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Synopsis 

This thesis sets out to examine Karl Barth's thinking about the Old Testament 
and his use of i t s text in his work. To provide a context for this examination i t 
i s necessary f i r s t to review the movement of Barth's l i f e and l i f e ' s work with par­
t icular reference to those aspects (such as the r ise of Nazism and anti-semitism) 
which carry direct implication for the "biblical sphere. 

The examination i t s e l f starts not with the Old Testament text as Barth uses i t 

but with his doctrine of the Word of God, for i t i s in this doctrine that he des­

cribes the place and function of the Bible within theology. Here we see that the 

Old Testament i s placed alongside the New, indeed inseparably tied to i t , as one of 

the three forms in which God1 s Word may be discerned. This undivided scripture i s 

expected to play a v i t a l and normative role i n the fashioning of dogmatic theology 

as the touchstone of authenticity. 

There follow studies of selected passages of Old Testament interpretation from 

the whole range of Barth's published work. The aim of these studies i s to disclose 

the actual qualities of his use of the text as compared with the dogmatic stance 

already examined. 

In evaluating the material thus displayed i t i s argued that Barth's approach 

to the Old Testament, characterised by simplicity and high expectation, leads ( for 

a l l i t s merits) to unwarranted distortion of the l i terature and neglect of i t s h i s ­

tor ica l context. 

In conclusion this evaluation i s taken a step further in the judgment that 

these particular deficiencies relate to a central weakness in Barth 1 s theology: a 

weakness arising from his desire for systematic unity and for the coherence of a l l 

aspects of theology in .Chr i s t . This coherence i f i t i s to be disclosed at a l l in 

f a l l i b l e dogmatics w i l l hardly be expressed by any one theologian, however compre­

hensive and visionary his understanding. 



IHTRODUCT ION 

(1) Prefatory 

I n i t s t i t l e this study brings together three daunting terms: in 

their different ways the name of Karl Barth, the phrase'Word of God'and 

the mention of the Old Testament may very well raise theological 

spectres. I n introducing this study, therefore, i t i s as well to 

pause br ie f ly over these three terms, and face, i f not lay , some of the 

ghosts they may evoke. Having done this we sha l l turn to look at the 

purpose of their junction as the t i t l e and theme of this thes is . 

Within a very few years of his death, the work of Karl Barth has 

already become the basis of a large c r i t i c a l corpus. I n the English 

language alone the quantity and range of cr i t ic i sm i s overwhelming, and 

i t s growth shows no signs of abatement. This c r i t i c a l industry does 

not, however, go hand i n hand with a more widespread positive apprecia­

tion of Berth's theology. On the contrary, i t appears to encourage 

the adoption of stock responses to his work among a l l but particular 

special ists i n i t s study. 

I t i s often suggested that Barth himself must be blamed for any 

inadequacies of c r i t i c a l response. Certainly the sheer volume of his 

writings militates against their ready and unprejudiced appreciation. 

Unless the student of modern theology devotes disproportionate time to 

their examination he i s bound to depend on very selective reading of 

the original or on secondary sources - not always re l iab le . Apart from 

this problem of magnitude other factors, too / have lent their influence 

to impair the balance of assessment and cr i t i c i sm. 

On the one hand there i s a quality in Barth11 s theology which seems 

to demand complete acceptance, total discipleship. The dramatic tenor 
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of his early writing (the Commentary on Romans i n particular) invited an 

unequivocal reaction; i t s e l f s cane thing of a trumpet c a l l , i t evoked 

heralds to pass on the message without reservation. As his theology 

developed some early disciples were bound to grow more c r i t i c a l , but for 

those who sympathised with his progress and those who la ter joined the 

journey the figure of Berth and his theological construction grew more 

and more awe-inspiring. ( l ) I t i s not easy to stand under the dome i n 

S t . Paul's Cathedral and shout, and in much the same way i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

for one who l ives close to Barth 1 s theology to raise significant c r i t i c a l 

questions. So for the truly sympathetic and thorough student of his work 

i t has always been d i f f i c u l t to retain stringency of judgment. 

On the other hand there i s much i n Barth 1 s work to provoke the oppo­

si te reaction. For many readers the extent of his theology and the 

relentless quality i t everywhere displays does more to annoy than to 

impress. I t i s , at the same time, avowedly a 'confessional' theology 

claiming to belong to a particular tradition of Christ ian teaching; as 

such i t i s l i k e l y to arouse host i l i ty both among those outside the con­

fession and those who claim i t as their own, and no-one e lse 's . (2) 

(1) Among seemingly uncri t ica l disciples of Barth we might instance, at 

an ear l i er date, contributors to Reformation Old and New, edited F . 7f. 

Canfield, Lutterworth 1947, and at a more recent date Jacques de 

Senarclens' Heirs of the Reformation. S.C.M., 1963, both London. 

(2) Among unsympathetic c r i t i c s witness J . Hamer Karl Barth, E . T . Sands 
/idem 

& Co. 1962, Cornelius van T i l The New Modernism.PhiLadelphia 1946/Barth 1 s 

Christology, Philadelphia 19^2, R. C . Reymond Berth's Soteriology, 

Philadelphia 1967, and Louis Bouyer The Spir i t and Forms of Protestantism. 
A V Litt ledale Havr i l l 1956,London. 
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For any student whose hos t i l i ty i s aroused by the more obstinate qualities 

of Barth 1 s theology i t becomes d i f f i c u l t to temper sweeping cr i t ic i sm 

with any s train of understanding and appreciation. 

I t may be acknowledged, then, that extreme c r i t i c a l reactions are 

fostered by the very nature of Barth's theology. Nonetheless, i f his 

work i s to be more widely valued and the positive qualities of his think­

ing are to make a contemporary contribution, i t has to break free from 

captivity to both extremes.(3) 

I n striving to real ise this freedom the present study i s focused on 

a deliberately restricted area of Barth 1 s work. What such restr ic t ion 

loses in respect of the richness of the whole conspectus of his theology 

i t may hope to gain in terms of a r e a l i s t i c and balanced judgment of i t s 

quality.(4) 

The phrase 'Word of God' (to turn to the second term of our t i t l e ) 

comes as near to touching the centre of Barth 1 s theology as any three 

words could. In at once referring to the belief that God has expressed 

himself to men, the person of Christ as that expression, and a certain 

verbal and almost intel lectual quality in God1s self-expression this 

(3) I t i s not implied that a l l criticism has been captivated by extremes 

vide/c ggcthe work of Henri Bouillard (Karl Barth Gen^se et Evolution de l a 

theologie aialectiquePans Aibtier 1957) or Hans Kung (Jus t i f i ca t ion , S . T . London 

Burns Oates I964) , among Roman Catholics,/.Berkouver (The Triumph of Grace 

in the Theology of Karl Barth ffXIiOnflon I&lgrnosterl956) among the Reformed 

C r i t i c s , and many of the English specia l i s ts , for example Colin Brown, 

T . H . L . Parker and H. Hartwellj a l l qf- whom shun the extreme i n c r i t i c i s m . 

(4) While c learly restricted i n scope, the area of th is investigation has 

the advantage of forming something of a cross-section of Barth's whole 

theology. 
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phrase gathers together the dominant characteristics of the theology. 

At the same time the phrase remains one of l imited currency. I t 

has a v i t a l place i n the vocabulary of continental Protestant theology, 

but figures less prominently elsewhere. I t follows that for many 

readers reference to the Word of God evokes a sense of the foreign and 

alien quality of work such as Barth 1 s . The limited currency of this 

phrase, and many others l ike i t , must be acknowledged; i t remains a 

, potent factor in the translations of Barth 1 s work and forms a substantial 

barrier for many English readers. Nonetheless, as we have already 

suggested, particular expressions l ike this lead us into the heart of 

Berth's theology. I f i t i s possible to enter into the language to which 

these expressions belong without forgetting one1s native language then 

i t can only be gain for the student. 

I n attending particularly to the Old Testament in this study we look 

to a matter which has commonly been, and generally remains, a theological 

embarrassment. While Christians s t i l l divide into a proportion (perhaps 

diminishing) who appreciate and read the books of the Old Testament and a 

proportion who do not, there are few in either camp who attempt to make 

sense of their position theologically. Under these circumstances the 

use, or abandon, of the Old Testament becomes a question of taste, or a 

question which goes altogether by default. 

The figure of Barth stands out as that of a Christian who both makes 

use of the Old Testament and also attempts to account for i t s use within 

the terms of the doctrine of God's Word. Perhaps more important s t i l l , 

he makes use of i t with obvious r e l i s h and enjoyment, in a way which seems 

to invite imitation. Once more we would hope to gain from the question­

ing investigation of such use and understanding of the Old Testament. 
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( 2) Aims and Method 

After this brief general look at issues raised by the terms of the 

study we come to define the specif ic aims under which i t sets out. 

Ultimately a single purpose i s in view, but in the fulfilment of this 

purpose i t w i l l be as well to explain the particular aims of each major 

section of the study. 

The overriding aim of this thesis i s the attempt to discover how far 

Karl Barth achieved a viable basis for using, and a valuable way of using 

the Old Testament, and in what particular respects he f a i l e d . 

After the introductory material which forms this section the study 

divides into three main parts. The f i r s t i s concerned to expose the 

whole area of Barth 1 s doctrine of Scripture; in the f i r s t place with 

respect to the whole Bible , seen within the concept of the Word of God, 

and subsequently with respect to the Old Testament i t s e l f . I n this 

section the essential material from the Church Dogmatics i s usefully 

supplemented by smaller, more concentrated writings. 

I n the second major section we sha l l attempt to observe Barth 1 in 

action' with the Old Testament, making concrete use of i t within his 

writings. The intention here w i l l be to cover as wide a range as 

possible both of parts of the Old Testament, and of ways of employing 

them. Here we shall attempt to reckon with some of the more significant 

uses outside the Dogmatics, as well as a cross-section within. 

I n the third section we shal l face the questions which are funda­

mental to the purpose of this study. In looking for flaws in this area 

of Barth 1 s work we shal l be concerned with several issues: the interior 

consistency of his doctrine, the kind of demands that the doctrine makes 

on the text in i t s pract ical use, i t s adequacy to embrace the whole range 
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of Old Testament material, and so on. But at the same time as seeking 

to pinpoint i t s fai l ings we shal l endeavour to give some positive: evalua­

tion to this manner of use and doctrine. 

I n conclusion these particular issues and findings w i l l be brought 

into relation with matters of wider concern. On the one hand, the par­

t icular strengths and weaknesses of Barth 1 s work with the Old Testament 

need to be seen within a more general analysis of his qualit ies as a 

theologian. On the other, the implications of this narrow study for the 

wider questions about the use of the Old Testament must be indicated. 

We sha l l end then by making some tentative suggestions as to the path 

ahead indicated by this investigation in both i t s negative and positive 

aspects. 

These four particular concerns within the overriding aim already 

described form the substance of this study. I n addition, however, an 

investigation such as this requires some setting of the scene, without 

which the action might appear out of perspective. In the remainder of 

this introduction we shal l t ry to outline the background to Barth* s work, 

and the influences to which he was subject. We shal l have an eye part icu­

l a r l y to influences which relate to this facet of his theology. We s h a l l 

also resume the main features of his growth and development as a theologian. 

(3) The Setting 

The i n i t i a l outburst of Berth's theology (most notably in the. 

Commentary on Romans (5)) can only be f u l l y understood and appreciated i n 

(5) Speci f ical ly on the publication of the second edition in 1921 ̂ 'Muerichen 
Chris t ian 'Kaiser . 
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the l ight of i t s context in the history of theology. Here was a reaction; 

against received and accepted manners i n theology which astounded the 

Christ ian world by i t s boldness. From the f i r s t then the environment and 

the past are forces to be reckoned with in assessing BarthJs work. The 

influence of th i s , the immediate h i s tor ica l context, continues to have 

i t s effect on Barth's la ter writing, but another more positive influence 

comes increasingly to the fore. This i s the direct influence of ancient 

theological tradit ions, absorbed i n the voracious reading of Barth's 

professorial years. Thus as a provocation to rebellion and as a gradual 

moulding force the theological past affected his theology decisively. 

And the areas of B i b l i c a l , and more spec i f i ca l ly Old Testament, under­

standing were subject to these influences to a marked extent. 

We must f i r s t r eca l l the immediate background and environment in 

which BEarth* s theology was born, and the thinking against which he rebelled. 

I n spite of parental pressure he chose Wilhelm Herrmann as his own teacher 

and guide in his later student years, and Herrmann himself looked up to 

R i t s c h l , though diverging from his theology to a degree. Both Ri t sch l 

and Herrmann found room in their theology for a sense of the objective in 

f a i t h , where Schleiermacher, the giant figure who stands behind both of 

them dominating the nineteenth century theological scene, had looked only 

to the subject, man, and his experience. What Barth himself came to 

believe was that the object of f a i t h , the God who has spoken to men, must 

be seen to turn round and take command of the process of fa i th and under­

standing: something which, most certainly , neither predecessor would 

allow.(6) 

(6) For Berth's own view of Herrmann see'The Principle3^0^00^8.^105' in 

Theology and Church E . T . S.C.M.ioiJ<i(Dri :^62 
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Nor did either predecessor f ind a solid base for maintaining the 

authority of Scripture. Herrmann, as Barth himself has shown, (7) had 

the desire to attribute' some rea l weight to B i b l i c a l authority, but not 

the framework of theological thinking to perform his desire. The result 

i s a very slight evaluation of the Bible . Ri t sch l more part icularly gave 

a subordinate place to the Old Testament over against the New; for 

though he saw the presuppositions of the New Testament fa i th of the King­

dom lying within the Old, he saw them as translated onto a quite different 

plane by Jesus ( 8 ) . 

The weakness in the understanding of B i b l i c a l authority here, 

however, and the restr ict ion of the role of the Old Testament pales in 

comparison with the views of many of the l i b e r a l figures of nineteenth 

century theology. In his c lass i f i cat ion of religions Hegel had placed 

Judaism i n a category quite separate from Christ ianity; while two 

radicals of the same era,/J"uefbach and Schopenhauer, had both attacked 

Old Testament religion with vituperation. At the end of the same 

century and the beginning of the next the rejection of Jewish religion 

and i t s Scripture found another l ibera l advocate in the person of Harnack, 

the great historian of the Church, while i n the hands of Friederich 

Delitzsch the theme took something of an ant i-Semitic turn ( 9 ) . 

. This scanty outline serves only to show the degree to which the 

devaluation of the Bible in general, and the Old Testament in part icular , 

found a home in the l i b e r a l theology which the young Barth inherited. 

(7) Op c i t P.269. 

(8) See/Ritschl Just i f i cat ion and Reconciliation E . T . 1902, London. 

(9) I am grateful to J . W. Rogerson for the observation that this s tra in 

can be found at least as early as the eighteenth century in German Old 

Testament study. 
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When he rose in rebellion against the whole basis of this theology the 

new theologian was also r i s ing against this s tra in within i t . 

As the new theologian grew older he read the Christian doctors of the 

past i n a depth and breadth which might surprise some of his l e ss attentive 

c r i t i c s . This l istening to the voices of the past, which bore f r u i t in 

innumerable small-print passages of the Dogmatics, had an influence on 

Earth's thinking which can easi ly pass unnoticed.(10) These voices, on 

the whole, need not concern us here, but we must make exception of the one 

which dominates a l l others: that of Calvin. 

Throughout his l i f e as a theologian Barth saw himself quite c learly as 

standing within the Reformed confession. I t i s more that l i k e l y , moreover, 

that the sense of his confessional allegiance was strengthened by the 

strange and formative experience of his years at Gottingen, as holder of 

a new and untried chair in a University dominated by Lutheranism.(ll) 

However much weight we give this consideration, i t certainly i s true that 

the figure of Calvin came more and more to stand above a l l others outside 

Scripture as a guide i n the paths of doctrine. 

Calvin 1 s understanding of the Old Testament i s one of the dist inctive 

facets of his theology. Setting aside the Lutheran contrast between Law 

and Grace, and the implications of that contrast in B i b l i c a l understanding, 

he maintained that the old dispensation differed from the new 1 only i n 

(10) Though i t has been clearly observed for example by T . F . Torrance 

Karl Barth: An Introduction to his E a r l y Theology 1910-1931 S.C.M. 1962, London 

and H.U. von Balthasar Karl Barth Darstellung una Deutung SeinerTheologie.KoelnJ951 

with respect to the influence of Anselm. 

(11) The contemporary position of Joachim Staedke at the University of 

Erlangen makes an interesting comparison. As a Reformed Professor i n a 
Lutheran University he had to remain many years i n the Philosophy Facul ty . 
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respect of clearness of manifestation' .(.12) He further distinguished the 

Old Testament from the New in terms of several 'differences of administra­

tion' , but these distinctions do nothing to impair the standing which he 

gave to the Old alongside the New Testament as f i l l e d with the s p i r i t of 

Chr i s t . Within Calvin's theology as a whole this strong emphasis must be 

allowed i t s influence in the moulding of Barth's understanding. 

Here then, i n the l ibera l theological environment and the quite opposite 

influence of Calvin we have tr ied to pinpoint two important factors in the ~ 

h i s tor ica l background to his work. The realm of h i s tor ica l influence i s 

in f in i t e ly complex, and we have only touched i t s surface here. These 

brief glances, however, may serve suf f ic ient ly to remind us that i n no 

aspect can we afford to look at the writing of Barth i n a h i s tor ica l vacuum; 

with him, more than any other modern theologian, this i s impossible. 

(4) The Development of Barth's Theology 

Berth's l i f e was a long, and by academic standards remarkably eventful 

one. The fascinating events and subtle changes of direction which mark 

i t s course have been plotted by many writers, (13) and we need not repeat 

their work here. We s h a l l , however, set out to r e c a l l the main stages of 

his development with particular attention to factors which may be inf luen­

t i a l in our area of study. 

(12) Calvin's Inst i tutes . Book I I , Chapter 9. 

(13) For example, H. Bouil lard, C . Brown, T. H. L . Parker, T. P. Torrance 

op c i t f K a r l Barth by John Bowden S.C.M. 1971, H. Zahrnt The Question of God 

Coll ins 1969* both London. 
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We have already found cause to mention the environment of Barth's 

formative years as a theologian and the teaching which he himself accepted 

wi l l ingly enough in the la t ter part of his student l i f e at university. 

I t was in the subsequent years as a vil lage Pastor (1912-1921) that the 

seeds of a f i erce ly independent outlook began to grow, their growth 

forced on by-the pressures of the preaching ministry as a harsh r e a l i t y ; 

for this rea l i ty he found that his theological teachers had given him 

l i t t l e helpful preparation, and he was forced back to his own resources. 

The writings that emanate from the la ter years i n the parish of Safenwil 

and lead up to the young Pastor 1 s astonishing change of station are 

marked by a distinctive tone; the tone i s that of prophecy, sometimes a. 

l i t t l e harsh and s h r i l l , always exciting in i t s sense of new demand and 

c r i s i s . 

The heroes of this stage of Barth 1 s journey (whom he himself acknow­

ledged) form a motley band, and a glance at them confirms c lear ly this 

sense of the character of his thinking. Partly through the influence of 

his friend Edcruard Thumeysen (14) he came to value Dostoievsky's novels, 

with their strange, almost unearthly insight into the grace and forgive­

ness of God. Kierkegaard, the most strikingly individual figure of 

nineteenth century Christian thought, exercised a powerful, influence, as 

the pages of the Bomws_j3pmmentar^ display. Less familiar to our ears 

are the names of the Blumhardts, father and son, and of Franz Overbeck. 

The elder Blumhardt was remembered for his demonstration of belief in the 

healing power of Chr i s t , and for his emphatic proclamation of hope in the 

(14.) The closeness of their alliance can be judged not only from their 

correspondence but also in the two volumes of sermons published joint ly 

God's Search for Man 1935, Come. Koly Spir i t 1933, i n which neither f e l t 

i t necessary to distinguish the particular authorship of the sermons. 
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knowledge that 'Jesus i s v ic tor ' . The younger underscored his father's 
emphasis on the earthly relevance of Chris t ' s victorious kingdom, taking 
his fa i th personally into action as a social i s t in po l i t i c s . Overbeck 
made a s t i l l more unlikely hero: a Church historian who claimed to have 
no contact with Christ ian bel ief , and whose c r i t i c a l power was directed 
l ike an axe at the neck of late nineteenth century 'modern' theology.(15) 

There was something of the prophet, and something of the voice i n 

the wilderness about a l l these figures of the past and the present who 

so vividly caught Barth* s imagination at this time. But those who argue 

the question as to which among them held most sway with the young theo­

logian and Pastor are i n danger of missing a crucia l point. The prophetic 

message came to Berth's ear a from another source, and with a strength more 

than equal to theirs . For he was discovering 'the Strange New World 

within the Bible* (16) even while he was following their diverse leads. 

The principal writings which remain from the years i n Safenwil show 

clearly how forcefully the matter of the Bible i t s e l f was making i t s 

impacjt on him. We have four l i v e l y addresses from this period i n the 

collection originally published in Gottingen;(17) two of them are 

directly concerned with the Bible and i t s 'new world' , the other two are 

permeated with B i b l i c a l quotation and understanding. At the same time 

we remember the consuming occupation of these years, again a directly 

B i b l i c a l work, the Commentary on Romans f i r s t published after many years' 

labour i n 1918, and then completely re-worked for the 1921 second edition 

which made Barth 1 s name internationally known. 

(15) See Theology and Church S.C.M. 1962, pages 55-74» London. 

(16) The t i t l e of the f i r s t address in the volume The 7/ord of God and 

the Word of Man Harper and Row, flew York 1957. 

(17) Ibid f i r s t , second, third and las t addresses. 
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We are bound to observe that the Bible we hear in these early years, 

shares something of the quality of that cluster of individualists we 

mentioned above. I t i s a prophetic and at times apocalyptic Bible with 

an essential ly 'strange' and surprising message. I t i s , moreover, a 

Bible in which the Old Testament i s well to the fore.(l8) 

The characteristic note of these early years never disappears from 

Barth's theology, but i t does recede somewhat into the background in the 

subsequent period. For the new professor ( insta l led at Gottingen in 

1921) i s bound by the necessities of academic professionalism. He 

feels the pressure of the lecture room and the pressure of his colleagues' 

competence, and undertakes intensive reading to withstand both pressures. 

The figure to whom he turns at the very f i r s t i s that of Calv in , and this 

movement i s symptomatic of this stage in his l i f e as a whole. During 

the time in Gottingen his mind began to conceive of a 'dogmatics' of his. 

own, and he c learly thought of i t i n terms of comparison with Calvin's 

Inst i tutes . (19) 

During these years, too, he made an unexpected f ind; i t took the 

form of a large book which Barth himself accurately described as 'dusty, 

unattractive, almost l ike a table of logarithms*. This was Heinrich 

Heppe's Reformed Dogmatics, a book which concentrates the theological 

learning of several centuries of Reformed thought. One among thousands 

of doctrinal works which passed through Barth's hands at this time this 

(18) For example, ibid f i r s t and second addresses where although the 

Bible as a whole i s under review, Old Testament allusions preponderate. 

We also f ind extensive quotation of the Old Testament in the Commentary 

on Romans. 

(19) See T . H. L . Parker Karl Barth. Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1970, page 61 

ana? Revolutionary Theology in the Making page 171, Epwarth, 1964, London. 

/ -K. Bart'h- & E . Thurneysen 
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book i s , again, symptomatic of the way he was being influenced as a 

theologian, and growing. For reading this tome he awoke to a new sense 

of the beauty of rea l dogmatics, the rewards of i t s patient, orderly and 

unpretentious progress. A reading of Romans would scarcely prepare any­

one for this new departure.(20) 

In these years of his l i f e in German universities (at Munster and 

Bonn after Gottingen) we hear less of the Bible than at any other stage 

in his development. This i s not to imply that Barth 1 s estimate of the 

central authority and significance of the Bible had in any way altered, 

but rather that he was well occupied worrying the new bone. Furthermore, 

quite new considerations were beginning to enter the f i e l d of his think­

ing and to demand attention after the move from Gottingen. For these 

years saw the r i s e of National Socialism, and politics, rapidly became a 

v i t a l focus of concern for the theologian as for any thinking man. 

But before the po l i t i ca l issue had come to a head for Barth he had 

reached and passed the crucial point in his l i f e ' s doctrinal work. The 

vague thought of imitating the Institutes had begun to take on r e a l i t y , 

the bone of the Reformed dogmatic tradition had begun to yie ld i t s marrow. 

For while the i n i t i a l attempt at a major dogmatic work had fa i l ed ( at 

least in Barth 1 s own eyes) (21) his subsequent rigorous rethinking, and 

his closely studied work on Anselm (22) had enabled a fresh and more 

satisfactory start to be made. The f i r s t half volume of the new 

(20) See Karl Barth 1 s preface to the English translation of Heppe's 

Reformed Dogmatics Allen and Unwin 1950, London. 

(21) Christ l iche Dogmatik i n Entwurf, vol.1 Die Lehre von Worte Gottes 

1927 Mtinchen. 

(22) Fides Quarens Intellectual Muenchen 1931, S.C.M. 19^0, London. 
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Church Dogmatics made i t s appearance i n 1932.(23) 

We have: already re fe r red to the r i s i n g p o l i t i c a l tension. By this, 

time the Church and theology were by no means exempt from the encroach­

ments of Hi t l e r* s pa r ty , and though Barth waited t h o u g h t f u l l y f o r some 

t ime, i n the Summer of 1934 he spoke out , s t a t i ng h is pos i t i on i n the 

theo log ica l ly based argument of a powerful and i n f l u e n t i a l pamphlet: 

Theological Existence Today. (24) I n the pamphlet Bar th l e f t no doubt as 

to h is p o s i t i o n : he stood against the regime 1s interference w i t h the 

Churches and against any form of 'German C h r i s t i a n i t y 1 ; the C h r i s t i a n 

could acknowledge one leader alone, Jesus C h r i s t . 

The p o l i t i c a l l y obedient 1 German Chris t ians ' held an important mass 

meeting i n B e r l i n i n the f o l l o w i n g November, and among the speeches they 

heard was a v i o l e n t at tack on the Jewish Scriptures of the Old Testament. 

The event reminds us of the close i n t e rp l ay that must have been set up 

between Berth 's doc t r i na l and B i b l i c a l work and the p o l i t i c a l develop­

ments of h is society . (25) 

I n 1935 Barth reaped the reward of his p o l i t i c a l p l a i n speaking and 

was ejected from his chair at Bonn and ex t rad i t ed ; he returned t o h i s 

nat ive Switzerland, and a f t e r the f a i l u r e of his appeal t o the German 

au tho r i t i e s , accepted a new chair at the Un ive r s i t y of Basel, the c i t y of 

his b i r t h some f i f t y years before . The next weighty volume of the 

Church Dogmatics appeared i n 1938 ( C . D . I 2) 

(23) I n h is K a r l Bar th - an Introduction ' to h is Ear ly Theology S.CM.1962, 

T. F . Torrance studies the r e l a t ionsh ip of the work on Anselm t o the 

genesis of The Church Dogmatics. 

(24) Theologische Existeriz heute Muenchen 1933, o r i g i n a l l y published i n 

the .iournal Zwischen den Zei ten . 

(25) The meeting was held on 13th November, 1934 and the speech given by 

a ce r t a in Krause. 
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There i s a ce r t a in charac te r i s t i c q u a l i t y about the w r i t i n g s of t h i s , 

Bar th 1 s second great period of productive work, i n the n ine t een - th i r t i e s . 

The tone i s marked by a ce r t a in wariness, as i t were whetting the defen­

sive edges of h is theological p o s i t i o n . I n his c r i t i c a l work on Anselm 

Barth i s p ro tec t ing h is theology against i t s own previous lapses. The 

pamphlet Theological Existence Today and the other p o l i t i c a l w r i t i n g which 

ensued disclose an es sen t i a l ly theological defence against the threat of 

National Socialism. More dramatic even that t h i s l a t t e r was. the way i n 

which Barth fended o f f the threat (as he saw i t ) from a much less danger­

ous looMiig quarter , that of Emil Brunner's theology. For i n 1934 he 

published, under the s t a r t l i n g t i t l e Nein'. h is response t o Brunner 1 s 

attempt to allow a meagre place to natural theology i n the approach to 

Chr is t ian f a i t h . 

I n dealing w i t h the f i r s t complete volume of the Church Dogmatics 

( the doctr ine of the Word of God, parts 1 and 2) which date from t h i s 

decade, we need t o be aware of the same q u a l i t y i n Barth 's w r i t i n g . The 

need he seems to have f e l t to g i r d about h is pos i t i on on every side 

against the threatening p o s s i b i l i t i e s of e r ror which endanger i t , g i v e s t o 

these books a tenor which i s scarcely present i n any of his other w r i t i n g s . 

When we reach the beginning of the Church Dogmatics i t i s common f o r 

biographers of Bar th to stop d i v i d i n g his l i f e and work i n to stages. 

The production of t h i s great unf inished masterpiece lends an apparent 

un i fo rmi ty t o the t h i r t y years of i t s w r i t i n g . But change was i n f a c t 

taking place through these c l imac t ic decades of his theology, as few would 

doubt. The d i f f i c u l t y i s l oca t ing i t when the whole i s cloaked by the 

one black and white ( o r f o r the English reader black and gold) mantle of 

the '©ogmatik*. 
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What we can qui te c l ea r ly a f f i r m i s that the smal l , subsidiary works 

of the l a t e r years disclose a theologian subt ly transformed from the 

Bar th of the pre-war era. The famous essay on The Humanity of God, the 

d e l i g h t f u l chapters of Evangelical Theology and the two series of sermons 

preached i n Basel pr ison share a sense of re laxa t ion and joy w i t h i n the 

knowledge of God's grace. The emphasis, w i t h i n a development w i t h 

strong bonds of c o n t i n u i t y (26) has s h i f t e d from one pole to another, 

from the prophetic cry of alarm to a calm note of assurance. We can 

also be c lear , on looking back to the Dogmatics, that the new atmosphere 

begins to pervade the work even i n the second volume. Making allowance 

f o r the subjects under survey we need not be surprised that the f o u r t h 

volume (on the doctr ine of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ) breathes t h i s a i r e n t i r e l y . 

While t h i s de l ica te and gradual transformation i s relevant to the 

pa r t i cu l a r questions of our study a f u r t h e r observation about these pos t ­

war years concerns us more c lose ly . I n the w r i t i n g of the second volume 

of the Dogmatics ( the Doctrine of God) Bar th found himself face to face 

w i t h the problem of e l e c t i o n . Here he f e l t compelled to diverge from 

the teaching of Calvin t o an unusual degree, and as he took h i s own path 

he f e l t , i n the absence of t h i s favoured support, under more compunction 

than ever to work s t r i c t l y under B i b l i c a l a u t h o r i t y . For t h i s reason 

the long B i b l i c a l quotations and expositions which p r o l i f e r a t e i n the 

middle volumes of the Dogmatics are of p a r t i c u l a r l y c r i t i c a l importance; 

they are by no means put there f o r f u n or f o r theologica l good form, but 

are set down as the sole foundation of the theologica l development. 

I n concluding t h i s short resume of Bar th ' s l i f e as a theologian we 

must observe that the years of the Dogmatics were, by and l a r g e , 

(26) As Henri B o u i l l a r d demonstrates i n h is Kar l Bar th . Aubier 1957* Par i s . 
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t heo log ica l ly lone ly years. At the outset the companionship of Emil Brunner was 

decis ively put aside (though f r i endsh ip was at leas t f o rma l ly restored towards 

the end), and f o r three decades Barth was working i n company w i t h no major theo­

log i an . He does maintain the long established f r i endsh ip w i t h Thurneysen, 

however, and f o r purposes i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g to note the close 

r e l a t i o n he f ee l s ( at leas t i n 1942) t o W i l h e l m Vischer - an Old Testament 

scholar - and his work. V7e sha l l have opportunity to look at Vischer 1 s work 

more c losely l a t e r . 

Most of the major developments i n Barth 's l i f e are pleasantly unexpected, 

and so i t i s w i t h the l a s t we s h a l l mention. As he grew o ld the theologian who 

had taken more t roub le , perhaps, than any other to define his p o s i t i o n over 

against Roman Catholicism found considerable and increasing pleasure i n the 

re la t ions which grew w i t h t h e i r theology and theologians. Many Roman Catholics 

engaged i n dialogue w i t h Barth the pa t r i a r ch , (27) and u l t ima te ly he was able t o 

accept an i n v i t a t i o n t o t r a v e l to Rome and engage i n discussions w i t h theo lo­

gians there.(28) This human melt ing (though not t o be confused w i t h a t h e o l o g i ­

ca l rapprochement) and the wry humour w i t h which Barth himself recorded i t , 

catches something of the ethos of h is l a s t years. 

(27) For example Kar l Rahner, Jerome Hamer, H.U.von Balthasar, Hans Kung. 

(28) . The event i s described by Barth i n his work Ad Limina Apostolorum E.T. 

St Andrews press, Edinburgh, 1969. 



PART I 

1 The Word of God 

One of the most basic and consistent notes of Bar th 1 s theology i s 

t h i s : that we cannot even begin t o know God. This was part of the 

strange and shocking message which burst on the world of Chr i s t i an 

thought through the pages of the Commentary on Romans; God i s essen­

t i a l l y an 'unknown God 1 . And ye t , by the power of a miracle t h i s 

unknown and unknowable God speaks to man, and makes his word heard. 

This Vford of God comes to man as something u t t e r l y new, outside, the 

widest range of his human experience.(1) 

I f we take a chronological jump to the other end of Barth 1 s 

wr i t i ngs we f i n d less of the strange and the shocking, less of the 

dramatic paradox of that e a r l i e r p o s i t i o n , but s t i l l the same funda­

mental note. This t ime, however, the rather abstract reference to 

the Word from beyond i s f i l l e d by the content of a name, the power of 

the miracle i s i d e n t i f i e d as the power of Chr i s t . 'Apart from and 

without Jesus Chr i s t 1 , we read i n the f o u r t h volume of the Dogmatics, 

'we can say nothing at a l l - about God and man and t h e i r r e l a t ionsh ip 

w i t h one another' . (2 ) 

Here then, i n the b e l i e f that God has broken the silence of man1 s 

deaf perceptions by his miraculous Word, i s the very basis and pre­

supposit ion of Chr i s t i an theology f o r Bar th . The place of the study 

of the 'Doctrine of the Word of God 1 , at the outset of the Church 

Dogmatics stands as a constant reminder of t h i s presupposition; w i t h ­

out i t nei ther f a i t h nor the r e f l e c t i v e work of the theologian w i t h i n 

the community of f a i t h would be possible . 

(1) Romans E.T. Oxford 1968 see e .g . pp. 235-238 

(2) C D . IV 1 p.45 



The central i t y of t h i s doctrine was ap t ly recognised by one of 

the e a r l i e r .EEgfcish c r i t i c s of Bar th . H. R. Mackintosh, i n his study 

of Types of Modern Theology, gave a vigorous welcome to t h i s 'hew work 1 

and, choosing from a range of current t i t l e s , characterised i t as 

'Theology of the Word of God'. He was w r i t i n g jus t a f t e r the pub l i ca ­

t i o n of the f i r s t part volume of the Dogmatics, and observing progress 

at that stage he comments that i n the past 'Bar th gave us, i t may not 

u n f a i r l y be sa id , considerably less help than was desirable i n iden­

t i f y i n g the content of the Word, i n d i s t ingu i sh ing what i t was from 

what i t was n o t 1 ; things had improved, however, and ' i n recent works 

he has made i t p l a i n . . . that the Word of God i s Jesus C h r i s t ' . ( 3 ) 

This Word of God, "Y/hich became f l e s h and i s ca l l ed Jesus Christ" , 

i s the necessary ground of Chr i s t i an b e l i e f . But i t i s more than 

t h i s ; i t i s exhaustive i n i t s communication and leaves scope f o r no 

other 'words' about God to be heard. I t i s " i t s e l f and as such the 

( i n every respect) perfect and insurpassable Word of God, the Word 

which exhausts and reveals our whole knowledge of God, and from which 

we must not tu rn one step, because i n i t s e l f i t i s the fulness of a l l 

the informat ion that we e i the r need or desire concerning God and man, 

and the re la t ionsh ip between them, and the ordering of that r e l a t i o n ­

ship." (4) This powerful doctrine of the Word i s the pos i t ive basis 

of Bar th ' s rigorous exclusion of any ' natura l theology' , any theology 

which f i n d s i t s source outside the b i b l i c a l r eve la t ion i n C h r i s t . 

This exclusion has o f t e n been seen by Earth* s c r i t i c s as the most 

(3) Op. c i t . P.284. As ear ly as 1926 i n a lec ture on Church and 

Culture Barth makes the e x p l i c i t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the Word of God as 

Jesus C h r i s t ; see Theology and Church SCM 19^2 p.335 

(4) CD i l l 2 p.152 c f God Here and Now. Routledge and Kegan Paul I964 

p .12. 



obst inately negative element of his thought - a p a r t i a l misunderstand­

ing f o r which his own i n i t i a l outburst under the t i t l e 'Nein ' must be 

held considerably to blame. I n ac t , however, as Wolfhar t Panneriberg 

has recognised, (5) i t i s the pos i t ive impact of God's d i rec t s e l f -

reve la t ion i n the Word which more than anything else makes ' n a t u r a l ' 

avenues to f a i t h unnecessary and even absurd f o r Barth . 

