and by that very act he will find it, just because it is imperfect, to be a 
transgression of the law.” Calvin, 1960, 3.19.4. 
2330

 Calvin, 1960, 3.19.4. Understandably, if Holy Lawful Divine Love “constitutes the ultimate invariant 
ground of all rational and moral order in the created universe, and it is under its constraint that all physical 
and moral laws functioning within the universe operate and are in the last resort to be recognised and 
formulated.” Torrance, 1996, 213. 
2331

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 58. 
2332

 Embracing both legislation in its varying forms and, where applicable, the customary law of a 
community – notably, England‟s Common Law which is the basic corpus of law for former British 
possessions, including the United States. The Common Law is theoretically the customary law of England 
as at 1189, as pronounced and interpreted by judges. Scotland, mainland European countries and their 
former colonies generally follow the Roman Law system, which relies on legislative codes which define 
principles and are generally developed from Justinian‟s Corpus Iuris Civilis, as interpreted by judges.  
2333

 Null and void. 
2334

 Executive, judiciary and legislature which, according to the doctrine, should never overlap.  
The notion can be traced to the Greek city state/povli", and significantly arose in Marsilius of Padua‟s 
Defensor Pacis (1324), which constitutes a sustained attack on clerical, especially “fictitious” (as derived 
from a series of usurpations) Papal, power. He denies the church any coercive powers or right to 
pronounce on temporal affairs and proposes abolition of tithes and vesting the grant of benefices to the 
civil authority. The supreme authority over the church is the council, summoned by the head of state, 
which should elect the Pope. Magistrates‟ authority is derived from the people – the “legislator” – and “the 
founding of a state was the paradigm act of lawmaking”

 
(O‟Donovan, 2005, 187). The “state”, separated 

from clerical power, defends the common peace – indispensable to society. Law expresses the will of the 
valentior – society‟s most important citizens – who should elect or appoint a head of government, 
responsible for his breaches of law. Understandably, Benedict XII and Clement VI condemned the work, 
while Thomas Cromwell commissioned translation of the work in the cause of Royal supremacy. 
Its modern incarnation owes more to Enlightenment political theory, notably to Montesquieu‟s (L‟Esprit 
des lois, 11.6) rather fanciful analysis of the unwritten British “constitution”.  
The core of the Westminster system has always been checks and balances, with Royal (now executive) 
power offset by legislative and judicial, but the “separation of powers” doctrine was ever only an 
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community as a whole for the community as a whole”.2335 Judgement is primarily (and 

preferably) to apply, and punish breaches of, divine law and, only then, of positive law 

which is not ultra vires. This notion might be valid if such an entity as “natural” law 

existed and both adequately and universally defined our relationship to God, each other 

and our environment: if it offers insights beyond God‟s “eternal power and divine nature 

… understood and seen through the things he has made”2336 and his condemnation of 

“all ungodliness and wickedness” by those suppressing the truth2337.  

 

Calvin, who lived in the shadow of Aquinan endorsement of “natural” law, did not think 

this was the case. God, as “our Creator, has toward us by right the place of Father and 

Lord” 2338, so whatever God “requires of us (because he can require only what is right), 

we must obey out of natural obligation” whereof the “law” is “a clearer witness of what 

was too obscure in the natural law”2339. Grotius was a big fan of “natural” law, but no 

modern court would be impressed by appeals thereto – nor, for that matter, by appeals 

                                                                                                                                             
interesting footnote in political science courses. Ministers of the Crown, who carry ministerial 
responsibility for the executive, are chosen from among members of the Parliamentary party which forms 
government. Thus, there is no meaningful separation of the “administrative” and “legislative” powers, and, 
in the UK at least, the highest court of appeal is the Judicial Committee of the House of Lords, comprised 
of the Law Lords, voting members of that House.  
The doctrine‟s clearest expression is in the United States where, effectively, an 18

th
 century “king” - the 

President – is directly elected for limited periods, with no need of the support of a Parliamentary majority. 
The President appoints all ministers, subject to legislative veto, but has prerogative powers that would 
make a constitutional monarch green with envy. Thus, the legislature and executive are separate, and 
often antagonistic. The President has no guarantee of support for a legislative agenda or of supply – the 
essential tax money – which is normally guaranteed by a Parliamentary majority under the Westminster 
system. The judiciary is independent, yet successive Presidents take the opportunity to “stack” the 
Supreme Court and other Federal benches. The result is unstable and unpredictable public 
administration, and a propensity for government by compromise. The result may be occasionally 
entertaining, but, in terms of the Chinese curse, is inevitably “interesting”. 
2335

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 22. If we substitute “justice” - the positive duty of “righteousness and justice” 
pursuant to God‟s revealed will, including a responsibility to recognize and incorporate the special needs 
of sub-groups/minorities - for “judgement”, I accept this as a definition of theological function. 
O‟Donovan‟s thesis clearly reflects Aquinan influences. Aquinas held that precepts are derived from 
positive law principles working out the implications of “natural law” as judgments on means. “Natural” law, 
then, is not directive in the sense of positive law, but directs us to the ultimate end: positive law - an 
ordinance of reason made and promulgated by those charged with the community‟s care - applies 
sanctions to the means whereby we fail to approach those ends. 
2336

 Ro 1:20. 
2337

 Ro 1:18. 
2338

 Calvin, 1960, 2.8.2. 
2339

 Calvin, 1960,  2.8.1. His “fundamentally positive view of God‟s law would become a distinctive ethical 
contribution of Calvinism”. Hall, 2008, 18. 
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to “revealed” divine law – that of Christ2340 or Moses – particularly in a non-Judaeo-

Christian context. 

 

Natural law is theoretically open to everyone, including those in “authority”, whereas 

“revealed” divine law is the primary preserve of synagogue/church. If “natural” law either 

does not exist, or is “too obscure”, O‟Donovan‟s thesis either subordinates “authority” to 

synagogue/church or, at least, confuses their roles. Neither outcome is acceptable 

within the Reformed tradition, but the real weakness of O‟Donovan‟s thesis is that he 

seeks to oppose “divine” law – primarily Torah - to “positive” law, which is not like-to-

like. For Israel, the “law” was “something much more personal: it was God‟s will for 

order, which in the end could never become really stabilised and objective … it is 

[YHWH‟s] utterly personal challenge to Israel, which she in turn has to take to heart in 

an utterly personal way”.2341 If anything, this “personal” challenge became less and less 

legalistic over time2342, until the “law of Christ” perfects a tendency evident in Judaism of 

seeking to perfect the community‟s relations to God and creation through individual 

faith. 

 

I do not - cannot - deny that all are subject to divine will and “law”.  

 

God has “saved us and led us with a holy calling, not according to our works but 

according to his own purpose and grace. This grace was given to us in Christ Jesus 

before the ages began”.2343 We are freed and empowered to respond to God‟s 

“purpose”, to live a life of love of God and neighbour.2344 Although “equal” as God‟s 

children, we have distinct gifts which we are called to apply to God's purpose. That 

purpose – “the mystery of his will” made known to us in Christ, as “a plan for the fullness 

of time, to gather up all things in him”2345 - is further enunciated in Col 1:20.2346 Because 

                                            
2340

 Gal 6:2. 
2341

 Von Rad, 1965, 1.95. 
2342

 Focussed in Deuteronomy on heart
 
(A commandment written on the heart. Dt 6:5-6. Love of God is 

the first commandment, from which keeping his charge, decrees, ordinances and commandments flow. Dt 
11:1-8.) and conscience and in later Judaism on the reality of the relationship. 
2343

 2 Ti 1:9. 
2344

 Although none can suggest that this is made easy. 
2345

 Eph 18-10. 
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of our “freedom”, the ontological reality of peace becomes effective only through the 

Spirit‟s creation of belief and faith through proclamation of the gospel. It is in this stage 

of communication – pending the Gospel‟s universal proclamation – that church and 

“state” function, church to proclaim2347 and “state” to create the order necessary to that 

proclamation2348: both are instrumental in building the Kingdom.  

O‟Donovan takes an essentially negative view of “authority‟s” role as charged to deal 

with “wrongs”. While that is an important role of “authority”2349, I believe the Reformed 

Church acknowledges “authority” as a positive - “for your good”2350 – ministry of service 

of God, complementary to, yet independent of, that of the church. To maintain that 

thesis, I must deal with the issues O‟Donovan so cogently raises. 

Unlike voluntarily embraced responsibilities, “authority” is imposed on the individual “as 

a way of acting together”.2351 Political judgements are “universal and categorically 

binding”, their constraints often overlooked because we are used to exercising “our 

freedom within [their] constraints”. 2352 “They form a framework within which freedom, 

however exercised, is to function, and that framework is the same for any action of any 

agent. [Its role] has meaning only with in our collective solidarity. … This solidarity is 

something quite different from community, which is a sphere of a free action, pure and 

simple. More precisely, solidarity is a way of suffering together, rather than acting 

together since the corporate character of what we do in response to legitimate authority 

consists essentially in allowing ourselves to be restricted in our own freedom of action 

by others‟ necessity. In community we may deny ourselves for the sake of achieving 

something together; in solidarity we deny ourselves for the sake of meeting a threat 

                                                                                                                                             
2346

 Through Christ, “God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by 
making peace through the blood of his cross”. 
2347

 But also to be the body of Christ, the communion of believers and the love of God in Christ addressed 
to the world. 
2348

 But also, I submit, to reflect its status as “God‟s servant for your good” in all its dealings with the 
world. 
2349

 It strikes at the disordering elements which resist proclamation of the Gospel and, generally, the 
peace of God. 
2350

 Ro 13:4. 
2351

 Understandably as Ro 13:1 makes it abundantly clear that “authority” is “from” and “instituted by” 
God. O‟Donovan, 2005, 54.  
2352

 Ibid, 52. 
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together.”2353 Authority, however, preserves freedom as well as limiting it, yet it is a 

freedom probably exceeding what we would otherwise conceive. It suggests a “public 

realm” which “exists antecedently to us”.2354 The “rationale of political structures is not to 

preserve private … , but … public freedoms. … Public freedoms are … the fulfilment of 

private freedoms, for the pursuit of private satisfaction can never satisfy our actual 

human aspirations. Yet they are not the goals of our private actions, but are over and 

above them, a framework that we discover rather than devise.”2355 “Activity impinging on 

society divides three ways, not two: 'political,‟2356 „public,‟2357 and „private.‟ Public and 

political activity are both concerned with the common good; but public activity pursues 

the common good directly, while political activity defends it reflexively. Private activities 

engage the common good only indirectly: they serve a restricted sphere of 

communication, like a family or a corporation. [Private activity] finds its decisive focus in 

the familiar, those formal and informal spheres of emotional intimacy, family and 

friendship.”2358 Political judgements “do not limit freedom in order to realize it, but in 

order to defend it”2359 - public freedom is “an ensemble that gives coherence to private 

undertakings.” 2360  

 

So far, so good2361.  

 

“Government‟s task is to respond to threats to the common good, repelling whatever 

obstructs our acting freely together”2362, but political judgement discriminates between 

right and wrong to “defend against the wrong”2363. “In political judgement wrong has 

epistemological priority over right – which is to say that there are no formal principles of 

justice before we render actual judgment on some concrete wrong, which, in its turn, is 

                                            
2353

 Ibid, 54. 
2354

 Ibid, 55. 
2355

 Ibid, 55 
2356

 Relating to the public regime. 
2357

 Relating to the law of persons and personal interactions, eg contracts and torts. 
2358

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 56. 
2359

 Ibid, 57. 
2360

 Ibid, 57. 
2361

 Although trying to sell “authority” as a means of “suffering together” would be a public relations 
nightmare. 
2362

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 57. 
2363

 Ibid, 58. 
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measured, not in relation to some prior principle of justice, but in relation to created 

order as such.”2364 This reflects O‟Donovan‟s dislike of legislation and judge made 

law2365, but does not accommodate the modern penchant for “social engineering” by 

legislation, meant to influence and promote a particular view of what is right and thus 

change perspectives of what is wrong. O‟Donovan assumes that the creation of order is 

the only priority of a political judgement – governments in pursuit of an agenda would 

consider this naive. “Wrong” is “guilt and injury. Guilt and injury … cannot be elucidated 

a priori, only condemned a posteriori. The determination of wrong … is constantly 

repeated in an ongoing practice of judgment, which elaborates general categories of 

guilt and injury out of concrete condemnations”.2366 

 

This is where O‟Donovan takes his negative stance and defines “government‟s” role in 

terms of pre-existing “law” – the “created order”, which translates as “natural” law. The 

world would indeed be a better place if it were governed, and “judged”, according to that 

order, but this is the “law” of the new Jerusalem which will work because we will then be 

subject to the direct rule of the one judge competent to make it work, and which we will 

freely embrace in perfect knowledge of God and ourselves. In the meantime, no one 

receives the Spirit by works of the law, no one is saved thereby and the reason is that 

we try to apply the law as law, rather than the normative definition of God‟s 

righteousness and which hangs on love. Does God expect human judges to condemn a 

lack of love which he freely forgives? Or does he expect them to maintain that state of 

order necessary for his love to do its work – to apply the lesser standard of human 

righteousness and justice, particularly for the disadvantaged? 

 

                                            
2364

 Ibid, 58. 
2365

 Two main legal systems dominate in this world – the “civil law” systems, based on Roman Law 
whereby the basic principles are set out in legislation, reflecting the Corpus Iuiris Civilis and Institutes of 
Justinian and the English Common Law, which is (theoretically) the accepted law of England in 1189 as 
interpreted by judges. The latter is also subject to legislation – theoretically, the judicial pronouncements 
of the “High Court of Parliament” – but very few of the legal principles that have any real impact on the 
lives of ordinary citizens, save via taxation and the definition of criminal offences (the crucial criminal 
issues such as the presumption of innocence are still common law precepts), repose in legislation.  
2366

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 58. 
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O‟Donovan says “the authority of government resides essentially in the act of 

judgment”2367, “authority” being “the servant of God to execute wrath on the 

wrongdoer”2368. “Judgment” is “an act of moral discrimination that pronounces upon a 

preceding act or existing state of affairs to establish a new public context”. 2369 “Moral 

discrimination” divides right from wrong “in a given historical situation”.2370 Judgment “on 

a preceding act” or “existing state of affairs” is “by definition reactive” and can never be 

“forward-looking”.2371 The “central and normative” use of “justice” is “judgment”2372 - 

setting wrongs right - where “not only the interests of the community are in play, but the 

agency of the community as well”2373. This correctly recognizes that “authority” is not 

involved in those “wrongs” which do not attract the “interests” and “agency” of 

community - those clashes where sanctions are purely social or personal: disapproval, 

ostracism etc. Certainly, action to “right wrongs” is an important function of authority, but 

neither defines authority nor exhausts those functions.  

 

I submit that the primary and defining function of “authority” is, in complementary action 

with the church, to realize that “peace” which is God‟s eschatological aim and the focus 

of the Kingdom. Ro 13:4 certainly notes that “authority” is God‟s servant to “execute 

wrath on the wrongdoer”2374, but only in the context of its prior identification of 

“authority” as “God's servant for your good”. The positional priority given to the positive 

“for your good” is more consistent with Scripture2375 and the gospel message. Naturally, 

true and effective judgement is “for your good”, but the whole tenor of Scripture 

suggests that God expects a positive orientation to “good” from all his people, not least 

in the exercise of “authority” from and instituted by him. The responsibility of his people 
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– all his people, in both their private and public roles - is to reflect his “steadfast love”, 

not simply to “react” to “wrongs”: to build “the kingdom of God [which is] righteousness 

and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit”.2376 

 

Arguably, both approaches reach the same point. Certainly we may cloak prospective 

and positive initiatives in the mantle of response to actual or foreseen “wrongs” and 

endorse law reform as addressing “wrongs” which would not exist if divine law were 

properly applied - but the negative approach creates a negative impression and lets 

“authority” off too easily, reinforcing government‟s inertial tendency to be reactive, rather 

than proactive, and pandering to its penchant for secrecy, justifiable in “confidential” 

dealings about specific “wrongs”. Consider the “perpetual rule of love/”Holy Lawful 

Divine Love”. These find clear resonances in O‟Donovan‟s proposition, yet that rule/love 

defines proper exercises of authority: it does not claim precedence as law. Consider 

also Scripture‟s specific pronouncements on the exercise of “authority”.  

 

In his love, the Lord instituted rulers to execute fP-…v]miW hqx¡:d2377: their highest 

aspiration is for God to give rulers his justice and righteousness, empowering them to 

judge the people with righteousness and the poor with justice2378. O‟Donovan accepts 

the significance of YHWH‟s fP-…v]miW hqx¡:d and his charge to rulers to do likewise, but, in 

his (O‟Donovan‟s) focus on “righting wrongs”, perhaps to undervalue their link to 

YHWH‟s ds,jà/steadfast love, which coexists with his righteousness.2379 Thus, 

O‟Donovan follows the Vulgate/King James emphasis on fP-…v]m as “judgement”, rather 

than “justice” 2380, because he sees in it connotations of Aristotelian equality2381. In 
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rejecting “equality”, he is correct.  “Equality”2382, as an abstract concept divorced from a 

specific context2383, is “empty”2384. However, fP-…v]m is not, as O‟Donovan fears, 

Aristotle‟s equality.2385 It is following God‟s own charge and example in dealings with his 

creation: doing what is right by others - O‟Donovan‟s “moral discrimination” – measured, 

not against human law or rationality, but against God‟s steadfast love and 

righteousness, defined in that moral law fulfilled by love of God and neighbour. Church 

and “authority” both execute distinct, if complementary, functions by reflecting God‟s 

lead. As God is love, his lead demands a positive - doing “good” - focus, not a negative 

one. “Justice”, ignoring the philosophical connotations, better2386 conveys this sense.  

 

This said, Scripture does teach a form of equality - as elements of the creation God 

loves, and of humans created in God‟s image and able through belief to become 

children of God.2387 There is an inherent value to human life, reinforced by God‟s 

commands, but God seeks to create a communion, not just a range of individual 

relationships, and so there is also inherent value in both the community, over and 

against the individual, and in the individual as member of the community. Ethics/morality 

and community/individual are all elements of God‟s relationship to his creation, 

reflecting God's innate “righteousness and justice”, and embrace those within and 

without the community: every “act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above”.2388 

However, God, through the Spirit, gives different “gifts”2389, activated in every one2390, 

and the result is not confined to believers: “what the law requires is written on [at least 

some non-believers‟] hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness; and 

their conflicting thoughts will accuse or perhaps excuse them on the day when, 
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according to my gospel, God, through Jesus Christ, will judge the secret thoughts of 

all”.2391 Thus, common values transcend many cultures, although there can be no such 

thing as a “uniform minimum”2392 – certain actions universally banned2393 - through the 

creator “opening his book of creation and revealing his truth”2394, which led Calvin to 

value the gifts of science and the arts. Thus, “righteousness and justice” - the command 

of the one God – are not confined to believers, although they are overtly and constantly 

before believers in God‟s word and Christ‟s example.  God is innately “holy”/“righteous”, 

but human “righteousness” is a proper relationship to God – through a loving 

commitment to God and neighbour – God‟s free gift, effective through faith, and “justi 

arece” is the acknowledgement of our equality before God and our obligation to love 

God and neighbour, a love in part defined by the needs of others and our ability to 

respond. Human “righteousness”, then, is a commitment, while “justice” expresses that 

commitment in action, defined, not by legal rights and duties, but again by our resources 

and the needs of those loved by God. These are the values which, by word and 

example, we must confront the world. This is the love which is God, returned to God to 

the best of our ability: being holy because he is holy. This also is “justice”. 

 

Sandel rejects “liberal neutrality”2395 because justice is “inescapably judgmental. … 

questions of justice are bound up with competing notions of honor, pride and 

recognition. Justice is not only about the right way to distribute things [but] also about 

the right way to value things”2396. Assigning a “value” to things always demands 

moral/religious judgments, which vary fundamentally, depending on whether we view 

creation as a gift or as the individual‟s right. This question of “value” applies not least to 

human life and existence. Attempts by Locke and Hobbes, etc to base “inalienable 

rights” in human reason are unconvincing2397: their true basis rests on Scripture‟s 
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assertion of the sanctity of God‟s image, but its philosophical articulation arguably 

stemmed from Aquinas‟ application of the Aristotelian notion of tevlo"2398.  

 

Throughout the OT, fP-…v]m is closely linked to doing the right thing by the vulnerable 

quartet - widows, orphans, aliens and poor - and not simply in terms of defending their 

legally enforceable rights, for they had few. The focus is on judging “righteously”2399, 

defending the destitute from oppression and on showing “kindness and mercy”2400. The 

first embraces O‟Donovan‟s “righting wrongs through judgement”: the link with the latter 

two is more tenuous.  

 

Scripture‟s case for “social justice”, summarized above, strongly suggests a positive 

dimension to “authority” – God‟s expectation of human response to his love, expressed 

as love of God and neighbour by his people in both their private and public roles. 

 

The Positive Dimension of Authority If authority‟s job is to do “good”, of which 

“righting wrongs” is but part, God “has told you … what is good”.2401 Scripture as a 

whole is replete with the demand for something more positive than “wrath on the 

wrongdoer”.  

 

God‟s example is unambiguous: “peace” and “steadfast love”, the defining factors in 

God‟s brand of “righteousness and justice” to which, as previously noted, he calls those 

exercising authority from and instituted by him, have a positive, rather than “reactive”, 

character. The commands to peace, righteousness and justice are those of the creator, 

the one God who asserts sovereignty over not only those who believe, but the nations: 

the “Most High has sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals”2402 and will punish 
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 Telos. The purpose for which all things exist and which defines what is good and what evil for 
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transgressors2403: unambiguous and universal. Those to whom he gives authority must 

“learn that Heaven is sovereign [and] atone for … sins with righteousness, and … 

iniquities with mercy to the oppressed”2404. The OT rules normatively define God‟s will 

for creation – “a question of a fair balance between your present abundance and their 

need”2405 – empowering self-sufficiency through work, not charity. Scripture does not 

endorse any political schemata, or prescribe the manner in which “justice” for the poor is 

to be achieved. The challenge to righteousness and justice confronts all political and 

economic models, but notably “the untrammelled individualism which secures 

individuals at the expense of community”.2406 Scripture does not subscribe to liberal – 

“It‟s the system‟s fault” – or conservative – “It‟s the poor‟s fault” – beliefs. It attributes 

poverty to a variety of causes, primarily “injustice”2407, the exploitative abuse of the 

power of wealth2408 and community attitudes2409, but also encompassing natural 

causes2410. Proverbs, and arguably Genesis, preach, not charity, but the need to 

work.2411 The cure for “injustice”, then, is likely to be as complex as its effects, but 

neither an excess of individual wealth or poverty is envisaged by God. Only 

governments can address the structural causes of poverty, but their will to do so must 

rest on the understanding that the poor are also God‟s children and that their authority 

in from and instituted by God, and so must be exercised with “righteousness and 

justice”.  

   

fP-…v]m/justice, then, is not Aristotle‟s equality, but what is right - honesty, fairness and 

integrity - measured against the steadfast love of God, exemplified by Torah. 
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Mt 12:28-31 suggests that the Shema2412 is the starting point for Jew and Christian 

both. God is the only God. God‟s self-revelation in the OT speaks of the same “Lord our 

God” known to us as the Lord and Father of Jesus Christ, understood through the 

incarnate, crucified, resurrected and ascended Son and the inspiration of the Spirit. We 

must recognize him as the only God, and so abandon our pride and pretensions before 

him – our aspirations to be God-like which constitute the core of all sinfulness2413 - and 

also respond to his absolute, unconditional love with all the love at our command - a 

love of God and neighbour: not of “judgement”. The result will be “peace”. Scripture‟s 

consistent concern to defend the weak, oppressed and vulnerable suggests that this 

love2414 is more than a sentimental inclination, but a practical commitment to God and to 

the external object of his love - creation - to be expressed in promoting what is best for 

our fellows and environment in terms of what God has determined are our proper 

relations to him and his creation. Just persons live honestly, equitably and generously in 

both their private and public capacities. We are “righteous” if we do what is “lawful and 

right”2415, defend outcasts2416 and free the oppressed2417.  

 

“Justice”, then, is more than the due execution of law or even the upholding of the 

“creation order”. 

 

Mt 22:21 marks a change from the theocratic community of believers to the situation 

where believers are citizens of many “states” which demand proper allegiance, but 

which cannot be given the obedience we owe to God – note, not the church, but “God”. 

The church is not the “state” – it can neither reward virtue nor punish except by removal 

“from among you”2418. However, the rules applicable to social interactions within the 

theocracy are still “useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 
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righteousness”.2419 Thus, Blomberg suggests every Old Testament command “reflects 

principles at some level that are binding on Christians”.2420 If God treats us with 

“righteousness and justice”, this is reason enough for us to treat our fellows likewise.  

 

Nygren2421 argued that “love” and “justice” are mutually exclusive: that YHWH‟s concern 

with justice, rights and obligations has been replaced by Christian ajgape and, in one 

sense, this is correct: ajgape is what we owe to God and neighbour, the only acceptable 

and valued response to God‟s love, fulfilling the law. However, God‟s love, and, thus, 

our ideal response, is normatively defined by Torah. This same concern for the 

vulnerable2422 pervades Christ‟s teaching, extended to the socially disadvantaged2423. 

He rejected the patronage system of his day, suggesting we should focus more on the 

poor and marginalized than our own pleasures, even to giving “preference to the 

poor”2424 rather than to those who could exert influence. Wealth should be seen as an 

opportunity for generosity.2425 True discipleship requires a commitment which makes the 

respect and love due to our parents seem like hatred.2426 The laws of tithing2427, 

release2428 and gleaning2429 required Israelites to render some of God‟s bounty to the 

needy because God redeemed them from Egyptian slavery, while the Year of Jubilee 

returned all land to their original allocation every 49 years.2430 There will be “no one in 

need among you, because the LORD is sure to bless you”.2431 “Justice” is not respect 

for the legal rights of others, but for the nature and command of God and for others as 

the children of God: failure to render that respect is “injustice”, which is offensive to 

God, while the sacrifices pleasing to God are not observance of the minutiae of the law 

and traditions. What is “good” is “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly 
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with your God”.2432 Thus, Christ condemns Scribes who, “for the sake of appearance 

say long prayers”, yet “devour widows' houses”2433 and Pharisees who insist on their 

legal rights, but “neglect justice and the love of God”2434, ignoring “the weightier matters 

of the law: justice and mercy and faith”2435. The cure is to give away as alms the 

proceeds of “greed and wickedness”.2436 For Christ, generosity to the needy through 

love reflects our disposition to God. His charge to his disciples is to love, and is 

expressed in compassion to the needy: this love and its practical expression are the 

defining characteristics of the new community in Christ, yet that “practical expression” is 

“more evidential [of the present and effective reality of saving grace] than causative [of 

salvation]”.2437 We are empowered by the Spirit to understand and give appropriate 

“practical expression” to our loving response to God‟s love. The whole relationship of 

loving commitment to God and the creation he loves is the determinant, not specific 

values.2438 

 

Paul2439 translates the OT strictures on “justice” in terms of striking a “fair balance” or 

“fair shares” according to the donor‟s means, looking to Ex 16:18 for authority; the aim 

being that there should not be “a needy person” within the community2440 - it “cannot be 

accidental that Luke, in his portrayal of the beginnings of the … community of the Holy 

Spirit, chose to describe them in words taken directly from” Dt 15:42441. We know God‟s 

love through Christ‟s sacrifice and should be prepared to emulate his example for:  

 

“How does God's love abide in anyone who has the world's goods and sees a 

brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?”2442 
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The faith demands we care for family2443 and the Christian community, but also “for the 

good of all”2444. Our duty in both Testaments is to love God and our neighbour in the 

sense of those likely to be affected by our acts of commission and omission.2445  

 