Yfe have seen that i n h is mature theology Barth defines the Word, 

which i s so fundamental to f a i t h and so complete i n i t s r eve la t ion , 

simply by the name of Jesus Chr i s t . (6 ) I n the systematic exposi t ion 

of t h i s doctr ine i n the f i r s t volume of the Dogmatics, however, he 

makes the d e f i n i t i o n considerably more complex and expansive. The 

framework f o r t h i s developed d e f i n i t i o n is. t h r e e f o l d , f o r while the 

i d e n t i t y of the Word w i t h the one Chris t i s absolute (7) i t s communica­

t i o n to us takes on a t h r ee fo ld form. F i r s t i s the event of God's 

condescension, i n which the Word becomes f l e s h and dwells among men; 

t h i s i s the primary form of the Word, and remains such, f o r Chr is t 

before the incarnat ion and a f t e r the ascension i s e t e rna l l y the Logos 

of God. Secondly, however, i t i s given to the human words of Holy 

Scripture to become the Word, to communicate the reve la t ion which i s 

Christ to men; so the Bible may properly be ca l l ed simply ' the Word 

of God*. T h i r d l y , the proclamation of the Gospel t o men i n every 

age, based on Holy Scr ip ture , i s given by God the capacity to make h i s 

Word present; so the event of preaching ( i n the widest sense) becomes 

the f i n a l form of h is Word.(8) 

(5) W. Panneriberg Offenbarrungals Geschichte Gfettingen I96I S.T. 

'.RfevkMtaioft as BiL f̂eoagy Sheed & Ward, London 1'969 

(6) See e .g . C D . I 2 p.123 

(7) C D . I p.513 

(8) C D . I 1 pp.98-140 
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I f we should f e e l , on seeing t h i s b r i e f abstract of the doc t r ine , 

that the th ree fo ld d i v i s i o n of the Word makes f o r an a r t i f i c i a l , almost 

cardboard theology, we r e c a l l an important compensating f a c t o r i n 

Barth* s theology general ly, which he brings to the fo re here i n par­

t i c u l a r . This i s h i s continual emphasis on movement and ac t ion as 

qua l i t i e s i n the f i e l d of Chr i s t i an understanding. I n none of the 

three forms should we th ink of the Word as a k ind of s t a t i c property 

or a t t r ibu te . Rather a word i s something spoken, something l i v i n g , 

i t s i n t e r ac t i on between man and man i s always ' e v e n t ' ; and so i t i s 

w i t h God1 s communication. We r e f e r to the Bib le and the proclama­

t i o n based on i t as the very Word of God when both of them are fused 

i n t o the event, the movement, i n which God reaches down to grasp man's 

heart and to awaken i n him the react ion of f a i t h . I n t h i s movement 

from God to man we know the Bib le and proclamation f o r what they are: 

forms of the one Word.(9) 

2 The Bible as Word 

As we narrow the focus of our a t t en t ion down from t h i s whole area 

of the Word as a basic component of Barth* s theology to the issue of 

the Bible as a form of t h i s Word so we are bound t o concentrate par-

t i c u l a r l y . on one d e f i n i t i v e exposi t ion of the matter . For i n some 

three hundred pages of the f i r s t volume of the Dogmatics we are given 

a de ta i led study of Holy Scripture as the Word.(lO) Other passages 

i n the Dogmatics, however, help to c l a r i f y t h i s exposi t ion, and outside 

i t s weighty volumes we discover one p a r t i c u l a r l y u se fu l support. 

This i s i n the form of an essay under the t i t l e 'Twelve Theses on the 

Author i ty and Signi f icance of the B i b l e ' , published i n an Engl ish 

(9) C.D. I 2 pp.512 and Upp.104-106 and 122-124 

(10) C.D. 1 2 pp.457-740 
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c o l l e c t i o n of some of Barth 1 s l a t e r addresses and papers 'God Here and 
Now'.(11) 

I t i s clear from the b r i e f survey of Bar th 's general doctrine of 

the Word that he can derive the Bible* s status as sharing i t s name 

from one source alone. I t i s as testimony to Jesus Chris t that the 

Bib le i s God* s Word. When men allow themselves to fo rge t t h i s depen­

dence of Scripture upon Chr is t they f a l l i n t o danger: 'The irremed-

able danger of consult ing Holy Scripture apart from the centre* . For 

the true au thor i ty of Scripture i s established only when "Jesus Christ 

i s seen to be the whole of Scr ip ture , the one t r u t h of revelation*(12) 

More s p e c i f i c a l l y the Bib le amounts to a two- fo ld testimony to 

Chr i s t . A testimony that looks forwards, from the Old Testament, and 

backwards, from the New.(13) With t h i s t w o - f o l d testimony i n mind 

Barth i s fond of r e f e r r i n g to the whole Bible as the 'witness of the 

prophets and apostles' - those who look forward and backward t o C h r i s t . 

We have already noted Earth 's emphasis on 'event' i n the doctrine 

of the Word. With respect to the Bible i n p a r t i c u l a r he uses t h i s 

category to make i t clear that i t i s only by the grace of God and 

through the ever renewed act ion of God's Holy S p i r i t that these words 

are equated w i t h the one Word. He refuses t o allow the absolute 

qua l i t i e s of God himself t o be loca l i sed i n this-human phenomenon, 

except as God w i l l s i t to be SO.(14) But , whi le i t i s the d ivine 

act ion which makes the Bib le the Word a human a t t i tude i s necessary 

(11) See above, note ( 4 ) , pp 45ff . 

(12) C D . IV-.1 p.368 

(13) C D . I 2 p.683 

(14) C D . I 1 p.123 



f o r the appropriat ion of the. Word: i t i s the a t t i t ude of f a i t h , 

i t s e l f the miraculous g i f t of the S p i r i t . For without f a i t h and 

expectation i n the approach to Scripture i t can only y i e l d o f fence . ( l5 ) 

Having heard so much of the B i b l e ' s capacity, under the power of 

God, to speak h is Word we may s t i l l ask why i t i s t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

w r i t i n g , these two Testaments, which have the capacity. And we may 

question jus t how t h i s Scr ipture 's au thor i ty i s claimed and upheld. 

To t h i s question Barth gives a simple answer which he expresses i n 

parable i n the 'Twelve Theses' : "Ask a c h i l d why, among many women, 

he c a l l s t h i s p a r t i c u l a r one his mother, and a l l he w i l l be able to 

say w i l l be only a r e p e t i t i o n of the very thesis f o r which he has been 

asked the reason: 'But t h i s _is my mother" 1 . (16) 

The same understanding i s expressed i n another way by the s ta te­

ment that the Bible asserts i t s e l f , proves i t s e l f , to be God's Word. 

When i n the l a t t e r part of the Dogmatics Barth deals w i t h the pos i t i on 

of Scripture as supporting the Community of f a i t h he reverts to t h i s 

same po in t : "That Scripture upholds the Community i s not something 

that Christ ians can fabr ica te by t h e i r own Bible- lec tures and B i b l e -

study or even by the Scripture p r i n c i p l e , but i t i s something that 

Scripture achieves of i t s e l f . ' * Here we f i n d ourselves w i t h i n a 

l o g i c a l c i r c l e , a c i r c l e w i t h i n which the only possible statement 

about the B i b l e ' s status as Y/ord i s *That i t i s t r u e . ( 1 7 ) 

So f a r our examination of Scripture as God's Word to man seems to 

have implied only the i n d i v i d u a l ' s react ion i n f a i t h . Clear ly , 

however, the recogni t ion of these wr i t i ngs as Holy Scripture i s more 

(15) C.D. I 2 pp.506 f 

(16) God Here and Mow p.45 

(17) C D . I 2 pp.535 f 
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than the decision of the i n d i v i d u a l i n f a i t h . This recogni t ion of 
the f a c t which God has brought about i s the work of the Church. The 
Church acknowledges the canon of Scr ip ture , she does not f i x the canon, 
f o r the canon asserts and f i x e s i t s e l f , but she plays the part of f a i t h 
i n recognising the t ru th . (18 ) The canon, i n i t s very decisiveness 
acts as a s ign , saying to the Chr i s t i an 'here are your marching orders* 

(19) , and as the Church maintains the canon so she holds up an i n d i c a -

t i o n to the Chr i s t i an that here he may expect to f i n d Holy Scripture 

(20) . This witness and sign-posting of the Church does not 'prove' 

the canon's au tho r i ty to us, but leads us to expect to discover the 

proof i n these w r i t i n g s themselves. 

I n view of the merely recognising func t i on which Barth a t t r ibu te s 

to the Church of the ear ly centuries w i t h regard to the canon i t neces­

s a r i l y fo l lows t h a t , i n his understanding, t h i s need not be the l a s t 

word. The canon i s not by d e f i n i t i o n f i x e d f o r ever, and there i s the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of change. This p o s s i b i l i t y i s something of a theore t i ca l 

one, and the precise conditions f o r i t s f u l f i l m e n t are not g iven. The 

basic condi t ion , however, would be that some extra 'canonical 1 w r i t i n g 

should assert and prove i t s e l f to be a vehicle of the Word of God.(2l) 

The clear emphasis that underlies a l l these elements i n the under­

standing of Scripture i s t h i s : that power and p r i o r i t y belong to God, 

that the event of the Word's communication proceeds from him. I t i s 

i n the in te res t of t h i s emphasis that Barth does ba t t l e against the 

t r a d i t i o n a l concept of verbal insp i ra t ion . (22) The growth of t h i s 

concept he describes as a ' f r e e z i n g up of the connection between 

(18) C D . I 2 pp.473 f 

(19) C D . I 1 p.114 

(20) C D . 1 2 p.479 

(21) C D . I 2 pp.473-481 

(22) C D . I 2 pp.514-526 



Scripture and reve la t ion* , and i t s ul t imate consequences he discerns 

i n the decl in ing valuat ion of the Bib le whose status the doctr ine 

intended to support.(23) 

Against the doctr ine which makes a 'paper pope' of Scripture 

Bar th maintains the importance of the r e a l i s a t i o n that God i s f r e e , 

even i n regard to these w r i t i n g s . This freedom, which i s never 

expressed as more than a t heo re t i ca l or l a t en t q u a l i t y , means that 

God could choose ' a new verbal form beyond the verbal form of Holy 

Scr ipture ' f o r h is use. 'He i s not bound to i t , but i t i s bound to 

Him.'*(24-) When he expresses t h i s point i n more d e t a i l Barth stresses 

that the descr ip t ion 'Word of God' when used of the Bible remains i n 

t r u t h a statement about 'the being and ru l e of God i n and through the 

B i b l e ' and can never become ' a statement about the Bib le as such' .(25) 

• Barth f u r t h e r holds, i n his stance over against the doctr ine of 

verbal i n s p i r a t i o n , that the d iv ine communication of Scripture i s 

always a miraculous event. I n p a r t i c u l a r , i t i s miraculous i n tha t 

i t displays the power of God's Word to speak through the f a l l i b l e 

words of men. Here, Barth claims, the advocates of verbal i n s p i r a ­

t i o n were again at f a u l t i n that they subtracted the d ivine miracle 

from the operation of Scr ip ture . They lodged the au thor i ty and value 

of the Bible i n the wrong place - i n the mouths of men, who were 

prophets and apostles, but remained f a l l i b l e men, and not i n the mouth 

of God, the i n f a l l i b l e one. 

I n the Dogmatics Barth takes t h i s understanding of the human 

q u a l i t y of the Bible so f a r as to t a l k of i t s ' v u l n e r a b i l i t y ' . Indeed. 

(23) C D . 11 P.139 and I 2 pp.525 f 

(24) C D . I 1 p.157 

(25) C D . I 2 p.527 



he states that v A t every point i t i s the vulnerable word of man* . The 

word •vulnerable' i s chosen w i t h care, f o r i t indicates the precise 

nature of Bar th 1 s standpoint, which i s that the b i b l i c a l authors were 

capable of e r r i n g . To say at t h i s or that point that they d i d e r r , 

he maintains, would be to overvalue the i n f a l l i b i l i t y of our own modern 

viewpoint . I n spi te of t h i s reservat ion the capacity f o r e r ror i s a 

charac te r i s t i c which he takes ser iously; i t extends, he al lows, hot 

only to the l i m i t s of the w r i t e r s ' secular understanding, but also to 

t h e i r r e l i g i o u s and theologica l posi t ions.(26) The capacity f o r e r r o r , 

the borrowings from contemporary cu l tu res , the in t e rna l cont radic t ions , 

these must be accepted * i f we are not t o be g u i l t y of Docetism' i n our 

use of the B i b l e . 

I n t h i s treatment of the human q u a l i t y of Scripture Bar th notes one 

pa r t i cu l a r d i s t i n c t i o n of the world-view of the two Testaments, held i n 

common w i t h ' a l l ancient l i t e r a t u r e ' ; t h i s i s t h e i r ignorance of * the 

d i s t i n c t i o n of f a c t and value which i s so important to us, between h i s ­

t o r y , on the one hand, and saga and legend on the other*. This d i s t i n c ­

t i o n he allows no ul t imate s ign i f i cance , but he knows i t s hold on l i s . 

Where we f i n d ourselves perplexed by the absence of the d i s t i n c t i o n i n 

b i b l i c a l l i t e r a t u r e * i t may be a matter of simply be l iev ing the Word of 

God1' whether i n h i s to ry or saga form.(27) At another point i n the 

Dogmatics Barth r e fe r s to the exegete's need t o 'push back1 the d i s t i n c ­

t ions between saga, h i s t o ry and so on when he has once recognised them 

(26) C D . I 2 pp 508-510 c f I I ; p 106 

(27) C D . I 2 p 509 c f I I I 1 p 82. Barth* s concern f o r modern man's 

' pe rp lex i ty ' i n the face of the b i b l i c a l confusion of h i s t o r y and ' saga' 

seems to diminish as he goes on. 
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i n the t e x t , and then t o proceed w i t h ' ' tested and c r i t i c a l naivety' 1 t o respond 

t o the kerygmatic sense.(28) 

One more s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r must be recognised w i t h respect t o the 

'humanity' of Scr ip ture : the p a r t i c u l a r human authors were themselves men of a 

c e r t a i n time and place, and more s p e c i f i c a l l y men of a ce r t a in race. I n the 

l i g h t of current anti-semitism i t i s not surpr i s ing that Barth gave special 

a t t en t ion to t h i s point i n the course of h is consideration of Scripture ( the 

relevant part volume, I 2 was published i n 1938). This essent ial Jewishness of 

both Testaments i s seen as the ul t imate source of offence f o r a l l Chris t ians -

though only a l a t en t or hidden source i n many. Yet to enter f u l l y i n t o the Word 

of God as Scripture communicates i t we need " i n a ce r t a in and u l t i m a t e l y decisive 

sense ac tua l ly to become Jews*. Clear ly t h i s supposition demands a high degree 

of understanding, s c i e n t i f i c inves t iga t ion and sympathy w i t h the h i s t o ry of t h i s 

people, the se t t i ng w i t h i n which the b i b l i c a l t ex ts were w r i t t e n . (29) 

Here i n ou t l ine we have seen the pos i t i on which Barth gives to Koly 

Scripture w i t h i n the doctr ine of the Word of God. One pole of h i s understanding 

i s f i x e d f i r m l y i n the recogni t ion of God's power and a c t i v i t y : '"The Bib le i s 

God's Word so f a r as God l e t s i t be h i s Word, so f a r as God speaks through i t 1 ' . 

(30) The other pole stands i n the human q u a l i t y of b i b l i c a l w r i t i n g , br inging 

w i t h i t the r e a l i s a t i o n of the t r u t h *'of the miracle that here f a l l i b l e men 

speak the Word of God i n f a l l i b l e human words" .(31) The very centre of the 

understanding points us to the f i g u r e to whom both Testaments bear witness, f o r 

(28) C D . IV 2 p 478 

(29) C D . I 2 pp 51 Of. 

(30) C D . I 1 p 123 

(31) C D . I 2 p 529 



"Holy Scripture i s the word of men who longed f o r , expected, hoped f o r 

t h i s 1 rmmanuel' , and f i n a l l y saw, heard and handled i t i n Jesus C h r i s t " . 

(32) 

3 The Old Testament as Word 

When we r e c a l l the considerable l i n e of thinkers and theologians 

who confronted Barth w i t h the repudiat ion of the Old Testament or i t s 

devaluation i n contrast w i t h the New we need not be surprised that he 

took the pains which he d id to emphasise and r e i t e r a t e his own stand 

against i t s repudia t ion . I n f a c t there i s a s t r i k i n g stress on the 

un i ty of the two Testaments and the status of the Old alongside the New 

throughout the pages of the Church Dogmatics and elsewhere. 

I t i s Bar th 1 s contention that the New Testament grows out of the 

Old: "The New Testament witness t o Jesus C h r i s t , the Son of God, 

stands on the s o i l of the Old Testament and cannot be separated from i t " . 

(33) This pos i t i on i s s i g n i f i c a n t enough, especia l ly when i t i s 

accompanied by the requirement that the Chr i s t i an born outside I s r a e l 1 s 

t r a d i t i o n s must enter i n t o them t o understand h i s f a i t h (34) , but i t 

s t i l l does not represent the f u l l force of his emphasis i n t h i s area. 

For he does not speak only of the close r e l a t i o n of the two Testaments 

i n t h i s way, but of t h e i r very u n i t y . (35) The two stand inseparably 

together, and i t i s impossible to divide one from the other "wi thou t at 

each point emptying and destroying both".(36) 

(32) C D . I 1 p 121 

(33) C.D. IV 1 p 166 

(34) C.D. IV 1 p 167 

(35) C.D. H i p p 363 and I I I 2 p 615 

(36) C D . I 2 p 482 
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I n maintaining t h i s pos i t i on Barth refuses to t a l k of 1 two1 of 
anything i n the two Testaments. There are not two r e l i g i o n s re l a t ed 
to one another h i s t o r i c a l l y or even homogeneous, rather there i s a 
"uni ty of revelation*' between * so-called r e l i g i o n s ' 1 i n the Old and 
New.(37) I n a s imi la r way the communities of both Testaments are 
bound together, f o r i n each case t h i s people - one among others - i s 
the people of God.(38) While the very t i t l e of the two parts of 
Scripture implies a d i s t i n c t i o n of 'Covenants' even here Barth t a lks 
of u n i t y , i n terms of the "bow of the one covenant which stretches 
over the whole".(39) Over the whole spectrum of b i b l i c a l issues he 
i s anxious to stress the same understanding, that the Old Testament 
i s never ftviolated or emptied" by the Nevf, ra ther i t i s " f u l f i l l e d " , 
and t h i s r e l a t ionsh ip implies the continued relevance of the Old f o r 
Chr is t ian f a i t h . ( 4 0 ) 

Clear ly t h i s powerful emphasis brings Bar th ' s theology sharply 

up against a strong t r a d i t i o n of b i b l i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . This i s 

the view which categorises the Old Testament r e l i g i o n and f a i t h i n 

terms of 'Law' and sees i t to stand i n opposi t ion, or at leas t con­

t r a s t , w i t h the 'Gospel' of the New. Prom the time of Luther him­

s e l f t h i s view has fof/fcen; held sway i n the Lutheran t r a d i t i o n , and 

(37) C.D. I 2 p 79 

(38) C.D. IV 3 p 730 

(39) C.D. 17 1 p 669 

(40) C D . I l l 4 p 309 
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t he re i s no dea r th o f modern exponents t o m a i n t a i n i t . (41) Indeed, present-day-

Lutheran c r i t i c i s m o f B a r t h f i n d s much of i t s meat i n t h i s issue.(42) 

B a r t h stands a longside C a l v i n i n h i s r e f u s a l t o countenance the L u t h e r a n 

a n t i t h e s i s o f Law and Gospel , and whether we l o o k w i t h sympathe t ic o r h o s t i l e 

eyes a t h i s view of t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o one another we should recognise i n t h i s 

ma t t e r a c r u c i a l aspect o f h i s t h e o l o g y . I t i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y c r u c i a l and i n t e r ­

e s t i n g aspect f o r our a t t e n t i o n i n t h i s s t u d y , i n t h a t i t marks one o f the ma jo r 

p o i n t s a t wh ich the q u e s t i o n about the use and unders tanding o f the Old Testament 

l i n k s i n w i t h the v i t a l ques t ions about B a r t h 1 s t heo logy as a whole . 

I t i s ve ry n e a r l y , but not q u i t e , accurate t o descr ibe E a r t h ' s t r ea tment o f 

t h i s ma t t e r by say ing t h a t he s imply reverses the Lu the ran unders tanding o f the 

r e l a t i o n o f Law and Gospel : p u t t i n g the grace o f God b e f o r e h i s command, i n s t e a d 

o f the r e v e r s e . Whi l e t h i s i s c e r t a i n l y the tendency o f h i s v i ew , i t i s more 

t y p i c a l l y expressed i n terms o f the Gospel ' s ' e n f o l d i n g ' t he Law, or the Law's 

being wrapped around by the Gospel . A c h a r a c t e r i s t i c express ion o f the p o s i t i o n 

comes i n the second volume o f the Dogmatics: " I t i s the Gospel which con t a in s and 

encloses the Law as the a r k o f the covenant the t a b l e s o f S i n a i " .(43) 

(41) Bultmann expresses such a v iew i n h i s own te rms , see h i s essay"Erophecy 

and F u l f i l m e n t " i n E . T . i n Essays on Old Testament I n t e r p r e t a t i o n egLt Claus 

Westermann, SCM, London, 1963. I n the l i g h t o f modern research L u t h e r h i m s e l f 

i s no l o n g e r c r e d i t e d w i t h m a i n t a i n i n g any s i n g l e dichotomy between the 

Testaments. Among modern Lutherans H G Reventlow has made an i n t e r e s t i n g s tudy 

of j u s t i f i c a t i o n i n the Old Testament ( R e c h t f e r t i g u n g im H o r i z o n das A l t e n t 

Testaments, Munchen, 1971. 

(42) For example i n the work o f PI T h i e l i c k e or G Wingren . B a r t h h i m s e l f g ives 

a f u l l e r l i s t i n C D . IV 3 p 370. 

(43) C.D.]1.2J.p 511. 
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B a r t h i s determined here (and i n h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n he f o l l o w s ha rd 
on the heels o f C a l v i n , as b e f o r e ) t h a t no wedge he d r i v e n t h rough the 
works o f God, no a r t i f i c i a l d i s t i n c t i o n made between the way he ac t ed 
a t one t ime and the way t h a t he acted a t another . So i t i s t h a t he 
dec la res the works o f God towards I s r a e l t o have been always f u l l o f 
grace (as h i s works towards the new I s r a e l ) and h i s a c t i o n i n the New 
Testament t o c o n t a i n the demands o f Law ( a s i n the Old).(44) The w i t ­
ness o f L u t h e r h i m s e l f ( a t l e a s t i n one frame o f mind) i s c l a imed f o r 
t h i s r e f u s a l t o d i v i d e S c r i p t u r e (45) and h i s own comparison o f Ho ly 
S c r i p t u r e t o the seamless robe o f C h r i s t i s quoted t o h i s d isadvantage , 
as i l l u s t r a t i n g the need t o comprehend the u n i t y o f the Old and New i n 
the Bible . (46) 

A t one and the same t ime B a r t h f i n d s suppor t f o r t h i s u n i f y i n g v i ew 

i n ' t h e be s t ' o f L u t h e r ' s w r i t i n g on the s u b j e c t , and a l so laments the 

o the r s ide o f h i s work and the ensuing t r a d i t i o n . I t i s wrong t o 

r ega rd the O l d Testament as the c l a s s i c a l document o f a ' r e l i g i o n o f 

works ' , f o r the O l d , along w i t h the new, con ta in s the r e v e l a t i o n wh ich 

c o n t r a d i c t s a l l r e l i g i o n . ( 4 7 ) E q u a l l y i t i s mis taken t o f i n d i n P a u l ' s 

t each ing about the Law any evidence f o r the c o n t r a s t i n g o f O ld and New: 

when he spoie o f C h r i s t as ' the end ( t e l o s ) o f the l aw ' we must i n t e r p r e t 

h i s phrase i n analogy t o the r a b b i n i c concept o f the k e l a l - C h r i s t i s 

as i t were the summing up o f the law.(48) 

(44) C.D. I I 2 p 563 

(45) C .D. I 2 pp.76-78 

(46) C.D. I 2 p 484 

(47) C.D. I 2 pp 310 f 

(48) C.D. I I 2 pp 244 f . c f I V 3 PP 370 f 



33 

A l l t h i s emphatic argument might amount t o l i t t l e more than good 
germanic polemics i f the re were no cen t re o f p o s i t i v e d o c t r i n e i n Bar th*s 
v i e w p o i n t . But a cen t re t h e r e most d e c i d e d l y i s , and i t l i e s i n t h a t 
p lace where the general t heo logy o f the Y/ord would l e a d us t o expec t . 
For the cen t re o f B a r t h ' s argument i n the m a t t e r o f the u n i t y o f the two 
Testaments i s f o u n d i n the person o f C h r i s t . More s p e c i f i c a l l y i t i s 
f o u n d i n the c o n t e n t i o n t h a t Jesus C h r i s t i s as much the 1 t r u e o b j e c t 
and con ten t 1 o f the Old Testament as o f the New. The awareness o f t h i s 
t r u t h comes t o us o n l y i n the l i g h t o f the New Testament, but i n t h a t 
l i g h t we come t o see i t as the t r u t h , not as any f l i g h t o f f a n c y , t h a t 
Jesus was ' L o r d o f t h i s h i s t o r y t o o ' .(49) The knowledge o f t h i s t r u e 
o b j e c t o f the S c r i p t u r e o f I s r a e l enables the C h r i s t i a n , as aga ins t the 
exegete o f the synagogue, t o see the t r u e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f i t s words,(50) 
and the C h r i s t i a n i n t e r p r e t e r w i l l t r u l y understand them i f he makes the 
name o f C h r i s t t he ' l a s t word ' i n h i s exegesis.(51) 

B a r t h sees the t each ing o f Jesus h i m s e l f , i n i t s use o f the S c r i p ­

t u r e s o f I s r a e l , as c a r r y i n g t h rough the same under s t and ing . For Jesus 

the R a b b i , w h i l e l i k e o the r contemporary teachers i n t e c h n i c a l r e s p e c t s , 

was u n l i k e them i n h i s grasp o f the Old Testament as e s s e n t i a l l y a book 

not o f the past but o f 1 the present and f u t u r e ' . I n h i s p reach ing t h a t 

' t h e t i n e i s f u l f i l l e d 1 , Jesus i s seen t o r e a l i s e t h a t ' I t i s now at 

t h i s p o i n t t h a t the re r e a l l y takes place t h a t wh ich i s dec la red ' i n the 

Old Testament.(52) The v iew o f the New Testament w r i t e r s i s brought i n 

a longside t h a t o f C h r i s t h i m s e l f t o bear wi tness t o the t r u e unders tand­

i n g o f the 01d,(53) and a v i r t u a l ' c l o u d o f wi tnesses ' f r o m Irenaeus t o 

the Reformers i s summoned t o the same service.(54) 

(49) C.D. I I I 2 p 476 (50) C D . I 2 p 488 (50 C D . I I 2 p 366 

(52) C D . I V 2 p 199. B a r t h ' s v iew o f r a b b i n i c exegesis i s , o f course , 

a jaundiced and h i g h l y ques t ionable one. 

(53) C .D. I 2 pp 72-74 (54) C.D. I 2 pp 74-76 
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I n one impor tan t passage E a r t h undertakes t o express i n some d e t a i l 

•what i s envisaged i n the unders tanding t h a t the O l d Testament wi tnesses 

t o Chr is t . (55) Here , having f i r s t bemoaned the f a i l u r e o f much c u r r e n t 

s c h o l a r s h i p i n t h i s f i e l d t o pene t ra te t o the l e v e l o f i t s r e a l s i g n i f i ­

cance, he o u t l i n e s th ree ways i n w h i c h t h i s Testament, t o o , speaks o f 

C h r i s t . 

F i r s t l y he sees i t as w i t n e s s i n g t o the r e v e l a t i o n o f God* s ac t i n 

covenant . Th i s covenant comes i n s eve ra l forms w i t h i n the Old T e s t a ­

ment, but none o f them can be regarded as the u l t i m a t e or e s s e n t i a l cove­

nan t ; f o r t h i s i s the covenant f o u n d i n C h r i s t . But the Old covenants 

do no t o n l y p o i n t t o t h i s l a t t e r i n a genera l way, t hey i n d i c a t e C h r i s t 

the Media to r p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e i r own concern w i t h God's med ia to r s : 

Moses, D a v i d , and so on . 

Secondly the Old Testament bears wi tness t o the hiddenness o f God, 

the dark aspect o f h i s nature wh ich comes t o men i n the f o r m of judgment 

on unr ighteousness . Th i s hiddenness o f God, and the r e s i s t ance wh ich 

men present t o i t i n t h e i r waywardness, p o i n t s t o the u l t i m a t e m a n i f e s t a ­

t i o n o f God's judgment, the occasion when h i s hiddenness i s most t r u l y 

f o u n d , a t the c r u c i f i x i o n o f C h r i s t . For here we see God's t a k i n g the 

judgment upon h i m s e l f , as he had always been do ing i n the concealment o f 

the O l d Testament. 

T h i r d l y t he re i s a more e x p l i c i t way i n w h i c h the O l d Covenant 

r e l a t e s t o C h r i s t . For i n a l l i t s l e a d i n g concepts the re i s an element 

o f expectancy, o f incompleteness , and even o f e x p l i c i t prophecy o f h i s 
1 

f u l f i l m e n t . The themes o f the ' p e o p l e ' , the ' l a n d ' , the ' t e m p l e ' , the 

• k i n g 1 , these and o thers a l l l o o k t o t h e i r p e r f e c t i o n i n the New Cove­

nant o f C h r i s t . 

(55) C D . I 2 pp 79-101 
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I n so f a r as ' t h e synagogue 1 w i l l not concur i n t h i s unders tanding 

o f the t r u e o b j e c t and content o f the Old Testament B a r t h m a i n t a i n s t h a t 

t h e i r 1 s i s an incomplete and t r u n c a t e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . She i s best 

dep i c t ed as on the M i n s t e r a t S t rasbourg as the u n c a n n i l y p i t i f u l 

f i g u r e w i t h bandaged eyes and broken lance*.(56) As we s h a l l observe 

i n the d e t a i l e d s tud ie s B a r t h contends on s e v e r a l occasions t h a t w i t h o u t 

the d i s c o v e r y o f the t e x t ' s t r u e o b j e c t i n the person o f C h r i s t i t must 

remain aimless and poin t less . (57) 

Before l e a v i n g the c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the u n i t y o f the two Testaments 

we must adver t b r i e f l y t o one f u r t h e r passage o f extended t r e a t m e n t . 

T h i s passage comes l a t e i n the Dogmatics ( i n 17 3) where the n a r r a t i v e 

concerns the P rophe t i c o f f i c e o f C h r i s t . Having set C h r i s t as prophet 

over aga ins t the i n d i v i d u a l prophets o f the O ld Testament i n t h e i r l i m i ­

t a t i o n s B a r t h goes on t o make a p r o v i s o . Whi l e no s i n g l e prophet f o r e ­

shadows C h r i s t a l t o g e t h e r , the p r o p h e t i c w i tnes s o f the whole Testament 

does f o r m a prototype. (58) For i n f o u r ways i t matches the o f f i c e o f 

C h r i s t : i t i s p r o p h e t i c i n un ion w i t h i t s h i s to ry , (59) i t i s u n i v e r s a l 

i n i t s prophecy, i t knows God 1 s grace as a p resen t r e a l i t y , and i t i s 

m e d i a t o r i a l . Seen, t h u s , as a who le , the p r o p h e t i c wi tness o f the Old 

Testament matches t h a t o f C h r i s t , and i s p r o p e r l y •messianic ' .(.60) 

(56) C.D. I 2 p 101. 

(57) For example i n the e x p o s i t i o n s o f C.D. I I 2 pp 354 and the t r e a t ­

ment o f Ps 40:8 a t I I 2 p 605. 

(58) C D . I V 3 PP 52-72 

(59) Th i s i s a somewhat c r y p t i c express ion o f a p o i n t wh ich even i n 

E a r t h ' s l e n g t h i e r t rea tment i s v e r y opaque. 

(60) C.D. I V 3 P 65 
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4 D i s t i n c t i o n s w i t h i n the Word 

Thus f a r , under the heading of ' t h e O ld Testament as Word 1 we have 

set out B a r t h 1 s exp lana t ions o f the u n i t y o f the two p a r t s o f S c r i p t u r e . 

We come now t o examine h i s unders tanding o f the f a c t o r s wh ich d i s t i n g u i s h 

the Old f r o m the New w i t h i n the embracing concept o f the Word. 

When B a r t h f i r s t comes t o cons ider the d i s t i n c t i v e cha rac t e r o f the 

Old Testament i t i s i n terms o f ' t i m e ' t h a t he does so. The ma t t e r o f 

t ime i s one o f the i n t e r e s t i n g minor preoccupat ions o f the Church Dog­

m a t i c s , and i n r e l a t i o n t o B i b l i c a l d o c t r i n e the theme f i n d s a p a r t i c u l a r 

s ta tement . B a r t h sees t h a t the t r u t h 'God r e v e a l s H i m s e l f i s e q u i v a ­

l e n t t o say ing 'God has t ime f o r us ' ; t h i s t i m e , the t ime o f Jesus 

C h r i s t and o f f u l f i l m e n t 1 , has a s p e c i a l q u a l i t y above our ' f a l l e n ' 

human t i m e . The s p e c i a l q u a l i t y i s shared by the t imes o f the B i b l i c a l 

wi tnesses : on the one hand the e x p e c t a t i o n t ime o f the Old Testament, 

on the o ther the r e c o l l e c t i o n t ime o f the New.(6l) 

I n the t h i r d volume o f the Dogmatics B a r t h r e v e r t s t o the ma t t e r o f 

t i m e , and i n d e a l i n g w i t h L e v i t i c u s 25 descr ibes what he sees as the 

' t ime-consc iousness ' o f Old Testament man: "Not the consciousness o f 

i n d e f i n i t e t i m e , but t h a t o f the t ime o f an e r a des t ined t o cu lmina te i n 

another , and t h e r e f o r e the e x p l a n a t i o n o f a coming t i m e , the end and new 

beg inn ing by wh ich the present t ime w i t h i t s l i m i t a t i o n i s a l r e a d y i l l u ­

minated and r e l a t i v i s e d , be ing drawn and c o n t r o l l e d by i t as though by 

a p o w e r f u l magnet".(62) 

(61) C D . I 2 pp 45 

(62) C D . I l l 2 p 457 



So the O l d Testament i s seen as marked by a q u a l i t y o f expectanc}' , 

and i n t h i s q u a l i t y i s pe rce ived the f a c t o r w h i c h l i f t s i t s t ime above 

V,the o the r t imes i n the t ime area ante Chr i s tum natum l ,.(63) As such i t 

r e t a i n s a d i s t i n c t i d e n t i t y w h i c h i s not s i m p l y swallowed up by the New 

Testament and i t s t ime o f r e c o l l e c t i o n . ( 6 4 ) B a r t h expresses a p a r a l l e l 

unders tanding o f the r e l a t i o n o f the Testaments when he t a l k s o f v t h e 

d i f f e r e n c e and u n i t y between promise and f u l f i l m e n t , between the announce­

ment and the a c t u a l coming o f the kingdom"; t h i s statement a r i s e s , 

s t r a n g e l y enough, i n c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the prevalence o f polygamy i n the 

Old Testament.(65) 

I n c l a i m i n g t h a t C h r i s t i s the " t r u e o b j e c t and c o n t e n t " o f b o t h 

Old and New Testaments B a r t h does go on t o make some allowance f o r d i s ­

t i n c t i o n between one and the o t h e r . I t i s i n l i n e w i t h the language o f 

e x p e c t a t i o n and f u l f i l m e n t when he descr ibes C h r i s t 1 s a c t i v i t y as 

"incarnandus i n the Old Testament and inca rna tus i n the New", as i t i s 

when he speaks o f C h r i s t as e s s e n t i a l l y "the coming one'1 i n the f o r m e r . 

(66) I n a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t v e i n he r e f e r s t o the name o f C h r i s t as 

Concea l ed under the name o f I s r a e l " i n the O l d , and " r evea l ed under h i s 

own name" i n the New. As we have seen be fo r e ( p 33 above) the idea o f 

the Old Testament as h o l d i n g a sec re t t r u t h o n l y d i s c l o s e d i n the New i s 

a r e c u r r e n t emphasis i n B a r t h 1 s t r ea tment o f t h i s matter.(67) 

Of a l l the statements o f the d i s t i n c t i v e r e l a t i o n o f the Testaments 

one i n p a r t i c u l a r i s f a v o u r e d by B a r t h . T h i s i s the r e f e r e n c e t o the 

Old Testament as ' t h e prophets* and the New as ' t h e apos t l e s ' . So, 

(63) C.D. I 2 p 70 

(64) C D . I 2 p 54 

(65) C.D. I l l 4 P 200 

(66) C.D. I 2 p 720 

(67) See f o r example C D . I l l 2 p 299 
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t y p i c a l l y , i n an essay i n Theology and Church d a t i n g f r o m as e a r l y as 

1925 he speaks o f the Church " w i t n e s s i n g t o the r e v e l a t i o n - and t h a t 

w i tness i s i n the f o r m o f c o n f i r m i n g the p r o p h e t i c message o f the O ld 

Testament and e n e r g i s i n g the New Testament a p o s t o l i c word".(68) 

We would suggest t h a t a l l the expressions o f the u n i t y and d i f f e r e n ­

t i a t i o n o f the two Testaments reviewed so f a r f i t i n t o a c o n s i s t e n t 

p i c t u r e . The emphasis i n t h i s p i c t u r e f a l l s h e a v i l y on the s ide o f the 

i d e n t i t y and inseparable r e l a t i o n o f the two . The statements which 

d i s t i n g u i s h the Old Testament as ' e x p e c t a n t ' , ' secre t* and ' p r o p h e t i c * 

c l e a r l y have the f o r c e o n l y o f marking d i f f e r e n c e s o f approach towards 

the one C h r i s t whom b o t h Testaments a t t e s t . There a r e , however, some 

s t r a y passages i n the Dogmatics whose f o r c e seems s t r o n g e r , o r a t l e a s t 

o t h e r , t han these , and we must b r i e f l y note them. 