The logic is simple. God, as creator, has determined what is good for his creation, 

particularly for that part of creation able to know and respond to God. For humanity, that 

good consists of emulating God‟s character, disclosed through faith in Christ and in the 

law which defines how God‟s absolute love normatively comports itself and, therefore, 

remains valid until its proper purpose has been fulfilled. Love of God and neighbour fulfil 

the law so the proper purpose of the law is to build loving commitment to God and 

creation. However, the specific rules of the law remind us of the requirements of that 

love: instructing us in righteousness. God, as creator, has given us everything and, in 

fairness, we should give him everything in return - if we did this, we would merit eternal 

life. However, this being beyond us, we must assume the righteousness of Christ who 

alone perfectly fulfils the law of love of God and neighbour. We must know that self-

justification is beyond us before we can accept the free gift of justification in Christ. The 

law, then, is freed to show us the proper path of righteousness, but, at the heart of the 

law is love of God and neighbour, the understanding that what God has given to us 

should be shared to meet the needs of others, according to our means. The parable of 

the Good Samaritan debars us from limiting our concern to specific classes of people: 

our neighbours are not just our siblings in the faith, but anyone in need, a need we must 

answer without crippling ourselves – the injunction is to love as yourself, neither better 

nor worse. Our duty is to emulate Christ, who assumed our affliction as his own and 

responded to the needs of others as if they were his own. While it is important not to 

create dependency, if possible, and there will obviously be cases where whatever we do 

will not satisfy the need, the criterion is our capacity and other‟s need, not the subject‟s 

moral worth, fault or potential gratitude. God in Christ unquestioningly answered our 

spiritual need: we must respond in love of those he loves. All have sinned: all may freely 

embrace salvation: all should respond with a similar commitment.  
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The secular argument of “moral obligation” has never answered this need. There are no 

such things as universally shared moral obligations/”natural” law, and a feeling of 

obligation is seldom enough. Only political action ended2446 slavery, Apartheid and 

segregation. Scripture provides an unequivocal – probably the only unequivocal - ethical 

basis for moral action – “be holy, for I am holy” - and the promise of empowerment in 

the Spirit to live that action. We are created in God‟s image and likeness – with the 

dignity and holiness of God as our aspiration and inheritance in Christ, which we insult 

through acts of unrighteousness and injustice to others who share that status, an insult 

inherent in actions as diverse as murder2447 and cursing2448. This argues, not 

necessarily for the essential equality of all, but for the irreducible significance of all as 

God‟s image and likeness, universally blessed and loved by him2449 who takes “no 

pleasure in the death of the wicked”2450. This irreducible significance resides in our 

being as God‟s beloved children, not in our capacity for rationality2451, while God‟s love 

and affirmation also asserts the dignity of the balance of creation. This, then, is one of 

the basic assertions of our responsibility, in both our private and public roles: we must 

meet the needs of our fellows and respect our environment. Another is that everything 

we enjoy is God‟s gift2452 so everything we are and have belongs ultimately to him. 

Thus, we enjoy only a usufruct2453 over the natural world and owe responsibility to its 

ultimate owner. The righteous “are willing to disadvantage themselves to advantage the 

community; the wicked are willing to disadvantage the community to advantage 

themselves”.2454 A third is God‟s redemptive grace, his remedy for our sinfulness: God 

has freely saved us, restoring us to our proper relations to God, each other and our 

environment. The only appropriate response is to seek to live those relations properly, 

ie to be righteous and do justice. Thus, God‟s chosen form of “fasting” – a 
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demonstration of belief in the efficacy of divine grace through humility – is “to loose the 

bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to 

break every yoke … to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor 

into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from 

your own kin”.2455 These are emblematic of a change in core values in our lives which 

should be reflected in those lives: their lack is proof that we have not fully appreciated 

God's grace.  

 

Justification by faith proves that God graciously refuses to give us our just deserts2456, 

thus rejecting the Aristotelian understanding of “justice”. Torah is devalued by notions 

that we can earn salvation through works, that God does not insist on righteousness or 

that Christ's death simply shows God's love. Justice for the poor is not recompense for 

sin but an expression of the liberating grace of God, for to do justice is to be remade in 

the new image of God2457 – Christ, the Christ who freely gave his life to save, not the 

righteous, but sinners, disregarding the fact that many would reject his sacrifice.  

“Blessed is he who acts wisely toward the poor – who gives constant attention to their 

needs”2458: “justice” is a sustained course of action, weighing the needs of others and 

our ability to meet them sustainably, but demands more than a case by case approach, 

envisaging also the long term, the equipping of the needy to become independent, and 

the reform of social structures which contribute to dependency.  

 

The nations stem from one ancestor: their common destiny to “search for God”.2459 The 

“Babel” story notes that our inability to understand each other is the punishment for 

human pride, a punishment reversed with the gift of the Spirit.2460 Believers become one 

holy nation2461 which will eventually embrace every tribe, language, people and 

nation2462. 
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  “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us - and we ought to lay down 

our lives for one another. How does God's love abide in anyone who has the 

world's goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?”2463 

 

What does all this indicate?  

 

Certainly that O‟Donovan is right to reject Aristotelian notions of equality, arguably that 

love of God and neighbour address the “wrongs” of human community, but surely it is 

more open  to the contention that Scripture envisages a positive response to God in 

both our private and public roles. We love because he first loved us.2464 “Government” is 

not simply discrimination between “right” and “wrong” and a crusade against “wrongs”, 

but a vocation to be “God‟s servant for our good”.  

O’Donovan Again O‟Donovan links political legitimacy, not to events, but to actual 

representation of the community.2465 This is correct, but the political process is a 

complex balancing act between competing demands and perceptions to establish a 

practical modus vivendi between the disparate elements of that community.2466 It fails if 

a measure, even one supported by the vast majority, results in the breakdown, even a 

localized breakdown, of peace, order and good government, and must be suspect if it 

deprives any of life, liberty or property except by due process pursuant to reasonable 

restrictions – what is “reasonable” is a difficult question, and our only guide is 

conscience responding to “Holy Lawful Divine Love”2467 for all creation exemplified in 

Christ. However, the point for Christians is not so much “political” legitimacy, but 

                                            
2463

 1 Jn 3:16-17. 
2464

 1 Jn 4:19. 
2465

 This reflects the pragmatic foreign policy approach of Britain, O‟Donovan‟s home. Britain usually 
recognizes de jure any regime which has established stable de facto and representative government, as it 
did of Communist China on 6 January 1950, while refusing to recognize some regimes, such as the Smith 
regime in Rhodesia, if convinced they are unrepresentative, stable and de facto notwithstanding. The US 
(1979) and Australia (1973) for decades failed to recognize Beijing as the de jure government of China for 
ideological reasons. 
2466

 Sorry to keep reiterating that point. 
2467

 Torrance, 1996, 213. Which “constitutes the ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in 
the created universe, and it is under its constraint that all physical and moral laws functioning within the 
universe operate and are in the last resort to be recognised and formulated.” 
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“legitimacy” as true expression of “authority” from, and instituted by, God.  A regime 

can, on balance2468, be “representative of the community”, and so politically legitimate, 

but, either generally or on a specific issue, fail to be representative of its source of 

authority - “Holy Lawful Divine Love”. The authority of some regimes obviously issues 

from the barrel of a gun, not God.2469 Few regimes, even the last Julio-Claudians2470, 

prove that bad, and fewer still can also claim to be “representative of the community”. 

The practical concern is just where politically legitimate regimes become the “beast”, 

rather than God‟s (witting or unwitting) servants and the criterion for that is God‟s 

holiness/righteousness, not popular support. Less challenging are specific issues. The 

same criterion applies, but can usually be expressed in opposition to the measure, not 

necessarily the regime2471, unless both are so inter-twined that they stand or fall 

together. Politically illegitimate regimes which resist “Holy Lawful Divine Love” are also 

easy: we can join the general hubbub and oppose them. More difficult is when the 

regime is not representative, yet promises a rule more closely attuned to “Holy Lawful 

Divine Love”. There, our primary duty of obedience to God would require us to support 

the regime for, whether or not it has popular support, it is more likely to do God‟s will. 

Ergo, Christians cannot accept O‟Donovan‟s analysis, compelling though it is for their 

atheist brethren. 

The doctrine of separation of powers offers “an important corrective to the account of 

constitution [based on] legitimate entitlement … shifting the burden of proof away from 

appeals to legitimating events to the success with which justice is in fact done”, while 

leaving “the last word in legitimation to divine providence”2472. However, that doctrine 

has shifted the focus from the rule of people to the rule of law – from general principles 

                                            
2468

 No regime can hope to be perfectly representative on all measures. We vote for the least painful 
alternative and must bear much, even if “our” party is elected. 
2469

 They are not “God‟s servant for your good”, perhaps a “terror” to good conduct, not bad and fail as 
“the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer”, preferring softer targets. 
2470

 Vespasian (69-79CE) was the first Princeps to adopt Imperator as a job description, rather than a 
military honorific. And, of course, Tacitus and Suetonius, our primary sources for the Julio-Claudians, 
thrived under their Flavian and Antonine successors, and could, just possibly, be biased. 
2471

 Egypt, for example, outlaws proselytizing among Muslims, a measure most Egyptian Muslims find 
eminently reasonable. 
2472

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 189. 
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of divine law to positive law. The Roman Law rationalization for imperial authority2473, 

generalized, became a “natural-law theory to account for each and every polity” from 

which “the natural law account of government could advance”.2474 This left “no trace of 

popular powers”2475, but significantly differentiated “political powers”2476. Law is not 

simply legislation.2477 The “preeminent role assigned to the act of legislation”, which 

O‟Donovan links to the doctrine, confronts theologians with the (erroneous) 

understanding that “government was not only subject to law but responsible for making 

it”.2478 The doctrine suggests the right to make laws marked the sovereign, yet the 

authority for positive human law [actually] rested on the negative effect of divine law.2479 

“Political society was lived rationally, and lawmaking was the source and spring of 

it.”2480  

O‟Donovan‟s response suggests that law “is the presupposition of every political act of 

judgment … the original bridge between the „is‟ and the „ought,‟ the order within the 

                                            
2473

 As conferred by Senatus Populusque Romanus - SPQR - the “Senate and People of Rome” (more 
pedantically, the “Senate and Roman People”). “Senate”, by itself, was not sovereign: “people” were, but 
combined, both were so regarded. 
2474

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 187. 
2475

 Ie, it “institutionalized” our notions of political power and legitimacy. No longer do we see our rulers as 
people with authority, but as that monolithic entity called the “State”, remote from the community. Thus, 
our “power” ceased to define the community‟s laws and was, at best, confined to electing representatives 
who might take note of community attitudes before election year. 
2476

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 187. 
2477

 By which, I understand him to mean any form of positive law, rather than just the formal acts of a 
legislature, or delegated legislation. Under the Common law, the vast majority of the nitty-gritty of law 
affecting our every-day life, such as torts and contract, and the all-important interpretation of just what an 
Act of Parliament intended is judicially defined. And, the day-to-day detailed rules under Acts of 
Parliament are often promulgated by delegated legislation – Regulations, By-Laws etc often made by the 
Queen or her representatives. Also, the Royal Prerogative is a nebulous body of powers marking the 
remnant of the sovereign‟s absolute powers which allow Proclamations and Edicts which have legal 
effect. These powers are exercised by the sovereign or her representatives, sometimes in her own right, 
but usually on the advice of Ministers or by Ministers on her behalf. 
2478

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 187. Aquinas
 
(ST II-I.95.6.) saw social order as requiring both divine law – natural 

and revealed - and lex humana to positively determine otherwise unresolved matters.  
The statement that government was “subject to law” under the doctrine of the separation of powers is 
misleading. The doctrine of Crown/Sovereign Immunity meant that the sovereign was above the law and 
the administration carried out in the sovereign‟s name was not liable to be sued. The doctrine has now 
largely been modified by statute. See eg Crown Proceedings Act 1947¸ UK.  
2479

 The purpose of the criminal law being to define and proscribe those “wrongs” which attract the 
interest and intervention of society to apply punitive, as opposed to social, sanctions. Civil law regulates 
the civil relations of individuals which cause personal or pecuniary loss which attract the interest and 
intervention of society to rectify or compensate the loss, again as opposed to social, sanctions. The 
community may also express moral outrage, but, assuming vigilante “justice” is not invoked, the sanctions 
are purely social: ostracism or abuse. 
2480

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 188. 
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world that is given to us”.2481 “Law is the all-comprising order to which we belong, and 

within which the idea of the path to plot makes sense.”2482 A society of law can exist 

“without the framework of founding legislation”2483 for the Christian assertion is “that no 

human existence was ever prior to law”2484, the laws “perpetually in force and … 

appropriate for every season”2485 ie those embedded in our created relations, which 

should be defined by Torrance‟s “Holy Lawful Divine Love”. That law declares God's 

glory and determines all that happens. 

O‟Donovan‟s basic contention, then, is that true law is divine law or “creation‟s order” 

and that human positive law defying “natural or revealed law is ultra vires”2486 for the 

ruler is also subject to divine law, “which determines the possibilities for human 

society”2487.  

Every claim to “natural” law is an assertion of the universality of Judeo-Christian moral 

rules, divorced from “Holy Lawful Divine Love” which alone is their validity and without 

any supporting evidence beyond wishful thinking, yet Paul holds that no one will be 

justified by “works of the law”2488, a law which, good in itself, yet brings “sin and 

death”2489. Those rules are supported by the outward evidence of God‟s “eternal power 

and divine nature” which causes Gentiles “who do not possess the law, [to] do 

instinctively what the law requires”2490, but do not embrace the dimension of belief, faith 

and the love which expresses faith and causes our deeds to be “done in God”2491. The 

“natural law” concept asserts two layers of being in relation to God: those with faith fulfil 

the law through love of God and neighbour, those without faith must comply with the 

rules - “natural law” divorced from love - yet doing “instinctively what the law requires” 

affirms that the gentile response is based, not on an awareness of binding rules, but on 

                                            
2481

 Ibid, 189. 
2482

 Ibid, 190. 
2483

 Ibid, 189. 
2484

 Ibid, 189. 
2485

 Grotius De iure bellis ac pacis, prol 26. 
2486

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 188. 
2487

 Ibid, 188. 
2488

 Gal 2:16. 
2489

 Ro 8:2. 
2490

 Ro 2:14. 
2491

 Jn 3:21. 
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instinct which probably embraces love of others. This is the primary failing of the 

“natural” law proposition and the concept of innate human rights – they assert the 

universality and integrity of Judeo-Christian normative moral rules, but not of the basis 

of their authority without which they are meaningless.  

 

I submit the true basis for application of the principles of the moral law rests in the 

creator‟s commandment to exercise “authority” with “righteousness and justice”. 

 

Although I reject the notion of “natural law”, I endorse O‟Donovan‟s sentiment regarding 

God‟s “revealed law” as the expression of his “Holy Lawful Divine Love”: his 

holiness/righteousness. We “judge truthfully when, within the limits of human 

understanding, we judge … as God has judged”2492 - with moral discrimination which 

enables “judgment” to become “action”. “When we judge, we venture our own 

pronouncements … but in responsibility to the generic judgments of God”2493 which 

show the true nature of our acts.  

 

The criterion for judging as “God has judged” echoes Torrance‟s “Holy Lawful Divine 

Love”, in turn echoing God‟s pre-judgement/pre-destination described in Jn 3:16-21.2494 

The function of “authority” should be to act according to divine will, but, with the possible 

exception of the heady days of Israel under the judges, this has never been put into 

practice. These presuppose a judge of perfect disposition and knowledge of facts and 

divine will.  

 

All human judgement axiomatically fails to meet this criterion.  

 

Pending the New Jerusalem and God‟s unmediated rule, we live in a less than perfect 

world, so we fall back on “the limits of human understanding” – an honest attempt to 

                                            
2492

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 16. 
2493

 Ibid, 17. 
2494

 Judgement grounded, not in rules, but in such a love “for the world that he gave his only Son”: a love 
which embraces and saves “everyone who believes”, so their deeds may be seen to have been “done in 
God”, while condemning “already” those who have not believed, and prefer to hide their evil deeds from 
the light. 
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achieve a like standard, not necessarily with specific reference to divine law. Any 

regime of positive law displaces such a standard, although positive law may seek to 

encapsulate divine law, in spirit if not attribution.2495 Even “within the limits of human 

understanding”, Deborahs come in judgement/Platonic Philosopher-kings are in short 

supply. 

 

What, then, of the rest? 

 

God‟s “Holy Lawful Divine Love” is a wondrous guide and principle for life, but 

lamentably short on detail in its application to the trickier situations of everyday life. 

Positive laws deal with the details specific to an issue which has either caused, or is 

deemed likely to cause, a problem - by definition, the grey areas “within the limits of 

human understanding” - and so must be assessed in the context of the issue. 

O‟Donovan supports the validity of laws which fail to judge “as God has judged”, but are 

necessary and appropriate for the community because of our “hardness of heart”, and 

address what O‟Donovan2496 calls “social imperfectability”, provided they condemn that 

“hardness of heart” ie do not endorse our weakness2497. Thus, there can be no such 

thing as a “uniform minimum”2498, but judgement must dovetail with community moral 

                                            
2495

 Those elements of the criminal law aimed at murder, stealing and false witness are clear examples.
 

The House of Lords decision in Donoghue and Stevenson
 
[1932] AC 562], which established the tort of 

negligence in both Scots and Common Law, is also a perfect example of a judgement, reacting to a moral 
wrong and clearing “space prospectively for, actions … within a community” [O‟Donovan, 2005, 9]. Lord 
Aitkin‟s decision, which attracted majority support, notes that the “complainant has to show that he has 
been injured by the breach of duty owed to him in the circumstances by the defendant to take reasonable 
care to avoid such injury". The concept of negligence is based upon "a sentiment of moral wrongdoing 
(for) which the offender must pay." Not every moral wrong can have a practical effect in law so it must be 
limited to taking "...reasonable care to avoid acts or omissions which you can reasonably foresee would 
be likely to injure your neighbour." A neighbour is one so closely connected with and directly affected by 
the act or omission that the person should have had them in mind when committing the act or omission. It 
would be a grave defect in the law if a consumer could not claim in circumstances such as a 
manufacturer negligently mixing poison into a drink.  
The decision unashamedly draws on the Parable of the Good Samaritan and the Golden Rule. 
2496

 Having said in Resurrection and Moral Order (1986, 96-97) that “the forging of compromises does not 
have a legitimate place in Christian moral thought when it addresses … norms for the conduct of public 
life”. 
2497

 His example is the decriminalization of suicide. 
2498

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 20. 
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values, the times and circumstances2499: local customs “need to be harnessed to the 

task of judgment”2500. He acknowledges the difficulty in establishing/judging contextual 

truth from a different context, saying our judgement “is never more truthful in its 

correspondence to God‟s judgment than when it acknowledges its own severely limited 

capacity for truth.” 2501 

 

To my mind, this demonstrates that the God who shows patience with the shortcomings 

of humanity, pending the end, does so for humans in both their private and public 

capacities. This should suggest that those exercising “authority” have as free a hand to 

respond to the righteousness of God therein as they do in their private roles. This 

should mean that we are all confronted with God‟s righteousness, his “Holy Lawful 

Divine Love”. In both our private and public lives, we are called to comply with this 

perpetual rule of love which is divine “law”, but that “law”, being love, does not have the 

juristic effect of rendering our peccadilloes subject to punishment – God in Christ has 

acted to displace that theory – or our community‟s positive law peccadilloes necessarily 

ultra vires2502 for nothing is beyond the powers of “authority” from and instituted by God. 

The laws of a regime are ultra vires only if the regime does not exercise the true 

“authority” God appoints, generally or in this specific instance2503 to the point where we 

cannot, in conscience, support or tolerate it for it is everyone‟s duty to uphold “Holy 

Lawful Divine Love” and so deal with their fellow humans, as the bearers of the imago 

dei, with righteousness and justice. This suggests that those exercising “authority” must 

have some space to be God‟s servants, even if that means tolerating some mistakes: 

some examples of the tendency, natural in us all, but interestingly prevalent in those 

who seek power, to seek to be God-like. The irreducible minimum is that we, as 

Christians, must obey God, not humans. 

 

                                            
2499

 The example here is of killing by soldiers or police in the course of duty – presumably not amounting 
to war crimes or excessive force. 
2500

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 190. Nu 11. 
2501

 Ibid, 22. 
2502

 Literally, “beyond powers”. 
2503

 If it is the “beast” – not “God‟s servant for your good”, a terror to good conduct, not bad, a wrongdoer 
executing wrath on the good. 
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O‟Donovan, then, fails to recognize that we are confronted with, and called to respond 

in, love, not law. This is the fundamental misconception which causes his thesis to fail. 

Calvinism‟s “distinctive ethical contribution”2504 has ever been recognition of the 

“fundamentally positive” role of God‟s will to order2505, but that the proper role of Torah 

lies in teaching Calvin‟s “perpetual rule of love” and Torrance‟s “Holy Lawful Divine 

Love”. As this thesis addresses the issue from the Reformed Church tradition and from 

the fundamentals of Scripture, I cannot accept O‟Donovan‟s position. 

 

The simplest model for an O‟Donovanesque law-governed community was2506 of a 

monarch or Moses-like leader sitting in judgement. Eventually, the pressure of work 

means other courts must be founded.2507 Both may access God's law as part of 

society‟s customary law.2508 Dt 1 conflates the monarchical and tribal emphases of both, 

anticipating “the separation of … monarchy from … judiciary”, and crucially defining “a 

power of government beside the power of the courts”, which is, nevertheless, a “power 

of judgment”.2509 Founding and maintaining a judiciary is “a judicial act, giving judgment 

in favour of oppressed” as a “concrete historical class, the oppressed of this kingdom at 

this juncture of history” - an act of political judgement.2510 The executive and judiciary 

are complementary, their separation a “dialectical distinction of two institutional powers 

within the one general function of judgment”: the first creates and maintains courts, the 

second hears cases and makes decisions.2511
 The judgement may relate to specific 

cases or to a wider social concern - for example, the message the sentence in a 

particular case may send to the community in relation to an issue, although we must 

guard against committing injustice in specific cases for the sake of a message. Both 

must be pursued in their proper terms. The sub judice rule precludes the executive from 

interfering in specific cases, but equally the judiciary should not make policy judgements 

                                            
2504

 Hall, 2008, 18. 
2505

 According to Knox‟s favourite verse, “all things should be done decently and in order”. 1 Co 14:40 
2506

 Possibly still is in tribal communities. 
2507

 Ex 18. 
2508

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 192. 
2509

 Ibid, 191. 
2510

 Ibid. 
2511

 Ibid. 
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beyond its own scope.  It is a function of the executive to ensure that the judiciary 

functions well.  

  

Positive law requirements are the next step, and are generic – defining what is always 

to be2512 done – differing from judgements which affect only specific cases2513. Reforms 

to law require synergy between accepted community standards of right and the 

proposed reform. Thus, legislation should entail “a certain [consultative] relation to the 

people”.2514 England‟s Parliament originated as a place where the governed bought 

their frustrations to government. Its UK successor maintains the status of a court2515 so 

that its formal pronouncements – legislation enacted with the consent of the monarch – 

have the force of law as generic judgements. Convention and legislation now ensure 

that the powers of the monarch to change the law unilaterally – through the Royal 

Prerogative - are circumscribed.2516 

 

Here, we have all three elements of the doctrine of the separation of powers, but that 

doctrine is, as O‟Donovan must realize, not the source of the separation, but an ex post 

facto rationalization.  Rulers and judges have been a settled part of human society from 

times immemorial.2517 Legislation has also been a fact of life at least from the Code of 

Hammurabi, the laws of Solon and the Twelve Tables. In England, ignoring the Roman 

period, we can date its role from before Alfred the Great‟s Doom Book2518: its role was 

well established by the time of the post-1066 Great Councils, the Oxford Parliament of 

1258 and de Montfort‟s Parliament of 1264. Hopefully, I will not be misunderstood if I 

add Torah to that list, not as “law”, but as the normative expression of divine 

righteousness. The fact, not the doctrine, of “separation of powers”, flows from a 

                                            
2512

 Or not to be. 
2513

 Although judge-made law is both a generic pronouncement on the law and a decision on a specific 
case. 
2514

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 194. 
2515

 Which it exercises to punish contempt, summons witnesses etc, and which explains Parliamentary 
privilege – courts have a similar privilege. 
2516

 Interestingly, the Royal prerogative is much more significant in Australia than in the UK, since that 
prerogative embraces the 1901 situation, since modified in the UK by legislation, notably the 1911 and 
1949 Parliament Acts. 
2517

 And I don‟t mean the legal definition of pre 1189. 
2518

 Which codified three prior Saxon codices, and added the Decalogue and moral rules from Scripture. 
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deliberate decision2519 that, in this world, we are better governed under the rule of law 

than discretion, even discretion influenced by God‟s commands and example: we 

should know, or be able to find out, what the law requires, rather than be liable to 

arbitrary punishment. Thus, it is unrealistic of O‟Donovan to claim that the challenge is 

to disentangle our concept of sovereignty from the “preoccupation with legislation”, to 

focus on the “logic of political authority as judgment”2520 and that “faulty early-modern 

articulation … lacking a sense of the judicial character of all the powers of government, 

allowed the separation of powers to create competing jurisdictions” which “political 

authority cannot endure”2521. “Political authority” can and has endured just such 

“competing jurisdictions”: the Westminster System2522 assumes all power must be 

subject to checks and balances2523 which prevent precipitate action or the wilful 

extinguishment of rights – this is, in fact, the point of the exercise. The only exception is 

a core concept – the general election – to which “the resolution of conflicts must 

return”.2524 

   

O‟Donovan points out divine “judgment presupposes a context of covenantal relations 

… . YHWH‟s covenant with Israel constitutes the political relation in which he rules, and 

so judges; judgment is part of that covenant activity to which he has sovereignly bound 

himself.”2525 Covenant relations with God are universally open to all who believe, but not 

yet universal reality: in their absence, it is optimistic to assume that the rule of divine law 

is more than a consummation devoutly to be wished for, an eschatological reality. 

Despite this – at least under Ro 13:4 - the “community‟s good is determinative” in both 

divine and political judgements2526, and also in judicial and administrative judgements. 

O‟Donovan distinguishes between God‟s potentia ordinata and absoluta suggesting 

                                            
2519

 Usually imposed on rulers, who are fond of discretion, by “people power” or, in the case of the 1215 
Runnymede charter, “Baron power”. Note that the charter of 1215 is not the Magna Carta. John‟s charter 
was split in 1297 into The Great Charter of the Liberties of England, which remains in force, and of the 
Liberties of the Forest. 
2520

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 189. 
2521

 Ibid, 198. 
2522

 Which is defined by those checks and balances, not by the doctrine of the separation of powers: 
that‟s a rather amusing and impractical thing academics and the Americans do. 
2523

 “ … competing jurisdictions”. 
2524

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 198. 
2525

 Ibid, 11-12. 
2526

 Ibid, 11. 
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“God‟s absolute power can destroy but not judge”2527, but that, in the covenant context, 

God “assumed responsibility for the good of the human community, and will not destroy 

it”2528. Doing so neither limits his freedom nor means he acts as representative of the 

community – speaking for it2529, and (presumably) on its authority. God‟s freedom is 

expressed in covenant as obligations freely assumed. His decision to be for the 

community “is prior to the community, not subject to it”, and so is sovereign.2530 In 

relation to God, this - properly - moves the emphasis for any suggestion of rights 

inherent in creation to those granted by God.  

 

O‟Donovan defines “judgment” as “moral discrimination that pronounces upon a 

preceding act or existing state of affairs to establish a new public context”. 2531 “Moral 

discrimination” divides right from wrong “in a given historical situation”.2532 Judgment “on 

a preceding act” or “existing state of affairs” is “by definition reactive” and can never be 

“forward-looking”2533, yet it establishes a “public context … in which succeeding act, 

private or public, may be performed”, ie it can have “a prospective object of action”2534. 

Judgment must “be assessed by the success of its outcome”2535, and “both pronounces 

retrospectively on, and clears space prospectively for, actions … within a community[. 

The] form of the political act lies in this double aspect”2536. Thus, “judgment” is subject to 

criteria of truth and effectiveness, and success on “one front cannot compensate for 

failure on the other”.2537 The “new public context” required separates acts of a “private 

or restricted good” from “judgment”.2538 “Political judgment, then, is a response to wrong 

as injury to the public good” - “the reactive principle”2539. There “is a directive function 

even in judgments that are primarily reactive”, while in functions such as law-making, 
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“the directive function is primary”: legislation is “a reaction to wrong for otherwise its 

restriction of our freedoms would be unwarranted”.2540 

 

O‟Donovan predisposes himself to this view by his insistence on judgement based on 

divine/”natural” law, yet aspects of political justice, although necessarily based on 

experience, do not always pronounce “retrospectively on”, while clearing “space 

prospectively for, actions … within a community”.2541  

 

God‟s righteousness, identified with “Holy Lawful Divine Love”, is eternal and 

unchanging. As such, it provides a secure point of reference and principle, “the ultimate 

invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the created universe, and it is under its 

constraint that all physical and moral laws functioning within the universe operate and 

are in the last resort to be recognised and formulated”.2542 “Recognition” and 

“formulation”, however, are acts of human discrimination from the perspective of 

faith/belief – of “judgement”, if you like. The propriety, not the validity, of human acts of 

judgement, then, is determined by reference to “divine law”/”the perpetual rule of 

love”/“Holy Lawful Divine Love”, and, in their highest aspiration, “dependent on divine 

revelation”2543, but, of themselves, not necessarily reactive: it is in the very nature of 

positive law to be essentially proactive2544.  