I n one i n t e r e s t i n g passage i n the t h i r d volume o f the Dogmatics the 

sugges t ion i s madetfaatforvthe Old Testament w i t n e s s the concern i s p r i ­

m a r i l y w i t h " a n a l l - p o w e r f u l Word which has been dec l a r ed ' 1 , w h i l e t h a t 

o f the New i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d by " an a l l - p o w e r f u l ac t wh ich has come t o 

pass". T h i s h i n t r ece ives ( s o f a r as we are aware) no s i g n i f i c a n t 

development elsewhere i n B a r t h ' s w r i t i n g , bu t t aken i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h 

the o the r ' s t r a y ' v i e w p o i n t s i t may suggest an unconscious waver ing i n 

h i s o therwise f i r m i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the. e s s e n t i a l conten t o f the T e s t a ­

ments.(69) 

Rather more d e c i s i v e l y out o f tStae w i t h the main l i n e o f under­

s tand ing are the suggest ions t h a t the O l d r e l a t e s t o the New Testament 

(68) Theology and Church p 363 c f C.D. 1 2 pp 716 f 

(69) C.D. I l l 3 p 1 8 1 . I t may be as w e l l t h a t t h i s h i n t i s no more 

developed s ince i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see where i t would have l e d . 
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as ' t h e q u e s t i o n c o r r e c t l y p u t 1 r e l a t e s t o ' t h e answer c o r r e c t l y g i v e n ' , 

o r t h a t i t expresses a ' never the less ' wh ich the New Testament t r ans fo rms 

i n t o a ' t h e r e f o r e ' . ( 7 0 ) Bo th these quo ta t ions would serve b e t t e r t o 

i l l u s t r a t e the bas i s o f Bul tmann 's v iew o f the O ld Testament than 

B a r t h ' s normal p o s i t i o n . ( 71) The same might w e l l be s a id o f a s t a t e ­

ment i n the f o u r t h .volume: "The Old Testament i s the ind ispensable l e n s 

by which we can read i n the m i r r o r o f the Son o f God who and what we were 

b e f o r e Him and w i t h o u t Him - men o f s i n . . ." .(72) Bultmann would 

undoubtedly manage the sentence w i t h o u t r e f e r ence t o " t h e m i r r o r o f the 

Son o f God' 1, bu t we may ques t ion how f a r t h i s . i w o u l d a l t e r i t s s i g n i f i ­

cance (as indeed we s h a l l l a t e r f i n d occasion t o d o ) . 

We need t o exerc i se a l i t t l e c a u t i o n i n the use o f these somewhat 

unexpected s ta tements , chosen out o f a work o f g rea t l e n g t h and com­

p l e x i t y . Nonetheless we cannot bu t make ourse lves aware o f t h e i r p r e s ­

ence, and the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t hey shou ld c a r r y i n f l u e n c e beyond t h e i r 

number. The p o i n t a t i ssue i s c l e a r l y no t t h a t we should use p r i v a t e 

d e t e c t i o n t o d i s p l a y B a r t h as g u i l t y o f i n c o n s i s t e n c y . Ra ther , i n 

observ ing these casua l , almost unconscious , expressions we may f i n d 

c lues t o p o s s i b l e weaknesses w i t h i n the scope o f B a r t h 1 s d o c t r i n e o f 

the B i b l e as Word. 

Y f i t h t h i s i n mind we n o t i c e one f u r t h e r q u o t a t i o n . Here B a r t h 

s t i l l c l a ims t h a t the O ld Testament p o i n t s towards f u l f i l m e n t , bu t 

main ta ins t h a t "The one i n whom God r e c o n c i l e d the w o r l d un to h i m s e l f , 

i n whom the b a r r i e r was lowered and h o s t i l i t y ended, has not y e t 

appeared and i s not ye t named i n the Old Testament sphere".(73) 

(70) C.D. I 2 p 120, I I I | p 3 7 9 t h e k i n d o f usage f o r w h i c h B a r t h has 

', i . / p a r t i c u l a r fondness 

(71) S e e , f o r example,Buitmann's essay c i t e d above ( n o t e 41) 

(72) C.D. IV 1 p 502 

(73) C.D. I I 2 p 425 
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5 Concluding Note : S c r i p t u r e and Dogmatics 

I n t h i s chapter we have looked i n summary at B a r t h 1 s t h e o l o g y o f 

the Word o f God, and the place o f the Old and New Testaments w i t h i n t h a t 

t h e o l o g y . The c r i t i c a l q u e s t i o n i n g o f h i s d o c t r i n e i n t h i s area w i l l 

be undertaken l a t e r , i n the l i g h t o f the ensuing d e t a i l e d s t u d i e s . 

Meanwhile, we must pause t o ment ion the way i n w h i c h B a r t h sees the work 

o f the Dogmatic t h e o l o g i a n as r e l a t i n g t o the B i b l e ; put another way, 

t o see what f u n c t i o n he b e l i e v e s S c r i p t u r e ought t o f u l f i l i n a 'Dogmatics ' . 

The innocent reader , on opening the i n i t i a l volume of the Church 

Dogmatics t o d i scove r 3ar th* s unders tanding o f the Dogmatic t a s k i s 

l i k e l y t o be s u r p r i s e d . For he f i n d s dogmatics d e f i n e d p r i n c i p a l l y i n 

terms o f a c r i t i q u e , a t e s t . The t e s t i s imposed on the Church 's 

p r o c l a m a t i o n , and the norm aga ins t which her p r o c l a m a t i o n i s t e s t e d i s 

God's Word. I n concrete terms t h a t means t h a t dogmatics must be " t h e 

c r i t i c a l i n q u i r y as t o the agreement o f Church p r o c l a m a t i o n , not w i t h 

any norm o f human t r u t h o r human va lue . . . nor w i t h a s tandard o f 

d i v i n e t r u t h a l ready known by the Church h e r s e l f '.. \ .". bu t w i t h the 

r e v e l a t i o n a t t e s t e d i n H o l y Sc r ip tu re" . (74) 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t S c r i p t u r e p lays the normative r o l e i n t h i s p r o ­

cess. Indeed, another way o f d e s c r i b i n g the ' f o r m a l task* of dogmatics, 

i s t h i s : " i t i s f i r s t a c a l l t o the t each ing Church t o hear , t h a t i s , 

t o l i s t e n t o Jesus C h r i s t as a t t e s t e d i n H o l y Sc r ip tu re" . (75) I f the 

dogmat ic ian i s t o i ssue t h i s c a l l he must h i m s e l f be a l i s t e n e r , one who 

works i n a t t e n t i v e obedience t o the Word o f God i n S c r i p t u r e . Th i s i s 

not t o say t h a t dogmatics i s e q u i v a l e n t t o exegesis - wh ich i s a 

(74) C D . I 1 p 304 

(75) C.D. I 2 p 802 
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s p e c i a l t a s k i n i t s e l f . But the dogmatic t h e o l o g i a n r e l i e s upon the 

work o f exeges is , and be ing c o n t i n u a l l y concerned w i t h S c r i p t u r e h i m s e l f 

w i l l o f t e n take up h i m s e l f 1 the immediate and d e t a i l e d work o f exegesis ' . 

(76) 

When he comes, i n e v i t a b l y , t o g r i p s w i t h the t a s k o f exegesis the 

Qogmatic t h e o l o g i a n w i l l l o o k t o the B i b l e i n f a i t h , i n the knowledge 

and constant e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t God's own Word i s he re , and he w i l l l o o k 

no t f o r f a c t s beh ind the t e x t but f o r the message o f r e v e l a t i o n expressed 

i n b o t h the content and the f o r m o f the tex t . (77) He w i l l expound the 

B i b l e i n i t s t r u e humanity , w i t h r e g a r d t o the h i s t o r i c a l s e t t i n g , the 

p a r t i c u l a r t ime and p lace o f i t s o r i g i n , but he w i l l not s top sho r t a t 

t h i s ' h i s t o r i c a l ' l e v e l o f under s t and ing , bu t seek beyond and t h rough i t 

t o hear the Word o f r e v e l a t i o n i t speaks.(78) 

B a r t h b e l i e v e s t h a t the v e r y at tempt a t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n depends i n 

the f i r s t p lace on the sure knowledge t h a t S c r i p t u r e i s i n n a t e l y s e l f -

e x p l a n a t o r y , endowed w i t h a n a t u r a l c l a r i t y o r pe rsp icu . i t as - o r r a t h e r 

g i v e n t h i s q u a l i t y i n the movement o f r e v e l a t i o n by God's S p i r i t . ( 7 9 ) 

U l t i m a t e l y , he s t a t e s , " these w r i t i n g s , as God's Word i n human words 

expound themselves, are i n themselves . . . everywhere p e r f e c t l y c l e a r 

and t ransparent" . ( 8 0 ) 

And ye t we have a p a r t t o p l a y as media tors between S c r i p t u r e and 

o the r men and as human i n t e r p r e t e r s . I n the f i r s t p lace we must 

(76) C.D. I 2 p 821 

(77) C.D. I 2 pp 492 c f God Here and Now p 54 

(78) C.D. I 2 pp 466 

( 79) God Here and Now p 52 

( 8 0 ) I b i d 

http://perspicu.it


approach t h i s t a s k i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n t o the B i b l e : our own w o r l d o f 

thoughts and f e e l i n g s must be p l aced as i t were a t i t s f e e t . I n the 

ac t o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n we should r e a l i s e t h r e e bas ic s tages . F i r s t we 

observe and 'make sense o f the words be fo r e us , l o o k i n g a t them i n 

t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l con tex t and g a t h e r i n g t h e i r f u l l sense w i t h i n t h a t c o n ­

t e x t . Next we r e f l e c t on the t e x t as s i g n i f i c a n t f o r ou r se lve s . I n 

t h i s p a r t o f the process ( a process which B a r t h makes c l e a r i s not i n 

p r a c t i c a l r e a l i t y d i v i d e d i n t o temporal stages as t h i s might suggest) 

we i n e v i t a b l y b r i n g our own ' p h i l o s o p h y ' o r mode o f thought t o bear upon 

the t e x t . T h i s element o f our own humanity i s not t o be sh ied away f r o m , 

bu t acknowledged and c o n t r o l l e d : the ph i lo sophy must remain the servant 

o f S c r i p t u r e and not become i t s c r i t i c , and the conc lus ions o f our r e f l e c ­

t i o n s - i n f l u e n c e d by our own modes o f thought - must be recognised as 

p r o v i s i o n a l , or as hypotheses. The l a s t aspect o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s the 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f the t e x t , o r i t s a s s i m i l a t i o n . Here our aim i s f o r 

the Word which the S c r i p t u r e speaks t o us t o become ' o u r v e r y own' , and 

t o e n t e r i n t o the r o o t s o f our thought and a c t i o n . ( 8 l ) I n t h i s whole 

process o f exegesis the i n t e r p r e t e r must a l l o w S c r i p t u r e t o ' l i f t him 

out o f h i m s e l f . 

W i t h t h i s conspectus o f the r e l a t i o n o f the dogmatic t h e o l o g i a n and 

i n t e r p r e t e r t o the B i b l e as B a r t h sees i t i n mind we s h a l l leave the 

gene ra l v iew o f the r e l e v a n t statements o f d o c t r i n e and t u r n towards the 

concrete use o f O ld Testament S c r i p t u r e . 

( 8 1 ) C.D. I 2 pp 710-740 g ives us a c lose s tudy o f the e x e g e t i c a l 

process on these l i n e s . 
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PART I I 

S tud ies i n the Use o f the Old Testament 

I n the ensuing s tud ies o f B a r t h ' i n a c t i o n 1 -with c e r t a i n passages 

f r o m the Old Testament we s h a l l a t tempt p r i m a r i l y t o ske t ch an o u t l i n e 

p i c t u r e o f the a c t u a l exegesis , t hen t o p o i n t and u n d e r l i n e any ma t t e r s 

o f p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e w i t h i n the exegesis as a whole , and f i n a l l y 

t o comment on the na tu re o f the e x p o s i t i o n and i t s p lace and i n f l u e n c e 

i n the sur rounding n a r r a t i v e . Y/hi le we s h a l l enter- ques t ions and c r i ­

t i c i s m s i n p o i n t o f d e t a i l he re , the fundamental q u e s t i o n i n g o f B e r t h ' s 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s i n exegesis and the v a l i d i t y o f h i s methods w i l l , a g a i n , 

be h e l d over t o the next chap te r . 

1 Genesis - chapters 1 and 2 

I n the f i r s t p a r t o f the t h i r d volume of the Church Dogmatics 

B a r t h enters upon the d o c t r i n e o f c r e a t i o n , a p p a r e n t l y w i t h some t r e p i -

d a t i o n . ( l ) Very soon the demands o f ' t h e t h e o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e 1 wh ich 

he accepts ' w i t h o u t r i v a l ' l e a d B a r t h t o plunge i n t o an e x p o s i t i o n o f 

the f i r s t two chapters o f Genesis, an e x p o s i t i o n wh ich runs t o some 

th ree hundred pages o f the volume. Most o f t e n , as i s w e l l known, h i s 

method o f work ing i n the Dogmatics i s t o ' show h i s b i b l i c a l work ings ' i n 

passages o f s m a l l p r i n t d i s t i n c t f r o m the main l i n e s o f the argument 

which are c a r r i e d f o r w a r d i n the l a r g e r p r i n t o f the r ema in ing t e x t . 

Here, however, he fo r sakes t h i s common method and f u r n i s h e s exegesis o f 

Genesis i n b o t h l a r g e r and sma l l e r p r i n t , g e n e r a l l y g i v i n g the l a t t e r 

over t o p o i n t s o f t e c h n i c a l and h i s t o r i c a l d e t a i l and the fo rmer t o the 

fundamental i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I n the f o l l o w i n g summary we s h a l l note the 

mat te rs o f p a r t i c u l a r s i g n i f i c a n c e i n b o t h areas . 

( 1 ) Preface t o C.D. I l l 1 p I X 
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I n the f i r s t s e c t i o n o f the present par t -volume ( i l l 1) B a r t h has 
submi t ted t h a t i n s i g h t i n t o the r e a l i t y o f c r e a t i o n i s p o s s i b l e o n l y i n 
terms o f f a i t h , s p e c i f i c a l l y o f f a i t h i n Jesus C h r i s t ; our v e r y sense o f 
the r e a l i t y around us would have no secure bas i s were i t not f o r the 
s e l f - d e c l a r a t i o n o f God the Crea to r t o men. Through knowledge o f C h r i s t 
we come t o know h i s Fa ther as C r e a t o r , f o r C h r i s t i s the v e r y Word by 
which God c rea ted and sus ta ins the w o r l d . ( 2 ) 

The f a l l o w i n g s e c t i o n (S41) con ta in s the whole o f the exegesis o f 

the two t r a d i t i o n s o f c r e a t i o n i n Genesis chapters one and two . I t 

opens w i t h the a s s e r t i o n o f the unders tanding t h a t t h e y are a t once 

' h i s t o r i c a l ' and ' p r e - h i s t o r i c a l ' and so can be regarded n e i t h e r as 

s imple ' o b j e c t i v e h i s t o r y ' nor as pure ' m y t h ' , ( w h i c h f o r B a r t h stands 

a t the opposi te extreme t o ' o b j e c t i v e h i s t o r y ' ) . Rather t han e i t h e r o f 

these d e s c r i p t i o n s the appropr i a t e term f o r these n a r r a t i v e s i s ' s aga ' , 

do ing j u s t i c e a t once t o t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l and s u p r a - h i s t o r i c a l d imens ion . 

T h i s p r e - h i s t o r i c a l h i s t o r y o f c r e a t i o n i s not t o be set apar t f r o m the 

remainder o f the Old Testament s ince i t forms an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f the 

Covenant h i s t o r y wh ich i s THE h i s t o r y f o r m i n g the goa l and aim o f a l l 

c r e a t i o n . 

The fundamental message o f the f i r s t c r e a t i o n n a r r a t i v e ( f o u n d i n 

Genesis 1 : 1 - 2 :3 ) i s summed up i n the t i t l e o f the second d i v i s i o n o f 

t h i s s e c t i o n : ' C r e a t i o n as the e x t e r n a l bas i s o f the Covenant 1 . For the 

message o f t h i s n a r r a t i v e i s t h a t c r e a t i o n , though not i t s e l f a p a r t o f 

the Covenant, i s e s s e n t i a l l y i t s p r e s u p p o s i t i o n . The d e t a i l e d exegesis 

f o l l o w s . 

( 2 ) C D . I l l 1 pp 3 - 4 1 : no gage re fe rences w i l l be g iven f o r the 

remainder o f t h i s s e c t i o n . 
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Gen. The p r imary i n s i g h t g i v e n i s t h a t a l l t h i n g s s tand under the pure 
1:1 

1:2 c r e a t i v i t y ( t h e b a r a 1 ) o f God. I n the act o f c r e a t i o n God passes 

over and excludes the p o s s i b i l i t y and t h r e a t o f chaos, he puts i t 

beh ind him so t h a t i t remains h e r e a f t e r o n l y as a f r o n t i e r o f 1 t h a t 

which i s 1 , as a t h r e a t w i t h no p o s i t i v e be ing o f i t s own. As he 

d i v i d e s the 'darkness o f u n t r u t h f r o m the l i g h t i n wh ich alone h i s 

l :3 f f works can take p lace 'God se ts up a s i g n f o r men o f h i s f a i t h f u l n e s s . 

1:6ff He overcomes the menace o f the waters by the o r d e r i n g o f h i s s o l i d 

f i rmament ; t h i s menace t h a t he thus con ta ins i s des t ined at the 

v e r y l a s t t o disappear a l t o g e t h e r (P.ev. 4:6) when the t h r e a t e n i n g 

1:9ff waters become a p l a c i d ' sea o f c r y s t a l ' . I n the work o f the t h i r d 

day God aga in demonstrates h i s f a i t h f u l n e s s t o man as he aver t s the 

. menace o f the w a t e r , making f o r a sphere o f ex i s t ence and a ' t a b l e ' . 

1:14ff The heavenly l i g h t s are c rea ted e s s e n t i a l l y t o be se rvan t s , t hey 

shou ld be g i v e n no s p e c i a l s t a t u s o f t h e i r own, f o r t h e y shine t o 

repeat t o man the message o f God* s l i g h t f o r h i m . I n the c r e a t i o n 

1:20ff o f b i r d s and f i s h e s we are shown the power o f God t o g i v e l i f e even 

i n the u n f a m i l i a r spheres o f a i r and wa te r . 

1:24ff The account o f man's c r e a t i o n shows him as d i s t i n c t i v e y e t not apar t 

f r o m h i s environment - f o r he i s made on the same day as the beasts 

o f the e a r t h . The d i v i n e s o l i l o q u y w i t h i t s p l u r a l f o r m o f speech 

( v 26 ' L e t us make man . . . ' ) commands our a t t e n t i o n . I t i n d i c a t e s 

t h a t man i s t o be a t r u e coun te rpa r t t o God by v i r t u e o f h i s c o n ­

f r o n t a t i o n and r e l a t i o n s h i p (as male and f e m a l e ) . I n t h i s c o n f r o n ­

t a t i o n and r e l a t i o n s h i p he answers t o the nature o f God h i m s e l f as 

he who i s not s o l i t a r y . Man's c r e a t i o n i n t h i s c o n d i t i o n , as male 

and f ema le , i s t o be a paradigm o f a l l t h a t God does w i t h h i m . 

Among the beasts man i s tip be primus i n t e r pares , he,no l e s s than 

they, depends on God's con t inued b l e s s i n g f o r h i s p r o c r e a t i o n . The 



image o f God among men - -which has the f o r m o f c o n f r o n t a t i o n one 

w i t h another - w i l l f i n d i t s f u l f i l m e n t i n the second Adam (who i s 

t r u l y the f i r s t , or p r i m a r y ) - Jesus C h r i s t ; he w i l l take up the 

C h r i s t i a n community i n t o h i s p e r f e c t imaging o f God ( 'Col . 1:1f?ff). 

Befo re the f a l l c r e a t i o n means peace between the c r e a t u r e s ; man 

remains a v e g e t a r i a n , a t peace w i t h the beas t s , u n t i l l a t e r (Gen. 

9:3)* Bu t Sden must not be understood as a d ream- l ike parad ise o r 

golden e r a , f o r the f u l l e s t p e r f e c t i o n o f l i f e we must awai t the 

2:1ff end. The r e s t o f God ( t h e ac t o f the seventh day) i n d i c a t e s h i s 

s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h and good i n t e n t i o n f o r t h i s v e r y c r e a t i o n - the 

one here c rea ted and no o t h e r . God o f f e r s h i s r e s t t o man f o r him 

t o share . I n t h i s r e s t g i v e n t o man t o share we can see the t r u e 

beg inn ing o f man's h i s t o r y i n r e l a t i o n t o the g rac ious God, so i t 

i s p r o p e r l y the beg inn ing o f h i s week. 

B a r t h understands the second saga (Genesis 2:4b-25) as p r e s e n t i n g a 

new ang le , w i t h o u t c o n t r a d i c t i n g the f i r s t . I t s message i s summed up, 

aga in , i n the t i t l e o f t h i s d i v i s i o n : 'The Covenant as the i n t e r n a l bas i s 

o f C r e a t i o n ' . For i t compels us t o see t h a t God's l o v e i s a t the bot tom 

o f h i s c r e a t i v e work - t h a t i s t o say, Jesus C h r i s t i s a t the bot tom o f i t . 

Where t b e f o r m e r saga spoke o f c r e a t i o n as the p r e - c o n d i t i o n o f the Cove­

nan t , t h i s speaks o f the Covenant as the i n n e r dynamic o f c r e a t i o n . 

2:4bff We n o t i c e immedia te ly t h a t God i s known here under h i s name as the 

Covenant God - Yahweh E l o h i m . Once a g a i n , as i n the fo rmer account , 

when man i s c r ea t ed he i s b o t h l i k e and u n l i k e the beas t s , h i s 

d i s t i n c t i o n i s marked by the p a r t i c u l a r d i r e c t n e s s o f God's con tac t 

w i t h h im , bu t l i k e them he i s formed f r o m the d u s t . I n t h i s saga 

the r o l e o f wa te r i s r eversed ; now i t i s the d r y and f r u i t l e s s dus t 

wh ich t h r e a t e n s , w h i l e the wa te r represen ts the f r u c t i f i c a t i o n wh ich 
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the ear th always requires from God. Something of the same symbolism 

i s to be seen i n Ezekiel chapter 37. 

2:8ff The garden of t h i s saga i s nei ther an imagined Elysium nor a c l e a r l y 

located place, i t i s r e a l but - geographically i n d e f i n i t e . Wi th in i t 

the t ree of l i f e , standing at the centre, represents the c e n t r a l i t y 

of dependence on God as the source and sustenance of a l l l i f e . The 

other tree stands f o r God1s power of d i s t i n c t i o n , the power which 

man cannot maintain f o r himself and which God m e r c i f u l l y upholds f o r 

him. Man, f o r h is pa r t , i s given the freedom t o conf i rm God's 

proper superintendence of t h i s realm of d i s t i n c t i o n . The s tory of 

l i f e i n t h i s garden might seem to be no more than a grand i l l u s i o n 

were i t not f o r the t r u t h that i t s p o s s i b i l i t y has been rea l i sed i n 

C h r i s t . 

2: l8f f Here a clue from the f i r s t saga i s picked up (1:27) developed and 

c l a r i f i e d . I n the account of the inspection and naming of the 

animals we see man's choice at work, r e j e c t i n g these as counter­

parts f o r himself since he requires a being at once d i s t i n c t from 

himself and yet the same. Woman, who f u l f i l s t h i s condi t ion , i s 

at once the f r ee creat ion of God (made not only without man's a i d , 

but while he sleeps) and also man's choice. ]?rom now on man i s 

incomplete alone, man and woman r i g h t l y ex i s t together i n a proper 

order, she der iv ing her g lo ry from him. So long as they depend 

f r e e l y on God and not on themselves they are without shame i n t h e i r 

r e l a t i onsh ip . The saga does not envisage t h e i r r e l a t ionsh ip i n 

terms of procreat ion - as does most Old Testament narra t ive of the 

man-woman re l a t ionsh ip - but speaks w i t h a voice l i k e that of the 

Song of Solomon. I t speaks e r o t i c a l l y , as of the pure r e l a t ionsh ip 

of the Covenant, an end i n i t s e l f . This q u a l i t y of pure r e l a t i o n 

i s charac te r i s t i c of the beginning and end of God1s h i s t o ry w i t h 

man, but not the ' f a l l e n midd le ' . Real understanding of t h i s 



4B 

passage can come only when i t i s seen i n the l i g h t of Sphesians 

5:25ff, where the pure Covenant r e l a t ionsh ip i s rea l i sed i n terras 

of Christ ( the f i r s t b o r n of a l l creat ion) and his Church. 

At t h i s point Earth 's continuous examination of the Genesis sagas 

comes t o an end. Subsequently i n t h i s volume of the Dogmatics there i s a 

regular reference t o these t e x t s , but no more major exegetical points 

a r i se . The cont inuat ion of the second Genesis saga, i n the subsequent 

narrat ive of Adam and Eve (chapters 3 and 4) does not receive the same 

extended exposi t ion as do the f i r s t two chapters e i ther here or elsewhere 

i n the Dogmatics. 

* * 

Prom the whole scope of the exposi t ion we have summarised we sha l l 

p ick out three points of pa r t i cu l a r importance f o r closer a t t e n t i o n . 

Very ear ly on i n his exposi t ion Barth happens upon a major crux i n t e r -

pretum i n the form of the 'waste and void ' ( t ohu wa-bohu) of Genesis 1:2. 

The d i f f i c u l t y of t h i s verse centres on the question whether the chaos 

described i n these words i s a state i n some way preceding God's creat ive 

work, or whether i t i s the f i r s t pre l iminary stage i n that work. The f i r s t 

p o s s i b i l i t y Barth rules out (although acknowledging that the w r i t e r might 

be f a m i l i a r w i t h such a concept from the myths of 3abylon) on the grounds 

that the Old Testament knows nothing of the concepts of c rea t ion which 

underlie i t , which are, moreover, ru led out by the force of the i n i t i a l 

1 ba ra 1 ' . The second i s c l e a r l y impossible i n view of the preceding verse 

which re fers to the immediate creat ion of ' heaven and earth ' w i t h no pre­

l iminary act of • p a r t i a l creat ion ' - which would i n any case f a l l outside 

the seven day scheme. 

I n the face of t h i s exegetical quandary, i n which Barth f i n d s nei ther 

of the t r a d i t i o n a l l i n e s of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n possible, he sets out a t h i r d 
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understanding which he f ee l s avoids the impasse. This we have already 

touched on i n b r i e f (p 45 above). I t i s suggested that the verse i s con­

cerned w i t h "the p o s s i b i l i t y which God i n h i s creat ive decis ion has i g ­

nored and despised, l i k e a human bui lder when he chooses one spec i f i c 

work and re jec t s and ignores another."(3) I n the verse we are given ' a 

p o r t r a i t , de l ibera te ly taken from myth 1 of a world which God ' l e f t behind' 

i n c rea t ion ; or again i t i s an evocation of the 'no th ing ' which i s des­

troyed i n ere at i o n . (4) 

This threatening p o s s i b i l i t y , t h i s ' n o t h i n g 1 , Barth sees as l e f t 

behind and destroyed by God. And y e t , i n the time to come, man w i l l make 

the amazing and f o o l i s h e f f o r t to r e c a l l t h i s ' n o n - r e a l i t y ' . And so i n 

his disobedience t o God and.his t rue creat ion man w i l l f i n d i n t h i s ' u g l y 

realm' a c e r t a i n absurd and shadowy r e a l i t y , a shadowy but very r e a l power. 

(5) 

With the development of t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the chaos of Genesis 

1:2 we are s t i l l l e f t w i t h a f u r t h e r d i f f i c u l t y . The t h i r d clause of the 

verse speaks of God's S p i r i t 'hovering* over the deep. How are t o make 

sense of t h i s strange reference? F i r s t l y Barth r e j ec t s the t r a n s l a t i o n of 

the Hebrew here as 'wind ' ra ther than ' S p i r i t ' of God; f o r the verb 

(rahaph) suggests the movement of a b i r d ra ther than a wind, and there i s 

nothing else to imply or support the presence of a wind of God i n the 

passage. The verbal impl i ca t ion of a bird 's , 'hovering ' or 'brooding' over 

the deep leads many to th ink i n terms of the myth of a world egg i n crea­

t i o n . But a l l that fo l lows discloses a concept of creat ion which a l t o ­

gether contradicts such an idea. At t h i s point Barth takes up a reference 

(3 ) C.D. I l l 1 p 108 

(4) i b i d 

(5) C.D. H I 1 pp 108-110 
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i n Gunkel1 s commentary, while scarcely agreeing w i t h the main l i n e s of i t s 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . Gunkel states that the ' s p i r i t ' of t h i s verse has no inner 
connection w i t h the creator God, and Barth takes the point up i n viewing 
the S p i r i t here as ' a car ica ture 1 of the t rue Creator: f o r w i t h i n the 
sphere of t h i s absurd and re jec ted world "even the S p i r i t of Elohim would 
have been depicted i n t h i s clause, f o r i t belongs to the very nature and 
essence of such a sphere that i n i t even the S p i r i t of Elohim i s condemned 
t o the complete impotence of a b i r d hovering or brooding over shoreless or 
s t e r i l e waters" . (6) 

This understanding of the S p i r i t as representing a god w i t h no r e l a ­

t i o n t o the God of I s r ae l rounds o f f Barth 's evocative and h igh ly o r i g i n a l 

exegesis of t h i s verse; we s h a l l r e tu rn l a t e r t o i t s c r i t i c a l considerat ion. 

The second matter f o r our more ca r e fu l a t t en t i on i n t h i s exposi t ion 

centres on the concept of the image of God, and i t arises i n Barth*s i n t e r ­

p re ta t ion of 1:27 i n the f i r s t saga and 2:18-24 i n the second. I n t h i s 

area he i s concerned t o steer w i t h the greatest possible care i n avoiding 

a number of avenues which he sees as cullsde sac. So the study of t h i s 

theme i s thorough and precise. 

Barth acknowledges the help of two in t e rp re t e r s , who were also f r i ends 

and contemporaries, i n reaching h i s own view of these passages. W Vischer 

(7) was of assistance i n i nd i ca t ing the general l i n e s of understanding, but 

D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer took the matter a good deal f u r t h e r . ( 8 ) A reading of 

(6) C D . I l l 1 p 107 

(7) I n h is work Das Chtjgtuszeqffiiis des A l t e n Testaments 1934, E.T. 

Lut terwor th , London, 1949. 

(8) I n Schfepfung und F a l l . E.T. Creation and P a l l , SCM, London, 1959. 

I t may also be worth noting a h in t of t h i s l i n e of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n 

Schleiermacher, On Re l ig ion , E.T. London, 1893, p 72. 
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Bonhoeffer*s book discloses the surpr i s ing extent t o which h is exposi t ion 

and Barth*s ( w r i t t e n seme ten years l a t e r ) run along p a r a l l e l l i n e s over 

the whole crea t ion na r ra t ive , but the agreement of the two i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s t r i k i n g at t h i s p o i n t . Bonhoeffer saw man's freedom as the essential 

q u a l i t y of l ikeness , or analogy, to h is Creator; i t was i n t h i s freedom 

that the image of God could be discerned. But t h i s freedom i s more pre­

c i s e l y defined "by the f a c t that creature i s re la ted to creature. Man i s 

f r ee f o r man, male and female he created them". So i t fo l lows that i n 

speaking of the image of God i n man, and the analogy of man to God we must 

speak of an ' analogia r e l a t i o n i s ' not an ' analogia en t i s ' . 

With the exception of the general concern w i t h man's'freedom' we recog­

nise most of Bonhoeffer 's expository ins ights as echoed i n the exegesis i n 

the Dogmatics. Barth (as we have ou t l ined above, pp 45f) draws a t t en t ion 

to the close association of the phrase "male and female created he them'1 

w i t h the idea of the image ( the same association i s found again at Genesis 

5:1f ) . I t i s a matter of astonishment t o him that t h i s jux tapos i t ion i n 

the tex t has so commonly been neglected, and that commentators have looked 

anywhere but here t o f i n d clues as to the s igni f icance of the image. For 

him t h i s jux tapos i t ion suggests that the proper l o c a t i o n of the image i s 

not i n any ' p r i m i t i v e ' idea of physical l ikeness to God (though t h i s kind 

of th ink ing might have been present at some stage i n the growth of the 

saga), nor i n the pos i t i on of au thor i ty and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y given t o man 

w i t h i n the created sphere, nor indeed i n any 1 i n t e r i o r ' q u a l i t y of man 

above the rest of c rea t ion . Rather Man's existence i n conf ronta t ion i s the 

key to his . l ikeness to God, and t h i s conf ron ta t ion i s epitomised i n the 

primary r e l a t i o n of man and woman.(9) 

(9) C.D. I I I 1 pp 181-206 
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This unique conf ronta t ion i n man - unique because i t i s the only form 

of d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n among men, while the beasts are a l l d ivided var ious ly 

1 a f t e r t h e i r kinds* - amounts t o an analogy w i t h the nature of God the crea­

t o r who i s not a l one ly God, but has w i t h i n himself a 'genuine counterpart ' . 

(10) Yet we would be mistaken to understand the analogy as subsist ing 

w i t h i n man himself , as a q u a l i t y of h i s being; ra ther i t emerges i n man i n 

re la t ionsh ip w i t h his neighbour and w i t h God. I t i s not a charac te r i s t i c 

apparent to ordinary anthropology, moreover, f o r i t discloses i t s e l f only 

to the eyes of f a i t h . I t i s hidden from men al together, indeed, u n t i l they 

see the true representative of God's image i n Chr i s t , who came as, above a l l , 

one l i v i n g i n confronta t ion w i t h his f e l l o w men: ' the man f o r others' .(11) 

The understanding which Barth develops w i t h reference to Genesis 1:27 

as to the image of God he f u r t h e r f i l l s out i n exegesis of 2:18-24 i n the 

second saga. Here, as we have noted (above p 47) , emphasis i s l a i d on the 

incompleteness of man while he lacks his proper 'helpmeet*, and the part 

which i s played by the choice of man w i t h i n the sphere of the c r e a t i v i t y of 

God i n recognising and accepting woman as h is t rue partner . Once again, 

the p ic ture presented by the tex t i s seen as f a l l i n g i n to place only under 

the l i g h t of the New Testament's manifesta t ion of C h r i s t . ( l 2 ) 

The t h i r d matter which engages closer a t t en t ion i s one of narrower 

compass than the questions of chaos and of the image of God; but i n a 

small way i t comes t o play a rewarding ro le i n the Dogmatics. The exegesis 

we t u r n to now i s that of the f i r s t three verses of the second chapter of 

Genesis: the descr ip t ion of God's res t which concludes the former saga. 

(10) C D . I l l 1 p 183 

(11) C D . I l l 1 pp 191ff c f I I I 2 pp 219ff 

(12) C D . I l l 1 pp 288ff 
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Barth 's f i r s t concern i n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of these verses i s to 

stand f i r m l y against the LXX reading i n verse two. This reading ( ' s i x t h 1 

f o r the LET 'seventh ') impl ies , l o g i c a l l y enough i t seems, that the work of 

creat ion was i n f a c t 'completed' on the day of man's c rea t ion , the s i x t h 

day, while the seventh was the ensuing day of God's r e s t . Bar th , however, 

i s keen to press the recogni t ion of the seventh day as having i t s own 

' act ion ' , i n the form of God's ceasing to work, completing i t i n t h i s way, 

and confront ing the s ix day* s labour. 

The rest of t h i s seventh day, moreover, must not be judged on the 

l e v e l of anthropomorphic t i redness, as though God needed to r e l ax , i n the 

mind of the b i b l i c a l w r i t e r . Rather i t i s a s ign of God's true s a t i s f a c ­

t i o n w i t h the crea t ion as i t stands, i n p a r t i c u l a r w i t h the f i n a l work of 

crea t ion - man. More s p e c i f i c a l l y t h i s day of rest reveals two aspects of 

God's nature. F i r s t his freedom, i n that he i s f r e e t o l i m i t h is a c t i v i t y , 

not entangled i n some necessity of c rea t ion . Secondly his love , i n that 

God reveals here that he has found the object of h is love and w i l l f i n d 

time f o r t h i s ob jec t . 

The qua l i t i e s which are expressed i n t h i s seventh day are also given 

by God to men, t o share w i t h i n t h e i r own l i m i t a t i o n s the same freedom and 

love . And as men observe t h e i r own sabbath rest they are reminded of God's 

grace as the beginning of a l l l i f e . For i n the Genesis saga i t s e l f the day 

of res t i s not given to creat ion as the l a s t day, but as the very f i r s t day 

of i t s l i f e . Thus i n making the Sabbath the f i r s t day of the week the 

ear ly Church was only f u l f i l l i n g the i n t en t i on of t h i s o r i g i n a l ordinance. 

I n Genesis, as i n the Church of the Hesurrection, the day of rest stands 

before a l l the works of man as a sign of the precedence of God's grace: 

the t rue order of Gospel before Law.( l3) 

(13) C.D. I I I 1 pp 213-228 
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"we must now step back from the closer view of t h i s exegesis t o see the 

treatment of Genesis chapters one and two, and of these p a r t i c u l a r issues 

w i t h i n i t , i n the se t t i ng of the Dogmatics as a whole. Our i n t e n t i o n here 

i s to discern what f u n c t i o n the exposi t ion of these chapters i s ac tua l ly 

being made to serve i n the t r a i n of Bar th 1 s theology. 