                                            
2540

 Ibid, 22-23. 
2541

 Examples include the permission to use new technologies or to extract newly discovered mineral 
resources. 
2542

 Torrance, 1996, 213. 
2543

 NIDOTTE, 4:839. Regarding Ex 28‟s f~P;v]mi ˆv,j¶o]/breastplate of judgement, the “judgement” “indicates 

the divinatory function of the Urim and Thummim
  [
Nu 27:21, Pr 16:33] placed in the pouch” (NIDOTTE, 

2:317), while Jdg 4:5 suggests Deborah was approached as a prophetess to reveal God‟s will, rather 
than give judgement, while Torah is given, not to the world as the basis of judgement, but only to Israel 
which will seek God‟s will. (Ps 147:19-20) It is clear “the expectation when judgment is carried out” 
(NIDOTTE, 4:839.) differs from the function of judgement: whether “justice” adequately defines this 
appeal to the divine will, steadfast love and mercy may be disputed, particularly in light of abuse of the 
term in the Post-Enlightenment world, but it certainly comes closer than the notion of “judgement”, with its 
even clearer connotations of decision, hopefully impartial, based on law and fact. 
2544

 Thus, the law as the normative expression of God‟s righteousness and “Holy Lawful Divine Love”, 
was promulgated in time with proactive effect, and Jn 3:16-21, notably v 17, makes it clear that divine 
judgement, based on that love, is not necessarily reactive: “Those who believe in him are not 
condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already”. 
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O‟Donovan limits “judgment”2545 to the policy functions of the executive2546, and to the 

judiciary and legislature. The executive must ensure the judiciary functions well, 

“ensuring that justice, not arbitrary whim, prevails in social relations. One way in which 

the [executive] discharges this responsibility is to give the courts law.”2547 He suggests 

“good law-making needs a critical distance on it (the natural-law principle)”. 2548 Having 

rejected the “natural-law principle”, we must substitute “Holy Lawful Divine Love” as the 

ideal, or ethical standard, and community positive morality as the practical one. 

O‟Donovan correctly holds that this “law” should be emplaced in dialogue between 

“government and people”2549, but his over-emphasis on the doctrine of separation of 

powers suggests this dialogue has been compromised by the melding of government 

and Parliament2550, enabling the party system, rather than society‟s real concerns, to 

control debate2551.  

O‟Donovan‟s formulation requires qualification to give human law, especially positive 

law, space to function. If “authority” is subjugated to divine/”natural” law, it is effectively 

subjugated to the church. Torrance‟s “Holy Lawful Divine Love”, by contrast, recognizes 

divine love as the environment in which the universe‟s “moral laws” operate and are “in 

the last resort to be recognised and formulated.” The distinction may be fine, but 

Torrance‟s formula recognizes that “authority” and its laws operate independently of the 

church, recognizing “authority” as a separate ministry – God‟s servant for our good. 

 

                                            
2545

 O‟Donovan says administrative acts are not “judgment”. O‟Donovan, 2005, 9. I would not be that 
positive: most “administrative acts” involve discretion and so judgement. See below. 
2546

 Both heavily integrated under the Westminster system of appointing Ministers from those who are, or 
soon will be, members of the Parliamentary party enjoying Parliamentary support. 
2547

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 192. 
2548

 Ibid, 198. 
2549

 Ibid, 195. 
2550

 O‟Donovan notes there is a tension within the Westminster system as to whether Parliament is people 
or government. With the convention (in Australia, a Constitutional requirement) that ministers should be or 
become, within a short period, members of Parliament, there is the closest link between the legislature 
and executive, desirable as ensuring the executive has parliamentary support, undesirable if it 
compromises the Parliament‟s representative function. 
2551

 Certainly, the party system controls debate, but the party system is an inevitable penalty of any 
Parliamentary system, dictated by the need to pursue a more than one issue agenda with any chance of 
consistent success. The party system, like most human institutions, has both good and bad points, but 
the bad points of the alternative are exemplified where radical minorities hold the balance of power. 
Welcome to the real world. 
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Since “judgment is not a series of separate and discrete decisions, but an institution, the 

law of each case is discerned in relation to the law of proceeding cases”2552  so “no act 

of judgment can simply invent law de novo, since that would defeat one of the canons of 

judgment, which is proportion”2553.  There is, then, an inconsistency between the real 

world and his notion of legislation and judicial pronouncement as “judgement” - 

legislation and judicial pronouncement often invent “law de novo”, and, in this, are not 

necessarily at odds with the principles of divine law. Where operative with prospective 

effect, there is no “disproportion” or unfairness in that fact. Judge-made law, however, 

addresses past acts or omissions, yet often redefines the applicable law, and has been 

known to do so radically2554.  This means there can be a degree of unfairness for the 

actual parties to the decision, yet this would also be the case if courts were to interpret 

“divine law” differently to previous cases. 

 

O‟Donovan2555 feels that incorporation of the European Convention of Human Rights 

into British law interpreted by British courts precludes a splitting of jurisdiction.2556 The 

Convention certainly attempts to “reintegrate the falsely dichotomized conceptions of 

statute law and human rights, the one enjoying a positive immunity from moral criteria, 

the other enjoying a natural-law supremacy over positive law”2557. O‟Donovan‟s “natural-

law principle” claims that “for law to be valid it must be morally tolerable”, and must 

apply “across the whole range of legislative endeavour”, while the “truth of the principle 

behind positive law” – that the “rights of the individual cannot be respected simply by 

letting them cut across legal tradition” – “must also be maintained”.2558 There is a 

problem here. “Moral intolerability” - at least where the morals are the positive morality 

                                            
2552

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 192. 
2553

 Ibid, 193. The problem seems to be O‟Donovan‟s contention that all judgement is ex post facto, so 
that changes to law de novo could have retrospective effect, at least on cases before the court at the 
time. 
2554

 See eg Donoghue and Stevenson [1932] AC 562, discussed above.   
2555

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 198. 
2556

 In fact, this is how all international conventions are enforced in Common Law countries: international 
law operates either because it is ratified by legislation - in which case, it is the legislation which is law, not 
the underlying international treaty – or because it is a maxim of the Common Law that international 
obligations are part of the Common Law. In the latter case, however, the international obligation cannot 
override statutory requirements. 
2557

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 198. 
2558

 Ibid, 198. 
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of the community, not simply the individual - certainly, as Paton asserts, undermines the 

enforceability of a measure, but it is only where we accept divine/“natural” law as 

universally binding that we can talk of it affecting validity. I would not like to argue either 

ground before a court, the first because it is love, not “law”, and the second because, 

even if it were binding, it would be void for uncertainty. O‟Donovan argues that the 

success of a measure depends on the judiciary‟s willingness to “apply statute law 

intelligently in the light of a body of general principles of natural justice”.2559 “What is 

required of courts is simply a due acknowledgement of the authority of government to 

provide law, and a commitment to giving it the best interpretation of which it is 

susceptible, according to the most consistent interpretative principles … that can be 

developed.”2560  Of Common Law maxims of interpretation, the first is “Interpret to give 

meaning and effect.” This does not mean the interpretation most consistent with 

community morality, but the one intended - “meaning and effect” is not “general 

principles of natural justice”. O‟Donovan‟s “natural justice” seemingly argues for innate 

“human rights”, yet too great a willingness to apply that concept will apparently create a 

“tyranny”2561. Clearly, theology acknowledges a certain significance in being created in 

the imago dei, and having “power to become children of God”2562, and a duty on all to 

observe righteousness and justice, yet the concept of innate human rights is 

philosophical, not legal2563: we have rights defined by law, not rights which overarch 

law, so that human rights under both the Common Law and Roman Law systems are 

the creation of legislation. 

 

O‟Donovan, then, condemns judge-made law, yet expects those same judges to create 

a new overarching and, in my view, de novo category of law - “general principles of 

natural justice”. 

                                            
2559

 Ibid, 199.  Some care needs to be taken here. “Natural justice” is a technical legal term covering so-
called “administrative law”, but confined to procedural fairness. This is clearly not O‟Donovan‟s intent. 
2560

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 199. In fact, the core maxim of legal interpretation is “Interpret to give meaning and 
effect, but sometimes this creates problems – sale of goods legislation is abysmally worded, but no 
legislature dares tinker with the traditional wording for fear of upsetting the delicately interwoven net of 
decisions which have given it a commercially acceptable meaning.  
2561

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 199. 
2562

 Jn 1:12. 
2563

 At least, under the Westminster System. 
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The logic underpinning any positive law system is that citizens should at least know the 

broad outlines of what the community considers a “wrong” invoking its “interests” and 

“agency” so as to inform their decisions on whether or not to act. Ro 13 was penned at 

time when legislation was a common means of prospectively and publically defining 

legal rights and duties: legislation is clearly not inconsistent with its injunctions. 

Legislation seldom has retrospective effect, indeed this is heavily frowned upon except 

where it confers benefits, and so the link to judgement is confined to prospectively 

defining and separating “right” from “wrong”. 

Legislation, drafted in light of experience, may, normally does, react to a past wrong, but 

it also addresses opportunities through clearing “space prospectively for, actions … 

within a community”. For example, licensing regimes for the exploitation of public 

resources such as minerals, fisheries, forests and the radio frequency spectrum do not 

pronounce on a “wrong”, but regulate the orderly exploitation of resources for both the 

public and private good. Traffic laws often aim to preserve order and public safety by 

arbitrary rules: there is nothing inherently “wrong” about driving on the right hand side of 

the road2564, but, if most people drive on the left, the result would be undesirable. The 

reverse of this argument is that “authority” often deliberately inflicts “wrongs”2565, if, 

hopefully, in pursuit of a greater “good”. 

As to O‟Donovan‟s other bugbear – judge-made law – he comes close to condemning 

his own thesis. Admittedly, judges are unelected and, in the Westminster system, 

appointed for life, so are not always “representative”, but they are members of the 

community, expert in the law and, in criminal, and some civil, cases must deal with a 

                                            
2564

 Americans do it all the time. 
2565

 Planning laws, for example, deliberately restrict what would otherwise be legitimate uses of private 
property. (The law of public nuisance and various torts, such as the right to support, light etc, more than 
adequately guard against behaviour destructive of other people‟s rights to quiet enjoyment.)   
A fair tax regime is yet to be invented, but is specifically mentioned in Ro 13:7.  
Even compulsory health checks and education are restrictions of individual rights. Admittedly, with a little 
judicious semantics, we can identify greater “wrongs” that offset these.  
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“representative” jury2566 - the judges of fact. Elected judges2567 often focus less on 

justice, and more on the politically advantageous.  

Much depends on your definition of “representative”. It is, then, correct to say that: 

“A law of precedents derived from many cases stands over and behind each new 

decision and is appealed to in support of it. …  Divine law … mediated through 

traditions of right innate in the society, is sufficient to allow courts to develop law 

by way of their own judgments.”2568  

 

and that: 

 

“The obligation of the courts to maintain self-consistency makes them reluctant to 

innovate, but innovation may be necessary”2569? 

 

Again, divine “law” is not “law” in the sense of a coherent and accessible body of rules 

and statement of consequences – it is the guiding and perfecting principle of love which 

will be perfectly applied in the new Jerusalem, but probably not before then.  

 

When the authority of courts is undermined by decisions “repugnant to the communities 

conscience, or because their orders are impossible to implement”2570, or where the 

courts themselves call attention to a deficiency, usually in legislation, which they cannot 

address, it is the duty of other branches of government to initiate reform – “acts of 

judgment must be at once truthful and effective”2571.   

 

True. 

                                            
2566

 Unfortunately, recent legislation allowing minority verdicts has diluted this time honoured “check and 
balance”. If the standard in criminal cases is proof of guilt beyond reasonable doubt, the fact that the 
Crown has proved unable to persuade 12 good people and true surely entitles the defendant to the 
benefit of doubt.  
2567

 As in some American jurisdictions. 
2568

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 193.   
2569

 Ibid, 193.  What, I wonder, is the distinction between “bad” de novo law and “good” legal innovation? 
2570

 Ibid, 193.   
2571

 Ibid.   
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O‟Donovan warns against the idolatrous “aggrandizement of positive legislation”, turning 

it into “a form of executive action”, shifting “real responsibility to the courts” which has 

reduced the status of legislation to “provisional”, pending its testing through the courts - 

this is “the spiritual demise of  … democracy”. 2572 Independence of the judiciary 

certainly enables it to frustrate Parliament‟s claim to government through “positively 

legislated rationality”2573, through a quasi-religious attempt to “recover a pre-political 

moral ground of law”.2574 Again true, yet is this not the heart of O‟Donovan‟s thesis, with 

its focus on judges applying the “pre-political moral ground of law” he calls 

“divine/„natural‟ law”? O‟Donovan admits neither “we nor our courts have proved 

capable of acknowledging the claim of natural right without erecting a counter-

legislature, an equal and opposite imitation, and so precipitating a crisis over the 

location of the ultimate responsibility for government … government pursues policies of 

prudence only contingently related to justice, courts pursue justice with no relation to 

political prudence”2575, a prudence and justice likely to be formal. Judicial law-making 

requires focus on the specific case, rather than general policy, insulated from 

“pressures of public concern”: good law apparently must address those concerns2576, 

and take a “conservative approach to legal tradition”2577. If there is a “doctrine of the 

separation of powers” worthy of more than lip service under the Westminster system, it 

lies in the “separation” of the executive/legislature on one side and the judiciary on the 

other. This is at the heart of that system – and rightly so where judges regard 

themselves as the guardians of a legal tradition of protection of the public against 

abuses of power, while still being ultimately answerable to Parliaments. As Churchill 

said, the worst of all systems, apart from the alternatives.2578 

                                            
2572

 Ibid, 199.  
2573

 Ibid, 197. The entertaining duel between the Australian Tax Office and Sir Garfield Barwick as Chief 
Justice of the High Court of Australia, extending over many decades, is a case in point, but it would be 
hard to find someone on the ATO‟s side. 
2574