The f i r s t matter f o r remark i n the context of t h i s wider view i s the 

powerfu l ly seminal nature of the expos i t ion . Two of the points on which we 

have focused seem, i n p a r t i c u l a r , t o be the o r i g i n of v i t a l and growing 

themes i n the theology of the Dogmatics; or , i f they are not themselves the 

o r i g i n , they stand close to i t . 

The concept of das Nicht ige . 'nothingness' as the English t r a n s l a t i o n 

renders i t , has l i t t l e place i n the f i r s t two volumes of the Dogmatics, or 

indeed i n any other of Barth 's e a r l i e r works. At the very most we might 

detect a s l i g h t h i n t of the special ised use to which he presses t h i s pecu­

l i a r l y German word i n one reference i n the second volume.(14) l n the 

Genesis exposi t ion, and more s p e c i f i c a l l y the exposi t ion of Genesis 1 :2, 

the concept makes only the most f l e e t i n g appearance,(15) but the groundwork 

f o r i t s subsequent development i s l a i d i n the understanding of the threat 

of chaos. I n the. succeeding part of the volume we f i n d more reference to 

the terminology of das Nich t ige . but we are s t i l l taken somewhat aback on 

opening the t h i r d part ( I I I 3) t o f i n d that i t has assumed a commanding 

pos i t ion as the key concept i n the understanding of e v i l . ( l 6 ) I n t h i s 

commanding pos i t i on i t remains t o the end of the Dogmatics as we have i t . 

(14) C.D. I I 1 p 550 

(15) C.D. I I I 1 p 108 

(16) ' C.D. I l l 3 PP 289-363 God and Nothingness. 
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For our purposes i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y important to observe that t h i s con­

cept, when i t comes to the f o r e f r o n t of a t t en t ion i n the Dogmatics. arr ives 

i n company w i t h the language and thought of Genesis 1:2, and of Barth 1 s 

exposi t ion of i t . The theme c l e a r l y does a r r ive i n t h i s company, both 

i m p l i c i t l y and e x p l i c i t l y , ( 1 7 ) and so we are confirmed i n the impression 

that the b i b l i c a l exegesis played a seminal part i n i t s development. 

To say t h i s i s by no means to suggest that we have here the s o l i t a r y 

root of t h i s whole concept. Barth himself makes c lear , i n a long passage 

of digression, that an understanding of e v i l i n these terms had been under­

taken by Ju l ius Mul le r and Schleierraacher i n the past, and that the contem­

porary thought of Sartre and Heidegger added a f u r t h e r dimension t o i t s 

understanding. Each of these, however, comes under severe c r i t i c i s m from 

Bar th , and t h e i r views are examined as much f o r the purpose of r e f u t a t i o n 

as to acknowledge debt. 

As a f u r t h e r reservation i t i s as w e l l to remember the general warning: 

post hoc, non ergo propter hoc. Here, as elsewhere, the a r r i v a l of a new 

theme or concept on the scene may owe more to the dictates of the t h e o l o g i ­

ca l t imetable than t o any other in f luence . 

With these reservations i n mind, however, the impression remains that 

the study of Genesis i n the Dogmatics acts as the seed bed f o r the growth 

of the theme of das Nicht ige . 

The second growing point has, again, received a t t en t ion already as an 

important facet of the exposi t ion: i t i s the study of the image of God 

based on Genesis 1:27. The development of t h i s theme i n terms of the con­

f r o n t a t i o n of man and woman and the place of r e l a t i onsh ip i n the t rue l i f e 

(17) C D . I l l 3 PP 289ff and 352 
i 
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of man includes Barth 1 s statement of the analogia r e l a t i o n i s , the under­

standing of man* s likeness to God i n terms of h i s being not alone but i n 

f e l l owsh ip . 

I n studying Berth 's work i n the n ine t een - th i r t i e s , immediately before 

the emergence of the Church Dogmatics, T P Torrance has shown what a c r u c i a l 

part h is study of Anselm played i n paving the way f o r the second, success­

f u l attempt at large scale doc t r i na l w r i t i n g . S p e c i f i c a l l y he points t o the 

concept of analogy as providing the key to unlock the dogmatic door, a f f o r d ­

i n g , as i t d i d , a framework of r e l i a b i l i t y to work w i t h i n . The Roman 

Catholic c r i t i c Hans Urs von Balthasar i n h is treatment of Bar th ' s theology 

gives a p o s i t i o n of s i m i l a r importance to the growth of the concept of 

analogy as the basis f o r b u i l d i n g the Dogmatics.(18) 

While the observations of these c r i t i c s are accurate w i t h respect t o 

the change i n the mode of th ink ing which a f f e c t s Ear th 's theology i t would 

be misleading to conclude that the language of analogy comes to the fo re at 

the outset of the Dogmatics. For through the whole of the f i r s t two volumes 

the word analogy - or more accurately i t s L a t i n form analogia - i s used 

almost always disparagingly. The use here i s w i t h i n the phrase ' analogia 

en t i s ' which Barth employs to characterise a basic tenet of Roman Catholic 

theology as he sees i t ; i t re fers to a correspondence between the being of 

man and that of God who created him which enables man i n some degree t o 

know God. Such a correspondence, w i t h i t s imp l i ca t i on , i n his opinion, of 

a capacity i n man to encompass God and u l t i m a t e l y to con t ro l him, Barth 

r e j ec t s al together. I n his own discussion of the knowabi l i ty of God he 

keeps the capacity t o make God known f i r m l y w i t h i n the grasp of God's own 

Word, and cautiously re fe r s to i t s being ' l e n t ' t o man i n the miracle of 

f a i t h . 

(18) I n K a r l Bar th , Darstel lung und Deutung seiner Theologie, Cologne 1961 
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Thus when we reach the Genesis exposi t ion i t i s t o hear f o r the f i r s t 

time the term analogia used w i t h pos i t ive f o r c e . The need t o make exegetical 

sense of the c r i t i c a l phrase " i n our own image and l ikeness 1 ' was c e r t a i n l y 

the occasion, and possibly the st imulant , f o r a who l ly / new progression i n 

Barth 1 s theology. To pinpoint more exact ly the degree and k ind of change 

which i s involved i t i s in te res t ing to note a short passage i n the f i r s t 

part volume of the Dogmatics.(19) Here Barth i s s t r i v i n g to define the 

basis of our assurance i n knowing God through his Word, and s t r i v i n g to 

define t h i s without crossing the t h i n l i n e which divides o f f the dangerous 

area of the analogia e n t i s . Here he goes so f a r as to speak of "an anology, 

a s i m i l a r i t y , f o r a l l the d i s s i m i l i a r i t y involved i n the d i f fe rence between 

God and man, a ' po in t of contact ' - now we may use t h i s concept too -

between God and man" . 

But i t i s here that the thought o f t h i s e a r l i e r stage diverges from 

that of the Genesis expos i t ion . This ' po in t of contact 1 , Barth. goes on t o 

a f f i r m , i s known as the ' image of God' i n man; but now rather than pu t t i ng 

forward a pos i t ive understanding of the image he turns to at tack Brunner's 

view of i t i n h i s book Gott und Mensch. So f a r as t h i s view i s concerned, 

he says "as a p o s s i b i l i t y f o r God proper to man qua creature the ' image of 

God' i s not on ly , as we say, w i t h the exception of some remnants ru ined, 

but annih i la ted" . Barth here seems t o accept that there was such a human 

'po in t of contact* i n man as f i r s t created by God, but that i t was u t t e r l y 

l o s t i n the f a l l . The knowabi l i ty of God f o r the Chr i s t i an now i s a r e s t ­

ora t ion of the ' l o s t point of con tac t ' , a r e s to ra t ion performed by God's 

act of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i n Chr is t and only rea l i sed w i t h i n the sphere of 

f a i t h i n tha t r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 

(19) C.D. I 1 pp 273f 
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The v i t a l observation to be made about t h i s passage i s that i n i t the 

1 image of God' i s understood as a point of r a d i c a l d i s con t inu i ty i n man's 

r e l a t i o n to God. I n and a f t e r the exposi t ion of Genesis 1:27 i n the t h i r d 

volume of the Dogmatics the case i s altogether a l te red . The imago Dei -

now r i g h t l y understood i n Earth 's eyes - i s an enduring point of con t inu i ty 

i n the whole h i s to ry of God1 s dealings w i t h man from crea t ion to redemption. 

So jus t as the image of God never stood f o r some idea l u n f a l l e n man w i t h the 

capacity t o know God i n h i s s o l i t a r y grasp equally i t cannot be said that 

the true image was l o s t or broken at any stage: c e r t a i n ly the Old Testament 

i t s e l f , knows of no such loss . (20) 

I n t h i s concept of the image, developed i n the l i g h t of the Genesis 

saga i t s e l f we surely have, as Henri B o u i l l a r d has recognised, a new e l e ­

ment i n Bar th ' s thought.(21) Here f o r the f i r s t time concepts of confronta­

t i o n and r e l a t i onsh ip come t o the fo re i n the Church Dogmatics, and from 

t h i s stage ( i l l 1) onwards they are seldom f a r from the centre of the stage. 

Here w i l l be found one of the keys to the understanding of Chris t and h is 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n : he i s e s sen t i a l ly the man f o r others and the man f o r God, 

l i v i n g i n perfec t r e l a t i o n to both. Here, tooy w i l l be found a key to human 

self-understanding - undertaken i n the l i g h t of Chr is t - and to Chr i s t i an 

e th ics . 

From t h i s examination of two important themes i t would appear that 

these two chapters of Scripture and t h e i r exegesis play a very pos i t ive ro le 

i n t h e i r theologica l context. Prom the treatment of Genesis 1 and 2 there 

arise changes i n Barth 's theology, elements which are new and even su rp r i s ­

ing w i t h i n the pages of his own work, and also points of general theologica l 

o r i g i n a l i t y . 

(20) C D . I l l 2 pp 323f 

(21) Henri B o u i l l a r d K a r l Bar th , Genese et Evolut ion de l a fHeologie 

a i a l ec t ique j Aubier , Par is , 1957, Volume I I 
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2 Lev i t i cus chapters 14 and 16 

I f i t was w i t h some t r ep ida t ion that Barth approached the doctr ine of 

Creation i n the scheme of the Dogmatics i t could not be w i t h greater anxiety 

than that which arose i n prospect of the doctr ine of the E l e c t i o n of God, 

w i t h i n the scope of the second volume. Here f o r the f i r s t time i n the 

Dogmatics Bar th f e e l s compelled t o diverge c l e a r l y and subs tan t i a l ly from 

the d i r e c t i o n of Calvin ' s thought and to s t r i k e something of a s o l i t a r y 

course. He holds the Bib le responsible f o r d r i v i n g his theology i n t o t h i s 

divergence from honoured precedent, and i t i s t o the de ta i l ed exegesis of 

the Bible that he turns f o r support: " I t i s because of the ra ther c r i t i c a l 

nature of the case that I have had to introduce i n t o t h i s half-volume ( v i z 

I I 2) such long expositions of some Old and New Testament Passages".(22) 

The passage of exposi t ion which we sha l l examine i s thus only one chosen 

out from a number of comparable examples. 

f rom the outset Barth lays stress on the understanding that the doctr ine 

of e l ec t ion i s nothing other than 'Good News' , that * i t s f u n c t i o n i s t o 

bear basic testimony to e t e rna l , f r e e and unchanging grace as the beginning 

of a l l the ways and works of God".(23) Our knowledge of t h i s e l ec t ion which 

i s the "best word we can hear" derives from Jesus Chr i s t , who i s both the 

e lec t ing God and the elected man i n himself . The t r u t h of God's e lec t ing 

grace which we discover i n Chr is t i s t h i s : tha t God has chosen t o take upon 

himself the r e j e c t i o n which man's r e b e l l i o n has incurred, and t o give to man 

the joy of sharing i n h is own glory.(24) Thus the knowledge of God's e lec­

t i o n brings assurance and good news to a l l men, to every i n d i v i d u a l ; but the 

means of witnessing to the whole world t h i s j o y f u l , knowledge of Chris t i s 

(22) Preface t o C D . I I 2, p X 

(23) C.D. I I 2 p 3 

(24) C.D. I I 2 p 94 



the Community which i s i t s e l f elected or chosen out by God. This community 

once took the form of I s r a e l , and now takes the form of the Church.(25) I n 

both i t s forms the community stands i n the place of mediation between the 

e l ec t ion of Chris t and that of i n d i v i d u a l men.(26) 

The message of e l ec t ion which the Church mediates t o the i n d i v i d u a l 

t e l l s him that h is own attempt to l i v e i n i s o l a t i o n from God i s not only 

mistaken but also based on misunderstanding. I n Chr is t i t i s c lear that the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of l i f e i n i s o l a t i o n from God i s no longer a p o s s i b i l i t y f o r 

man, f o r God himself has made i t void.(27) To the i n d i v i d u a l man who l i v e s 

i n the 1 as i f 1 c£ isolation from God the knowledge of e l ec t ion holds out the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of t ransformation, of change t o a l i f e l i v e d i n the r e a l i t y of 

God* s j u s t i f i c a t i o n ; the i n d i v i d u a l who meets t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y can carry on 

regardless and continue to l i v e i n falsehood, but he cannot annul God1s 

choosing and change the r e a l i t y i t s e l f . ( 2 8 ) 

At t h i s point i n the development of h is doctr ine Barth pauses t o look 

back at the c l a s s i ca l Reformed doctr ine of predest inat ion and t o pinpoint 

the f a u l t which he discovers i n i t . He then, i n the section w i t h which we 

are concerned (chapter 35 s2) confronts us w i t h the question 'What i s i t that 

makes ind iv idua l s elect men?' The answer i s found not i n any q u a l i t y of the 

elect as i n d i v i d u a l people, but i n the nature and purpose of God, who i s him­

s e l f i n d i v i d u a l , and chooses men out i n p a r t i c u l a r i t y . The chosen man i s 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from others by h is witness to the t r u t h of the r e l a t ionsh ip 

of love between himself and God. The other, however, cannot be separated 

o f f as standing outside t h i s love of God or h i s w i l l f o r r e l a t i onsh ip , but 

(25) C.D. I I 2 pp 195ff 

(26) C.D. I I 2 p 196 

(27) C D . I I 2 pp 315-318 

(28) C.D. I I 2 p 321 
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only as witnessing to i t by t h e i r disobedience, where the e lect witness by 

t h e i r obedience. I n that both witness t o God's w i l l and h is grace, both 

belong together i n Chr i s t . The e lec t look back to the person of Chr is t and 

remember that his grace i s the only basis f o r t h e i r escape from r e j e c t i o n 

by G,od; the others look to him and see i n him alone the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

deliverance from God's wrath, indeed the ce r t a in ty of that deliverance.(29) 

On the basis of t h i s understanding of e l ec t ion Barth d i rec t s our a t t en ­

t i o n to the person of Chr is t as d isc los ing the true nature both of elected 

man and re jec ted man. And i t i s here that exposi t ion of the Old Testament 

enters the f i e l d , f o r - *1n t h i s connexion we have t o consider i n greater 

d e t a i l the witness t o Chris t i n i t s f i r s t and basic form as prophecy and 

announcement; the witness to Christ i n the Old Testament*.(30) I n the 

f i r s t place Barth r e c a l l s the many pairs of characters who stand opposed t o 

one another i n the pa t r i a rcha l s tor ies of the book of Genesis, from Cain and 

Abel to Perez and Zerah, and who display both the contrast and the so l ida r ­

i t y between the e l ec t ion and r e j e c t i o n of God. 

We are then introduced to "an unusually eloquent reminiscence of the 

conspicuously d i f f e r i n g choices of Genesis* i n two sets of r i t u a l i n s t r u c ­

t i o n from the book of L e v i t i c u s , found i n chapters 14 and 16. Bar th suggests 

that the key t o the understanding of the s a c r i f i c i a l law of the Old Testament 

l i e s i n the perception that these r i t e s are " signs and testimonies" of the 

s ignif icance of the h i s to ry of I s r ae l i n which they are set , tha t they point 

to the i n t e n t i o n of God which determines that h i s to ry and indicate i t w i t h 

great p rec i s ion . 

(29) C D . I I 2 pp 340-354 

(30) C D . I I 2 p 354 
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The f i r s t of these sets of r i t u a l laws i s concerned w i t h the cleansing 

of a ' l eper ' (NEB man w i t h a malignant skin disease); i t involves the use 

of two b i r d s , one of which i s k i l l e d , and the other of which i s dipped i n 

the blood of the former and released. The second i s the be t te r known of 

the two, dealing w i t h a part of the ceremonial f o r the day of Atonement; 

here two goats are employed, the f i r s t goat i s k i l l e d and i t s blood s p r i n ­

kled about the sanctuary, the second i s sent away i n t o the wilderness a f t e r 

the transgressions of I s r a e l have been confessed over i t s head.(31) 

I n examining these two r i t u a l descriptions more c lose ly Barth points 

f i r s t to the common features of both. I n each case the two creatures 

employed are i d e n t i c a l , and the se lec t ion of one f o r one purpose and the 

other f o r another i s i n s c r u t i b l e and ' ' i s r e a l l y made by God himself* . I n 

each case one of the animals i s used and the other i s not , a feature which 

l i k e the f i r s t indicates the character of the ceremonies as commentary on 

the h i s t o ry of I s r ae l as a ^his tory of d i f f e r i n g choices 1 ' . Further, both 

r i t e s are concerned w i t h p u r i f i c a t i o n , not a p u r i f i c a t i o n which they them­

selves e f f e c t , but one being brought about by God. 

These points of correspondence between the two ceremonies are, however, 

only to be understood i n the l i g h t of t h e i r d i f fe rences . The apparent 

points of correspondence have i n f a c t d i f f e r e n t s igni f icance i n the two 

r i t e s . This claim Barth ampl i f ies as f o l l o w s . 

I n the r i t u a l of the day of Atonement the former of the two goats, that 

which i s k i l l e d , i s the animal of pos i t ive importance and use. The second 

goat, the 'goat f o r Azaze l ' , while remaining a l ive i n f a c t symbolises by i t s 

(31) Lev i t i cus 14:49-53 and 16:1-22 
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fa te the very "essence of desolat ion, indeed of death i t s e l f " . Yet both the 

'•useful" and the "useless" animal are ''placed before the Lord'' i n the r i t e , 

both belong together, and the useful animal , the type of e lected man, must 

recognise i n the other a mirror of i t s e l f , and an image of the proper fate 

from -which God d e l i v e r s . 

I n contrast to t h i s pattern Barth maintains that the r i t e described i n 

L e v i t i c u s 14 "runs i n exact ly the opposite d irect ion' ' . The pos i t ive impor­

tance, the type of e lected man, here r e s t s wi th the second animal, the b i r d 

which i s not k i l l e d but r e l e a s e d . The second b i r d i s re l eased i n the open 

f i e l d , and expresses i n i t s freedom the freedom of the healed l e p e r . T h i s 

re lease and freedom i s made poss ib le , however, only by the s a c r i f i c e of l i f e 

i t s e l f i n the form of the l i f e of the other b i r d : "The one has n e c e s s a r i l y 

to die i n order that the other may l i v e " . 

Held once again together the two sets of ceremonial i l luminate one 

another. The purpose of e l e c t i o n i s manifested i n the freedom which i s 

given to the non-elect . The 'wealth' of the chosen one cons i s t s i n the 

s a c r i f i c e and pouring out of h i s blood on behalf of the other: "He becomes 

poor i n order that the other, the poor, may become r i c h through h i s poverty". 

The goodness of God towards the non-elect too i s i l luminated by the p ic ture 

of the second b i r d which i s h e i r to " the re surrec t ion f o r whose sake the 

e lect must go to h i s death". 

Berth sees i n these two r i t e s a double mystery or i n s c r u t a b i l i t y * . 

The f i r s t i s t h i s : that we do not know the death or the l i f e with which these 

ceremonies d e a l . We do not know the death which i s God's work, a s a c r i f i c e 

which works to the benef i t of others; nor do we know the extremes of l i f e -

e i t h e r the l i f e of t o t a l desolat ion, the wilderness l i f e , nor the l i f e of 

re lease and freedom. These p ic tures of l i f e and death transcend the l i m i t a ­

t ions of the form of l i f e and death which we ourselves know. So i t i s that 

they have to be exemplif ied i n ' p i c t u r e s ' , i n the language of the ceremonial 

law. 
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The second i n s c r u t a b i l i t y l i e s i n the fundamental uni ty of the two 

r i t e s . A l l four f i gures i n the ceremonial are witnesses to the one grace 

of God, and yet i t i s impossible to hold the four together, to "recognise 

ourselves simultaneously i n both the one and the other'" r i t u a l law. The 

ceremonial laws speak with a necessary d u a l i t y , l i k e the d u a l i t y of the 

f igures of Genesis , of C a i n and Abel and so on, but they seek to t e s t i f y to 

a u n i f i e d t r u t h . By t h i s inscrutable q u a l i t y , as by the former, the r i t e s 

point beyond themselves. 

Barth sees the ' r i d d l e ' of t h i s double mystery as presenting the reader 

of the Old Testament wi th a c l e a r choice , a choice which he expresses i n 

three ca tegor ies . F i r s t that the true subject to which these types point i s 

yet to be shown to u s . Second that t h e i r true subject does not e x i s t , that 

they point into a vo id . T h i r d l y that t h e i r true subject i s known i n the 

person of Jesus C h r i s t . "The choice between these . . . p o s s i b i l i t i e s i s 

not an exeget ica l question; i t i s a question of f a i t h " . 

I f , faced by t h i s choice , we give the pos i t ive answer that, these r i t e s 

point towards C h r i s t we s h a l l be fol lowing ancient C h r i s t i a n exegesis of the 

passages. But Barth maintains that he has de l ibera te ly held the name of 

Jesus C h r i s t back i n h i s exposi t ion, ra ther than fo l low the mode of the older 

expositors: ' 'preferring to l e t the Old Testament t ex t , which could not u t t e r 

h i s name, speak by and f o r i t s e l f " . But t h i s exegesis has i t s e l f brought 

the reader to an enigma. The enigma does not have to be solved by reference 

to C h r i s t , i t may have no so lut ion at a l l . But i n f a i t h i n C h r i s t the 

r e a l i s a t i o n that these texts speak u l t imate ly of him becomes "not merely 

possible but even necessary". "How can we bel ieve i n him", Barth asks , "and 

ignore the subject of which they speak, or suppress the f i n a l word of t h e i r 

exegesis , namely the designating of t h e i r subjec t , and therefore the naming 

of the name of Jesus C h r i s t ? ' 



65 

I t i s E a r t h ' s contention that every e lec t i n d i v i d u a l i n the Old T e s t a ­

ment i s a witness to and type of C h r i s t , and so i t can be s a i d that "Jesus 

C h r i s t i s each of the four creatures i n L e v i t i c u s 14 and 16** j i n him the 

t r u t h of e l e c t i o n to which the f i g u r e s of the Old Testament bear fragmentary 

witness f inds i t s fu l f i lment and u n i f i c a t i o n . Thus C a l v i n ' s exegesis of 

L e v i t i c u s 16 i s upheld, f o r C h r i s t i s at once both the spotless lamb s a c r i ­

f i c e d , and him upon whom the s ins of the world are l a i d . I n the same way, 

as the one who was "del ivered f o r our offences and r a i s e d again f o r our 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n " (Romans 4:25) C h r i s t contains both aspects of the r i t u a l of 

L e v i t i c u s 14. For C h r i s t i s i n himself both the e lec ted and the r e j e c t e d of 

God. 

I n concluding h i s study of these two passages Barth faces again the 

challenge of c r i t i c s who oppose t h i s C h r i s t o l o g i c a l in t erpre ta t ion : "Those 

who think they must r e j e c t t h i s as the f i n a l word i n exegesis of L e v i t i c u s 

14 and 16 must e i ther undertake to prove another and bet ter f i n a l word i n 

explanation of these passages, or they must admit that they do not know of 

any, and therefore that u l t imate ly they do not know to what or to whom these 

passages r e f e r " . 

The extended s e r i e s of Old Testament expositions at t h i s juncture i s 

concluded by reference to the f igures of Saul and David i n the books of 

Samuel, and to the narrat ive of I Kings 13. 

. # $ # $ * if if 

The exposi t ion of these two passages from L e v i t i c u s , though d e t a i l e d , 

i s i n length only a f r a c t i o n of the treatment of Genesis 1 and 2 which we 

f i r s t examined. I t follows that fewer points i n the exegesis press f o r our 

more exact a t tent ion , and that i t s s i g n i f i c a n t features are l a r g e l y encom­

passed by the outl ine we have already given. I t remains here only to focus 

on two matters of d e t a i l i n Barth 1 s treatment. 
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I n the f i r s t place we note Barth* s c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of the s a c r i f i c i a l 

regulat ions as ' s igns and testimonies' . I t i s as v e i l to quote the prec i se 

words i n which he expresses t h i s d e f i n i t i o n . "We can understand the law f o r 

both these r i t e s (and the s a c r i f i c i a l law of the Old Testament general ly) 

when we perceive that s a c r i f i c e accompanies the h i s t o r y of I s r a e l ( a s does 

prophecy i n i t s own manner) as a s ign and testimony of the div ine intent ion 

which underl ies i t and guides i t to i t s goal , and therefore of the meaning 

of the events and sequences of events i n which t h i s h i s t o r y proceeds" . 

According to t h i s view Old Testament s a c r i f i c e i s r e l a t e d c l o s e l y and 

i n t e g r a l l y to the h i s t o r y of I s r a e l . The r e l a t i o n i s not simply that sup­

posed by many Old Testament students - where the h i s t o r i c a l dimension i s 

seen as graf ted on to a c u l t i c t r a d i t i o n whose roots may be elsewhere. 

Rather the r e l a t i o n i s at the deepest l e v e l , s ince the s a c r i f i c i a l law pro ­

vides an in terpre ta t ive key and explanation of bas i c patterns i n the r e c o r ­

ded h i s t o r y . Thi s explanatory r e l a t i o n s h i p i s seen as comparable to the 

in terp lay of prophecy and h i s t o r y . 

When i t i s seen i n t h i s in t erpre ta t ive ro le the s a c r i f i c i a l law i s 

able to p lay a fur ther part i n Barth* s expos i t ion , as forming a bridge 

between the f igures of the p a t r i a r c h a l narra t ive s and the f i gure of C h r i s t . 

Taking alone the 'double s e r i e s ' of f i gures i n the narrat ive of Genesis 

which Barth detects i t would be d i f f i c u l t to envisage the r e l a t i o n s h i p i n 

which C h r i s t stands to them, as f u l f i l l i n g t h e i r shadowy r e a l i t i e s . When, 

however, the understanding of t h e i r character i s yoked to the category of 

s a c r i f i c e t h i s category provides a f a m i l i a r typologica l l i n k between the 

old and the new, between the p a t r i a r c h a l e l e c t i o n and that of C h r i s t . 

Here, then, we observe that Bar th charac ter i se s r i t u a l laws as wi tnes ­

ses to the s i g n i f i c a n c e of I s r a e l ' s h i s t o r y , and that t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n 

provides him with a l i n k i n the chain between Old and New Covenants. 
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The second matter of d e t a i l to which we attend concerns Ber th ' s d e f i n i ­

t i on of these two r i t u a l laws as concerned wi th p u r i f i c a t i o n . That both are 

concerned i n t h e i r separate ways wi th the processes of p u r i f i c a t i o n i s 

i t s e l f evident enough, but i t i s f u r t h e r s p e c i f i e d that , J the r i t e s as such 

do not complete but a t t e s t a p u r i f i c a t i o n which has already taken p lace , i s 

s t i l l taking p l a c e , and takes place again. Neither the p r i e s t nor Aaron, 

but God i s i t s author". Here again the aspect of testimony and witness i n 

the r i t e s i s emphasised, the c la im that these witness to God's purposes f o r 

the whole of I s r a e l being supported by the observation that the people who 

take part i n the a c t u a l r i t e of p u r i f i c a t i o n do so as ' no more than a spec­

t a t o r , as i t were, of the act ions which represent t h i s p u r i f i c a t i o n . These 

act ions ignore him as the p r i n c i p a l and are concerned e x c l u s i v e l y wi th the 

creatures ' . Thus f o r the i n d i v i d u a l par t i c ipant the c u l t i c acts hold up a 

kind of p ic ture of God 1s ult imate intent ion not only i n respect of h imsel f , 

nor as a r e s u l t of h i s own ac t ions , but " i n the o b j e c t i v i t y of the mighty 

acts of God". 

The force of these statements i s c l e a r l y to r a i s e the c u l t i c events 

considered here above the l e v e l of the p a r t i c u l a r and to ind ica te t h e i r 

s tatus as tokens of God's e t erna l purpose: the purpose f u l f i l l e d i n Jesus 

C h r i s t . Once again Barth i s at work r e v e a l i n g , or bu i ld ing , bridges between 

the Old and New Testaments. I n t h i s i n t e r e s t we observe that he points our 

at tent ion always to the 'highest common denominator.' of the passage i n ques­

t i o n . 

As we - step back to look at t h i s exeget ical passage i n the context of 

the whole flow of the Dogmatics and to d i scern i t s r o l e and inf luence we 

must f i r s t remark, once again, i t s r e l a t i v e modesty. Where the exposi t ion 

of the Genesis sagas stood alone and very much to the fore these two r i t u a l s 

from L e v i t i c u s take t h e i r place i n a s e r i e s of B i b l i c a l i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
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( inc luding those from the p a t r i a r c h a l narrat ives and that of David and 

Saul) r e l a t i n g to the same theme - that of 'The E l e c t and the R e j e c t e d ' , 

which i s i t s e l f but one step on the long path of the seventh chapter of the 

Dogmatics. 

The in teres t and usefulness of t h i s passage f o r our purposes i s p r e ­

c i s e l y t h i s , that i t exemplif ies a kind of exposi t ion of the Old Testament 

which plays an unobtrusive but recurrent part i n the development of the 

Church Dogmatics. Fur ther , by reason of i t s unobtrusiveness the prec i se 

nature and v a l i d i t y of t h i s exegesis could w e l l s l i p by unexamined. 

I n categoris ing the manner of B a r t h ' s use of the Genesis sagas (above 

pp58ff) we suggested that Scr ip ture and i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n held here a semi­

na l pos i t i on , forming the growing point for new themes and developments and 

almost taking the i n i t i a t i v e i n the dogmatic process . The same could c e r ­

ta in ly not be s a i d of the passage now i n view taken on i t s own. The i n t e r ­

pretat ion of L e v i t i c u s 14 and 16 i s one B i b l i c a l thread woven in to the whole 

f a b r i c of the doctrine of E l e c t i o n expressed i n chapter seven, and a thread 

which appears when the pat tern of that doctrine i s already f a i r l y c l e a r . 

Alongside many other exegeses of the Old Testament (32) and of the New (33) 

we observe t h i s passage lending support and confirmation to the l i n e of doc­

t r i n a l argument; g iv ing i t , as i t were, the stamp of author i ta t ive approval . 

I n e s tab l i sh ing the B i b l i c a l base of t h i s doctrine Barth makes use not of 

Old Testament passages, but of s evera l from the New, i n p a r t i c u l a r John 1:1 

and 2 and Romans chapters 9 to 11. 

Having s a i d i n general that the ro l e of the Old Testament here i s sup­

port ive we need, however, to note more p r e c i s e l y the nature of i t s support. 

Here we are brought up inev i tab ly against the category of typology. A l l the 

(32) C D . I I 2 pp 55-58; 102; 341ff; 343f; 354-409 

(33) C D . I I 2 pp 6 ° ; 95; 99. 101; 102; 106; 1 l 7 f ; 202-205; 213-233; 

240-259; 421-449; 459-506 
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passages from the Old Testament brought forward i n t h i s sec t ion (pp 354-409) 
are seen as i n some measure foreshadowing C h r i s t , and i t i s from t h i s q u a l ­
i t y as being types of what i s to ccme that they take t h e i r authori ty to sup­
port and confirm the dogmatic understanding. 

As 'types of what i s to come 1, moreover, the passages which Barth uses 

accommodate themselves to a very old and w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d pat tern of r e l a t i o n 

between the Old Testament and C h r i s t : the pat tern of prophecy, priesthood and 

kingship . , 3 ] As so often vfith B a r t h , t h i s pat tern i s not at f i r s t ev ident , 

but comes to l i g h t when we remark that the l a s t example he uses (from I Kings 

13) i s from the realm of prophecy, the previous example ( o f Saul and David) 

from that of k ingship , and the passage we are present ly studying (from 

L e v i t i c u s ) from that of p r i e s t l y r i t u a l . The conformity of these examples 

to t h i s pat tern i s made the c l e a r e r when we r e c a l l that Barth l i n k s the p a t ­

r i a r c h a l f i gures whom he instances with the L e v i t i c u s r i t u a l s , r a t h e r than 

educing from them a d i rec t foreshadowing of C h r i s t (see above p 6 1 ) . I n 

noting t h i s instance of the threefo ld pattern we may r e c a l l at the same time 

that the whole of B a r t h ' s Chris to logy i n the fourth volume of the Dogmatics 

f a l l s under these three heads, or o f f i c e s - though again i t i s not immedi­

a t e l y evident. 

When he has thus l i n k e d these Old Testament passages to the person of 

C h r i s t by means of t h i s threefo ld typolog ica l pattern Barth uses them, i n 

e f f e c t , to re inforce and f i l l out the p ic ture of E l e c t i o n i n C h r i s t which 

compromises the heart of t h i s volume. Barth indeed introduces these Old 

Testament i l l u s t r a t i o n s i n terms of witness to C h r i s t : "the witness to C h r i s t 

i n i t s f i r s t and bas i c form, as prophecy and announcementj the witness to 

C h r i s t i n the Old Testament*1 so that from the s t a r t i t should be c l e a r that 

he intends them to cas t quite d i r e c t l i g h t on the f i gure of C h r i s t and i t s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . I t i s only as they cas t t h i s l i g h t , i n f a c t , that the passages 



can contribute anything to a true doctrine of e l e c t i o n , s ince f o r Bar th i t 

i s only i n C h r i s t that we see a r e a l p i c ture of e l e c t and re jec ted man^ 34) 

(34) The concept of the three o f f i c e s of C h r i s t (Prophet , P r i e s t and King) 

occupies a s i g n i f i c a n t place i n C a l v i n ' s Chris to logy ( i n s t i t u t e s , book 3) 

and, i n t e r e s t i n g l y , i s s t i l l found as the pattern of Emi l Brunner* s expos i ­

t i o n of the doctrine (Dogmatics volume 2 , chapter 11 ) . 
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3 I l l u s t r a t i o n s of the S lo th of Man 

S'or the t h i r d of these examples of Bar th 1 s use of the Old 'Testament i n 

the Dogmatics we take a s e r i e s of b r i e f exposit ions which are found i n the 

course of the Doctrine of R e c o n c i l i a t i o n ( I V 2 ) , employed to i l l u s t r a t e the 

'S lo th of Man 1 . The subjects of these four expository sect ions (35) are 

v a r i e d , and the manner and length of t h e i r treatment a l so v a r i e s ; nonethe­

l e s s they share a common funct ion w i t h i n t h i s sect ion of the Dogmatics and 

witness together to a fur ther aspect of B a r t h ' s use of the Old Testament. 

I n order to c a l l at tent ion to the s a l i e n t features of these four we s h a l l 

need only a b r i e f examination of each. 

At every stage of the Church Dogmatics the f igure of Jesus C h r i s t domi­

nates the scene, but i t i s i n the fourth volume that the l i n e s of t h i s 

f i g u r e are sys temat ica l ly drawn together into a Chr i s to logy . By one of the 

f a s c i n a t i n g and paradoxical laws of B a r t h ' s theology the same volume con­

t a i n s the most systematic treatment of the s in fu lnes s of man; f o r i t i s a 

fundamental a s ser t i on of the Dogmatics that our condit ion as men can only be 

known as i t were by r e f l e c t i o n back from the image of C h r i s t . Through t h i s 

whole volume, then, Barth proceeds by a succesion of ant i theses . I n the s e c ­

t i o n with which we are concerned here he sets the man of s i n over against 

C h r i s t as the Son of Man who has been exal ted. (36) I n the l i g h t of t h i s 

Royal Man the man of s i n i s seen as i n d r a s t i c need of ' e x a l t a t i o n 1 , as 

e s s e n t i a l l y mediocre, t r i v i a l and ' s l o t h f u l 1 . I t i s under t h i s term ' s l o t h ' 

that Barth chooses to categorise t h i s whole range of human s i n , and the four 

examples from the Old Testament serve to i l l u s t r a t e t h i s range from t h e i r 

d iverse points of view. 

(35) C D . IV 2 pp 424ff ; 4 4 5 f f i 464ff; and 478ff 

(36) C D . IV 2 paragraphs 64 and 65 



72 

The f i r s t point of reference taken from the Old Testament i s that of 

the ' f o o l ' , a character who i s constant ly present i n the Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e . 

Barth uses t h i s f i gure i n i l l u s t r a t i o n of the aspect of man's s l o t h which 

s tup id ly re fuses to accept the freedom to know God and h i s Y/ord. Having 

out l ined, by quotation, some of the leading c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the foo l i n 

the Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e he t r i e s to determine to whom wi th in contemporary 

soc ie ty the l a b e l was intended to apply. These were not, he suggests the 

q u a l i t i e s of some p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s or group w i t h i n Jewish soc i e ty , but 

rather of the whole s o c i a l l i f e of a decadent I s r a e l , vln i t s l a t e r stages". 