 Ibid. 
2575

 Ibid. 
2576

 Despite the fact that “public concern” is often the worst basis for good law. 
2577

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 197-198. 
2578 “ … democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms that have been tried 
from time to time”. The Official Report, House of Commons (5th Series), 11 November 1947, vol. 444, 
cc. 206-207.  
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Two approaches to the role of the executive mistakenly assume “government requires 

only the powers of the legislature and … courts”2579, that: 

 

  “bureaucracy” has “no task of judgment of its own … it describes the way in 

which every power of government2580 is given effect to”: thus, it “cannot be a 

branch of government”2581, and 

 

 the executive, “as the founding power, is required for extraordinary events, when 

… the authority of legislature and courts is suspended, moments when the legal 

and judicial structure fails to cope”, which sees the executive as sovereign, the 

mechanism of final resort in the case of emergency, suggesting something 

ominous and sinister.2582  

In fact, it exercises “an ordinary power of judgment … prospective judgment, the proper 

criterion of which is attributive justice” – or policy making/“„political‟ power”  which arise 

at the “interface between ordered society and disordered events [requiring] a high 

degree of discretion”.2583 In fact, the “bread-and-butter” of the executive is the 

implementation of policies – usually in a relatively ordered environment, but with the 

intent of avoiding “disordered events” – and it is this “high degree of discretion” which 

leads me to question O‟Donovan‟s concept of “administrative acts” not being 

judgement.2584 “Attempts to fetter that discretion to the implementation of legislative or 

judicial decisions hamper the flexibility of response – the new and untried never 

“present themselves spontaneously before courts and legislatures in obedient 

subjection to their authority; the unjudged has to be bought to judgment” and this is one 

                                            
2579

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 201. 
2580

 The decisions of the legislature and judiciary. 
2581

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 200. 
2582

 Ibid. 
2583

 Ibid, 201.  
2584

 Police, for example, may use proportional force to effect an arrest: “proportional” to the danger posed, 
the degree a matter of judgement both by the arresting officer and, ultimately, the courts. In fact, the 
“judgements” exercised every day by officials on how to apply discretions probably have a much greater 
impact on individuals than those of the policy makers, the legislature and the courts, most of which we 
wisely try to avoid. 
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function of the executive whose authority, even in emergencies, “is not wholly 

extraordinary, but [is] an extension of ordinary functions” to the extraordinary.2585 The 

power of the executive is “to initiate judgment and … provide for its continuance”.2586 It 

brings forward legislative proposals in response to emerging or foreseen problems and 

provides for the enforcement of law through acts that are “not generic but once-off and 

unrepeatable”.2587 However, this is probably the least of the executive‟s functions. 

Policies and resources are always linked. The executive orders and co-ordinates 

policies at a given time: to establish an agenda of initiatives, itself an act of judgment 

about the employment of resources, a judgement which “founds and supports all other 

acts of judgment in the state”.2588 Thus, policy also “needs consultation and consent [to 

secure] the loyalty and obedience of those subject to these judgments”.2589  

O‟Donovan2590 sees the bicameral legislature model as more than a historic 

accident2591: the “lower” chamber is charged to “effect acceptance”, but as the body 

whose support is necessary to form a government “there is no room for open reflection 

on legislative proposals”: this is the role of the “upper” chamber, assuming that the 

“upper” chamber acts as a house of review, but without the power to indefinitely 

frustrate legislation. That describes the role of the House of Lords, but not necessarily 

that of, say, the US or Australian Senates which are more concerned with States rights: 

but “the more closely the upper chamber resembles the lower in the mode of its 

constitution and the manner of its debates, the less it is worth having”.2592 

                                            
2585

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 201 
2586

 Ibid. 
2587

 Ibid, 202. 
2588

 Ibid.  
2589

 Ibid. 
2590

 Ibid, 203. 
2591

 Although usual, it is not universal. Queensland abolished the upper chamber and the powers of the 
House of Lord‟s to reject legislation have been much circumscribed. 
2592

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 203. True, but the real question is whether an upper chamber elected on a basis, 
not of popular support which hopefully is the basis of election to the lower house, would be able to act as 
a more effective house of review simply for that reason. The Australian Senate, for example, is comprised 
of 12 Senators per State, and 2 each from the internal territories. Tasmania had a population of 507,626 
as of June 2010, New South Wales about 6 million (about 1/3

rd
 of Australia‟s population). Tasmania, 

therefore, has 12 times the Senate representation per head as New South Wales. The logic of the Senate 
being more effective as a house of review that the House of Representatives, simply because it is elected 
on a different basis, is debatable, given that they must cope with similar workloads. 
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Police and related bureaucracies also react to events, bringing prosecutions which mark 

the courts as the goal, not the starting-point of their activities. They have independent 

discretion in the priorities of enforcement, which can be said to enable them to “reform” 

the operation of the law in minor ways.2593 Lacking the role of the investigating 

magistrate, common to Roman Law systems, the Common Law countries look to private 

or, predominantly, police initiated prosecutions to bring matters before the courts. In 

Christian countries, this represents the distinction between public judgement and private 

vengeance, with the injured party relieved of the responsibility for prosecution of the 

offence. Authority should “prosecute the more serious offences”2594 because these 

primarily disrupt society‟s peace, and so have a public interest element which would not 

be served by civil action for tort. Indeed, a vast raft of offences do not impinge on 

specific  persons and could not be reasonably prosecuted by individuals – eg customs 

and revenue offences, breach of duty of disclosure to the “state” or environmental 

pollution. A further point of distinction is the remedy: crimes involve exaction by the 

“state”, civil matters, damages2595 to the individual, but, crime or tort, both are wrongs, 

and both affront individuals and society, warranting the intervention of society to re-

establish peace. However, any judgement is in “favour of the victim”.2596 

The above examination of O‟Donovan‟s thought indicates dissatisfaction, but that is 

more with how he has chosen to express it. With one point, and that the essence of his 

thought, I can agree. As Christians, we must approach the exercise of “authority”, by 

ourselves or by others, from the perspective of God‟s “Holy Lawful Divine Love” - which 

I affirm as the more appropriate equivalent of O‟Donovan‟s “divine/natural” law - not as 

a test of secular validity, but of whether the initiative or regime is worthy of our support 

“for the Lord‟s sake”.2597 For every believer, “authority” is from and instituted by God, 

and its exercise valid as it serves God‟s purpose of peace and the establishment of the 

kingdom through salvation and sanctification. 

                                            
2593

 Ibid, 204 
2594

 Ibid, 205. 
2595

 Damages, other than “punitive” damages, are intended to restore victims to the extent possible to 
their prior position. 
2596

 O‟Donovan, 2005, 206 
2597

 1 Pe 2:13. 
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Conclusions “Government has the divine task of preserving the world, with its 

institutions which are given by God, for the purpose of Christ.” 2598 With our tendency to 

separate the things of this world from those of “heaven”2599– we often forget that all 

“authority in heaven and on earth has been given” to Christ and that “authority” as 

regime or initiative is valid only if it serves “the purpose of Christ”, which embraces 

making “disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded 

you”.2600  This does not mean that the task of “authority” is proselytizing. The Spirit, 

through proclamation of the gospel, creates faith, and thus makes disciples and frees 

and empowers us to respond to God‟s love in love of God and neighbour.2601 

“Authority‟s” task is to “preserve the world, with its institutions” for Christ‟s purpose, for 

“with its task and … claim2602, government always presupposes the created world. 

Government maintains created things in their proper order, but it cannot itself engender 

life; it is not creative.”2603 For the creative element – of developing community leading 

to, and fulfilled in, the kingdom, we look to God‟s creative will, expressed and 

implemented through each hypostases, and to people who bring love and labour to the 

equation as their contribution of “little righteousness” to the creative task. 

 

“Authority”, “from” and “instituted by”, God, then, looks to “the divine task of preserving 

the world, with its institutions”: of fending off and controlling those elements of our “God-

like” aspirations likely to be destructive of the ability of creation and community to 

support our proper role as reflecting God‟s image and likeness in Christ through 

knowing God‟s love and responding to it in love of God and neighbour: of bringing to 

God the things of creation (primarily of praise and need) to God and those of God to 

creation (in terms of gracious salvation and sanctification). “Authority” exercises a 

ministry complementary to that of the church, a ministry of order for our good and, 

                                            
2598

 Bonhoeffer, 1955, 308. 
2599

 The legacy of dualism and of the doctrine of “separation of church and state”. 
2600

 Mt 28:18-20. 
2601

 Thereby, both teaching and inducing us to “obey everything that I have commanded you”. 
2602

 To obedience. 
2603

 Bonhoeffer, 1955, 308. 
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therefore, a fundamentally positive one. God created the church to universally proclaim, 

by word and example, the gospel which is the power of God for salvation for all who 

believe for, in it, the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith. He also 

instituted “authority” from himself as a ministry of order, both to ensure the environment 

wherein the gospel can be universally preached and to avert humanity‟s tendency to 

descend into chaos. If we accept “righteousness” as a right intent and “justice” as the 

practical measures to implement that intent, it is understandable that the perfect love 

which is God should act towards his creation in perfect “righteousness and justice” and 

expect those whose “authority” is from and instituted by him to do likewise, within the 

limits of human frailty. Church and “authority” will cease to be in the new Jerusalem, but, 

until then, both share the responsibility of build the Kingdom, charged to do so with 

“righteousness and justice”, if from different perspectives.  

 

“Authority” is exercised by people, not institutions, and, as people, we are all subject to 

the creator‟s will that we “be holy for I am holy”. We are confronted by his righteousness 

through faith in Christ and in the “law and prophets” which normatively define that 

righteousness, and charged, in all we do or do not do, to act likewise – to respond to 

“the perpetual rule of love”/“Holy Lawful Divine Love” unstintingly given by God in Christ 

with equally unstinting, if not necessarily perfect, love of God and neighbour. We are 

also, as people, freed and empowered by the Spirit to offer the proper response of love 

to love. And it is God‟s command to all, whether in their private or public roles.  

 

O‟Donovan describes this charge to “authority” in terms of judgement according to 

“divine”/natural law. With this, I disagree, first, because I reject the notion of “natural” 

law and, second, because I believe God‟s charge to all is to freely respond. God‟s “Holy 

Lawful Divine Love” is the highest aspiration and motivation for response, a test, not of 

legitimacy, but of propriety - “authority” from God is delegated, first to Christ who wields 

it perfectly as the expression of his universal Lordship, and from him to humans, who 

wield it imperfectly due to human frailty. Human “authority” should be conformed and 

directed to his purposes and means - and the reality of the end days – but human frailty 

precludes an immediate and perfect response in either our private or public personae. If 
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God allows us space to respond in our private lives, he also allows us that space in our 

public lives. God‟s command is to love, not law, and so we must reject any notion of 

“authority” being subject to hard and fast rules so that its action may prove ultra vires an 

ill-defined “divine/natural” law: a “law” which, presumably reflecting God‟s will, is the 

arena of the synagogue/church‟s competence, not the “state‟s”. “Natural” law is 

supposedly open to all, including those exercising “authority”, but, if, as I suggest we 

must, we deny its existence as other than an affirmation of Judaeo-Christian morality, 

shorn of its essential basis in Holy Lawful Divine Love, only the synagogue/church is 

equipped to pronounce thereon, and so “state”, on O‟Donovan‟s argument, must be 

subjected to synagogue/church. The divine will, being love, not law, cannot be said to 

override positive law, even if confined to the normative expression of God‟s 

righteousness: Torah which we, under the influence of Greek and Latin, improperly 

render “law”. 

 

However, the space God allows humans is not infinite. If those in “authority” cease to 

be, or simply never were, “God‟s servant”, dedicated to our detriment, rather than our 

“good”, wrongdoers exercising wrath on the good and abhorrent to all good conscience, 

its “authority”, while possibly practical2604, is not from or instituted by God. We are duty 

bound, in love of God and neighbour, to resist illegitimate regimes and measures: 

regimes or measures abhorrent to all justice consistently and unreasonably fail to 

deliver righteousness, justice or order in the long term. The test for opposition to regime 

or measure is conscience - the values subconsciously inculcated in us by community, 

church and, primarily, the leading of the Spirit - and our charge to love God and 

neighbour as ourselves. 

 

If a regime is the “beast”, no matter how representative of its community, the regime 

and its unjust laws are illegitimate. Conscience and our duty dictate that we must not be 

subject: we are called to oppose its illegitimacy. If the regime is not the “beast”, yet 

seeks to implement “beastly” measures, we may, must, oppose those measures with 

the example and gospel of Christ: opposing the unrighteousness of this world with 

                                            
2604

 And, on O‟Donovan‟s argument, legitimate. 
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God‟s righteousness. In this judgement, we are unlikely to be alone, which is 

comforting. However, that is a real possibility in the more common case of a regime, 

politically legitimate in O‟Donovan‟s sense, adopting measures which offend 

conscience. As “Paul was to stress [in 1 Co 8-10,] whatever a person cannot do in good 

conscience is sin, at least for that person - a violation of one‟s faith and conscience”.2605 

In our duty to love our neighbour as ourself, this extends to resisting measures which do 

not affect us, but unconscionably disadvantage others. The ethic of love, of total 

commitment to God and neighbour, the one debt we owe “one another”2606 and the 

commandment we have had from the beginning and in which we must walk2607, is 

clearly, and concretely, defined in Christ‟s sacrifice2608 - it is not love on our terms, and 

may well demand sacrifice. If we have exhausted all, or have no, legal channels of 

redress, this may only be effectively challenged by illegal acts, but, before we so act, we 

must recognize that conscience is not compartmentalized: we must also consider the 

effects of an “effective challenge” to the community. We cannot tolerate 

unrighteousness and injustice simply because they do not impact on us personally or on 

our families and friends or even on our own community, yet our neighbour is anyone 

likely to be affected by our action or inaction, wherever they may live. The challenge 

may bring down a government, which may lead to a worse alternative or to chaos and, 

therefore, in itself, more adversely affect our neighbour than inaction. We must always 

weigh the value of opposition against the harm it entails.  

 

Thus, we must reject O‟Donovan‟s concept of legitimacy based on community 

representation: we look to whether it is representative of God and his purposes, if with a 

proviso. God‟s desire is “peace”: if we disrupt the peace, order and good government of 

a community, we have failed Christ‟s demand that our “good works” cause others to 

give glory to God.2609. However, we can happily disrupt the complacency of the 

community by the example of principle - “peace”, the eschatological aim of the 

Kingdom, is not the Hellenic “absence of strife”, but right relations to God and the 
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creation he loves. All peace is the gift of God2610 and so flows from his 

righteousness.2611 Thus, “righteousness” and “peace” are linked.2612 The way of peace 

presupposes justice and truth2613, and so opposes evil.2614 To be “at peace” is to walk 

with God in a covenant relationship of life, for the covenant renews the wholeness of life 

which embraces obedience to God, and thus to walk in “integrity and uprightness”.2615 

Eze 37:26-28 “identifies the everlasting covenant” as of peace and blessing, promising 

to dwell with the people, to be their God and to take them as his people.2616 God‟s 

steadfast love and covenant of peace will never depart2617, suggesting a covenant link 

between peace and God‟s love. Removing God‟s peace is to remove his covenant 

promise.2618  

 

The Reformed Church has never sought to subordinate the proper exercise of 

“authority”, or, for that matter, the lives of individuals, to the power of the church, simply 

to the power of the Spirit and gospel message. “Authority” is an independent ministry of 

service to God, if complementary to that of the church. “The State … acts with its own 

direct responsibility to God. The same revelation of God is the light on the Church‟s 

pathway as it is on that of the State but … in such a way that their jurisdictions remain 

distinct, and the Church does not dominate the State nor the State the Church.”2619 

Barth rightly claims our responsibility to God‟s Kingdom includes claiming public life by 

ensuring that positions of authority are occupied by God-fearing people or, failing that, 

doing all in our power to obtain good politicians, judges and officials. If we have 

democratic rights, we should exercise them accordingly. Our obligation is to be good, 

but not necessarily pliable, citizens, and does not require we ignore our duty to God to 

avoid embarrassing governments. Church and “state” are both subject to God‟s 
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Kingdom2620 which “founds ... the true system of law, the true State”2621, defined by “the 

rights won by Jesus Christ in His death and proclaimed in His Resurrection, which 

...constitutes ... the message of justification, in which, here and now, the task of the 

Church consists.”2622 In both our private and public personae, we are under the 

“authority of Jesus Christ”2623, expressed in the “rubric of love”2624. “Authority” is 

“ordained by God's holy ordinance”.2625 

 

Laws must conform to the “perpetual rule of love, so that they indeed vary in form but 

have the same purpose”2626, while “barbarous and savage laws [are not] to be regarded 

as laws [if] abhorrent not only to all justice, but also to all humanity and gentleness.” 2627 

Calvin‟s “perpetual rule of love” embodies God‟s own righteousness, the concrete 

expression of his being as love, which is the object of creation and its ways2628 and is 

the defining factor of authenticity in the exercise of “authority”. 
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CHAPTER 8 – CONCLUSIONS As creator, God is sovereign over creation, alone 

determining its purpose and proper ways of being. This is his “absolute claim”2629 on his 

people, and the meaning of the law, yet the claim is not, as selective salvation infers, 

arbitrary. God‟s absolute, eternal covenant commitment to creation expresses his love 

and encompasses creation‟s well-being – aiming at the fulfilment of its potential. 

“Covenant” and “creation”, jointly and severally, assert the relational focus of God‟s 

creative and redemptive activity. Creation is real, if contingent, the subject of God‟s 

love, ontologically distinct from the Trinitarian relationship which is Nicea‟s definition of 

the God of love. Humanity is that part of creation which, created in the imago dei, has 

the ability to know and respond to God‟s love in love, to bring the things of God to 

creation and those of creation to God: its purpose fulfilled in being loved and loving God 

and the creation he loves. As creator, God has the right and capacity to initiate, sustain 

and rectify our relationship to himself and his beloved creation.2630 Scripture‟s doctrine 

of creation is not primarily or even significantly an excursus on being and becoming - 

not a textbook on physics - yet it precisely delineates the order of creation and, with the 

concept of covenant, answers the question beyond physics: creation‟s why - its purpose 

and proper ways of being. The gospel tells us what God has done to realize creation‟s 

potential inter se and in relation to him - to enable us to achieve our proper ways of 

being – and why – because he is love. If, as Nicea told us, in Christ, the true reality of 

God and of humanity have come perfectly together2631, and given the extent of Christ‟s 

free, vicarious and substitutionary sacrifice for and on our behalf, there is no reason to 

doubt Scripture‟s consistent teaching that this sacrifice is sufficient to regenerate, 

redeem, reconcile and sanctify, creation in toto as creation in its relations to God and 

inter se, not just some favoured part thereof, although, as creation‟s focus is on love of 

God and neighbour, that sacrifice is effective only through faith – for those who freely 

and authentically embrace God‟s relational initiative. God then has revolutionized our 

personal and ontological relations2632 to himself and creation, and through Christ‟s 

resurrection and assent, endorsed Christ‟s sacrifice as his victory over death and, 
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therefore, sin. There is no reason to suggest, as scholasticism in both emanations 

suggests, that Christ‟s sacrifice was sufficient to work only a partial, selective and 

essentially arbitrary salvation. Salvation, then, is universally offered effective through 

faith working in love of God and the creation he loves.2633 It is expressed in a mutual, 

authentic, loving commitment forming the relationship between God and his creation.  

 

Because God is love2634, he brings his Holy Lawful Divine Love, which “constitutes the 

ultimate invariant ground of all rational and moral order in the created universe” 2635, to 

the relationship with creation in which his righteousness – his faithfulness to his eternal 

covenant commitment of love to creation – is expressed. The revelation of that 

righteousness through faith for faith is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

has faith”.2636 It is defined by that law fulfilled by love of God and neighbour and by the 

gospel. We “love because he first loved us”.2637 God‟s will for the full realization of 

creation‟s potential through love of God and creation is compromised, but never 

defeated, by those who fail to respond to God‟s love in love of God and neighbour, 

particularly by those who act unrighteously or unjustly. Thus, creation is not the passive 

object of divine love, but part of a dynamic communion of love. However, within that 

communion, God has taken responsibility for our salvation and for freeing and 

empowering us to respond to his love in love of him and the creation he loves. 

 

Through the proclamation of the gospel, the Spirit enlightens us by revealing God‟s 

righteousness and empowers us through knowledge of God and ourselves to true 

service of God - to live authentically in loving relations to God and creation - and, 

through incorporating us into the true humanity of Christ, embraces us into the 

communion of love that is God. That “service of God”, our response of love and 

commitment to God‟s love, is not qualitatively defined: it is either real or it is not, but it is 

love, not compliance to objective standards of behaviour. We cannot earn salvation 

through “works of the law”. Our assumption that we can and must comply with 
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standards of behaviour as a means to salvation is Scripture‟s very definition of 

sinfulness – seeking to be god-like.2638 Thus, in our relations to God and creation, 

whether in our private or public personae, we are “true children of God” and our 

relations with God and creation are familial, determined by a mutuality of love and 

respect. Scripture‟s teaching of salvation universally offered neither denigrates, nor 

shifts the ultimate focus from, God‟s righteousness. If the gospel universally offers 

salvation, its message must be universally proclaimed. Pending the perfection of that 

work, “God has put all things in subjection under [Christ‟s] feet", who must reign until all 

his enemies, including death, have been conquered and “he hands over the kingdom to 

God the Father” “so that God may be all in all”2639. The church proclaims the gospel, 

and so is the primary instrument of his rule. As proclamation of the gospel is the 

underlying dynamic, the church‟s role is defining and pivotal - God has made Christ 

“head over all things for the church”.2640 

 

However, God did not create chaos, nor is he to be sought in chaos.2641 He instituted 

“authority” to initiate and maintain peace, order and good government within his 

creation, not least because order is essential to the church‟s task of proclamation of the 

gospel. Both “state” and church collaboratively build the kingdom as temporary 

instruments of the economy of salvation2642, necessary during “the period which the 

Divine patience has granted us between the resurrection of Jesus Christ and His 

return”2643. 

 

True church is a ministry of God‟s purpose in proclamation of the gospel through every 

aspect of its life and witness, reflected in every expression of love of God and creation, 

every aspiration to, and every prayer and effort towards, righteousness and justice, 

peace and order. It is faithful to the Apostolic witness recorded solely in Scripture, holy 
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in its life and witness, and open to the universality of its mission - holy, catholic and 

apostolic in the Nicene tradition.   

 

True “authority” is another ministry of God‟s purpose in establishing and maintaining 

order. It is instituted for our good2644, a charge given temporal priority in Ro 13 and 

logical priority by the nature of God‟s relations to creation, the latter point borne out by 

its obvious and intentional link to Paul‟s charge in Ro 13:8-10.2645 Wrath on wrongdoers 

is a subset of that charge. God has told us what is “good”, and that is “to do justice, and 

to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God”2646 - to love God and neighbour. 

Thus, “rulers” - and recall that “authority” is exercised by people, not by institutionalized 

legal fictions - are not “a terror to good conduct, but to bad”. To this “authority” we 

should be subject because of conscience, and, indeed, any regime which genuinely 

seeks that end is worthy of our respect and will be upheld by our consciences. No 

regime is “true state” if it consistently and unreasonably repudiates the good of those 

under its authority, is a terror to, and rejects, good conduct, executes wrath on those 

who do good, and offends our consciences. True “rulers” do justice, love kindness and 

walk humbly with God, serving God with all their heart and soul, keeping his commands 

“for your own well-being”.2647 

 

Barth‟s proclamation that we are “with great strictness required and with great kindness 

freed and empowered to do what [we] can do in the sphere of the relative possibilities 

assigned to [us], to do it very imperfectly yet heartily, quietly, and cheerfully”2648, applies 

to ordinary citizens in their everyday lives and to “rulers”, yet note that “the relative 

possibilities assigned to” “rulers” are generally more significant than those of the 

ordinary citizen. This suggests that those who exercise “authority” from and instituted by 
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God are charged to do what they can2649 to maximize the potential and actual 

contribution of all members of their community to creation‟s “good”: to building the 

communion perfected at “the end” when “the home of God is among mortals [and he] 

will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with 

them”: when death “will be no more [and] the first things have passed away”2650. This is 

the kingdom of God wherein all are freely ruled by his will through love. Both “state” and 

church, then, collaboratively build the kingdom as temporary instruments of the 

economy of salvation.2651 

 

The highest aspiration of “authority” is the standard of God‟s own comportment to those 

under his authority, his righteousness and justice. Ro 13‟s “authority” is delegated 

authority. It is subject to God‟s purposes, answerable2652 to the immediate Lordship of 

Christ, and God‟s ultimate authority. Confronted with the righteousness and justice with 

which God deals with his creation, “rulers” are commanded to do likewise. Being 

human, they cannot perfectly respond to God‟s righteousness and justice, yet the 

proper response to God‟s universal claim demands they aspire and genuinely attempt to 

do so, bringing to the community at least the outer form of “justice, order and peace”2653, 

thus establishing the environment necessary for the church to perform its task. Both 

church and “state” focus on the “Kingdom of God, which founds ... the true system of 

law, the true State”2654: a system and “state” “not capable of realization in this age, not 

even in the Church”2655, but demanding institutions working towards that end. That “true 

system of law” is Christ‟s law:  

 

 “the rights won by Jesus Christ in His death and proclaimed in His Resurrection, 

which ...constitutes ... the message of justification, in which, here and now, the 

task of the Church consists. The church cannot itself effect the disclosure of this 

eternal law, neither in its own members nor in the world. It cannot anticipate the 
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„Marriage of the Lamb‟ (Rev 19:7). It cannot will to celebrate it in this „present 

age‟ but it can and it should proclaim it ... to the world”2656.  

 

God‟s definition of what is “good” can only uphold and build true “state”, yet nothing is 

more destructive of regimes which claim legitimacy, yet fail to deliver the purposes for 

which God institutes authority. There will inevitably be cases where the practice of 

“authority” conflicts with the gospel message. We then must be aware that we “must 

obey God rather than any human authority”2657, yet in the context of the teaching that, to 

resist authority from and instituted by God is to resist what God has appointed2658: note, 

however, the qualification “from and instituted by God”. Not every claim to “authority” is 

“from” and “instituted by” God.   

 

As Aquinas pointed out, the community is possessed of potent powers of discrimination 

and, inevitably, when authority is unreasonably exercised without due regard for 

righteousness and justice, peace and order to the point where the regime is not “true 

state”, the populace will reject it and the individual may in conscience use all means, 

commensurate with the evil thereof and with the dictates of conscience, to oppose the 

regime and seek to substitute a better alternative - “legal” and “illegal” are irrelevant: the 

regime is not “true state” and its “laws” not true laws. This is the genuine teaching of the 

ferocious Calvin, and the reason why the whole edifice of Federalism is misguided and 

unnecessary. The obvious starting point is prayer, proclamation of the gospel and the 

example of obedience to God: these are God‟s absolute claim over us, and must be 

offered in all circumstances, even if theoretically “illegal” - although present and 

compelling threat to life and limb may suggest discretion. Conscience and the law of 
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Christ - love of God and creation - must inform any other initiatives against regimes 

which are not “true state” or against “bad” policies.  

 

Nothing in Scripture subordinates “rulers” to ecclesial authority. Their responsibility for 

the exercise of “authority”, and the church‟s for proclamation of the gospel, are owed 

directly to Christ as Lord. The roles complement each other. Nothing is more conducive 

to societal order and the development of communal potential than revelation of the 

righteousness of the God of love2659 and his command to love God and the creation he 

loves. Nothing is more conducive to proclamation of the gospel than a society governed 

by righteousness, justice, kindness and humility before God. The functions of church 

and “state” cannot be blurred: church cannot be “state” nor “state” church2660, yet 

nothing in Scripture suggests they should be separate: whether in private or public life, 

all are subject to God‟s command. True church can never be more useful to true “state” 

than be confronting it with the righteousness and command of God, whether in 

encouragement or reproof, while true “state” can never be more useful to true church 

than by confronting it with righteousness and justice, kindness and humility, again 

whether in encouragement or reproof. None of these concepts are alien to the personal 

being of those representing the church or exercising “authority”. 