Indeed there are none who remain untainted i n some degree by f o o l i s h n e s s , 

by t h i s s ign of decadence. U l t imate ly , as E c c l e s i a s t e s 9:3 impl i e s , f o l l y 

i s 1 1 the concern of every man as he i s revealed i n the divine judgment'1. So 

that ''the p ic ture of the foo l i s the mirror of the merited r e j e c t i o n held 

out to a l l men - a r e j e c t i o n from which there i s no escape except by the 

gracious e l e c t i o n of God, by the mighty Word of God which c a l l s and chides'' . 

The man who thinks himself wise should f i n d no room f o r s e l f - congratu la t ion 

here . (37) 

Alongside t h i s out l ine p ic ture of the ' f o o l ' of the Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e 

Barth sets a study of one i n p a r t i c u l a r ; the f igure of Kabal (whose very 

name means ' f o o l ' ) i n I Samuel 25. I n the s tory of t h i s chapter we are 

presented wi th t h i s incarnat ion of f o l l y confronted on the one hand by 

David , the bearer of God's own promise, and on the other by A b i g a i l , h i s 

wife and the very type of wisdom. The i l l -matched husband and wife d i sp lay 

t h e i r respect ive q u a l i t i e s by t h e i r reac t ion to David, ' the L o r d ' s ano inted 1 . 

Nabal , on h i s s i d e , f a i l s to see "YahweHfe own presence and action' 1 at work 

i n t h i s young w a r r i o r , and so p r e c i p i t a t e s serious trouble for h imsel f . 

A b i g a i l , f o r her part d i sc loses her wisdom i n ''the f a c t that she knows Yahweh 

- and therefore knows David",(38) axs^ good fortune i s the outcome of her a c t i o n . 

(37) C . D . IV 2 pp 425ff (38) C D . IV 2 pp 428f 
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I n the contrast of these two i s d isplayed the nature of man's s l o t h as 

s t u p i d i t y , the b l i n d r e f u s a l to r e a l i s e the knowledge of Himself and h i s 

word which God p r o f f e r s . 

B'arth turns now to a second aspect of human s l o t h , the r e f u s a l of man 

to l i v e as ' fellow-man' , h i s chosen i s o l a t i o n and inhumanity. He t u r n s , too, 

to another area of the Old Testament, the prophetic book of Amos. Here our 

at tent ion i s c a l l e d to d i s t i n c t i v e marks of Amos's work, which make sense of 

h i s own d i s s o c i a t i o n from "the prophets' 1 (Amos 7:14) , the marks of d i r e c t 

compulsion, of unequivocal judgment and of at tent ion so l e ly given to man1 s 

inhumanity. I n t h i s l a s t respect above a l l he d i sp lays the ins ight that M t h e 

a f f a i r of God i s the a f f a i r of man" ; and more p a r t i c u l a r l y , M the a f f a i r of 

the fellow-man who i s so severely and constantly hurt by man*'.(39) 

At t h i s point we are given a b r i e f ana lys i s of the h i s t o r i c a l c ircum­

stances of Amos' s per iod and the world w i t h i n which he prophesied, wi th 

Mart in Noth's 'His tory ' c i t e d as author i ty . Seeing him i n t h i s se t t ing Bar th 

i d e n t i f i e s the prophet's attack as directed, t r u l y against the oppression of 

the poor, not merely a r c h a i c , and against the cu l t not f o r syncretism but 

f o r i t s f r i e n d l y r e l a t i o n with oppressivs i n j u s t i c e . For Amos, Barth con­

cludes , "God has no other answer to the inhumanity of man than that i t can 

only be .̂ and has already been r e j e c t e d l i k e h i s s t u p i d i t y . God would have 

to be u n f a i t h f u l to himself and to the covenant with man which he has made 

i n his i covenant^with I s r a e l , i f he were to withdraw or even weaken t h i s 

answer. He maintains the covenant by p lac ing the inhumanity of man under 

h i s merc i l e s s denunciation and the judgment which remorseless ly engulfs i t 1 * . 

Hence Amos warns that the coining day of the Lord w i l l be "darkness and not 

light'". 

(39) C .D . 17 2 p 448 
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The t h i r d aspect of man's s l o t h i n t h i s a n a l y s i s i s seen as the r e f u s a l 

to accept the Sod-given p o s s i b i l i t y of man's l i v i n g at peace w i t h i n h imse l f , 

i n a perfect r e l a t i o n of body and s o u l . The key word i n descr ibing t h i s 

facet of human s i n i s ' d i s s i p a t i o n 1 , and the b i b l i c a l instance by which 

Barth chooses to i l l u s t r a t e i t s nature i s given again i n the chronic le of 

David's l i f e . On t h i s occasion, however, the f igure of David stands no 

longer for the archetypal 'chosen one' of God, but ra ther f o r the transgressor , 

f o r the instance i n question i s that of David and Bathsheba, i n I I Samuel 11. 

T h i s notably unheroic incident seems so out of character with the 

greater part of the s tory of David's r i s e and re ign that Barth suspects that 

i t ''was supplied by another source i n the redact ion of the Book of Samuel, 

e s p e c i a l l y as i t i s not to be found i n the corresponding passage i n I C h r o n i ­

c l e s .19:1 _-.20:\3.n. He sees the s tory , indeed, as marking a turning point i n 

the narrat ive and understands i t as intended'' simply to prove that David too 

shares i n the unfa i thfulness of I s r a e l to Yahweh, and thus stands wi th I s r a e l 

(although not destroying h i s f a i t h f u l n e s s ) under the judgment of Yahweh". 

Here, then i s the p ic ture of an e l ec t man who contradicts h i s c a l l i n g , 

who becomes involved i n an inev i table success ion of e v i l s and so f a l l s in to 

the '*sphere of the wrath and judgment of God". As such, however, there i s 

nothing pecu l iar about David, ra ther the charge under which he f a l l s " i s a 

charge and burden which r e s t s on a l l I s r a e l and every man". 

F i n a l l y , i n t h i s catalogue of man's s l o t h f u l s i n , Barth points to the 

r e f u s a l to accept freedom from f e a r of the l i m i t a t i o n wi th in which man's 

existence stands, f e a r of the f r o n t i e r of death. The r e f u s a l to accept f r e e ­

dom, as God o f f er s i t , from t h i s f e a r expresses i t s e l f i n care and anxiety . 

A care_which, i n i t s turn, seeks to hide under cover e i ther ..of ac t iv i sm or 

exaggerated p a s s i v i t y . Our attent ion i s drawn i n t h i s instance to an 
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i l l u s t r a t i v e passage which seems at f i r s t glance u n l i k e l y . The source i s 

i n the th i r t een th and fourteenth chapters of the Book of Numbers, where we 

read of the f i r s t spying out of the promised land set i n t r a i n by Moses 

from Paran. 

Before out l in ing the e s s e n t i a l elements of these chapters Barth pauses 

to make B a short hermeneutical observation which applies i n retrospect to 

the three preceding excurs i as we l l" (viz . those we have examined above). 

His concern here i s to define the word 1 h i s tory ' as used i n reference to 

the b i b l i c a l examples employed i n t h i s chapter of the Dogmatics.(40 ) The 

term, he expla ins , " i s to be understood i n i t s older and naive s i g n i f i c a n c e 

i n which - quite i r r e s p e c t i v e of the d i s t i n c t i o n s between that which can be 

h i s t o r i c a l l y proved, that which has the character of saga and that which has 

been consciously fashioned, or invented, i n a l a t e r andsynthetic review - i t 

denotes a s t o r y w h i c h i s rece ived and maintained and handed down i n a d e f i n i t e 

kerygmatic sense 1' . While the b i b l i c a l narra t ive may be taken to pieces" by 

the separat ion of strands of ' s a g a 1 , ' t rue h i s tory 1 and so on, to a t t a i n a 

true understanding these d i s t i n c t i o n s must be "pushed again_into the back-

ground*' ( o r indeed never made) so that the whole can be seen i n i t s intended 

t o t a l i t y . 

The t o t a l i t y Barth then goes on to expound, describing the •'purpose'* of 

these two chapters of the Book of Numbers as "to show how dreadful and 

dangerousi i s ..the r e t arding ro le played by e v i l anxiety i n the t r a n s i t i o n of 

I s r a e l from the wilderness wanderings to the promised land as an act ion i n 

the. h i s tory of s a l v a t i o n T h i s .purpose might r e f l e c t .a l a t e r , backward-

looking view of these events, but i t may be equal ly true to the contemporary 

att i tude of I s r a e l . 

(40) C D . IV 2 pp 478f see above p 28 
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We are then reminded of the main features of the narrat ive of these 

two chapters . The people of I s r a e l are standing on the borders of the 

promised l a n d , the land which i s a lready, by the grace of God ' t h e i r l a n d ' . 

The twelve spies who are se lec ted and sent by Moses are to act as witnesses 

to the r e a l i t y of God's promise to remind the people of i t s content and 

certa inty" . But instead of f a i t h f u l witness to the d iv ing promise there now 

comes an invas ion of anxious care™, which so overcomes the twelve spies 

that f a r from encouraging the people by t h e i r witness they can only a t t e s t 

t h e i r own f e a r . This anxiety c a l l s f o r t h a s t i l l greater anxiety i n the 

whole people, leading to the p a n i c - s t r i c k e n and insane damand to r e t u r n to 

the land of Egypt . 

I n the face of t h i s absurd r e j e c t i o n of God's promise and e l e c t i o n of 

h i s people the voice of true and obedient response i s not s i l enced altogether. 

For Moses and Aaron f a l l on t h e i r faces before the people as i f invoking 

the power of ..Yahweh who alone can d e l i v e r them from t h e i r f oo l i shnes s . And 

two of the witnesses , Joshua and Ca leb , remain f a i t h f u l to t h e i r c a l l i n g -

and nearly; p a y d e a r l y _ f p r t h e i r f a i t h f u l n e s s . When human anxiety and i t s 

outcome seems about to triumph c a t a s t r o p h i c a l l y the Lord himself appears 

bringing judgment and pardon, thanks to the i n t e r c e s s i o n of Mosesb The 

story^s. end, however , " i s on a dark and unconci l iatory .note ' 1 . The people's 

sudden access of confidence cannot erase the consequence of t h e i r g u i l t , and 

they s u f f e r defeat , the ark alone being m e r c i f u l l y preserved. 

We..shall ;.npt..stop to enlarge upon any points of d e t a i l i n these expos i ­

t i o n s , but proceed s tra ight away to examine the d i s t i n c t i v e character and 

funct ion of t h e i r treatment. 
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The f i r s t matter we may note here i s that the b i b l i c a l exegesis p lays 

something of a subordinate r o l e , i n that i t i s conformed to the pat tern 

already developed i n t h i s part of the Dogmatics. As has often been pointed 

out, through the whole Dogmatics Bar th displays a concern f o r almost geo­

metric balance i n h i s w r i t i n g ; t h i s lends a qua l i ty to the work which can 

e i t h e r i n f u r i a t e or delight the reader . (41) Nowhere i s t h i s same q u a l i t y 

more apparent than i n the three major parts of the fourth volume, where the 

examination of R e c o n c i l i a t i o n d i sp lays i t s e l f i n a threefo ld exposi t ion of 

the person of Jesus C h r i s t . There i s , i n p a r t i c u l a r , a step by step p a r a l ­

l e l i s m between the f i r s t and second part s of t h i s exposi t ion (chapters XIV 

and XV of the Dogmatics) which i s f a sc ina t ing to observe. The equivalent 

sec t ion to that which we have been examining i n the previous chapter (XIV) 

undertakes an ana lys i s of man* s s i n i n terms of the * Pride of Man', and t h i s 

sect ion i s d iv ided, i n j u s t the same way as that on the S l o t h of Man, i n t » 

four heads. I n each of these four heads a qua l i ty of man's s i n i s exposed 

as the reverse of a pos i t ive qua l i ty revealed i n the person of C h r i s t -

almost exact correspondence e x i s t i n g between the four d i v i s i o n s i n each 

chapter. (42) 

The b i b l i c a l i l l u s t r a t i o n s which have been our concern are subsumed to 

t h i s f our fo ld pattern and incorporated as f i t t i n g i l l u s t r a t i o n s of each 

point . Here we are at the furthes t extreme from the character of the Old 

Testament reference i n the doctrine of c r e a t i o n , where b i b l i c a l exposit ion 

appeared to be the st imulat ing and guiding f a c t o r . 

(41) On f i r s t acquaintance the Church Dogmatics appears a very l o o s e l y 

s tructured work, but on c loser inspect ion there prove to be underlying pa t ­

terns - l i k e that of the three - fo ld examination of a topic - at every t u r n . 

(42) c f C D . IV 1 pp 413-̂ -1-73 and IV 2 pp 403-483 
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The i l l u s t r a t i v e funct ion of these exposit ions inf luences to some degree 

the manner i n which they are worked out. Thus i t i s c l e a r that c e r t a i n 

characters and features i n the passages are picked out and given c lo ser attgn*?-

t i o n on account of t h e i r relevance to the aspect of man's s l o t h under review, 

while other elements f a l l very much into the background. So i t i s that the 

lengthy dialogue between Moses and the Lord i n Numbers 14 passes almost unno­

t i c e d , and the famous parable which Nathan t e l l s i n I I Samuel 12 i s taken f o r 

granted. 

Having seen that these p a r t i c u l a r Old Testament passages have about them 

the qua l i ty of ' v i s u a l a ids' f o r Barth.'s d o c t r i n a l argument we can f u r t h e r 

note and underline the f a c t that they are used to i l l u s t r a t e the s i n f u l s tate 

of man.-' These are examples of that s l o t h which i s thrown into contrast by 

the reve la t i on i n C h r i s t , a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c which ought to become impossible 

f o r those who fo l low C h r i s t . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note that Barth uses i l l u s ­

t r a t i o n s from the Old Testament i n both the p a r a l l e l sect ions of chapters XIV 

and XVI i n dealing wi th other aspects of human s i n . We might wonder here 

whether there i s any necess i ty f o r the i l l u s t r a t i o n s to be b i b l i c a l , or 

whether t h e i r der iva t ion from the Old Testament i s not v i r t u a l l y * a c c i d e n t a l ' , 

but there i s no doubt that Barth used t h i s source wi th some d e l i b e r a t i o n . 

The f a c t , however, that he i s able to make use of the Old Testament i n t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r manner i s suggestive. I t leads us on to question that aspect of 

B a r t h ' s b i b l i c a l doctrine which minimises the d i s t i n c t i o n s between Old and 

New and emphasises t h e i r community of goa l , as we s h a l l see subsequently. 

With t h i s we conclude the de ta i l ed study of Old Testament expositions i n 

the Church Dogmatics, having attempted to give a f a i r l y representat ive s e l e c ­

t i o n of such expos i t ions . Broadly we have seen the Old Testament invoked and 

expounded i n three ways: normatively, typologicalTy, and i l l u s t r a t i v e l y , and 

seen the emergence of c e r t a i n press ing questions i n each case . To complete 

t h i s chapter of de ta i l ed study we now turn to look b r i e f l y at some of B a r t h ' s 

b i b l i c a l use outside the Church Dogmatics. 
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4 Use of the Old Testament outside the Church Dogmatics 

There i s no doc t r i na l examination of the status of the Old Testament nor 

any sustained exposi t ion i n the shorter w r i t i n g s of Barth which can stand on 

a par w i t h the mater ia l of both sorts w i t h i n the Dogmatics. The s p e c i f i c a l l y 

b i b l i c a l wr i t i ngs are a l l devoted to New Testament books,(43) and much of the 

b r i e f ou t l ine doc t r i na l w r i t i n g af fords too l i t t l e space f o r lengthy b i b l i c a l 

quotations or exegesis.(44) I f t h i s statement of obvious f a c t begins to 

suggest something of a blank and p r o f i t l e s s pic ture i n the present sect ion 

the impression should quickly be r igh ted by the recogni t ion that many of the 

shorter works witness to a powerful awareness of the Old Testament and that a 

notably high propor t ion of the published sermons are founded on Old Testament 

t e x t s . Nonetheless there i s about t h i s use a sporadic q u a l i t y which makes 

the detect ion of any f i r m tendencies and the drawing of generalised conclu­

sions d i f f i c u l t . The fo l l owing observations w i l l consequently have something 

of the nature of soundings taken at various points i n the chronology of 

Bar th 1 s w r i t i n g . 

# # # # * # 

We have already r e fe r r ed to the prophetic note which characterised 

Barth 's sources of i n s p i r a t i o n and h i s own w r i t i n g i n the ea r l i e s t publ ic 

phase of his theo logica l development (above, p 1 l ) . The point comes over 

dramatical ly enough when the reader opens the c o l l e c t i o n of ea r ly lectures 

and sermons assembled under the t i t l e 'The Word of God and Word of Man' (45)» 

and f i n d s as the opening words of the f i r s t address a quotat ion from Isa iah: 

'•The voice of him that c r i e t h i n the wilderness . . The same reader, i n 

the l i g h t of Bar th 's l a t e r expressions, may be considerably surprised to see 

the ensuing sentence: "This i s the voice of our conscience, t e l l i n g us of 

(43) i e Romans, Ph i l ipp ians , A Shorter Commentary on Romans 

(44) eg Dogmatics i n Outline,, Evangelical Theology. Credo, e tc . 

(45) E.T. D Horton, Harper, New York 1957 
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the righteousness of God*. The theme of the address i s "The Righteousness of 

God'*, and i n spi te of the unexpected d i g n i t y given to man's conscience here 

there i s much i n i t s theological standpoint which bears the same stamp as 

Barth 1 s l a t e r work. I n p a r t i c u l a r , the idea of God1 s righteousness i s devel­

oped i n strong contrast to the aspirations and would-be righteousness of men; 

to symbolise these aspirations Barth uses the image of the t«wer of Babel. 

The bu i ld ing of t h i s tower he discovers to be the key to many human endea­

vours, not least h i s r e l i g ious l i f e ; i n each case the bu i ld ing i s founded on 

misunderstanding and f a t ed to collapse, since the only righteousness i s God's 

own: that of the'* Wholly Other'1 (46) before whom man can only be u t t e r l y 

humble. 

The tone of t h i s exc i t i ng ear ly work of Barth c l e a r l y and au then t ica l ly 

echoes that of Old Testament prophecy i n i t s attempt to r e c a l l man to the 

t r u t h of God's incomparable majesty and grace. But where t h i s may be t rue of 

the w r i t i n g ' s d i s t i n c t i v e ethos, i t cannot be maintained that any r ea l exposi­

t o r y use of the Old Testament i s made here. The opening quotat ion from Isa iah 

seems to be employed as much f o r i t s dramatic timbre as f o r i t s spec i f i c con­

t e n t , a content which i s not touched upon, l e t alone developed, i n the ensuing 

address. I t might not be too severe to suggest that at t h i s stage Barth h a l f -

consciously cast himself i n the ro l e of Isa iah ' s ' v o i c e ' . 

Equally, when we examine the way i n which the s tory of the tower of Babel 

i s employed i n t h i s address (47) i t becomes clear that there i s no rigorous 

attempt to extract precise s igni f icance from the b i b l i c a l passage, no actual 

exegesis - whether i n the pages of the address or hidden behind them. Rather 

the centra l feature of the s tory i s set out and used as a powerful symbol of 

the fa l se endeavour which Barth i s i n d i c t i n g ; the image of the tower acts as 

(46) op c i t p 24 (47) i b i d pp 1 4 f f 
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a focussing point f o r the mind 1 s eye and helps to give c l a r i t y and force to 

the argument that i s being sustained. 

The use of t h i s s tory from the Book of Genesis (11:1-9) i n t h i s ea r l i e s t 

of Barth 's published addresses makes in te res t ing comparison w i t h the exposi­

t i o n of the same passage at rather greater length i n the Church Dogmatics 

( i l l 4 313f f )« The l a t e r exposi t ion , while i t has a marked polemical q u a l i t y 

about i t , carr ies much more sense of a t tent ive l i s t e n i n g to the very words of 

the t ex t than i s born i n the ea r ly w r i t i n g , the conclusions are correspond­

i n g l y more subt le . 

To observe these character is t ics of Old Testament usage i n 'The Righteous­

ness of God1 i s not necessarily to charge Barth w i t h i t s misuse. The i n t e n t i o n 

i s ra ther to point out what might be termed the accidental q u a l i t y of t h i s use: 

the texts to which Barth r e f e r s here are c l e a r l y not dynamic or even c o n t r o l ­

l i n g influences on the theologica l argument; the d r i v i n g force seems t o spring 

i n some way from w i t h i n the w r i t e r h imself , and the b i b l i c a l reference i s 

swept i n t o the powerful current of thought and f e e l i n g . 

This l a s t assert ion may appear not a l i t t l e rash when we see that the 

succeeding contr ibut ions to t h i s ea r ly volume are e n t i t l e d " The strange New 

World w i t h i n the B ib le ' 1 and " B i b l i c a l Questions, In s igh t s , and Vis tas 1 ' . 

C lear ly the element of b i b l i c a l discovery f i g u r e d very l a rge ly i n the incuba­

t i o n of Bar th 's 'New Theology' , as he himself and many c r i t i c s have af f i rmed 

( c f p 8). I n p a r t i c u l a r the inf luence of his study of the L e t t e r to the 

Romans could hardly be overestimated at t h i s stage. I n t h i s connection, 

however, we may also r e c a l l tha t many c r i t i c s - not necessarily antagonists 

- of the Commentary which f i n a l l y emerged from these years of study have 

ca l l ed a t t en t ion to the same sense of dynamic force which does not derive 

e n t i r e l y from the tex t i t s e l f . The Bib le was undoubtedly the medium through 

which Bar th ' s new theological ins ights emerged, and i t i s equally without 
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doubt that these ins ights were l a rge ly generated i n the dialogue of his mind 

w i t h Scr ip ture ; gradually t h i s medium was to exert more and more a shaping 

influence on the message which ac tua l ly emerged. At t h i s stage', however, we 

witness the sparks which f l y from the contact of Barth and B i b l e . 

This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the r e l a t ionsh ip between the ea r ly theology and 

the Bible ( the Old Testament i n par t icu la r )"as essen t ia l ly a dramatic but non-

exegetical i n t e rp l ay i s given f u r t h e r support by the second of the two addres­

ses of 1916: ''The Strange New World w i t h i n the Bible* . (48) Here we are s t ruck 

immediately by two po in t s . F i r s t by the daring of the young preacher who sets 

out to open a window on t o the whole scene of the B i b l e , no s ingle book or 

single theme but the whole 'wor ld 1 w i t h i n i t . Second by the prominent place 

occupied by the Old Testament i n t h i s scene. 

I n the f i r s t few pages of t h i s address the reader i s taken on a ' w h i s t l e -

stop tour ' through the B i b l e . We glimpse Abraham, Moses, Gideon, Samuel, 

E l i j a h and the prophets a f t e r him, are shown the point of climax i n him who 

says " I am the resurrect ion and the l i f e " , and given a glance at the reper­

cussions which f o l l o w him -"Then the echo ceases. The Bib le i s f i n i s h e d " . 

Then Barth addresses himself to the question of the meaning of t h i s world we 

have glimpsed:: ''What i s the s ignif icance of the remarkable l i n e from Abraham 

t » Chr i s t?" The fundamental answer which i s given t o t h i s question i s tha t 

t h i s world i s God's wor ld , and that he i s i t s s ign i f i cance ; once again there 

i s heavy emphasis on the •otherness' of t h i s world of God's, i t s transcendence 

of the categories of His to ry , Mora l i t y or Re l ig ion . For our purposes, how­

ever, the primary in te res t i s not i n Barth 's conclusions but i n his manner of 

reaching them. P a r t i c u l a r l y we must notice his readiness i n t h i s address to 

t r ea t of Abraham and Chris t i n one breath, to see them, i n one l i n e , and gener­

a l l y to work w i t h ' the B ib l e ' as an apparently simple u n i t . I t would be 

(48) i b i d pp I 4 f f . 
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absurd to suggest that Barth i s here working i n ignorance of the complexity 

of the B i b l i c a l ma te r i a l , or i n any naive misapprehension of i t s nature. 

Rather he i s quite de l ibera te ly avoiding the drawing of any l i n e - however 

f e i n t - between the two Testaments. 

This de l ibe ra te ly un i t i ve treatment i s especial ly clear when Barth comes 

to ask whether the Bib le i s a b*ok of ' M o r a l i t y ' . Here a l l the i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

brought forward to deny t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y are taken from the Old Testament, 

although i t i s asserted generally that the New cannot answer to t h i s descr ip­

t i o n e i t he r . On the basis of these i l l u s t r a t i o n s of B i b l i c a l ' immoral i ty ' 

Barth concludes that The r e a l i t y which l i e s behind Abraham and Moses, behind 

Christ and his apostles, i s the world of the Father, i n which mora l i ty i s d i s ­

pensed w i t h because i t i s taken f o r granted". Here above a l l the young theo­

log ian throws himself open to c r i t i c i s m as f a i l i n g to recognise or al low f o r 

d i s t i nc t i ons between one part of the Bible and another. But Barth here was 

waging war much too f i e r c e l y on the t r a d i t i o n s of ' l i b e r a l ' treatment of 

Scripture to pause i n consideration of self -defence. The Old Testament par­

t i c u l a r l y served the argument of the otherness of God's world and i t s " d i s t i n c ­

t i o n from the highest achievements of man's endeavour, and Barth d i d not over­

look i t s usefulness. 

The f o l l o w i n g address, on " B i b l i c a l Questions, Ins ign t s , and Vis tas ' 1 , 

shares the charac ter i s t ics of i t s predecessor i n terms of the broad handling 

• f Scr ip ture , although dating from some f o u r years l a t e r , a f t e r the pub l ica ­

t i o n of the f i r s t e d i t i o n of The Epis t l e to the Romans' . Bar th ' s approach 

i s notably less bo ld , h is a t t en t ion given more c losely to the p a r t i c u l a r force 

of the New Testament witness, and the r e l a t i o n of the two testaments expressed 

i n terms of f u l f i l m e n t ; but fundamentally the same emphasis on otherness, and 

the same close i n t eg ra t ion of the Old and the New remains. Equal ly , we s t i l l 
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f i n d ourselves dealing w i t h a b i b l i c a l theme without spec i f i c b i b l i c a l expo­

s i t i o n , indeed w i t h only in t e rmi t t en t reference to p a r t i c u l a r instances. 

No theologian could examine the Le t te r of Paul to the Romans without 

being brought up against the Old Testament and the question of i t s r e l a t ionsh ip 

w i t h the New. The prominence of the question of 1 the Law' and the abundance 

of quotation of the Old Testament i n the Le t t e r b r ing both these questions to 

the a t t en t ion of the commentator. At the same t ime, a New Testament commentary 

i s not the forum f o r detai led exegesis or discussion of the Old Testament, and 

we would, scarcely expect to f i n d such treatment there . I n Barth 1 s famous 

commentary (49) the Old Testament i s never f a r from the page, whether i n quota­

t i o n or a l l u s i o n ; more than t h i s , however, many of i t s readers have detected 

that prophetic ethos to which we have already r e f e r r e d as colour ing the whole 

p ic ture of i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I t i s i n keeping w i t h t h i s impression that 

Bar th quotes w i t h approval i n the commentary the dictum of Luther: "He who 

hath t h i s E p i s t l e i n his heart , hath i n him the l i g h t and power of the Old 

Testament .'(50) 

I n i t s spec i f i c references to the Old Testament the Commentary f u l f i l l s 

the expectations created by our previous observations. I f Paul provides occa­

sional opportunity f o r those who would relegate the Testament of the Law and 

the Prophets to a l e v e l w e l l below that of the New, (51) Bar th takes no use of 

the opportunity. Once again we f i n d everywhere a close i n t eg ra t ion of the 

two Testaments and a determination to i n t e r p r e t the Old Testament witness »n 

the highest possible l e v e l . By way of example we may note his treatment of 

the quotation from 'Moses' (Lev i t i cus 18:5) i n Romans 10:5 ' 'For Moses describeth 

(49) We r e f e r here to the Commentary i n the form of the S ix th e d i t i o n , as 

t ranslated by Edwyn Hoskins (Oxford 1968). 

(50) op c i t p 422. 

(51) eg when taken i n i s o l a t i o n Romans 10:4 can be seen i n t h i s way. 
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the righteousness which i s of the law, when he sa i th that the man which doeth 

these things sha l l l i v e therebylr. Here, Barth claims, Moses . . . does not 

merely represent a law which i s no more than a human work, and which of i t s e l f 

has no f u r t h e r s ignif icance *', but rather a law whose performance i s an 

"impossible p o s s i b i l i t y of mirac le , of e x i s t e n t i a l i t y , of f a i t h , i n f a c t , of 

God". The promise held out by God to the man who performs the law i s a poss i ­

b i l i t y "which i s messianic and ejsehat©logical'*. When Barth sums up w i t h the-

words ' ' this i s what Moses means'" the reader may remain s t i l l i n some uncer­

t a i n t y , since the language and d i r e c t i o n of argument i n t h i s passage i s by no 

means e x p l i c i t . Nonetheless, i t i s clear that Bar th credi t s to the statement 

i n Levi t icus - or to Moses - an understanding of Law and i t s performance on 

the same l e v e l of subt le ty as Paul 's (o r indeed, or Bar th 's own i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of Pau l ' s ) . 

The i n t eg ra t i on of the two Testaments i s i n e v i t a b l y most c l e a r l y expressed 

i n the exegesis of 3:31 - 4 : 8 , where the f a i t h of Abraham i s c i t ed and the 

question whether the law i s made ' o f none e f f e c t ' i s put and answered. Here 

Barth suggests that Abraham i s brought forward as something of a tes t case f o r 

the question of the law. What i s at issue, he maintains i s whether or not the 

r eve la t ion of God i n Jesus i s "the meaning and substance of the whole h i s to ry 

of r e l i g i o n " . Put i n another way, "Jesus would not be the Chris t i f f igures 

l i k e Abraham, Jeremiah, Socrates, Grunewald, Luther , Kierkegaard, Dostoievsky 

remained, contrasted w i t h Him, merely f igures of past h i s t o r y , and d i d not 

ra ther const i tute i n Him one essential u n i t y j " . The business of these verses 

includes, then, the proving of the c la im: *Before Abraham was, I am1*, the 

r a t i f i c a t i o n of the point stated by Overbeck, "The Old Testament d i d not , i n 

the ordinary sense of the word "precede" Chr i s t . Rather i t l i v e d i n Him". 

The proof of the claim i s discovered essent ia l ly i n the phrase *'Abraham 

believed i n God*'; by i t i s revealed Abraham sharing i n that Mvacuum and l i m i t a ­

t i o n encompassed by miracle and by paradoxical i m p o s s i b i l i t y " which i s f a i t h , 
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and which because i t i s vo id of human content . . i s guaranteed by God as 

his righteousness". The same i s t rue of the f i g u r e r e f e r r ed to i n Psalm 3 2 : 1 f f , 

•'Here once more i s the miracle of f a i t h " ' w h i c h i s always the same mirac le , and 

always a " sign-post to the Resurrection". 

So i t i s that " the law i s established' 1 , that C h r i s t ' s claim and Overbeck's 

statement are v ind ica ted . For: "What i s true of Abraham i s therefore true 

also of the anonymous f i g u r e portrayed i n the 32nd Psalm. Both are witnesses 

of the Resurrection, and both l i v e by i t . As independent h i s t o r i c a l f i gu res 

apart from Chr i s t , they are incomprehensible. They are the types of tha t l i f e 

of h is which i s prolonged l o n g i t u d i n a l l y throughout the whole extent of t ime' ' . 

Here we f i n d stated i n less guarded language the k ind of u n i f i c a t i o n of 

the Old and New Testaments which we have already heard about i n our review of 

the Church Dogmatics. There are, however, two in t e r e s t i ng points of d i f fe rence 

between the view that manifests i t s e l f here and that which i s systematical ly 

worked out i n the Dogmatics. F i r s t l y , i t i s clear tha t beyond the simply 

unguarded qua l i t y of Bar th 's w r i t i n g at t h i s stage there i s a d i s t i n c t and s i g ­

n i f i c a n t lack of subt le ty i n the approach to the Old Testament. We r e c a l l that 

i n the l a t e r understanding of the Dogmatics Barth surely maintains that the Old 

Testament bears witness to that which i s to come, that the name of Chr is t i s , 

as i t were, w r i t t e n i n t o i t ; but he adds that the name i s 'concealed' i n t h i s 

Testament, to be revealed i n the New, that the witness i s essen t ia l ly an expec­

tant one, and so on. We would hardly expect a complex statement of d i f f e r e n ­

t i a l s such as these i n the context of the Commentary, but the absence of any 

h in t of awareness leads us to accuse the f i e r y Bar th of t h i s era of dras t ic over­

s i m p l i f i c a t i o n . The charge i s one he might w e l l have acknowledged subsequently 

himself .(52) 

(52) As, i n e f f e c t , he d i d i n The Humanity of God, E.T. C o l i i n s , London, 1967, 

pp 34^?, see also How I Changed My Mind, Edinburgh 1969. 
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A second and rather more -unexpected d i f ference between the a t t i t ude of 

t h i s and that of the l a t e r period i s disclosed i n the treatment' of Abraham 

already out l ined . This dif ference concerns the r e l a t ionsh ip of Old Testament 

and non-b ib l i ca l f i gu res to Chr i s t . The unprepared reader might w e l l p r i c k 

his ears up at the mention of that strange congregation said to 1 1 1 cons t i tu te 

one essential unity* 1 i n Chr i s t : "Abraham, Jeremiah, Socrates, Grunewald . . . ' " 

(see above p 8 5 ) , w i t h i t s f r ee mingl ing of heroic f igu res from i n and out of 

the B i b l e . He might react i n the same way to the mention elsewhere (53) that 

a s i m i l a r f a i t h to that 1 1 impossible f a c t o r " i n which Abraham was given to share, 

"appears on the borderland of the philosophy of HLato, of the ar t of Grunewald 

and Dostoevsky, and of the r e l i g i o n of Luther" . The k i n d of i n t e r r e l a t i o n 

which seems vaguely to be suggested'here i s given a l i t t l e more d e f i n i t i o n i n 

the commentary of the t h i r d chapter ( w 2 1 f ) . Here Bar th i s stressing the 

fundamental nature of God's righteousness, i n which 1 1 every promise i s f u l f i l l e d * ! 

This righteousness, he a f f i r m s , i s the meaning of a l l r e l i g i o n , the answer to 

every human hope and s t r i v i n g and wa i t ing . . . " . So i t fo l lows that Wherever 

there i s an impress of r eve la t ion - and does anything lack t h i s mark? - there 

i s a witness to the Unknown God . . . ' ' . (54) 

So i t seems to be implied that there i s no fundamental d i s t i n c t i o n between 

the status of Old Testament h i s to ry and r e l i g i o n , and i t s leading f i g u r e s , and 

the status of at least some extraordinary e x t r a - b i b l i c a l leaders. This view 

would c e r t a i n l y f i n d no endorsement i n the pages of the Church Dogmatics. 

Equal ly , however, i t i s probable that Bar th d id not intend t h i s conclusion to 

be drawn i n the Commentary on Romans. At various points i n the Commentary he 

re fe r s to the dis t inct iveness of the Jew, and at one point i n pa r t i cu l a r ( i n 

commenting on 3 : 1 4 f f ) he seems v i r t u a l l y to contradict the suggestion we have 

(53) Romans p 141 • 

(54) i b i d p 65 
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observed; here he sets over against one another« ' Gentiles which have not the 
law", whose" l ives and t h e i r experiences of h i s to ry are not stamped by reve la ­
t i o n ; and they have no impress of i t to guard", and those who have the law and 
"are stamped w i t h the impress of the t rue and unknown God".(55) 

Whatever the precise t r u t h about Barth 1 s i n t e n t i o n i n t h i s matter, i t i s 

c l ea r ly the case that the Commentary on Romans does not lend i t s e l f t o calm 

and object ive analysis of d e t a i l . I f i t d i d , i t might w e l l be at the cost of 

that fervent and dramatic q u a l i t y which gives the work such d i s t i n c t i v e auth­

o r i t y to t h i s day. I n conclusion we may add that the use of acutely paradoxi­

ca l formulas, l i k e ' t h e knowledge of the unknown God 1 , which f i g u r e so promi­

nently i n the w r i t i n g of t h i s per iod, makes i t very d i f f i c u l t f o r Barth to 

c l a s s i f y the process of reve la t ion w i t h anything l i k e the subt lety he was to 

exercise i n l a t e r , more temperate work. 

Prom the time of the Romans commentary onward Barth 1 s theological w r i t i n g 

generally becomes less d i r e c t l y b i b l i c a l (56) and so a f fo rds us (aside from the 

Dogmatics) l i t t l e mater ia l f o r t h i s part of the study. There i s one important 

f u r t h e r area of his work, however, which we can hardly overlook i n t h i s review: 

that of the published sermons. Barth 1 s doctrine of the Word of God i n i t s form 

of proclamation (see above, p 21) demands that the sermon be a s p e c i f i c a l l y 

b i b l i c a l form of address, and i t i s c lear that i n his own preaching he always 

respected t h i s demand. At the same time the study of the sermons ought to con­

t r i b u t e s i g n i f i c a n t l y t o the assessment of Barth 1 s b i b l i c a l doct r ine , since by 

his own d e f i n i t i o n the dogmatic theologian labours f o r the benef i t of the 

Church's proclamation and sees the f r u i t s o f . h i s work i n the p u r i t y and v i t a l i t y 

(55) i b i d p 65 

(56) Although we do have the two s l im Commentaries on Phi l ippians (1927) said 

Romans (1956) 
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of that proclamation.(57) Here, as much as anywhere, should be the proof of 

the pudding. 

From the range of published sermons we sha l l here select instances from 

both ear ly and l a t e on i n Barth 's career as a theologian. The former derive 

from the two co l lec t ions of sermons published j o i n t l y by Bar th and his one­

time f e l l o w pastor Eduard Thurneysen;( 58) they date f o r the most part from 

the 1920's. The l a t t e r (sermons f i r s t preached i n the 1950's and 60's) are 

among those del ivered to the prisoners of Basel gao l , where the senior p ro fes ­

sor exercised an occasional and evident ly happy m i n i s t r y . ( 59) 

Our p a r t i c u l a r concern i s w i t h Bar th 's Old Testament preaching: i t i s 

worth pausing a moment to note the f a c t that he does preach on the Old Testa­

ment, and to record how much he does so. I n the volume 'Come Holy S p i r i t ' 

( f i r s t published i n 1924) there are twenty- f ive sermons from the pens of Barth 

and Thurneysen: of these s ix are based on Old Testament t e x t s ; three of 

these Old Testament sermons- have been i d e n t i f i e d as Bar th ' s work and there i s 

only one (The New Time' Ecclesiastes3:11) (60) whose content h ints f a i n t l y that 

i t i s no t . Among the eighteen sermons i n the subsequent c o l l e c t i o n (God's 

search f o r Man- 1935) only three f i n d t h e i r t ex t i n the Old Testament, and 

none of these can d e f i n i t e l y be a t t r i bu t ed to Bar th . When we t u r n to the l a t e r 

volumes, however, the Old Testament f igu res rather more prominently: precisely-

ha l f of the texts i n / C a l l f o r God are taken from each Testament. Analysing 

(57) C D . 1 1 pp 79f f .Evangelical Theology, an In t roduct ion C o l l i n s , London, 

1965, P 43. 

(58) Come Holy S p i r i t and God* s Search f o r Man T & T Clark , Edinburgh 1933 and 

1935; i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o d i s t ingu i sh the p a r t i c u l a r authorship of each sermon 

(but see T H L Parker: Kar l Bar th , Michigan 1970, pp 1 l 8 f f where some guidance 

is -g iven. ) 

(59) Deliverance t o the Captives and C a l l f o r God SOU, London 1959 and 1965 
(60) The t ex t i t s e l f f i t s uneasily beside the general outlook of Earth*s 
Romans, as do some parts of the exposi t ion, f o r example p 43. 



90 

a l i t t l e more c a r e f u l l y i t emerges that Isa iah and the Fsalms are at every 
stage the foremost books of the Old Testament, though not to the exclusion of 
others.(61) 

Towards the end of the f i r s t sermon i n the 1924 c o l l e c t i o n we read these 

words: " " L i f t up your heads 0, ye gates'." . . . V e r i l y more i s expressed here 

than mere human command and human wisdom. Here Jesus Christ i s speaking, the 

Son of the l i v i n g God." Here, then, i s that immediate r e l a t i n g of Old Testament 

words to the incarnate Word, Chr i s t , which we have seen i n Barth 1 s doctrine of 

Scr ipture . The same immediacy underlies the expository method of a l l these 

sermons. I t has been j u s t l y remarked that Bar th 1 s preaching at t h i s stage i s 

not s t r i c t l y expository:(62) there i s no methodical and pat ient unwrapping of 

the ( o f t e n lengthy) texts w i t h which the sermons open. Nonetheless, the s c r i p ­

t u r a l words are made to speak very d i r e c t l y t o the hearer, to address him w i t h 

au thor i ty . I n t h i s respect there i s no discernable d i f fe rence between the 

words of Old and New Testaments, between the 'great But ' which Barth underlines 

so f o r c e f u l l y i n Proverbs 16:2 and the i n s t r u c t i o n of Jesus i n Matthew 6:25 -

Be not anxious". Thus i t comes as no surprise when the sermon on another pas­

sage from Proverbs (18:10) proceeds d i r e c t l y from the words of the t ex t "The 

name of Jehovah i s a strong tower" to the consideration of the Lord's prayer and 

i t s f i r s t p e t i t i o n : " Hallowed be thy name11; there i s no question but that the 

name of the Lord i s one and the same f o r the people of I s r a e l and f o r the Church. 

The same charac te r i s t ic directness in. the appl ica t ion of words and phrases 

from the tex t t o the hearer f i n d s a more negative expression: we are never f a m i ­

l i a r i s e d i n the..sermons w i t h the context of the b i b l i c a l words, whether t h e i r 

(61) Notably there are two sermons based on tex ts from Proverbs i n Come Holy 

S p i r i t both by Bar th . 

(62) T H L Parker op c i t p 119. 
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h i s t o r i c a l or t h e i r l i t e r a r y context. The p a r t i c u l a r words of the tex t simply 

stand on the au thor i ty of 11 the wisdom of the Bib le" . (63) Nothing leads us to 

consider whether the words of Psalmist or Prophet are w r i t t e n f o r any other 

audience than that which now hears them, unless we make exception of a few 

words at the conclusion of the sermon on Isa iah 60:1.9-20;( 64) t h i s question of 

the se t t ing of the text ev ident ly does not exercise the preacher. 

I n the l a t e r sermons we f i n d no change i n t h i s fundamental respect. 

Indeed, the pos i t ive aspect of t h i s charac te r i s t i c i s s p e c i f i c a l l y expressed 

i n one of the sermons i n 'Gods's Search f o r Man' - ' 'Let us from the very begin­

ning bear i n mind that the s tory of paradise, as every Bib le s to ry , i s w r i t t e n 

very d i s t i n c t l y f o r men of today".(65) The t e x t of the Old Testament speaks of 

Chr i s t , and since i t speaks of him i t speaks d i r e c t l y to the man of today; t h i s 

i s the clear import of these sermons and of the quite uncomplicated manner i n 

which they apply the words of prophet, psalmist or wisdom w r i t e r to the present 

human s i t u a t i o n . The same d i rec t and s t ra ight forward r e l a t i o n i s perhaps most 

c l ea r ly demonstrated i n one of the more recent Basel sermons, preached on 

Easter Day 1961. Here Barth takes his t ex t from Isaiah (54 :7 -8 ) : ' 'For a b r i e f 

moment I have abandoned you, but w i t h great mercy I w i l l gather you . . . " , 

and proceeds without any ado to i n t e rp re t the verses i n terms of Good Friday 

and Easter Day. ' 'That' 1 , he wr i tes of the words of I sa iah , " i s the Easter 

message" . . . "the Easter word that we may now hear''. I n t h i s respect, then, 

we f i n d l i t t l e v a r i a t i o n between the Barth of 1924 and the Barth- of "[361 ; only 

we might add that the fundamental s i m p l i c i t y of the process of proclaiming and 

applying Old Testament Scripture to the contemporary congregation ( i t s s i m p l i ­

c i t y i n Barth 's eyes) stands out more c l e a r l y i n the more economic and compact 

form of the l a t e r preaching.(66) 

(63) Come Holy S p i r i t p 13 

(64) i b i d p 66 

(65) God1 s Search f o r Man p 94 
(66) To rea l i se the change i n s ty le between the ear ly and l a t e r sermons i t i s 
p a r t i c u l a r l y i n s t r u c t i v e to compare the 1961 sermon on Isa iah 54s7-8 w i t h one i n 
the volume Come Holy S p i r i t on the same t e x t . The language of the e a r l i e r sermon 
i s altogether more r h e t o r i c a l and, one i s tempted to say, pretent ious, but the Ô*"-
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The quotations we have so f a r evinced witness to the ease w i t h which 

Barth the preacher moved between the Old Testament t e x t , the Gospel of Chris t 

and the pos i t i on of the contemporary hearer. The same ease can be i l l u s t r a ­

ted by example from most of the sermons under review. I n both the ear ly ser­

mons on tex ts from the book of Proverbs we see the ground between the Testaments-

traversed several t imes. Wi th respect to ' the Great But ' of Proverbs 16:2 ("but 

the Lord weighs the s p i r i t s " ) Bar th has t h i s to say: "For the Bib le does not 

say the same th ing over and over again, but i t does say t h i s one th ing again 

and again: But the Lord weigheth the s p i r i t s . This i s the same th ing the 

Bib le says on other pages: But he who dwelleth i n the heavens sha l l laugh, he 

sha l l have them i n de r i s ion . . . . But my words sha l l never pass away . . . 

But he was wounded f o r our transgressions and because of our sins was he smi t ­

ten . . . But Chris t i s ra ised fr«m the dead and has become the f i r s t - f r u i t s »f 

them that slept . . . " . This catena of quotations i s only a concentrated 

expression of the sweeping range which characterises the sermon as a whole. In. 

the f o l l o w i n g sermon e n t i t l e d "The Name of the Lord" (Proverbs 18:10) the range 

of b i b l i c a l reference i s no less , but added to i t i s a more obvious reference 

to the time and s i t u a t i o n i n which Bar th was preaching;(67) indeed the freedom 

w i t h which t h i s sermon moves from one frame of reference t o another does a good 

deal to confuse the underlying s i m p l i c i t y of theme. The mastery of s t r a i g h t ­

forward exposit ion which Barth had at ta ined i n his theologica l matur i ty (so 

w e l l exemplif ied i n his -Evangelical Theology: an In t roduc t ion- ) ensures that 

there i s no h in t of confusion i n the Basel sermons: here the t r ans i t i ons 

between the time of the prophets, of C h r i s t , and the present are made more 

d e f t l y and more b r i e f l y . Awareness of the contemporary scene i s shown less by 

e x p l i c i t references than by recurrent images and turns of phrase - l i k e the 

(67) This sermon has been i d e n t i f i e d as one of K a r l Bar th ' s (by T H L Parker, 

op c i t p 119). Bar th ' s reference to the contemporary scene ( i n Come, Holy 

Spirit•':PP 25 and 33) i s e x p l i c i t but not de ta i l ed . 
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idea of the telephone c a l l i n the sermon headed ' C a l l me' ( ' c a l l me i n the 

day of t rouble 1 Psalms 50:15). The r e l a t i o n between Chris t and the Old Testa­

ment words, too , seems t o emerge more f l u e n t l y : as when the 'hands' of the 

t ex t from Psalm 31 :15 ('My time i s secure i n your- hands') are f i n a l l y i d e n t i ­

f i e d i n the sermon as the hands of the c r u c i f i e d Chr i s t . (68) 

With the passing of years Bar th expressed w i t h increasing f a c i l i t y his 

abiding sense of the unbroken con t inu i ty between the words of the prophets, 

the words of the Apostles and the word to be proclaimed today. This much i s 

c lear and hardly su rpr i s ing . But there i s ra ther more than merely s t y l i s t i c 

change t o be observed. There i s a change i n the whole 'tone of voice ' w i t h 

which the Old Testament speaks through the sermons. I n the e a r l i e r years the 

note i s challenging and o f t en unse t t l i ng , as the very texts and t i t l e s imply: 

'Open Wide the Gate1, 'But the Lord weigheth the s p i r i t s ' , 'Paradise Lost ' . 

The sense of the l a t e r sermons, however, i s e s sen t i a l ly of 'comfortable words ' , 

words of assurance and hope t y p i f i e d by the f i r s t of the c o l l e c t i o n ' C a l l f o r 

God': 'The Lord Who Has Mercy on You 1 . This t ransformation, one expression of 

the general change i n the ethos of Barth 1 s theology (see above, pp l 6 f f ) , i s 

not only of homilet ic i n t e r e s t ; i t i s of more general importance f o r t h i s study 

since i t suggests that apparently s i m i l a r approaches t o the Old Testament can 

be seen w i t h i n Bar th ' s own work t o y i e l d subs tan t ia l ly d i f f e r e n t r e s u l t s . 

Before tu rn ing from the study of the sermons we must take note of one 

which af fords exception to the general pat tern of Old Testament preaching which 

we have out l ined . Among the l a t e r sermons that based on Jeremiah's prophecy of 

the new covenant (31:33) presents the r e l a t i o n between Old and New i n a d i f f e r ­

ent l i g h t from other contemporary or previous exposi t ions. Here Bar th sets out 

the d i s t i n c t i o n between the law which says 'you must' and that which says 'you 

may 1, and i d e n t i f i e s t h i s l a t t e r as the law God wishes to ' w r i t e i n men's hearts 1 . 

(68) C a l l f o r God pp 30f f and 4 0 f f . 
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U n t i l God has bestowed the freedom of t h i s permissive law even h i own law-
comes to men 1 sharply and v i o l e n t l y and t e r r i f y i n g l y ' , i t i s 1 shrouded i n a 
dark c l o u d ' . I t i s God's wish that the cloud should be t o r n aside and the 
law of freedom seen f o r what i t i s and we can see him do t h i s very th ing i n 
the Passion of His Son: ' I n t h i s ( the Passion) s tory the new and true covenant 
became v i s i b l e ; here i s the covenant between God and us as God intends i t , 
w i l l s i t and establishes i t , i n which 'You shall*.' i s no longer heard 1 . Th i s , 
he concludes i s ' the s tory of our re lease ' . 

Read i n the abstract t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the words of Jeremiah i s 

surely unexceptionable and rewarding. Read i n the context of Bar th 's normative 

statements about the Old Testament and the New, about Gospel and Law, i t creates 

a tension, at leas t by i m p l i c a t i o n . For whi le i t i s not unusual f o r him to 

t a l k of the 'concealment' of Christ and his covenant i n the Old Testament, over 

against the complete disclosure of the New, Barth does not generally allow tha t 

there i s such a menacing qua l i ty about the Old form of the covenant, nor that 

i t s subjects stand i n need of release. 

At the most t h i s l a s t instance amounts to a subtle and p a r t i a l exception 

to the normal handling of Old Testament texts i n Barth 's preaching (indeed the 

form of the exposi t ion i s i n no way exceptional i n t h i s ins tance) . The norm 

we have observed consists i n i n t e r p r e t i n g the words of the Old Testament w i t h 

d i rec t reference to Christ and d i r ec t au thor i ty f o r the contemporary Chr i s t i an . 

The impression gathered here might be summed up by saying that the d i s t i n c t i o n 

between the Old and New Testaments i n homilet ic.use i s reduced to a minimum -

to the extent that the d i f fe rence i s o f t en scarcely noticeable. 
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PART I I I 

A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT 

I n the two preceding parts of t h i s study we have looked f i r s t at the doc­

t r i n a l s t ructure which Barth bui lds to contain his understanding of the Old 

Testament, then at a broad cross-section of examples of h is p r a c t i c a l exposi t ion 

or use of the t e x t . With t h i s whole range of mater ia l i n mind we come now to 

attempt some c r i t i c a l evaluat ion: to assess ( i n the words of the in t roduct ion) 

how f a r Bar th has achieved a v iable basis f o r using, and a valuable way of using 

the Old Testament, and i n what pa r t i cu l a r respects he has f a i l e d . We begin t h i s 

assessment by tak ing a del iberate r i s k ; the r i s k of se t t ing out f i r s t some of the 

d i s t i n c t i v e l y good qua l i t i e s i n Barth 1 s doctr ine and pract ice - i t s strengths. 

The danger here i s that the assembled v i r tues of h is pos i t i on should seem to cast 

a defence about i t and exclude penetrating c r i t i c i s m . The hope that we set against 

t h i s i s that an honest examination of i t s meri ts w i l l both set the scene f o r a 

balanced conclusion and also leave the ensuing pages f r ee f o r a thoroughgoing 

c r i t i q u e . '' 

1 Strengths i n Barth 1 s Theory and Practice 

The f a c t that t h i s study i s pract icable i t s e l f rests on a ce r t a in s trength 

i n the p o s i t i o n which Barth maintains: that i s to say, he i s a theologian whose 

work - almost alone among his contemporaries' - ac tua l ly makes room f o r the appre­

c i a t i o n and use of the Old Testament i n a s i g n i f i c a n t degree. This f a c t , i f no 

other, emerged c l ea r ly from the l a s t sect ion of t h i s work. We have now to define 

more exactly the nature of t h i s fundamental q u a l i t y of Barth 1 s B i b l i c i s m . 

The f i r s t pos i t ive charac te r i s t ic to which we c a l l a t t en t ion i s that of 

expectancy i n the approach to the Old Testament, as indeed t o the whole of S c r i p ­

tu re . Here i t i s that God himself w i l l speak, so we are l e d to expect by Bar th ' s 

th ree fo ld doctr ine of the Word. So i t i s that he describes the very condi t ion of 
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exegesis as "being the thankfu l remembrance of having heard God's Word here, and 

the continual expectation of hearing i t .anew.(l) I t i s w i t h t h i s t h i s h o p e f u l ­

ness that Barth requires the expositor to look at a l l B i b l i c a l words, not jus t 

those that su i t h is pred ispos i t ion , to look at the words of 1 the prophets' as at 

those of 1 the apostles' . Another facet of the same basic charac te r i s t i c i s 

expressed i n the concept of ' subordinat ion ' to the t e x t . The p r i n c i p l e contained 

here i s that the in te rpre te r must always take h is stance ' at a ce r t a in point 

below Scr ipture 1 as he seeks t o explicate i t , as knowing that the Word to which 

he l i s t ens i s Jesus Chris t h imsel f . (2) 

This spec ia l , i f t r a d i t i o n a l , q u a l i t y of Bar th 's understanding of b i b l i c a l 

use bears f r u i t i n a number of p r o f i t a b l e ways. I n the f i r s t place, as our selec­

t i v e survey has i l l u s t r a t e d , i t enables Barth to make use, and o f t e n f r u i t f u l use, 

of passages and parts of the Old Testament which are commonly overlooked or l i t t l e 

used. The narrat ive of the spying out of the promised land from the Book of 

Numbers i s a case i n p o i n t . I n these chapters there are a number of 'myth ica l ' 

features (as Barth himself acknowledges) which tend to discourage the in t e rp re t e r 

from ' t a k i n g the passage se r ious ly 1 , and to confine himself at most to f i n d i n g 

some amusement i n the narra t ive and explaining i t a e t i o l o g i c a l l y . I n the exposi­

t i o n of the chapters as we reviewed i t Barth was not def lected by these features 

from an a t ten t ive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which credi ted the narra t ive w i t h a s i g n i f i c a n t 

message. 

I n much the same way the reader of the Dogmatics w i l l be surprised quite 

regular ly by the way i n which unexpected'!. Old Testament passages are allowed to 

speak w i t h a voice not heard before . To take examples at random, i n C D . I l l , 3 

he w i l l f i n d a study of Judges 13j i n I I I , 4 &n extended treatment of Ecclesias-

t i cus 38 (3),. and i n I V , 1 a series .of exegetical studies of psalms, inc luding 

(1) God Here and Now p 54. 

(2) C D . I 2 pp 715ff. 

(3) which Barth might c a l l ' b i b l i c a l ' only w i t h reservat ion. 
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Psalms 32 and 5"! • To return to the passages examined i n the l a s t part of t h i s 

study, of the two r i t e s from Levi t i cus quoted i n C.D. I I , 2 that f o r the day of 

Atonement (ch 16) i s w e l l known and widely employed, but the r i t u a l of chapter 14 

which i s l i n k e d w i t h i t i s l i k e l y to be unfami l i a r to most readers. 

The expectant and 'subordinate' stance which Barth adopts at leas t to a 

notable extent i n pract ice as w e l l as theory thus enables the use of f r e s h and 

generally obscure b i b l i c a l ma te r i a l . I t also, as we have suggested, helps to p re ­

vent the a p r i o r i r u l i n g out of mater ia l as f o r one reason or another t h e o l o g i ­

c a l l y useless. Wi th respect to t h i s , the long exegesis of Genesis 1 and 2 i n 

C.D. I l l , 1 i s repeatedly concerned to give weight to forms of expression and 

concepts which were made l i g h t of as ' p r i m i t i v e ' or ' pa t en t ly absurd1 by older 

scholarship,(4) which he accuses of ' laughing l i k e Sarah' . Here, as elsewhere, 

Barth 's high doctrine of the Old Testament scriptures demands that the tex t be 

allowed to speak w i t h au thor i ty whether i t s voice appears naive or mature to the 

c r i t i c . 

•1 

I n the approach to Scripture i t was one of Barth 's prime objectives to 

release the power of the Word from bondage to human s u b j e c t i v i t y - the s u b j e c t i v ­

i t y of the c r i t i d and his contemporary fashions . The concept of a subordinate 

and expectant r e l a t ionsh ip to the t ex t f inds i t s main purpose i n serving t h i s end. 

By t h i s approach the opportunity f o r Scripture to act as God's instrument of cor ­

r e c t i o n and change i n theology should be enhanced; f o r as Barth expressed i t him­

se l f the in t e rp re te r needs to be ' l i f t e d out of h i m s e l f by the words of the t ex t , , 

and a l l hindrances to that purpose are to be avoided. Among the strongest of 

these hindrances he would reckon the c r i t i c ' s hubr is , or confidence i n his own 

'philosophy' over against the s ignif icance of the t ex t of Scr ipture . (5) 

(4) C D . H I 1 PP 124f 

(5) C D . I 2 pp 715-722 
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We have observed and underlined several points at which change and correc­

t i o n seem to have been wrought i n Barth 's theology at least i n part by the i n f l u ­

ence of Old Testament exposi t ion. Notably we could c a l l t o witness the inf luence 

of the B i b l i c a l prophetic message on the ea r l i e s t phase of h is work, or that of 

the major exposi t ion of the creat ion "sagas' at a much l a t e r date i n his develop­

ment (above, pp 5 4 f f ) . With instances such as these i n mind we might see here 

another pos i t ive charac ter i s t ic of Earth 's p o s i t i o n . I t would be wise, however, 

not to claim too much f o r t h i s p a r t i c u l a r aspect of his B i b l i c a l approach: over 

against the examples jus t instanced we sha l l subsequently be looking at cases 

where the inf luence appears reversed and theology changes i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

I n view of t h i s i t seems that Barth 1 s concept of subordination, of the ' sur­

render of autonomy' to the t e x t , i s not completely successful i n achieving i t s 

ob jec t . We sha l l look l a t e r at the cause of th i s l i m i t a t i o n . Here., i n enumera­

t i n g the strengths of his stance, we can say t h i s much: that Barth saw p l a i n l y 

the constant danger of a c r i t i c a l ' take-over' of the tex t and phrased his B i b l i c a l 

and exegetical doctrine to avoid i t . I n his expository pract ice there i s a cor ­

responding freedom and power i n the exposed t e x t , not consis tent ly but to a s i g ­

n i f i c a n t degree. 

I n examining the in te rp lay of exposit ion and doctrine i n t h i s way we are l e d 

towards another pos i t ive charac te r i s t i c of t h i s view and use of the Old Testament; 

t h i s i s the qua l i t y of immediate r e l a t ionsh ip between the t ex t and i t s exegesis 

and the formulat ion of dogmatic theology. The concept of dogmatics as the process 

of t e s t ing the Church^roclamation against the Word i n Scripture (see above, pp 

i iOf f ) implies such a d i rec t r e l a t ionsh ip , i n which the t e x t , whether of Old or 

New Testament, i s able to speak d i r e c t l y to the contemporary expression of doc­

t r i n e . I n t h i s way we have seen the dual symbolism of the r i t u a l s from the day of 

atonement and the cleansing of a leper applied to the formulat ion of the doctrine 

of e l ec t ion , and, i n the previous example, the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Genesis 1:27 
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( r i n his own image' . . . ) r e la ted to the whole range of ideas i n the doctr ine of 

man. 

I t i s not s t r i c t l y true to assert that t h i s r e l a t i o n of Scripture and Doc­

t r i n e i s immediate f o r Bar th , f o r h is understanding does not allow Scripture sim­

p l y as Scripture t o be the a rb i t e r of Doctrine and Proclamation. Rather i t i s as 

witnessing to Christ that the b i b l i c a l t ex t has au thor i ty i n t h i s sphere, so that 

the f i g u r e of Chris t stands almost as intermediary between Scripture and i t s appl i 

cat ion to Church Doctrine and Proclamation. I n p rac t i ce , however, the witness of 

Scripture ( inc lud ing Old Testament Scripture) to Chris t i s assumed to such an 

extent that there i s no sense of processing or mediating i n the use of the t e x t . 

We have noticed the same directness i n the use made of Scripture i n the ser­

mons. Here, again, the points we have jus t observed are re levant . The p r i n c i p l e 

which l i e s behind the pract ice of preaching about the Passion and Resurrection 

from the words of Isaiah i s that of the presence of Christ (though unrevealed) i n 

the prophetic Testament. But i n the sermon i t s e l f the p r i n c i p l e i s assumed and 

the words used w i t h as much directness as i f t h i s had been t h e i r o r i g i n a l r e f e r ­

ence. 

This pos i t ive qua l i t y which we are under l in ing may w e l l ' have negative con­

comitants; at t h i s stage we are concerned simply to exh ib i t the strength of a 

view which enables the Old Testament to integrate so d i r e c t l y i n t o the processes 

of doctrine and preaching 

Jp Sr- 3«C i £ 5»< 3jC 3j5 

The second broad charac ter i s t ic which we enter on the pos i t ive side has at 

f i r s t a d i s t i n c t l y negative sound; i t i s Barth*s r e fu s a l to al low any dichotomy 

i n the works of God or the witness of Scripture to those works. The p a r t i c u l a r 

form of t h i s r e f u s a l , as i t a f f ec t s us, i s as we have already noted: the view of 

Law as enfolded w i t h i n the Grace of God, not as a separate and p r i o r category 
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(see above, p 30). This i s a facet of Bar th ' s mature theology (6) which obser­
vably carr ies through i n t o his exegetical p rac t i ce , and which bears f r u i t there 
i n at leas t two p a r t i c u l a r ways. 

The f i r s t we may describe as the emancipation of the Old Testament. Put 

more precisely t h i s a f r e e ing from the necessity to which the Old Testament i s 

very o f t e n subjected of witnessing to an i n f e r i o r , l e g a l i s t i c and p r i m i t i v e 

f a i t h , as against that of the New. The outcome of a r i g i d d i s t i n c t i o n between 

the Covenant of Law and of works, and that of Grace i s i n e v i t a b l y an i n t e r p r e t a ­

t i v e treatment of the former which i s always f i n d i n g f a u l t , discerning legal ism 

or other shortcomings of f a i t h i n the most innocent of contexts. Without h o l d ­

ing t o such a r i g i d c l a s s i f i c a t i o n many theologians remain heirs to the 1 f a u l t ­

f i n d i n g ' exegesis of the Old Testament. 

One resu l t of Barth 1 s b e l i e f that Jesus Chris t i s 'Lord of t h i s h i s t o ry t o o , 1 

and that the Old Testament witnesses to the Grace of God found i n him, i s that i t s 

tex t i s given the freedom to speak i n harmony w i t h tha.t of the New. By way of 

example we may instance the s tory of Nabal i n I Samuel 25 (see above, p 72). I n 

the i n t e rp re t a t i on of t h i s narrat ive David i s seen as epitomising the man who 

bears the promises of God, h is anointed one, and A b i g a i l , the w i f e who contrasts 

so v i v i d l y w i t h her husband, i s seen as the embodiment of wisdom, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 

her recogni t ion of the true nature of David. Here there i s no need f o r reserva­

t ions as to the q u a l i t y of her character and witness - her 1 good understanding 1 

and ' b e a u t i f u l countenance' - since God's grace i s seen as expressed i n her w i s ­

dom. The r e su l t i ng exegesis i s one which draws out the n o b i l i t y and power of the 

na r ra t ive . 

Another instance of the same emancipation of the Old Testament i s provided 

i n a fasc ina t ing way towards the end of the Church Dogmatics. Here ( i n IV , 3) 

Barth has come.to deal w i t h the t h i r d l i n e of his Christology ( tha t which encom-

(6) c f Romans where t h i s facet i s by no means c lear . 
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passes the 'prophetic o f f i c e 1 of Chr i s t ) and speaks of man as confronted by 'The 

True Witness' i n the person of Jesus Chr i s t . To develop t h i s aspect of the 

nature of Chris t he chooses to r e f l e c t not on any part of the New Testament, but 

on the book and person of Job. As he puts i t himself : ' . . . i n preparing the 

theme of t h i s sect ion, I f i r s t read Job and some of i t s many expositors , and then 

considered the subject and i t s development i n the l i g h t of the t e x t ' . Obviously 

i n the course of h is treatment Barth marks the d i s t i n c t i o n s between the True W i t ­

ness and the f i g u r e of Job, but he s t i l l uses t h i s Old Testament character to 

i l l umina te the nature of the witness and as * a type of the true wi tness ' . (7) 

The other benef i t which fo l lows from the r e f u s a l t o see the Old Testament as 

over against, or i n f e r i o r i n k ind to the New i s a less prominent one. I t amounts 

simply to the f a c t that Bar th 's own view of the Old Testament Scriptures i s broadly 

s i m i l a r to that of the New Testament w r i t e r s . There are, c l e a r l y , d i f ferences of 

manner and emphasis between one and another of the New Testament books i n point of 

the use of the Hebrew Scriptures . Nonetheless, the f a c t may be granted that i n 

every case these Scriptures were heard t o speak w i t h the same voice of God which 

spoke i n Jesus Chris t (Hebrews 1:1f) and to have d i r ec t au thor i ty f o r the Chr i s t i an 

be l iever . Barth i s c l e a r l y conscious himself of sharing something of the 

* apostles.' 1 own understanding of the Old Testament and' the manner of i t s r e l a t i o n 

to Chr i s t . (8 ) I n po in t ing t o t h i s broad conformity we do not , of course, envisage 

i t as 'p roving ' the correctness of Bar th ' s view, but simply as being a point of 

v i r t u e . 

V "I" *1* "1* *1* • I ' 

The t h i r d general character is t ic of Barth 's approach to Scripture to which 

we c a l l a t t en t ion as a point of s t rength i s i t s dynamic q u a l i t y . More precise ly , 

t h i s dynamic q u a l i t y consists i n the context of movement, of Divine act ion w i t h i n 

(7) C.D. I v 3 pp 383ff 

(8) eg C D . I I 2 pp 362ff, 388ff 
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which he sees the Bible as set. The human and f a l l i b l e words of Scripture become 

the very Word of God by his free' decision and the act ion of h is S p i r i t , both f i l ­

l i n g them and awakening the needful response of f a i t h i n the reader.(9) I n char­

ac ter is ing h is doctrine of Scripture so c l e a r l y i n t h i s way Barth was anxious 

above » n to avoid what he termed the ' f r e e z i n g up 1 of the connection between 

Scripture and Revelation which he saw as occurring i n the t r a d i t i o n a l doctrine of 

inspi ra t ion . (10) Such a s o l i d i f y i n g made i t impossible t o r e t a i n a true judgment 

of the human q u a l i t y of the b i b l i c a l l i t e r a t u r e and brought w i t h i t a k ind of 

s c r i p t u r a l Docetism. Once more we sha l l look i n t h i s s e t t i ng at two resu l t s of 

t h i s cha rac te r i s t i c . 

The f i r s t r e su l t i s a powerfu l ly p r a c t i c a l one. Through escaping from the 

o l d doctrine of i n s p i r a t i o n Barth also escaped from many of the b i b l i c a l p re ­

occupations of i t s adherents. His exposi t ion was set f r ee f o r more p r o f i t a b l e 

exercise. An outstanding case i n point i s the great exposit ion of the opening 

chapters of Genesis, Here i t may w e l l be that some issues are wrongly s ide­

stepped, more important, however, are the issues which are avoided w i t h great 

b e n e f i t . Most basic i s the freedom of the exposi t ion from the need to argue the 

merits of these chapters over against the descr ipt ive work of evolutionary science: 

there i s no sense of the l a s t d i t c h stand against modernity which tends to colour 

any treatment of t h i s area from the 1 fundamentalist ' b i b l i c a l v iewpoint . Another 

aspect of t h i s freedom i s witnessed by the ready acceptance of the disparate 

nature of the two accounts of chapters 1 and 2, which acceptance enables Barth to 

elucidate the interdependence and complementary nature of the two. 

I n t h i s area no b i b l i c a l theologian can escape censure altogether, and Barth 

escapes very l i t t l e . On the one hand h i s Ca lv in i s t brothers of the r i g h t wing 

accuse him of s e l l i n g out to f a i t h l e s s modern c r i t i c i s m , on the other many f e l l o w 

theologians charge him w i t h not taking s c i e n t i f i c c r i t i c i s m ser iously enough, i n 

(9) See above, p 23 

(10) C D . 1 1 p 139 I 2 pp 514ff 
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his treatment of Sc r ip tu r e . ( l 1 ) We shal l a.ttempt to weigh the meri ts of both 

cases l a t e r , but wish now only to underline t h i s sense of freedom to deal w i t h 

fundamentals which arises from the p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t y of Bar th ' s b i b l i c a l under­

standing, w i t h i t s combination of the ready recogni t ion that b i b l i c a l words are 

u t t e r l y human and the emphasis that God w i l l always take up these very words as 

his own Word. Exegesis, then, can always be expectant, but need never be ner­

vously defensive. 

A second r e su l t of the dynamic dimension of Barth 's view i s to m i l i t a t e 

against the i s o l a t i o n of the work of the b i b l i c a l scholar or the ' b i b l i c a l theo­

log ian ' . I t i s clear from the discussion of t h i s subject ear ly i n the Dogmatics 

that the work of detailed, exegesis i s seen t o belong p a r t i c u l a r l y t o the b i b l i c a l 

spec ia l i s t and not to the dogmatic theologian,(l2.) but the dogmatic theologian 

w i l l stand i n the closest possible r e l a t i o n t o the exegete and his.work and w i l l 

"Of ten enough" indeed 1 1 have t o hark back to i t d i r e c t l y , thus tak ing up again the 

immediate and de ta i led work of exegesis*.(13) I n point of f a c t , as we have seen, 

Bar th himself i s o f t en u n w i l l i n g t o accept the work and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of exeget-

i c a l spec ia l i s t s , and 'harks back' to the de ta i led study of the t e x t . Whether or 

not , however, he places i n s u f f i c i e n t t r u s t i n the s p e c i a l i s t ' s work i t remains 

true that i n theory and i n pract ice he stands f o r a close and l i v e l y i n t e r r e l a t i o n 

of ' b i b l i c a l studies ' and dogmatics. 

This close coordination helps t o prevent the growth of an in t rospect ive and, 

i n the worst sense, scholastic b i b l i c a l scholarship - a phenomenon w i t h which the 

English student p a r t i c u l a r l y may f e e l some f a m i l i a r i t y - and. equally to avoid the 

formulat ion of a ' b i b l i c a l theology' which merely contents i t s e l f w i t h the enthu­

s ia s t i c re-statement of themes and concepts discovered i n the c r i t i c a l study of 

( ' 1 ) Compare, eg, the judgment of KLaas Hunia (-Karl Bar th ' s Doctrine of Holy 
Scripture) and that of 'Heinz. Zahrnt (The Question, of God). 
(12) C D . I 2 pp 820f. 

(13) C D . I 2 p 821. 



104 

Scr ipture . For Barth both these p o s s i b i l i t i e s are ru led out by the b e l i e f tha t 

the Bib le i s t r u l y understood w i t h i n the movement between the Revealed form of 

God.' s Word, and i t s form as the Proclamation of the Church, a movement i n which 

God takes up the vulnerable words of human witnesses and speaks through them. To 

cut the Bib le o f f e i ther at the one end, from the proclamation of t he Church and 

the dogmatic inqu i ry which tes ts i t , or at the other, from the one who i s himself 

the revealed Word, i s pa tent ly absurd. 

ijc :fc i^i ifi sje ifi ifi j j ; :J: sjs s{c 

I n t h i s review of some of the pos i t ive v i r tues of Barth*s approach to the 

B i b l e , and more s p e c i f i c a l l y the Old Testament, we have looked i n the main at 

benef i t s which, appear i n the actual handling of the t e x t . I n c losing t h i s review, 

hoy/ever, we may underline some of the pos i t ive qua l i t i e s i n Earth 's b i b l i c a l 

doctrine simply as doc t r ine . 

One property of t h i s doctrine which may w e l l be hidden rather than manifest 

i n the many pages of the Church Dogmatics i s that of fundamental c l a r i t y and sim­

p l i c i t y . For a l l t h a t , l i k e every other aspect of Bar th 1 s doct r ine , i t i s 

expressed through a great mult i tude of words, w i t h many reservations and the r e j e c ­

t i o n of countless a l t e rna t ives , the basic shape of his understanding of Scripture 

i s c lear and s t ra igh t forward . This i s t rue p r i m a r i l y because, again l i k e every 

other aspect of his theology, i t i s e n t i r e l y centred, on. the f i g u r e of C h r i s t . As 

we have already made clear (above p 23etc) i t i s i n witnessing t o Jesus Chris t 

that both Testaments f i n d t h e i r s igni f icance and t h e i r u n i t y one w i t h another. 

We need not imagine that there i s any great novelty i n the adoption of t h i s 

Chr i s to log ica l centre as the p i v o t a l point of b i b l i c a l doctrine,("5 4) but we may 

appreciate that here, as i n many aspects of t r a d i t i o n a l Reformed doc t r ine , Bar th 's 

treatment i s marked out by i t s consistent and thoroughgoing working out of the 

p r i n c i p l e . _ 

(,'14) C lass ica l ly expressed i n Luther" s dictum 'Universa sc r ip tu ra de solo Christo 
est ubique 1 (Luthers Vorlesung fiber den Romerbrief 1515/1516 Johannes Pr icker , 
on Romans 15sl5f) . 
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Closely a l l i e d to t h i s essential s i m p l i c i t y of the doctrine i s another a t t r i ­

bute - consistency. This consistency might best be expressed by saying that the 

doctr ine of Scripture ' f i t s ' , l i k e a j ig-saw puzzle piece, i n t o the whole p ic ture 

which Barth 1 s theology draws of the a c t i v i t y and nature of God as revealed to man.. 