 

This assessment posits a positive view of “authority‟s” role – to establish and maintain 

order “for your good” - and its functional independence of the church in discharging that 

role, but firmly in the context of God‟s “absolute claim”2661 on his people and creation, 

and so of a responsibility to God and creation as a whole. This is guaranteed to 

aggravate both those who believe “state” should be subject to church dictates on moral 
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issues and those who assert the secularity of the “state” – its supposed independence 

of the least criticism with a religious “flavour”. O‟Donovan, for one, would not be 

amused. He sees “authority” as judgement on wrongdoers, but on the basis of the 

discredited notion of “natural” law – as I have hopefully demonstrated, this has become 

an unwarranted universalization of the Judeo-Christian moral code suggesting that 

synagogue/church is the final arbiter.2662 I cannot accommodate this sort of subjection 

of “authority” to ecclesia, and neither can I accept that church alone has a universal role 

and so responsibility.2663 I reject the dualistic notion of “state” as a mechanism of a 

“bad” material world – part of the environment the “elect” must endure before as a factor 

in “translation” of an “eternal” part of us to a “good” spiritual plane.2664  Consequently, I 

also reject the dualistic notion of church focussed on a hereafter, rather than on 

“proclamation of the gospel” in this world at this time, and in a sense so much more 

expansive that preaching the word and due administration of the sacraments, important 

as those functions may be. 

 

I believe, and make no apologies for the fact, that my assessment more closely echoes 

Scripture, the Nicene Fathers and the ferocious Calvin. Scripture is entirely consistent – 

and simple - in its message, properly understood, and that means in its own Hebraic 

cultural setting. The “theologoumena of a different [Olympian-Parmenidean] faith”2665 

has never had anything worthwhile to add, and much which detracts from that message 

in undermining our assurance of salvation and compromising the freedom of our 

response to God‟s love and so our status as true moral agents. Church and “state” are 

complementary, yet distinct ministries of God charged with building the kingdom, and 

when that desirable “end” is realized, they will be subsumed therein. 

 

The Scriptural vision as interpreted by Calvin has much to tell the modern world of the 

personal and relational responsibilities of church and “authority”, particularly in 
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refocusing us on building the kingdom, and so on the immediate and ultimate “good” of 

creation and our “own well-being”.2666 

 

In Chapter 1, I alerted the reader that defining Scripture‟s approach to “authority” from 

and instituted by God for our good was a relatively simple task, at least after the many 

alien and extraneous distractions are cleared away. High on the list of those distractions 

has ever been our attempts to squash the round peg of the God and Father of the 

Jewish Jesus Christ into the square hole of the inherently incompatible teachings of 

Classical philosophy‟s dualistic and legalistic outlook, attempts now polarized under 

Scholasticism of both the Medieval and Protestant varieties. Since “scholasticism” will 

inevitably be asserted to rebut my conclusion (above), we must revisit that topic.   

 

“Federalism”/Protestant Scholasticism sits somewhere between the Medieval version 

and Reformation teaching, notably in affirming Scripture as “given by the inspiration of 

God”2667, it‟s authority resting “wholly upon God”2668 and to be held in “high and reverent 

esteem [as the] only way of man‟s salvation”2669, the “rule of faith and life”2670. However, 

“Federalism‟s” Scripture is interpreted according to dualism‟s core assertions, not its 

natural meaning in its own cultural setting. It attempts to extrapolate concepts similar to 

Medieval scholasticism from, but not necessarily expounded in, Scripture, and so its 

epistemology is even more confused than the Medieval version. Focusing on being2671, 
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dualism‟s primary concern is to explain how we may free ourselves from this 

unsatisfactory material world‟s trammels. It understands God, not through revelation, 

but from “rational” assessment in extrapolation from our strengths, shorn of our 

weaknesses and tailored to meet our needs.  

 

“God” is primarily a monad, the Trinity addressed only in “the unity of the Godhead”.2672 

“God” is not love, but the impersonal principle of “goodness”, so our relations are 

primarily legal. Dualist “God” must be appeased, even at the price of the innocent: 

neither Father nor love, for “law” is incompatible with “love”. Christ is arguably not God‟s 

true reality whose sacrifice has freely, once for all, saved us, relationally and 

ontologically altering our state. Grace saves selectively, but piety is now an end in itself, 

so “Federalism” promotes a typically scholastic “doing your best” approach, neatly 

dovetailing with the dualist understanding of separate “good” spiritual and “bad” material 

realms. At a less exalted level, we break the nexus in Christ between the things of God 

and of the world, dismissing this world as God‟s beloved creation, affirmed “good/very 

good” in its being and proper ways, and the arena in which we are called to live through 

love in communion with God, each other and the balance of creation. This world and its 

ways, although God‟s creation, are subordinated to our aspirations to a higher, spiritual 

reality - the eternal “soul‟s” translation to heaven, rather than Scripture‟s vision of the 

end. The “world” becomes the enemy of our supposedly superior “spiritual” aspirations 

and high on the hate-list is the “state”, the embodiment of this-worldly being whose 

service is at best the WCF‟s “legal”. The Pelagianism and the semi-Pelagian aspects of 

Medieval and Federal Scholasticism promote individualism and the institutionalization of 

power, both ecclesiastical and political, where Scripture defines the end as communal 

and familial. “Federalism‟s” legalist approach naturally focuses on “authority” as the 

scourge of wrongdoers, bearing the sword to execute wrath, and Ro 13:4 can certainly 

be cited in support.  
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“Federalism‟s” earliest exponents2673 had two concerns, Gallic notions of the “divine 

right of kings”2674 - embraced by the Stuarts, among others, and based on a tortured 

interpretation of Ro 13 - and general plebeian rowdiness2675, both of which disrupted the 

Puritan focus on individual piety. Calvin2676 understood both were more than adequately 

dealt with under Scripture, properly applied, yet appeals to Ro 13 or God‟s authority 

over creation generally were unlikely to restrain the worst excesses of either2677. 

Something more concrete than fine theological arguments appealed, particularly when 

reinforcing the absolute imperative to piety. The “feodus operam in creation” concept 

confronted the former with dubious “natural law” concepts and threat of reprobation2678 

pursuant to double predestination, the latter by focussing the wrath of “authority” on the 

lower orders, likewise threatened by reprobation. Grace, applied selectively through the 

gift of the Spirit, was later added to prevent the failure of God‟s creative purpose. Just 

why some are saved and others reprobate when all deserve death remains a mystery: 

free response boosts the assurance of the elect.2679 The focus, which is on individual 

compliance with legal constraints, is essentially individualistic, if in communal context. 

That the feodus operam rates no mention in Scripture was unfortunate, but the concept 

unambiguously achieved its ends2680. It is to this concept that we trace notions of 

universal human rights, 17th to 20th century developments in Parliamentary democracy 

                                            
2673

 The “taxpayers, the solid middling folk who have been the backbone of all the profound revolutions of 
history”. Lacey, 2004, xv. Lacey (Ibid.) also notes that “[c]hanging economic circumstances have a way of 
shaping beliefs”, and this holds true of changing political circumstances: the Wars of Religion in France, 
the Thirty Years War and the English Civil Wars must all have had the effect of concentrating the mind 
wonderfully on practical threats at the expense of the purity of religion. 
2674

 Suggesting that the citizenry be absolutely subject to arbitrary Royal “authority” - a notion certainly not 
undermined by Luther‟s via crucis concept. As anyone who has ever tried to obtain information or remedy 
a wrong in public administration can attest, despite the rhetoric of political theory and politicians, notions 
of the “divine right of government” are alive and kicking. 
2675

 Disorder is seldom good for business – apart from war related industry -  and the first half of the 17
th
 

century was very bad for business in that regard. 
2676

 By the limitation of arbitrary “authority” under Scripture
 
(Calvin, 1960, 4.20.) and piety subsumed in 

our free, natural and proper response to God‟s gracious love. 
2677

 Particularly as “the divine right” claims the authority of Ro 13.  
2678

 Medieval Scholasticism assumed only the few will be saved, and so needed no specific articulation. 
2679

 It does nothing for the reprobate, although they are even less popular with God if they fail to so 
respond. 
2680

 If at some cost to the purity of religious belief and to Scripture‟s evangelical message of assurance of 
salvation by faith simpliciter. 
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and - less successful in achieving its intended aims - the doctrine of separation of 

church and state.2681 

 

Dualism treats God as a rhetorical device explaining the forces which shape the 

universe and rationalistically define the nature of “goodness”. Revelation is embraced 

where it supports these concepts, its less convenient bits dismissed as analogy, but 

ever subordinated to a “tradition” defined by Classical philosophy, not God‟s own 

message of universal salvation of creation as creation, effective through faith. Human 

rationality2682 alone can transcend the gap between the divine and the material. “God” 

as nature‟s “first cause” is bound to “create” and so is not free in relation to the result: 

simply the sum of natural forces. “Goodness” is defined by what serves the ultimate 

expression of the biosphere or of humanity2683, depending on the viewpoint. “Man” is 

indeed “the measure of all things”, alone possessed of freedom in relation to creation 

and so much nearer to the concept of a “god” than dualism‟s impersonal principle. 

Understandably, revelation became, not God‟s message to creation and the only 

concrete evidence of that Apostolic tradition which defines Athanasius‟ holy, catholic 

and Apostolic church, but “auxiliary to reason” in a philosophical “tradition” which takes 

precedence – overtly in the Medieval concept, by inference in the Protestant. Every 

aspect of dualism conflicts with core Scriptural concepts and teaching, but is remarkably 

adaptive: it can “talk the talk” and what it has to say is music to our ears. Piety is a 

contributing, if not the only, factor in our salvation, and “authority” is subjugated to the 

church as the one arbiter of the supernatural.2684 We control our own destinies: we can 

know “good” from “evil” and, by doing the first and avoiding the second, can earn 

salvation: and this despite the fact that this is Scripture‟s very definition of sinfulness.  

                                            
2681 While dualism considers the “state”, like all other aspects of the material world, is subordinated to the 
spirituality of the church, in practice, the “state” regards itself as free from the trammels of church teaching 
and, in this, appeals to a Federalist doctrine aimed to protect the church from “state” interference - this 
doctrine of separation of church and “state”.  “State” then seeks to deprive church members of their 
democratic right to confront the “state” with its shortcomings and claims an ability to act as it pleases – the 
above-mentioned “divine right of government” - as if it were not confronted with God‟s righteousness, and 
called to respond through its own “little” righteousness and justice. 
2682

 Usually associated with an immortal, if Platonic, “soul”, our own spark of divinity. In this, it can do what 
God cannot. 
2683

 At least, that part of humanity which expounds moral values. 
2684

 Yet this is a weakness in the argument for, if “natural” law is accessible to all, it is open to individual, 
including those exercising “authority”, to interpret and apply. 
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Scholasticism, of either variety, is the “theologoumena of a different [Olympian-

Parmenidean] faith”2685, accessed through reason, dictating obedience to objective 

moral rules - a sort of proving ground for an ill-defined elect. As a theology of being qua 

being it is discredited and so undermined by that science it once dismissed and sought 

to suppress, a science which has nothing to say about Scripture‟s own exposition of the 

God/human relationship and affirmations of purpose in creation.2686 Dualism is the 

human psyche ranting at the idea of death as extinguishing being - only bodies die, 

“souls” must be eternal, and so “god-like”, or “being” would be lost: it answers our 

yearning as individuals to control our destinies through the pursuit of objective 

“spirituality” defined as “goodness”, achieved through translation to a spiritual heaven, 

and our pride in suggesting only a selective elect is saved – of which we, perforce, must 

be members through cult membership or other spiritual exercise: something within our 

control. It is not the gospel message which reveals the righteousness of God through 

faith for faith and so “is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith”. 

 

Scripture, of course, stresses the relational element over the incidental issue of being 

and becoming, distinguishes absolutely between eternal God and spatio-temporal 

creation – dismissing our “eternal” soul - and so affirms that only God‟s grace can save: 

salvation is restoration of created being to a proper relationship to God and the creation 

he loves through God‟s initiative, not dualism‟s translation of a god-like bit of us to either 

eternal reward or punishment. Christ, homoousios with Father and Spirit, has assumed 

true creaturely being and, In accordance with the Jewish Aqedah tradition2687, offered a 

free, vicarious, substitutionary and sufficient sacrifice for and on our behalf, cloaked in 

which through incorporation in Christ through faith, we may approach God and be 

counted righteous. This would be impossible for one not wholly God2688 and ineffective 

in one not wholly human. Scripture, under both testaments, knows but one covenant - 

                                            
2685

 Jenson, 1997, 1.9-10. 
2686

 Scripture sees no need to “prove” God‟s existence or to explain in detail his methodology: it records 
who God is as personal being, what he has done for us and why - the physics thereof is not Scripture‟s 
concern, and the metaphysics are frankly beyond human rationality, understood in part, but only in and 
through Christ and through the Spirit. 
2687

 Which holds that the sacrifice is always provided by God. 
2688

 And also impossible for dualist “god”. 



386 
 

and that of grace: of God‟s eternal covenant commitment to be for his creation. 

Predestination is Scriptural teaching, but only Christ is predestined to fulfil the Father‟s 

purpose. We are saved in Christ, through justification freely and universally offered, but 

effective only through faith, the work of the Spirit which follows the word and not 

selectively, as the WCF teaches. Scripture proclaims a God of love who seeks – under 

the Scriptural assumption, has ever sought – creation‟s salvation, even if under no 

illusions that some will reject his gift of free justification by faith. This God embraces all 

in love, seeking to bring all freely into a perfected communion of love. This is not a God 

of law, for love and law are incompatible, but God was ever disposed to order. Indeed, 

order is essential to proclamation of the gospel which saves because “in it the 

righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith”2689: thereby the Spirit creates 

faith, embraces us in Christ in whom we are incorporated in the communion of holy love 

that is the Trinity, and both frees and empowers us to respond in love of God and the 

creation he loves. God universally affirms his creation as “good/very good” and 

universally reaffirms it by adoption of creaturely being by the Son, homousious with 

Father and Spirit. His will, as repeatedly affirmed in Scripture, is the universal salvation 

of creation and so proclamation of the gospel must also be universal. Church, by 

proclamation of the gospel, and “state”, by creating the order necessary thereto, are 

complementary mechanisms in building the kingdom which will eventually supplant 

both. However, this gives only the sketchiest understanding of the role of “authority”. 

 

Dualism, then, inverts the Scriptural approach and strips the gospel message of any 

content. For two millennia, it has corrupted and impinged on proclamation of the gospel, 

gainsaying the cross of Christ and undermining the credibility of the faith. It must be now 

be rejected. 

 

  

                                            
2689

 Ro 1:17. 
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