This q u a l i t y of ' f i t t i n g i n ' i s symbolised by the i n t eg ra t i on of the doctr ine of 

Scripture i n t o the t o t a l exposi t ion of the doctrine of the Word of God. Equally 

we might c a l l to witness the way i n which the b i b l i c a l doctrine f i t s w i t h the con­

sistency of God himself , who i s 'wi thout v a r i a t i o n 1 , and whose self-communication 

to men i s n o t _ f i c k l e , but amounts to the same Word d i f f e r e n t i a t e d only by the 

degree of_ manifes ta t ion. While i t may be in. our nature to question any form of 

expression which i s ' t oo t i d y ' , or ' suspiciously o r d e r l y 1 , i n theology as e l se ­

where, i t must be granted that i t i s no par t of the dogmatic theologian's ta.sk t o 

be inconsis tent , and so recognise here another pos i t ive strength of Barth 's p o s i ­

t i o n . 

The l a s t point f o r our present a t t en t ion i s t h i s : that the doctrine we have 

examined i s congruous w i t h the general pract ice of the Chr i s t i an Church, i n res ­

pect of the recogni t ion of the Canon of Scr ip ture , and attempts to make sense of 

i t . ( l 5 ) Earth 's discussion of the Canon of Scripture i s i n t e r e s t i ng i n i t s e l f , 

w i t h i t s contention that the Church's ro le here was and i s a purely subordinate 

one and t h a t , t h e o r e t i c a l l y .at l ea s t , the Canon remains capable of expansion; here 

however, we are concerned only t o .po in t to the congruity of h is understanding of 

Scripture w i t h the f a c t of the Canon.(l6) 

To i l l u s t r a t e t h i s point by contrast we can consider the p o s i t i o n of a doc­

t r i n e of Scripture which lays emphasis i n the Old Testament on the saving acts of 

God i n his tory.which prepare the way f o r the great saving act of the New Testament. 

Such a view can hardly avoid, i n prac t ice , re lega t ing a ce r t a in part of the Old 

Testament canonical l i t e r a t u r e to an i n f e r i o r s ta tus . 

(1.5) Leaving aside, of course, the question of the status of the books of the 
•Apocrypha.' . 
(16) Barth 1 s discussion of the (Janon i s found i n C D . 11 pp 115±"'f, I 2 
pp 473-481 and 597-603. 
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Within Bar th 1 s view we may discover preferences and prejudices about one or 

another part of Scr ip ture , but the doctrine i t s e l f points us to the Canon, as a 

whole, as the place where 'we have ac tua l ly to expect Holy Scripture* - where we 

look expectantly t o see witness b o m prophet ica l ly or apos to l i ca l ly to Chr i s t . 

There i s , moreover, a s t rongly pragmatic element i n h is doctrine of Scripture 

which i s relevant at t h i s p o i n t . This element i s expressed i n terms of the 5 s e l f -

asserting s e l f - a t t e s t i n g 1 power of Scripture ('17) which forms the ' l o g i c a l c i r c l e* 

of b i b l i c a l au thor i ty (see above p22f). The Canon, f o r i t s p a r t , i s the measure 

of t h i s se l f - a s se r t ion of Scr ip ture , the Church*£ recogni t ion of the au thor i ty of 

these books.(l8) 

Here then is..a doctrine of Scripture marked by s i m p l i c i t y and consistency, 

both i n r e l a t i o n to the whole spectrum of dogmatics and i n r e l a t i o n t o the pract ice 

of the Church.. I t supports a form of exposi t ion which i s characterised by a cer­

t a i n prof[itable.. expectancy and subordination i n the approach to the tex t of the 

Old as w e l l as. the New Testament, by the r e fusa l t o imprison the Old Testament 

w i t h i n the category of 'Law* or any other r ad ica l i n f e r i o r i t y , and by i t s under­

standing of a l i v i n g re la t ionsh ip between the t e x t , the Revelation of God's Word 

and. the. .prcclana.tion_and, .dogmatics of the Church. A l l these points we indicate 

as. marks of the effect iveness of Bar th ' s understanding and use of the Old Testa­

ment . 

V ¥ V ^ ¥ $ 

2 Same Weaknesses of Bar th 1 s Theory and Practice 

Most of the defective or weak points which we sha l l attempt to locate here 

are re la ted c lose ly to the fac tors we have jus t examined as v i r t u e s , and i t may 

assist the . in te res t s o f . c l a r i t y i f we begin by f o l l o w i n g roughly the order of the 

l a s t sect ion, se t t ing i n each case the negative points over against those p o s i t i v e 

ones. The balance i s , of course, by no means pe r f ec t . 

(17) 
(18) 

C D . I 2 p 535 
C D . I 1 p 120 
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A Strains and Stresses 

The f i r s t qua l i ty we noted as expectancy i n the approach to the Old. Testa­

ment t e x t . Here a he lpfu l , analogy may be drawn w i t h the upbringing and education 

of a c h i l d : to expect too l i t t l e of the c h i l d may be not only to underestimate 

but also to s t u l t i f y possible achievements; too high an expectation, on the other 

hand, could lead to severe s t r a i n and d i s t o r t i o n of personal i ty - the stresses of 

the attempt to meet expectation. 

So we must consider whether Earth 's concern f o r Chr i s to log ica l eonforaiity-

leads him t o p i t c h h is assumptions as to the nature of the Old Testament too h igh , 

to enter upon i t s exegesis w i t h exaggerated aims, and .to play Procrustes w i t h the 

tex t i n order t o rea l i se them. 

We are, of course, by no means the f i r s t t o consider t h i s question i n r e l a ­

t i o n to Barth 's use of Scr ipture; among those who have done so before the f i g u r e 

of Emil Brunner stands w e l l t o the f o r e . I n the secprpd volume of h is own 

'Dogmatics; Brunner determines that the s t a r t i n g point f o r the doctrine of crea­

t i o n must be . found in- the New Testament, not i n the Old, since - "Even the most 

intelligent exposi t ion of the Old Testament s tory of c rea t ion which i s o f f e r ed as 

the basis of the. Chr i s t i an doctrine presents modern man w i t h numerous d i f f i c u l t i e s , 

which cannot be rempyed by the most bold attempts at a l l ego r i s i ng the nar ra t ive* . 

(19)...Here Brunner c l e a r l y has Barth 's work i n mind (as he makes e x p l i c i t i n a 

footnote),. .as he. has_further when he goes on to .say that - " I t i s t rue that a 

Chr i s to lpg ice l exposi t ion of .the; Old Testament narrat ive of c rea t ion may, to some 

extent, f i l l the gap'1 (v iz , the gap as to the point of creat ion) "but only at the 

cost of using a r b i t r a r y and forced methods of exegesis". Later again Brunner 

refers, to t h i s f ace t . of Bar th ls exposi t ion as h is '* a l l e g o r i c a l method1', neces-

sitated_ by the use of the Genesis sagas i n d i rec t r e l a t i o n to the working out of 

Chr i s t i an doct r ine . 

(-19) Eniil Brunner, The Chr i s t i an Doctrine of Creation and Redemption, Lut te rwor th , 
London, 1952, p6. 
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I n r a i s i ng t h i s question s p e c i f i c a l l y i n r e l a t i o n to the nar ra t ive of crea­
t i o n Brunner i s i n f a c t broaching a wider question touching on. Barth*s general 
use of the Old Testament: the question whether the f i g u r e of Chris t and the s t u f f 
of Chr i s t i an doctr ine can be found here by the i n t e rp re t e r without doing violence 
to the t e x t . Here, however, we are w e l l placed t o take up Brunner's accusation 
at the point at which he makes i t ; that of the Genesis c rea t ion t r a d i t i o n s . We 
sha l l examine them, as Brunner himself does not , f o r signs of the forced and a r b i ­
t r a r y methods which are said to be involved i n the exegesis. 

Very ..early on i n Barth 's exposi t ion we run i n t o controversia l t e r r i t o r y . I n 

dealing ..with the 'waste and void* of Genesis 1:2 (see above pp 48ff ) he suggests 

an o r i g i n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n terms of an e v i l ' p o s s i b i l i t y ' which God passes over 

i n deciding f o r the good r e a l i t y of crea t ion. This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , as we have 

already indica ted , bears f r u i t i n the development of a general understanding of 

e v i l i n terms of the re jected p o s s i b i l i t y , the 'nothingness 1 which continues 

i r r a t i o n a l l y to threaten man. We are not concerned here w i t h the wider v a l i d i t y 

of t h i s whole concept of e v i l , but w i t h the spec i f i c question of the way i n which 

i t i s derived from the t ex t of Genesis 1:2. 

At t h i s point we can only have recourse to the words at issue and look again 

at them, f a m i l i a r as they are: 

1 I n the beginning God created the heaven and the ear th . 2 And the earth 

was without form and vo id ; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. 

And the S p i r i t of God moved upon the face of the waters. 3 And God said 

Let there/be l i g h t : and there was l i g h t , ( t r a n s , f rom Church Dogmatics) 

I n these verses of intense s igni f icance the second verse presents p a r t i c u l a r l y 

concentrated problems, as i n the teasing phra.se tohu wa-bohu (waste and v o i d ) . 

We have already seen something of the dilemma which l e d Barth to adopt h is own 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n here (above p 48), and the r e a l i t y of that dilemma cannot be 

denied. I t i s d i f f i c u l t to see, however, what pos i t ive basis can be found i n t h i s 
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t ex t f o r the concept of God's passing over or r e j e c t i n g the i n i t i a l chaos. I t 

might c e r t a i n l y be granted that the images of t h i s second verse stand i so la ted i n 

the context of the chapter as a whole - they appear 'passed over 1 by the remain­

der of the nar ra t ive - but t h i s i s hardly j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r a t t r i b u t i n g the same 

r e j e c t i o n to the creator God. 

The nub of the c r i t i c a l issue here i s reached w i t h the l a s t phrase of the 

verse: 'And the S p i r i t of God moved upon the face of the- waters ' . For while the 

phrase raises new questions as to the s ignif icance of the verb and the process of 

creat ion hinted at by i t a l i n k does seem to be c l e a r l y established between the 

deeps of chaos and the a c t i v i t y of God the creator - whose Word performs the ensu­

ing acts. Sustaining his thes i s , however, Barth f ee l s compelled t o deny any resem­

blance between t h i s ' S p i r i t ' and the true God (see above, p 50). For Barth there 

can be no devia t ion from the idea of the pure Word of God as absolutely c rea t ive , 

and t h i s ' S p i r i t 1 of t h i s 'God' assumes the form of a caricature of the r e a l 

creator , b e f i t t i n g the chaos i n which he moves. 

I t i s at t h i s point that the p l a u s i b i l i t y of Barth 's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

passage breaks down. This i s not to say that i t i s impossible to view the S p i r i t 

of God r e fe r r ed to here as a surd element i n the na r ra t ive , belonging to some 

other v i s i o n of creat ion; t h i s i n i t s e l f i s f u l l y credible . (20) What stretches 

c r e d i b i l i t y i s Bar th 's attempt at once t o t r ea t these images ( o f chaos and the 

S p i r i t ) as i n i m i c a l to the main bent of the narra t ive and. to see them i n t h e i r 

context as forming a congruous whole, d o c t r i n a l l y consis tent . I n order to f o l l o w 

Barth i n h is reading of the passage as a whole we have to t u r n upside down our 

understanding of the God about whom we read i n the space of a few words. Too 

much, i t may be sa id , i s expected of the reader, jus t as too much, i s expected of 

the t e x t . 

(20) Barth_ quotes Gunkel as regarding the concept of the s p i r i t as 'an o r i g i n ­

a l l y allogenic theory' and many subsequent scholars would echo that opinion. 



110 

Barth fe l t* dr iven to adopt the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h i s verse we have out l ined 

because of his d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h the a l ternat ives he saw. The a l te rna t ive 

in te rpre ta t ions of the phrase "waste and vo id ' imply e i the r that there was some 

matter i n existence before the beginning of God1 s creat ive work, or that there was 

some pre l iminary stage i n the creative process. I n e i ther case there i s a theo­

l o g i c a l inconsistency: on the one hand w i t h the p r inc ip l e of c rea t io ex n i h i l o , 

on the other w i t h the p r i n c i p l e of creat ion by the pure Word of God. Both of 

these p r inc ip les are of great importance to Bar th , and he w i l l not s a c r i f i c e them 

to the exigences of the tex t or of i t s c r i t i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . We cannot avoid 

the conclusion that Barth here allows the in te res t s of dogmatic p u r i t y or consis­

tency t o . d i c t a t e the terms of h is exegesis, ra ther than, as he would suppose, the 

tex t doing the d ic t a t ion . (21) 

I f , then, we are here bound to accept Brunner's contention of ' fo rced and 

a rb i t r a ry methods of exegesis' we ought at the same time to beware of general is ing 

too speedily from t h i s p a r t i c u l a r . We may take another poin t at which, t h i s ques­

t i o n of forced exegesis arises i n the exposi t ion of Genesis 1 and 2: the concept 

of the image of God. Here i t has been suggested that the repeated sequence of 

the phrases ' l e t us make5 and 'male and female ' , upon which Bar th ' s p a r t i c u l a r 

l i n e of exegesis i s l a r g e l y based, i s no more than accidental . Words, i t i s 

claimed, which occupy a merely inc iden ta l place i n the t ex t are J?eing forced to 

take up a c ruc i a l and h igh ly s i g n i f i c a n t ro le against t h e i r nature.(22) Here we 

can jump to no quick conclusion; the question i s a de l ica te one balancing on the 

nice judgment as to whether ce r ta in words i n the tex t are by nature ' i n c i d e n t a l ' 

or v i t a l keys to t h e i r context. Clear ly the words are there , and the p l u r a l and 

double reference they make has not to be imported i n to the t ex t a r b i t r a r i l y . On 

balance there seems no more reason to r e j e c t Barth 's employment of these phrases 

i n the t ex t than to r e j e c t , f o r example, the a t t r i b u t i o n of great s igni f icance tm 

the Word or speech of God as the instrument of creat ion - a charac te r i s t i c of a 

(21) C D . I I 1 p 604, I I I 2 pp 146f f . 
(22) . D Cairns, The Image of God i n Man, SCM, London, 1953. 
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great many expositions of the t e x t . Here, then we f i n d l i t t l e reason t o uphold 

the accusation made against t h i s exegesis. 

The p ic ture presented here, and indeed i n a more general conspexus of the 

exposi t ion of Genesis 1 and 2, i s not one of indiscr iminate -wrenching of the t e x t . 

Rather we f i n d a r b i t r a r y exegesis jus t at those points where doc t r i na l considera­

t ions meet the t ex t at a tangent, or more precise ly where the t ex t seems t o hold 

out the threat of sabotaging doc t r ina l neatness. When we r e c a l l the observations 

already made.about the powerfu l ly seminal inf luence of ce r t a in aspects of the 

Genesis exposit ion i t becomes apparent that the t o t a l p ic tu re i s a complex one. 

W i t h i n i t we ;see at ce r t a in points the b i b l i c a l Word act ing as a pos i t ive i n f l u ­

ence, correct ive and determinative, on the shape of dogmatics; at other points the 

r e l a t i o n seems to be reversed, and the Word appears hamstrung by doc t r i na l consid­

era t ions . Any one-sided descr ip t ion - i r i terms e i the r of forced, exegesis or of 

the unbridled author i ty of the Word - i s inadequate to the f ac t s of the matter.(23) 

I n looking f o r traces of the d i s t o r t i n g e f f e c t of Bar th 's p e c u l i a r l y high 

va lua t ion of the Old Testament we have so f a r examined only the Genesis exposi t ion. 

Elsewhere, however, a s imi l a r pa t te rn emerges. I n approaching Lev i t i cus 14 and 16 

Barth makes the demand ( o r at leas t has the expectation) that these chapters w i l l 

give colour and c l a r i t y to the Chr i s t i an doctrine of E l ec t ion w i t h which he i s con­

cerned. The charac ter i s t ic mark of t h i s doctrine as he expounds i t through the 

whole of the same part-volume ( I I 2) i s that i n Chris t the work of God's' r i g h t hand 

and that of his l e f t , e l ec t ion and non-elect ion, are seen to l i e w i t h i n the same 

gracious and lov ing purpose. This embracing of the two opposites, then i s to be 

found w i t h i n the r i t u a l descriptions of these chapters (as we have seen above, 

PP 41 f f ) . 

(23) I n making h is c r i t i c i s m s Brunner c l ea r ly has wider considerations i n mind 
than we have so f a r dealt w i t h ; he i s questioning the whole endeavour of 'Ch r i s t o -
l o g i c a l exegesis' as we sha l l do u l t i m a t e l y . 
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To f i n d t h i s double s tructure i n the exegesis of these two passages, how­
ever, Barth appears, once again, to become a r b i t r a r y i n two respects i n p a r t i c u ­
l a r . I n the f i r s t place his exegesis has to be highly select ive to reveal the 
charac te r i s t i c pat tern which i s at issue. The reader of the Church Dogmatics who 
did not at the same time take the precaution of f o l l o w i n g the passages i n Lev i t i cus 
themselves might w e l l not rea l i se that the points which receive emphasis i n the 
exposi t ion are woven i n t o a much, wider and more complex s t ructure of r i t u a l i n the 
descriptions of these two chapters. For Barth f i n d s no pla.ce f o r the r i t u a l clean­
sing and shaving, or the o f f e r i n g of two lambs which, accompany the p u r i f i c a t i o n 
r i t e described i n Lev i t i cus 14 (vy 8-25) nor f o r the young b u l l and the ram f o r a 
holocaust.which are o f f e red i n conjunct ion w i t h the two goats of the Day of Atone­
ment _(Leviticus 16:3-11, 27). I n attending to the aspects of these ceremonies 
which appear i n the context of his doctr ine to be s i g n i f i c a n t B a r t h i s able to 
leave on one side a large po r t ion of the tex t - without making the degree of selec­
t i v i t y at a l l c lear to the reader. The r e su l t i ng exposi t ion gives a ser iously 
over - s impl i f i ed view of the tex t and of the r i t e s i t describes. 

The second trace of the a r b i t r a r y hand i n t h i s treatment has already been 

b r i e f l y hinted at (above, p 67) • Bar th i s concerned t o emphasise that the r i t e s 

he describes are not means of p u r i f i c a t i o n but witnesses of i t , i l l u s t r a t i o n s , as 

i t were, of the e ternal a c t i v i t i e s of God. The pos i t ion .which he takes up here 

might w e l l be tenable as an understanding of the f u n c t i o n of the Chr i s t i an sacra­

ments i n the Church, but i n r e l a t i o n to these r i t u a l s of the Old Testament world 

i t requires more j u s t i f i c a t i o n than Barth i s able to g ive . With respect to the 

p u r i f i c a t o r y ceremonies f o r the cleansed leper h is bold statements are p a r t i c u -

l a r l y questionable: here there i s every i nd i ca t i on that (against Barth 1 s c la im, 

I I 2 p 358) the r i t e s do indeed complete the p u r i f i c a t i o n (note f o r example verses 

4,., 8, 20, 32 of Lev i t i cus 1A-) I i t i s c e r t a i n l y not the case, moreover, that the 

actions of t h i s r i t e •ignore' the leper himself ( C D . i b i d ) who i s sprinkled w i t h 

the blood of the s a c r i f i c e d b i r d and has a good deal else t o do i n the ceremonies. 
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I t i s i n minutiae such as these than we can discern the s t r a i n and d i s t o r ­

t i o n of the tex t which r e su l t from the excessive and over-pitched demands that 

Barth makes upon i t . When ca l led upon t o t y p i f y the Chr i s t i an understanding of 

e lec t ion the descr ipt ive tex ts of Lev i t i cus do not prove e n t i r e l y happy at the 

task, as i n some degree the chapters of Genesis were shown t o be pained by t h e i r 

high c a l l i n g . 

We can i l l u s t r a t e the same point once more w i t h reference to the i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

of the s l o t h of man, p a r t i c u l a r l y that of the ' f o o l ' taken from the wisdom l i t e r a ­

ture ( see. above p. .72). I t i s Barth* s b e l i e f that t h i s f i g u r e of the f o o l i l l u s ­

t ra tes the 'meri ted r e j e c t i o n 1 which would be the l o t o f every man but f o r the 

gracious e l ec t ion of God. He maintains, moreover, that t h i s f i g u r e , even w i t h i n 

his o r i g i n a l context, was not intended to r e f e r only to a spec i f i c group of people 

but to a s i t u a t i o n w i t h i n which even the so-called 'wise ' found themselves.(24). 

I n support of t h i s Barth points to passages i n the prophetic books and ce r t a in of 

the Psalms, but from the d i s t i n c t wisdom l i t e r a t u r e i t s e l f he quotes only Proverbs 

22:15. Ecclesiastes 9:3; these passages and the tenor of Bar th ' s argument 

generally are scarcely s u f f i c i e n t to override the powerful impression conveyed i n 

so much of the wisdom l i t e r a t u r e that the wise count themselves very much as d i s ­

t i n c t . fr«m the f o o l . Once again we sense that Barth w i l l scarcely allow the Old 

Testament t o say anything less than Chr i s t i an or lower than his own expectations 

of i t , whatever i t s t r ives w i t h i t s own voice to express. 

E a r l i e r i n t h i s study we have emphasised the character of Barth 1 s approach to 

Old Testament Scripture as that of expectant and subordinate l i s t e n i n g . Our con­

t en t ion here i s that the expectation can take on such q u a l i t y and strength as to 

i n t e r f e r e w i t h the l i s t e n e r 1 s hearing and so come to e f f e c t i v e l y cancel out h is 

attempted subordination. This process can take place where expectations are high 

as w e l l as when they are low, and Barth 's exegesis does not escape i t a l together . 

(24) C D . IV 2 pp 424ff. 
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At the same time we may point out that i t has required a t t en t ion to d e t a i l to 

reveal the signs of stress i n h is actual exegesis, and that f a l s i f i c a t i o n and 

d i s t o r t i o n appear by no means as wholesale character is t ics of h is work w i t h the 

Old Testament. 

We noted (above, p 94) as a v i r t u e the f a c t that Bar th refuses to cut Old 

and New Testaments i n two, to categorise the one, negat ively , as 'Law' and the 

other, p o s i t i v e l y , as 'Grace' . This r e f u s a l has c e r t a i n l y a t t rac ted more reproof 

than approval, and i s o f t e n seen i n r e l a t i o n to a 'basic f l a w 1 . i n Barth 's whole 

theology, p a r t i c u l a r l y by c r i t i c s of a Lutheran stance. I t i s natural enough 

that Bar th 1 s uncompromising r e j e c t i o n of the sequence of Law and Grace should 

arouse antagonism i n the Lutheran camp, but i t would be wrong to dismiss the 

questions posed on t h i s issue as merely 'denominational ' , p a r t i c u l a r l y when they 

are voiced by theologians such as Gustaf Wingren and Helmut Thiel icke and f i n d ah 

echo i n the work of the Reformed c r i t i c G C Berkouwer. 

The question raised i n various manners by these, and other, c r i t i c s asks 

whether Bar th 's r e f u s a l to sever the works of God does not u l t ima te ly amount to 

the removal of the whole h i s t o r i c a l dimension from Chr i s t i an theology, and the 

creat ion of a ' C h r i s t i a n monism'. Usually the question i s asked i n terms of the 

dogmatic adequacy of Bar th 1 s p o s i t i o n , but before tu rn ing to t h i s issue we sha l l 

inquire as to. the adequacy of his p o s i t i o n i n r e l a t i o n to the use of the B i b l e . 

Expressing the question metaphorically we ask f i r s t whether the determination to 

integrate and hold together the acts of God i n both Old and New Testament does 

not amount to a papering over of the cracks which are disclosed by a r e a l i s t i c 

exposi t ion of the b i b l i c a l mate r ia l . 

I t would, of course., be misleading to suggest that Barth conceals every 

i nd i ca t i on of d i s p a r i t y between the form of the Old Testament and that of the New. 
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We have already noted some of the d i s t ingu ish ing marks which he points out 

(above, p p 3 6 f f ) . Among these marks of d i s t i n c t i o n we ca l l ed a t t en t ion to a few 

instances where the contrast appeared to be unusually underl ined, as when Bar th 

re fers to the Old Testament as the ' lense ' by which we are enabled to see (by 

r e f l e c t i o n from the Son of God) our unchr i s t ian nature as 'men of s in ' . The few 

statements of t h i s sort ev ident ly leave ample room f o r the k ind of uncomfortable 

and seemingly sub-Christian r e a l i t i e s which Old Testament study reveals; (25) but 

they are w e l l away from the norm of Barth* s understanding. Normally i t i s f a i r 

to say that he describes the d i s p a r i t y i n terms which make no d i s t i n c t i o n of 

q u a l i t y but only various d i s t i n c t i o n s of degree ( e . g . the degree of manifes ta t ion 

or of secrecy, the degree of expectancy, e t c . ) . 

Correspondingly, i n h is actual use of the Old Testament t ex t Barth inc l ines to' 

overlook elements of apparent contrast w i t h the New. This point comes p a r t i c u ­

l a r l y to the fore i n r e l a t i o n to the moral d i f f i c u l t i e s ra ised by ce r t a in passages 

i n the Old Testament. I n t h i s area Barth displays considerable i n s e n s i t i v i t y ; h i s 

own p o s i t i o n seems to be determined l a rge ly by opposit ion to the views of a p re ­

vious generation of scholars (indeed several generations) f o r whom these moral 

d i f f i c u l t i e s , and ideas of moral progress, were very prominent.(26) By way of 

reac t ion Barth 's w r i t i n g displays l i t t l e sense of any d i f f i c u l t y at t h i s p o i n t . 

Cer ta in ly i n dealing w i t h the indident of David and Bathsheba (27) the r epu l s ive -

ness of David* s actions i s c l e a r l y displayed, but i n t h i s instance the f a i l i n g i s 

unusually cent ra l to the na r ra t ive . Elsewhere the d i s tu rb ing events of the 

(25) The p a r t i c u l a r statement jus t r e f e r r ed to also provides an i n t e r e s t i ng con­
tex t f o r the way the Old Testament i s used by Barth i n h is 1 I l l u s t r a t i o n s of the 
s lo th of man' ( C D . IV 2 ) . 
(26) Such opposition may be detected i n the s l i g h t l y exaggerated stance Barth 
adopts i n dealing w i t h mora l i t y i n the Old Testament i n the ear ly essay on 'The 
Strange New World w i t h i n the Bible' 1 (The Word of God and the Word of Man, pp- 38ff) 
(27) C D . IV 2 pp 4£4f f . 
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Pat r ia rcha l narrat ives (28) the c rue l t e r r o r which i s the means of I s r a e l ' s 

deliverance from Egypt ,(29) or the narrow and b lood th i r s ty nationalism which 

marks much of her subsequent h i s to ry ( 30 ) stand among a great many strands of the 

Old Testament whose questionable mora l i ty passes by unremarked i n Barth 1 s t r e a t ­

ment. 

This v i r t u a l r e f u s a l to acknowledge the spasmodic nastiness of the Old Testa­

ment t ex t i s i n i t s e l f of small consequence, but more than t h i s i t i s a pointer 

to a more s i g n i f i c a n t shortcoming. I t points to Bar th ' s tendency to rub out the 

stigma of the ' O l d 1 of the Old Testament, a tendency which can have the less 

happy e f f e c t of removing something of the 'New' from the New Testament. The sus­

p i c i o n of t h i s f a i l i n g i n h is B i b l i c a l approach i s given some weight by conjunc­

t i o n w i t h a passage of the Church Dogmatics i n which he t rea ts of the prophetic 

ro le of the Old Testament as a whole.(31) Here he f i r s t maintains that none of 

the prophets of the Old Testament presents *a t rue type or adequate p r e f i g u r a -

t i e n of the prophecy of Jesus Chr i s t ' as an i nd iv idua l f i g u r e : but he goes on tm 

maintain that the whole complex of the h i s to ry of I s r a e l can be ' uncond i t iona l ly 

compared' to the prophetic person of C h r i s t . Bar th expounds t h i s q u a l i t y of the 

h i s t o r y of I s r a e l i n terms of fou r charac te r i s t i cs , i n an exposi t ion which i s f a r 

from easi ly , f 'ollowed. These four charac ter i s t ics he l i s t s as f o l l o w s : that the 

Old Testament i s 'prophetic i n company 'v i th i t s h i s t o r y ' , i t i s ' un iversa l ' , i t 

speaks ' on the basis of God's r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ' and i t i s ' m e d i a t o r i a l ' i n charac­

t e r . Here we s h a l l concentrate a t t en t ion only on the second of these f o u r q u a l i ­

t i e s which the Old Testament i s said to share w i t h the Chris t of the Gospels: the 

charac ter i s t ic of u n i v e r s a l i t y . The contention that the Old Testament as. a whole 

speaks prophe t ica l ly not of I s r a e l alone, but of I s r a e l among a l l nations, indeed, 

of her mission to a l l . t h e nat ions, i s upheld by a long catena of quotations, many 

of them from the Psalms and second Isa iah . These serve to demonstrate c l e a r l y 

(28) CD. I I 2 pp 354 f . 
('29) e .g. GiD. I I 2 p 220 
(30) e.g. CD. I I 2 pp 366 - 388 
(31) • CD. I ? 3 pp 52-72 
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enough the presence of a universal theme in ter twined w i t h many others i n the 
whole scope of the Old Testament. I t i s by a questionable step, however, that 
Barth carr ies t h i s theme over from a character isa t ion of ce r t a in w r i t e r s or 
passages w i t h i n the Old Testament to a character isat ion of the Testament seen 
somehow 1 i n t o t o ' . An equal number of passages might w e l l be evinced to display 
an exc lus iv i s t charac ter i s t ic w i t h i n the Old Testament ,(32) but t h i s would be no 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r q u a l i f y i n g the whole body of l i t e r a t u r e by t h i s term. 

We seem here to catch Barth i n the act of se lect ing that which i s most 

Chr i s t i an about the Old Testament and importing i t s qua l i t i e s to the whole. This 

i s the process by which he conceals rea l d i s t i n c t i o n s , and our suspicion that t h i s 

i s done to the detriment of the f r e s h and r a d i c a l l y 1 new1 q u a l i t y of the New 

Testament i s confirmed by a passage from t h i s study of universalism i n the Cld 

Testament: 'For the r e s t , i n comparing the Old and New Testament witness, can we 

r e a l l y avoid the impression that the former i s r icher> more; e x p l i c i t , more 

patent and more emphatic than the l a t t e r i n r e l a t i o n to the problem, of the u n i -

versalism of the covenant, the g lory of God and the sa lva t ion of mar. as t h i s i s 

envisaged from the very f i r s t and therefore also i n respect of the impl ied mis­

sionary task? 1(33) To answer 'yes' to Barth 1 s r h e t o r i c a l question though quite a 

l i k e l y response would be to do less than jus t i ce to the dis t inct iveness of the 

New Testament i n t h i s area.: f o r whether i t s witness be thought more 'emphatic' or 

less than that of the Old Testament, i n r e a l i t y the whole theme of God's purpose 

f o r mankind i s t rea ted i n a manner which admits no simple comparison ( l ea s t of a l l 

equation) between the two. 

The impression given by both the c r i t i c a l points ra ised so f a r may w e l l be 

that Barth* s understanding of the Old Testament i s at f a u l t l a rge ly , through being 

pitched too h igh , through the refusal, to accept many of the l i m i t a t i o n s of i t s 

t ex t and the determination to f i n d only that which i s best w i t h i n i t . We have now 

(32) Passages such as Lev i t i cus •1'8:24ff, E^ra 9, Zechariab '8:1 -8 and Zephanieh 
2:5-11 are a few among many which taken i n i s o l a t i o n might d isplay such a character 
(33) C.D. IV 3 p 60. 
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t c r e c a l l , however, that t h i s high va lua t ion of the Old Testament i s maintained 
only by v i r t u e of i t s r e l a t i o n t o the f i g u r e of Jesus Chr i s t , who i s himself the 
sum t o t a l of God1 s Word to men. Often t h i s r e l a t i o n of the t ex t to Christ-
remains very much i n the backgroimd of Barth 's use and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , but from 
time to time i t has to be made e x p l i c i t . We are then struck by a paradoxical 
sense that what seemed an over-assessment has a q u a l i t y of underpasses sment about 
i t , a qua l i ty l e n t by the continual stress on the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of the words of 
the Old Testament f i n d i n g an adequate s ignif icance on t h e i r own without the a id 
of a Chr.isto-centric i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

Most of Barth 1 s longer expositions of Old Testament passages f i n d t h e i r con­

c lus ion i n reference to the f i n a l manifestat ion i n Chr i s t ; to see t h i s method of 

working p a r t i c u l a r l y c l ea r ly exempli f ied , however, we may study the assembly of 

expositions i n Church Dogmatics I I 2 (pp 354-409)- part of which we have already 

reviewed (above, pp 5 9 f f ) . I n t u r n Barth looks at the witness of the Pa t r ia rcha l 

s tor ies of Genesis, the r i t e s described i n Lev i t i cus 14 and. 16, the f igures of 

David and Saul, and the narra t ive of I Kings 13 ( the s tory of the man of God from 

Judah and the old prophet from Bethe l ) ; and as he surveys each i n t u r n he draws 

from each the same conclusion: seen on i t s own each narra t ive poses an insoluble 

r idd le . (34) The obscuri ty or r i dd le of each narra t ive Barth expresses i n terms ' 

of the ' subjec t ' of the t e x t ; the question as to whom, or to what, i t r e f e r s . I n 

respect of the s tor ies of Saul and David he asks: "Do these passages have a sub­

jec t which i s s t i l l unknown to us, as t o the Jewish reader? Or are they void i n 

themselves because they have no subject at a l l ? ' , and answers that ra ther than 

e i ther of these two p o s s i b i l i t i e s the t r u t h l i e s i n the New Testament understand­

i n g , that t h e i r subject i s 'Jesus Chr i s t ' . To anyone who i s unable to accept that 

these passages f i n d t h e i r meaning i n the f i gu re of Chr is t he holds out the c h a l ­

lenge: " l e t them show us a be t te r key to the problem of the elect king of the 

Books of Samuel'." 

(34) See above pp63f f . 
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There i s a deeply unsat isfactory s t r a i n running through, t h i s whole repeated 

argument; i t derives from the unexamined assumption that the narrat ives of the 

Old Testament require a ' subject ' t o have meaning, that they are i n essence prob­

lematic and require the so lu t ion of f u l f i l m e n t i n Chr is t before they can be read 

w i t h equanimity. I n the f i r s t place t h i s assumption f l i e s i n the face of the e v i ­

dent f a c t that passages such as these have f o r many centuries been given exegesis 

and found e d i f y i n g without the dimension of Chr i s t i an understanding. Secondly, 

i t has the dras t ic e f f e c t of making the exegete discover, or even f a b r i c a t e , 

obscuri t ies and puzzles w i t h i n a tex t which by no means parades them. Worst of 

a l l , i t has secret ly the e f f e c t of robbing the narrat ive of a v i t a l q u a l i t y of 

a c t u a l i t y and r e a l i t y . The centre of g r av i t y i n the s tory of the Judean man of 

God and the prophet of Bethel i s s h i f t e d from the s tory of I Kings 13 to the 

f i g u r e of Chr i s t , where that s tory f i n d s i t s ul t imate meaning, but as i t s h i f t s 

i t leaves behind the s to ry ' s essential q u a l i t y of having happened there and then, 

of being recorded at that time i n that book; the ' f a c t s ' of that s tory and. i t s 

recording lose t h e i r s ignif icance as they become poin te rs , or clues i n the puzzle. 

So i t i s that to some extent , under the inf luence of t h i s powerful Chr i s to -

l o g i c a l hermeneutic, the whole h i s t o r i c a l dimension of the Old Testament crumbles 

i n Barth 's hands; not because he d i sc red i t s the genuine h i s t o r i c i t y of recorded 

events (which he o f t e n maintains) , but because he re la tes them so much more 

f i r m l y to the f i g u r e of Chris t than, to the circumstances of t h e i r occurrence, con­

ception or recording that those circumstances cease, i n the end. to matter. 

To t h i s fundamental observation we must add the much s l i g h t e r observation 

that Barth mistakenly claims that h is i n i t i a l exegesis allows the Old Testament 

t ex t to ' speak by and f o r i t s e l f , without the obtrusion of the Chr i s to log ica l 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; (35) f o r i n e v i t a b l y , though the name of Christ i s excluded from 

the exposi t ion, b e l i e f i n his presence rules the s e l e c t i v i t y and emerging pa t te rn 

of i t from the beginning. 

(35) C D . I I 2 p 364 
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As we come t o consider Barth 1 s a t t i t ude towards modern h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c i s m 

of the b i b l i c a l t ex t i t must be w i t h t h i s l a s t c r i t i c a l point c l e a r l y i n mind: 

f o r i t i s i n r e l a t i o n to t h i s matter that his a t t i tude f a l l s i n t o place f o r the 

reader. As we have already noted, i n t h i s area he has come under attack from 

both f l a n k s , on the one hand as a deserter from the classic Reformed doctr ine of 

i n s p i r a t i o n and from a fundamentalist b i b l i c a l approach which has become l i n k e d 

to i t by some wr i te rs , (36) on the other hand as one who hides from the unavoid­

able impl icat ions of modern c r i t i c i sm . (37) More su rp r i s ing ly , a recent student 

has added somewhat to the confusion of the c r i t i c a l p ic ture by maintaining that 

h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c i s m i n f a c t plays a deep and s i g n i f i c a n t ro le i n Barth 1 s t h e o l ­

ogy, and a b e n e f i c i a l r o l e , too.(38) 

I n so f a r as we can draw conclusions from the study of Old Testament use, i t 

appears that none of these various opinions meets prec ise ly the t r u t h of Barth 1 s 

p o s i t i o n here. Cer ta in ly we cannot maintain that he plays the o s t r i c h i n the face 

of the h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c . To dismiss t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y we need only r e c a l l h is 

treatment of the message of Amos,(35) where the evidence f o r the h i s t o r i c a l con­

text of the prophecy i s c losely examined, or the continual strand of reference to 

c r i t i c a l commentaries which runs through the long examination of the Creation 

s tor ies of Genesis. Whatever Barth d id w i t h h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c i s m of the Old 

Testament l i t e r a t u r e he d i d not attempt to disregard or pass over i t . Equal ly , 

however, our evidence does not suggest that he was ever ca r r i ed by the c r i t i c a l 

movement i n to any extreme of scepticism, or any uncompromising r e j e c t i o n of t r a d i ­

t i o n a l l i n e s of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I n the Genesis exposi t ion the great m a j o r i t y of 

references t o the work of De l i t z sch and Gunkel are made f o r purposes of r e f u t a ­

t i o n , and at times thej- are dealt w i t h almost j o k i n g l y . 

(36) See f o r example a l igh tweight study of Barth 1 s Soteriology, by R L Reymond, 

Philadelphia PA 1967, P 21 and passim. 

(37) See f o r example John Bowden's short study Karl Bar th , SCM, London, 1971, 

pp 114ff. 
(38) So F-W Marauardt w r i t i n g i n Kar l Bar th , Die. Ki rch l i che Dogmatic5i,;Register-

band, Ed Helmut Kra.use & a l i i , Zur ich , 1970, 
(39) C D . IV 2 pp 478f. 
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A p a r t i c u l a r l y i l l u m i n a t i n g passage i n t h i s connection i s that where Earth 

deals w i t h the c r i t i c a l questions raised by the narrat ive of Numbers 13 and 14 

(see above, p 75). Here, he acknowledges the v a l i d i t y of the c r i t i c a l attempt to 

dissect and analyse the narra t ive in to i t s component parts and sources, to q u a l i f y 

part as 1 myth' and part as 1 t rue h i s to ry ' , but the acknowledgement i s not much 

more than a nod. Subsequently Barth does not t rouble t o engage i n any such 

• taking to pieces' f o r h imsel f , nor pay any f u r t h e r heed t o any c r i t i c who might. 

He chooses to proceed i n 1 naivety' as he himself terms i t , but whether that 

naivety i s ' t es ted and c r i t i c a l ' as he claims, or has merely paid l i p - s e r v i c e to 

those qua l i t i e s we may w e l l doubt. Again, when he comes t o the exegesis of the 

Book of Job as a type of Chris t the 'True Witness' he r e a d i l y -j takes f o r granted' 

the ' f a i r l y generally recognised hypotheses' which attempt to deal w i t h the l i t e r ­

ary problems i t poses, but then bearing these i n mind he presses on w i t h the 

comment: ' A t some time and by some person a l l t h i s came to be seen and understood 

as the u n i t y which i t now const i tutes i n the Canon*. Hereafter the c r i t i c a l hypo­

theses are of l i t t l e s ignif icance i n the exposi t ion . 

The t r u t h which emerges from these instances i s that from Earth 's expository . 

standpoint the h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c a l questions appear nei ther p a r t i c u l a r l y threaten­

ing nor markedly s i g n i f i c a n t , by and large they cease to matter; and they do t h i s 

f o r the reason we have already ou t l i ned . For a l l the discussion of the question 

of h i s t o r y , of- saga and myth, Geschichte and H i s t o r i e . the actual business of 

h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c a l examination ceases t o matter f o r Earth* s exegesis because the 

centre of a t t en t ion i s elsewhere; the centre of in te res t i s on the r e l a t i o n of Old 

Testament words to the one Word of God. With th i s concern at the centre , in teres t 

i n the exact sources, points of o r i g i n and manner of growth of the t ex t becomes 

perepheral, and we need not be surprised t o discover i n Barth*s approach to t h i s 

f i e l d a sense of wondering what a l l the fuss i s about. 

The b e l i e f that Earth sees the h i s t o r i c a l - c r i t i c a l area of concern as p e r i ­

pheral i s f u r t h e r supported by the observation that the scholars w i t h whom he 
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chooses to debate are o f t en of a past generation. We notice qui te f requent ly the 

names of De l i t z sch , Gurikel and Gressmann,very occasionally those of Eichrodt and. 

Noth. Certainly i n his work on the Book of Job he seems to have taken more exten-

sive care to make contact w i t h a newer generation of scholars, but nowhere do we 

f i n d any evidence that Barth i s concerned to f o l l o w the t r a i n of thought of sc ien­

t i f i c b i b l i c a l c r i t i c i s m be3rond i t s e a r l i e r stance. 

Notably, the contemporary Old Testament theologian whose work Barth took most 

ser iously , and whose assistance he himself acknowledged,(40 ) was Wilhelm Vischer. 

Vischer 's a t t i tude to the Old Testament, l i k e Barth 1 s does not preclude sc ien t i f i c -

questioning of the or ig ins and nature of the t e x t . I t has as i t s main emphasis, 

however, a t r u l y Barthian stress on the Word of God speaking through the Prophets, 

and he openly sets out to expose the witness of the tex t to Chr is t . (41) Quite 

undeniably Vischer stands wholly apart from the mainstream of modern Old Testament 

scholarship, and his p o s i t i o n helps to c l a r i f y Barth*s own i n t h i s respect. 

)js sjs sji s]c sjc s[c s|* sjs 

Before drawing together these threads of c r i t i c i s m we must stop b r i e f l y to 

question Barth* s understanding of the exegetical process i t s e l f , an understanding 

which we out l ined i n the second part of the study (p 41) . Here a prominent stress 

i s l a i d on the 'perspicui tas ' of Scr ip ture , the capacity of the t ex t to make i t s e l f 

c lear . I n describing i n d e t a i l the process of exegesis (42) allowance i s made f o r 

the part i nev i t ab ly played, by the 'philosophy 1 of the in t e rp re t e r , a l l tha t which 

he brings w i t h him t o the t e x t , but the t o t a l p ic tu re remains defect ive i n at 

leas t two respects. 

(40) C D . I I 2 p x 

(41) W Vischer, The Witness of the Old Testament to Chr is t v o l I , Lut te rwor th , 

London, 1949, f o r example p 17: 'The w r i t i n g s of the Old Testament no less than 

those of the New are f o r a l l who seek Him signs and tokens of the Son of God who 

was born i n a manger . . . ' 

(42) C D . I 2 pp 710-740.' 
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I n the f i r s t place Barth appears to he unaware of the influence of the selec­

t i v e process i n the work of b i b l i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The point at which he gives 

weight to the personal world-view of the exegete i s i n the heart of the expository 

process, but t h i s element brings i t s inf luence to bear much e a r l i e r than t h i s . 

I n the very primary stage, when the theologian i s i n the act of l i g h t i n g up«r some 

pa r t i cu l a r passage, and w i t h i n that passage upon some pa r t i cu l a r words, here the 

whole world of preconceptions and prejudices of the in t e rp re te r i s already at work, 

taking up, as i t were, a dialogue w i t h the matter of the t ex t as a whole. 

The r e a l i t y of t h i s pre-selective process can be i l l u s t r a t e d on two l e v e l s . 

F i r s t we can observe the tendency to work predominantly w i t h ce r t a in books of the 

B i b l e , or w i t h ce r t a in sections of books. We have already seen that Bar th ' s use of 

the Old Testament i s f a i r l y comprehensive i n range, indeed we have de l ibera te ly 

chosen to study passages which show him at work w i t h a wide va r ie ty of b i b l i c a l 

t e x t s . Nonetheless, w i t h i n t h i s wide range there are very d i s t i n c t signs of p r e f ­

erence. Through the Dogmatics as a whole, as also i n the published sermons, we f i n d 

p a r t i c u l a r l y extensive use of the books of Genesis, the Psalms and Isa iah (more 

especial ly the chapters known as Second I s a i ah ) . The l a t e r books of the Pentateuch, 

on the other hand, w i t h the Wisdom l i t e r a t u r e and c e r t a i n of the Prophetic books 

f i n d only an occasional place. The tendencies revealed here are nei ther very sur­

p r i s i n g hor alarming, but they do add some colour to the suggestion that at the 

ea r l i e s t stage a form of automatic se lec t ion i s taking place - a process which the 

theologian does not appear to recognise himself . 

On a more de ta i led l e v e l we have previously noted the select ive q u a l i t y of the 

exegesis of the L e v i t i c u s passages, where i n t e g r a l parts of the t e x t are v i r t u a l l y 

overlooked; a s i m i l a r process may be seen at work i n the exposi t ion of Numbers 13 

and 14. To some degree the tendency could be discovered i n most of the exegetical 

work we have reviewed. Again there i s nothing shocking or disreputable about the 

choice of parts of a passage as s i g n i f i c a n t ra ther than other par t s , i t i s an i n t e g ­

r a l part of the normal pat tern of exegesis. But i t i s a part i n which the influence 
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of personal subjective considerations i s l i k e l y to be p a r t i c u l a r l y decis ive , and 

hence there i s need i n the kind of constructive exegesis which i s Barth 1 s concern 

f o r some rea l awareness of t h i s consideration. This awareness he does not mani­

f e s t . 

The second defect which we maintain v i t i a t e s "Barth 1s understanding, and 

indeed h is prac t ice , or the exegetical process concerns again the meeting i n t h i s 

process of the human philosophy and the Sc r ip tu ra l Word.(44) He r ead i ly accepts 

that a human system of thought w i l l necessarily be brought to bear on the t e x t , 

and f u r t h e r that such a system, or philosophy, has an essential par t to p l a j ' . The 

l i m i t s of t h i s r o l e , however, he hedges about w i t h many r e s t r i c t i o n s , and i t 

becomes increasingly clear that the part i s passive and markedly passive. The 

de l ibe ra te ly narrow and l i f e l e s s conception of t h i s ro l e i s c l ea r ly intended to 

defend the freedom and supremacy of the b i b l i c a l Word, and i t s power to speak s i g ­

n i f i c a n t l y to us. The importance of preserving and guarding t h i s power and freedom 

must riot be minimised^ but we can question whether i t i s best preserved on the 

basis of a conception of the human subjective ro le i n exegesis which i s i l l u s o r y . 

The conception proves to be i l l u s o r y f i r s t l y on the evidence of Earth 's own 

b i b l i c a l work. I f we t u r n our mind's eye back to the ear ly work on Romans and t r y 

to consider the forces and influences that must have been ac t i ve ly powerful i n the 

genesis of i t s dramatic message we can c l e a r l y not a lo t a merely passive ro le t « 

t o the human 'phi losophy 1 , the contemporary climate and ethos, and many other e l e ­

ments which might be termed subjective.(45) This i s not to deny the over r id ing 

power of the b i b l i c a l t ex t speaking wi th , commanding author i ty i n dialogue w i t h 

these elements. I f we t h i n k i n term's of Bar th ' s l a t e r exegesis, undertaken at a 

time when he would consider himself to have outgrown t h i s degree of s u b j e c t i v i t y 

(44) C D . I 2 pp 727-736 
(45) Indeed some c r i t i c s seek to discover the mainspring of Earth 's theology i n 
r eac t ion against the ethos of his immediate past — as L Bouyer who concludes that 
'The God of Barth i s but the exasperated negation 1 of the 'God of R i t s c h l ' (The 
S p i r i t and Forms of Protestantism, L i t t i e d a l e Havr i l l , London, 1956, p 223). • 
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the signs are notably less apparent; but the concept of p a s s i v i t y i s s t i l l not 

adequate. The exegesis of the image of God i n Genesis 1 and 2 can only be under­

stood r e a l i s t i c a l l y as the outcome of a constructive.dialogue i n which the w r i t i n g s 

of Bonhoeffer, Vischer and other theologians, the philosophy of Mar t in Buber, and 

the whole current of Western thought about inter-personal r e l a t ions each had i n f l u ­

ence. On a more t r a d i t i o n a l note, the typologica l exegesis of the Lev i t i cu s r i t u a l s 

i s scarcely conceivable without the knowledge of Barth 1 s f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the t r a d i ­

t i o n of b i b l i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and i n p a r t i c u l a r the work of Calv in . 

I n a l l these instances the elements of the i n t e r p r e t e r ' s thought-system i s 

not adequately described i n terms of the hypothetical and subordinate part which 

Barth ascribed t o i t , as a k ind of sleeping partner i n the business of expositions 

We may take f u r t h e r issue w i t h Bar th i n t h i s matter: f o r h is i n s i s t en t depre­

cat ion of the human and personal con t r ibu t ion to exegesis i s not only unjust to the 

r e a l i t i e s of the process, i t i s also r e s t r i c t i v e to the freedom of God's' S p i r i t . 

I n opposit ion to r i g i d doctrines of s c r i p t u r a l i n s p i r a t i o n Barth vigorously asserts 

the freedom of God i n r e l a t i o n to the tex t , (46) but t h i s freedom c l e a r l y does not 

extend to the matter of exegesis i t s e l f where a l l that the expositor brings w i t h 

him to the t ex t i s assumed t o be godless and to require subjugation i f God'.'s Word 

i s to be heard. I t i s , of course, no easy matter to frame a doctrine of Scripture 

and i t s i n t e rp re t a t ion which makes allowance f o r a pos i t ive con t r ibu t ion from human 

philosophy without seeming to give f r e e l icence to d i s t o r t the t e x t . The attempt 

has to be made, however, i f the shortcomings of Earth".' s doctr ine are to be avoided 

and the continuing labour of exegesis seen as something more than a one-way cone 

versation w i t h the S p i r i t of God over a more or less f a u l t y receiver . 

(46) C D . I 1 p 157-



126 

PARI IV 

. I n the preceding sect ion we have examined a k ind of balance sheet of Berth*s 

doctr ine and use of the Old Testament, i n which d i s t i n c t i v e points of gain and 

loss can be observed. I n essent ia l ou t l ine the account contains f o u r items. The 

f i r s t concerns the stance adopted towards the Old Testament, characterised by 

expectations which can become exaggerated and a surrender of autonomy which might 

be more potent i f i t were more r e a l i s t i c a l l y def ined. Next i s the marked u n i f y i n g 

tendency of h is b i b l i c a l work which, at i t s most extreme, seems to deny any funda­

mental point of d i s t i n c t i o n between Old and New Testaments. Thi rd i s the in t eg ra ­

t i o n of Old Testament exposi t ion i n the whole process of movement by which God's 

Word i s 'spoken* i n C h r i s t , received and proclaimed by men and tested dogmatically, 

an in t eg ra t ion which harbours i t s own r i s k s . Last i s the deep s i m p l i c i t y of h i s 

hermeneutic, a v i r t u e which may w e l l lapse i n t o naivety i n i t s weaker moments. 

Having made t h i s c r i t i c a l appraisal i t i s now important t o go beneath and 

beyond i t ; beneath i t to discover the fundamental source ( o r sources) of the inade­

quacies i n Berth*s p o s i t i o n , beyond i t to point towards more constructive conclu­

sions f o r the student of doctr ine and the Old Testament. These are the in tent ions 

of t h i s concluding part of the study. 

1 The Heart of Bar th ' s B i b l i c a l Doctrine 

On examination the d i s t i n c t i v e elements of Bar th ' s use and understanding of 

the Bib le prove t o res t upon one underlying q u a l i t y : that of u n i t y , or the drawing 

together of disparate par t s . This q u a l i t y i s p l a i n l y apparent i n the r e f u sa l to 

divide the two Testaments i n any substant ia l way, equal ly i t can be seen i n the 

drawing together of the three forms of the Word of God (see above, p 21) and the 

p a r a l l e l drawing together of the exponents of b i b l i c a l c r i t i c i s m , doctr ine and 

preaching. The same u n i t i v e thrus t makes f o r an understanding of exegesis which i s 

t r u l y simple, or even one-sided and i s also at the root of the p a r t i c u l a r stance 
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which Barth takes up and. recommends towards the Old Testament, since expectancy 

towards t h i s body of l i t e r a t u r e and i t s interpretation i s only a r e f l e c t i o n of i t s 

oneness with the Gospel l i t e r a t u r e which i s , i n turn, united with C h r i s t himself. 

I n speaking of C h r i s t as the centre of the unitive influence which pervades 

t h i s aspect of Berth's theology we express the point i n a manner probably more 

acceptable to the theologian himself. For he was ready and keen to assert that a l l 

h i s theological thinking sought to be C h r i s t o l o g i c a l , to f i n d unity i n the ultimate 

truth that 'Jesus i s victor' , but by no means as happy with the concept of a unitive 

or triumphant pr i n c i p l e such as G C Berkouwer discerned i n h i s work.(l) Whether 

Barth succeeds, as he himself believes, i n r e l a t i n g the whole of h i s theology to 

the personal figure of Jesus, the incarnate Word, or whether i t i s a 1 C h r i s t -

p r i n c i p l e • or theological p r i n c i p l e which i n f a c t draws the threads of h i s theology 

together i t i s , i n either case, c l e a r that unity i s a keynote of h i s whole work. 

The contention that Barth* s theology i s e s s e n t i a l l y simple appears to be 

belied quite emphatically by the complex and extensive form i n which i t has found 

expression. His notorious v o l u b i l i t y as a theologian (acknowledged with some humour 

by Barth himself ( 2 ) ) hardly looks l i k e the evidence of underlying unity. And yet 

i t i s the earnest desire to follow through a theology of God's 7/ord, a Christo-

l o g i c a l l y thought-out theology, with the utmost rigour i n every branch of dogmatic 

thinking which makes the Church Dogmatics the detailed and ponderous work that i t 

i s . At the same time i t i s true that Barth 1s d i s t i n c t i v e theological viewpoint can 

be expressed quite f u l l y i n a b r i e f compass, when the demand for compression i s 

made; the credal books 'Dogmatics i n Outline' , IThe F a i t h of the Church' and 'Credo' 

as well as the short study of 'Evangelical Theology' a l l bear witness to t h i s capa­

c i t y of h i s theology, and so to i t s e s s e n t i a l s i m p l i c i t y . ( 3 ) 

( 1 ) CD. IV 3 pp I 7 3 f f . 

( 2 ) See K a r l Barth i n Antwort, Zollikon-Zurich 1956, p 8 9 5 , quoted i n How I 
Changed my Mind, Edinburgh 19o9, p 1 4 . 

( 3 ) I n some 150 pages Dogmatics i n Outline (E.T. of Dogmatik im Grundriss) 
achieves the most e f f e c t i v e concentration of Barth's mature theology; although even 
here much of the d i s t i n c t i v e q uality of the f u l l Dogmatics i s i n e v i t a b l y l o s t . 
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The use of the terms 1 unity 1 and 'simplicity' i n reference to t h i s aspect of 

B a r t h 1 s work does not carry with i t any c l e a r judgment for or against the charac­

t e r i s t i c (unless they are inferred to be compliments). The point has, however, 

been made the basis of severe judgment by several c r i t i c s , some-of whom characterise 

his theology as 'monistic' ( i n the case of Berkouwer " B i b l i c a l C h r i s t i a n Monism"). 

The substance of t h i s charge (which i s , of course, d i f f e r e n t l y expressed by d i f f e r ­

ent c r i t i c s ) contains two e s s e n t i a l elements. One i s that Barth's C h r i s t o i o g i c a l 

'monism' devalues the v i t a l h i s t o r i c a l and human dimensions of C h r i s t i a n f a i t h , 

making for a b e l i e f i n which there i s no sense of the ' step by step* working out of 

salvation through the epochs of human history and only a diminished sense of the 

importance of man1 s response to God i n that h i s t o r y . The other i s that the concept 

of a dramatic c o n f l i c t i n which God i s opposed by dynamic forces of e v i l e f f e c t i v e l y 

disappears from C h r i s t i a n doctrine. ( 4 ) The second of these c r i t i c a l assertions i s 

of great i n t r i n s i c i n t e r e s t , but i t i s the f i r s t which r e l a t e s more p a r t i c u l a r l y to 

the present study and which deserves c l o s e r attention here. 

A straightforward and l i v e l y expression of t h i s accusation against Barth i s 

given by Heinz Zahrnt, who gathers together the thoughts of severa l o r i g i n a l c r i t ­

i c s i n h i s study of Protestant Theology i n the Nineteenth Century: ( 5 ) -

"No one w i l l object to the way Barth draws together the beginning and end of the 

whole h i s t o r i c a l process i n Jesus C h r i s t . But the question i s whether i n Barth i t 

i s s t i l l a matter of an h i s t o r i c a l process; does he present anything i n h i s t o r y as 

s t i l l happening?" 

"For how can anything s t i l l happen when everything has already 'happened' i n e t e r ­

n i t y ? The e t e r n a l i s a t i o n of the divine re v e l a t i o n n e c e s s a r i l y leads to an abstract 

pietism. The basing of the events of salvation upon a timeless event i n the per­

fect tense r e s u l t s for Barth i n an irreparable l o s s of concrete h i s t o r i c a l r e a l i t y . 

( 4 ) This point of view i s expressed with particular-force by Gustaf Wingren, 
Theology i n C o n f l i c t ^ Oliver & Boyd, Edinburgh, 4958 , "pp 1 0 8 f f . 

( 5 ) The Question of God, C o l l i n s , London, 19^9, p 113-
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»'He no longer sees the revelation of God as a drama enacted between God and man, 

f u l l of tension and change, with moments of progress, moments of retrogression and 

turning points, with gradations, phases and epochs.., but only as 'enlightenment' 

about an event which has long since taken place. H i s t o r i c a l perspective disappears 

i n the dimension of eter n i t y . V i r t u a l l y no other theology t a l k s so much about 

events, happenings and histo r y as Barth's, but there i s v i r t u a l l y no theology with 

so l i t t l e action, because a l l the action has already taken place i n eternity 1'. 

The touch of j o u r n a l i s t i c panache with which Zahrnt presses home t h i s argument 

serves to highlight the question which i s of v i t a l importance i n r e l a t i o n to the 

Old Testament. The point here i s hot merely that Barth concentrates a l l his theo­

logy into a form of Christology, but that the form of Christology on which he con­

centrates i s e s s e n t i a l ethereal, dealing more i n terms of the pre-existent and 

e t e r n a l l y present C h r i s t than of the C h r i s t incarnate. I t i s the all-embracing 

power of t h i s kind of 1Christomonism' which i s s a i d to rob Earth's theology of the 

awareness of r e a l f l e s h l y history. 

The glaring omission from Zahrnt 1 s c r i t i q u e i s , of course, detailed evidence 

for such broad conclusions. I f he were c a l l e d upon to adduce s p e c i f i c quotations 

to support the charges i t might prove quite d i f f i c u l t , for, i n f a c t , t h i s kind of 

judgment of Barth 1 s theology expresses more a generalised 1 feeling' about h i s work 

as a whole than a precise and measured assessment of i t s content. The same could 

be said of much further comment along the same l i n e s , as when Henri B o u i l l a r d 

asserts that h i s version of the history of salvation doesn't tough ground - " B a r t h 

l a suspend en l ' a i r , pour a i n s i d i r e " - or when P Althaus r e f e r s to the "epoch-

lessness* 1 at the heart of h i s theology. (6) Judgments of t h i s sort are in e v i t a b l y 

d i f f i c u l t to pin down, even when made i n the context of a detailed study, and yet 

such judgments need to be made and evaluated i f a c r i t i q u e i s to be more than paro­

c h i a l i n extent. 

( 6 ) P Althaus, Gebot und Gesetz. Gutersloh, 1952 , p 2 5 . 
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I n the subject matter of t h i s study we have a test-bed for t h i s c r i t i c a l 

i s s u e . Here we can observe how f a r i t i s true that Barth allows the unifying 

thrust of h i s theology to work to the exclusion of authentic elements i n the bib­

l i c a l material; we can see whether, i n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r , h i s version of the h i s t o r y 

of salvation i s attenuated or ethereal. To some extent these questions have indeed 

already been faced and answered more or l e s s e x p l i c i t l y , so that we have now only 

to draw out and c l a r i f y conclusions. 

I n the e a r l y verses of St Mark1 s Gospel those who are witnesses of the minis­

t r y of Jesus are recorded as saying i n astonishment: 'What i s t h i s ? A new teaching?' 

The reader of Barth 1 s Dogmatics comes to the p a r t i c u l a r consideration of the i n c a r ­

nation and the work of C h r i s t with no such f e e l i n g . To him the figure of C h r i s t 

has already been disclosed and pointed out a hundred times i n every aspect of the 

foregoing doctrine. More s p e c i f i c a l l y the figure of C h r i s t has been delineated 

within the varied patterns of the Old Testament, from the very moment of creation 

onwards; for we have seen that i t i s Barth's general (indeed almost universal) 

practice to expound an e x p l i c i t r e l a t i o n s h i p between the narratives and characters 

of the Old Testament and the person of C h r i s t . Here then we have to acknowledge 

that our study of Barth's use of the Old Testament reveals a r e a l weakness i n h i s 

approach to the New. We are bound to concur to t h i s extent with the judgment of 

Helmut T h i e l i c k e , who re f e r s to the l o s s of the sense of uniqueness, the once-for-

a l l quality of C h r i s t ' s coming and atonement.(7) 

The b e l i e f that the b i r t h of C h r i s t inaugurated a r a d i c a l l y new era i n the 

history.of God's dealings with men i s quite fundamental to the New Testament i t s e l f , 

finding p a r t i c u l a r l y powerful expression i n c e r t a i n of Paul's l e t t e r s ( a s i n 

Galatians, f o r example). The inevitable complement of t h i s emphasis i s a more nega­

t i v e s t r e s s on the death or passing of the previous order: i f C h r i s t brings freedom 

i t i s to men who were held i n bondage (Galatians 5 : 1 ) . This simple observation 

( 7 ) Theological E t h i c s . Black, Edinburgh, 1968 , Volume I pp 9 8 f f . 
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need not be l i m i t e d to the b i b l i c a l history; i n day-to-day p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n human 

histor y we experience the same superceding of past events by present and know that 

the p o s s i b i l i t y of new beginning r e s t s on the p a r t i a l death or r e j e c t i o n of the 

past. There i s no room for any measure of t h i s passing or r e j e c t i o n of the old i n 

Barth's view of the b i b l i c a l history, since every event i s given i t s ultimate 

explanation and significance by reference to the 1 t e l o s ' of the history, C h r i s t . 

Indeed each part of the old history i s seen as containing within i t the new, every 

part of the so-called Law i s t r u l y secreting Gospel. So the whole body of Old 

Testament Scripture stands permanently alongside the New not affording any pattern 

of contrast or background of shadow by which i t s l i g h t i s defined, but rather shedd­

ing l e s s b r i g h t l y the same beams. 

This evaluation of the Old Testament i s by no means foreign to C h r i s t i a n f a i t h 

or the New Testament; we need only r e c a l l the words of Matthew 5 s l 7 f f ("Think not 

that I came to destroy the law or the prophets . . ." ) to r e a l i s e t h i s . At the 

same time t h i s concept of a positive r e l a t i o n between the Testaments, of a continuum, 

stands i n tense proximity to a more d i v i s i v e view. The tension that e x i s t s between 

these two positions (one which declares the o r i g i n a l i t y and uniqueness of the C h r i s t 

event, the other maintaining the consistent purpose of God) i s expressed i n the t o r ­

tuous reasoning of Paul's treatment of Law, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the L e t t e r to the 

Romans. This tension i s not a quality of Earth's b i b l i c a l theology, or h i s para­

l l e l theology of Law and Gospel, where the demand for unity and basic s i m p l i c i t y of 

doctrine leads to the development of one position and the neglect of the other. 

This neglect allows us to forget the decisive newness of the action begun i n 

C h r i s t ' s b i r t h and attenuates Barth's theology as a whole. 

So f a r we have contended that when a l l the events of b i b l i c a l h i s t o r y are 

drawn into so close a r e l a t i o n to the event of the Incarnation that a x i a l point 

loses i t s unique and f r e s h quality i n the h i s t o r y . I r o n i c a l l y B a r th 1s attempt to 

subject every aspect of h i s doctrine to Christology does an i n j u s t i c e to the b i b l i ­

c a l figure of C h r i s t . We now come to r e i t e r a t e that there i s l o s s to the material 
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of the Old Testament i t s e l f as w e l l (see above, p p H 7 f f ) ; the Old Testament loses 

a v i t a l h i s t o r i c a l dimension when subjected to C h r i s t o i o g i c a l interpretation as 

Barth subjects i t . 

The question of his t o r y i n r e l a t i o n to Barth 1s theology, with which we now 

find ourselves involved, i s a delicate one, and we enter into i t with caution. 

F i r s t i t must be emphasised that the main point at issue i s not to do with 

h i s t o r i c i t y , with the question whether events recorded i n the Old Testament actu­

a l l y happened i n the manner i n which they are narrated; Barth 1s stance on these 

issues of h i s t o r i c i t y i s usually f a r from r a d i c a l , he often appears to presume on 

the f a c t u a l r e l i a b i l i t y of accounts which other theologians would treat s c e p t i c a l l y . 

But t h i s does not prevent doubt a r i s i n g as to the t r u l y h i s t o r i c a l nature of the 

Old Testament as we find i t i n Barth 1 s theology. I n f a c t , quite the contrary: the 

general t a c i t acceptance of the h i s t o r i c i t y of events and the minimal concern with 

the niggling and down to. earth questions of h i s t o r i c a l c r i t i c i s m breeds an a i r of 

carelessness i n the matter of his t o r y which i s no doubt the reverse of h i s . i n t e n ­

t i o n . 

The ' v i t a l h i s t o r i c a l dimension' which we miss here i s not, then, dependent on 

the naive defence of the h i s t o r i c a l accuracy of the b i b l i c a l n arrative; i t i s depen­

dent, however, on the readiness to acknowledge and discern the way i n which each 

periscope di s c l o s e s i t s origin, growth and absorption into the narrative i n r e l a t i o n 

to p a r t i c u l a r settings i n I s r a e l 1 s history. Barth i s unwilling to grapple with t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y , and the way he avoids i t s demands i s never c l e a r e r than i n h i s i d i o ­

syncratic treatment of * saga' as a b i b l i c a l form (see above, p 44). This category 

comes into play with reference to the creation s t o r i e s of Genesis 1 and 2, where 

Barth does not maintain a simple 'fundamentalist' understanding. ( t r e a t i n g the chap­

te r s as p l a i n h i s t o r i c a l records) nor allow that the narratives can be classed as 

myths, instead he defines them as sagas hoping to enshrine i n t h i s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n 

the b e l i e f that they communicate a c e r t a i n * p r e - h i s t o r i c a l h i s t o r y (prae-

his t o r i s c h e Geschichte) 1 . Through t h i s device Barth escapes the more glaring i l l o ­

g i c a l i t i e s of a 'plain history' approach, but at the same time he evades the 



133 

questions implied by the category of myth: for a myth though timeless i n r e f e r ­

ence i s not timeless i n origin and development but betrays r e l a t i o n to s p e c i f i c 

circumstances. I n employing the concept of the myth Barth would have been faced 

with these h i s t o r i c a l questions, but i n the coining of a d i s t i n c t i v e type of saga 

he freed himself to t a l k broadly of History without having to s o i l h i s hands i n the 

unearthing of precise evidence. 

The same evasion of the t r u l y h i s t o r i c a l questions r a i s e d by the Old Testament 

text i s displayed i n most of the other expositions we have observed. I n t r e a t i n g 

the book of Job and the story of the I s r a e l i t e spies i n the land of Canaan we have 

already noted that Barth gives the merest nod i n the d i r e c t i o n of modern c r i t i c a l 

investigation. I n both cases he i s concerned with the exposition of the mature 

text f o r the good of theologian and preacher but the s a c r i f i c e of c r i t i c a l d i s ­

crimination which he makes i s a c o s t l y one; i t leads towards a one-dimensional view 

of the Old Testament i n which the whole complex of h i s t o r y and commentary appears 

to be set down simply i n order to prefigure and contain i n secret pattern the shape 

of the complete r e v e l a t i o n i n C h r i s t . And when the unveiling of t h i s hidden cor­

respondence with C h r i s t becomes the main preoccupation of the Old Testament exposi­

tor ( as i t becomes for Barth) and the contextual questions about the h i s t o r i c a l 

influences surrounding the growth of the narrative recede, then we grow uncertain 

as to whether t h i s i s human hi s t o r y at a l l : i t begins to look more l i k e a useful 

divine prologue to the r e a l action, something resembling the dumb show which 

Hamlet's players so h e l p f u l l y mounted before the drama i t s e l f took the stage. 

I n expanding t h i s c r i t i c i s m we are s t i l l trying to c i r c l e round the central 

point of diagnosis suggested at the beginning of t h i s chapter: the weaknesses we 

have t r i e d to underline i n respect of the unique quality of the C h r i s t event and 

the p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l character of the Old Testament are both functions of the 

powerful unitive force at work i n Barth's whole theology. The intention to draw 

a l l theological l i n e s together so that they meet at the point at which the Word 
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becomes f l e s h i s basic to the purposes of the Church Dogmatics; i n the very f i r s t 

volume by expounding the threefold doctrine of the Tford of God as the foundation 

of C h r i s t i a n dogmatic thought Barth provides the theological geometry which makes 

t h i s drawing together a p o s s i b i l i t y . The basic message of t h i s doctrine i s that 

the proclamation which awakens and expresses f a i t h , and the b i b l i c a l documents of 

Old and New Testaments are both aspects of the-one r e a l i t y most concisely indicated 

by the name Jesus C h r i s t ; both share i n h i s t i t l e as the one. Word of God. Once 

t h i s presupposition i s l a i d down i t follows i n e v i t a b l y that every avenue of theo­

l o g i c a l inquiry must f i n d i t s end i n C h r i s t . 

The d e f i c i e n c i e s which we have studied do not a r i s e through any f a i l u r e to 

adhere to t h i s 'theological geometry* on Barth's part, quite the reverse. The more 

rigorously he c a r r i e s through h i s purpose and r e l a t e s a l l words to the one Word the 

more pronounced these weaknesses become. The shortcomings of Barth 1 s b i b l i c a l work 

have to be traced back to a point of origi n within the doctrine of the Word of God 

i t s e l f : t h i s was the place from which the present study set out, and we must return 

to i t to conclude the c r i t i c a l a n a l y s i s . 

Any c r i t i c a l treatment of Ba r t h 1 s doctrine of the Word as a whole deserves a 

lengthy and detailed exposition i n accordance with the importance and precision of 

the doctrine i t s e l f . Here, however, such d e t a i l i s out of place and we can afford 

only a concise judgment. I n making t h i s judgment i t i s useful to compare Barth's 

doctrine with that of an eminent contemporary, Paul T i l l i c h . I n h i s theology the 

concept of the Word has none of the v i t a l s ignificance which i t c a r r i e s i n the 

Church Dogmatics, but though i t figures only marginally i t offers a valuable con­

t r a s t . Where Barth develops a t r i n i t a r i a n doctrine of the Word of God T i l l i c h 

speaks of some s i x different meanings of the term,(8) and among them describes the 

f i f t h i n t h i s way: 

(8) Systematic Theology, Nisbet, London, 1968, Vol I pp I 7 4 f f . 
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" F i f t h , the term Word i s applied to the document of the f i n a l revelation and i t s 

s p e c i a l preparation, namely, the B i b l e . But i f the B i b l e i s c a l l e d the Word of God, 

theological confusion i s almost unavoidable. Such consequences as the d i c t a t i o n 

theory of i n s p i r a t i o n , dishonesty i n dealing with the b i b l i c a l text, a 'monophosytic' 

dogma of the i n f a l l i b i l i t y of a book, e t c . , follow from such an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . " 

This meaning of the term Word of God finds a unity with the other meanings which he 

designates under the one t i t l e 'God manifest': "manifest i n himself, i n creation, 

i n the his t o r y of revelation, i n the f i n a l revelation, i n the Bible, i n the words 

of the church and her members."(9) 

We have seen that 3arth makes the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of Bible and Word much more 

rea d i l y than t h i s (and with only very s l i g h t reservations) and also that he s t r i v e s 

vigorously to exclude the dire consequences which T i l l i c h p o s i t s . The difference 

between the two theologians, however, runs deeper than the issue of how r e a d i l y they 

term Scripture 'Word of God'; there i s a fundamental difference i n the way the term 

i t s e l f i s used and understood. This difference i s revealed by T i l l i c h ' s references 

to the 'meaning' of the term: he c l e a r l y regards i t as an expression within the 

t r a d i t i o n a l theological vocabulary with a v a r i e t y of significance i n various con­

texts - a v a r i e t y not always appreciated by those who have employed i t . I n Earth's 

use, by contrast, the phrase seems to have more of a substance and l i f e of i t s own; 

we have seen him employing i t as something of a key concept, unlocking and d i s c l o s ­

ing the hidden relationships within theology. Although he asks many questions 

about the nature of t h i s Word of God he asks few semantic questions, he gives l i t t l e 

consideration to the ambiguities of the language i t s e l f . 

The- same point has been made i n a more generally c r i t i c a l manner by James 

Barr:(lO) "Writers l i k e Bultmann and Barth, a l i k e primarily interested i n 

( 9 ) i b i d p 177 . 

(10) The Semantics of B i b l i c a l Language p 277 Oxford 1961 . 
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philosophical-theological problems, seem ( i n t h e i r writings on hermeneutics at any 

rate , whatever t h e i r practice elsewhere) not to see semantics as a part of l i n ­

g u i s t i c s and semantic functioning as an immediate effect of any dealing with l a n ­

guage; thus they have some idea of a rather mechanical grammatical or p h i l o l o g i c a l 

procedure, . . .'' The c r i t i c i s m which Barr here d i r e c t s towards Barth 1 s view of 

the hermeneutic process can equally be directed towards the doctrinal expression on 

which t h i s view i s based - that of the Word of God. 

There i s one point at which the question of meaning becomes p a r t i c u l a r l y impor­

tant i n t h i s area, t h i s i s the point at which C h r i s t i s i d e n t i f i e d as the Word of 

God. This i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , a r i s i n g d i r e c t l y out of the Prologue to John's Gospel, 

i s subtle and id i o s y n c r a t i c . Earth acknowledges just as r e a d i l y as T i l l i c h that i t 

demands a more than narrowly verbal understanding of 'Word', and i s f a r from being 

a mere expression of the sum of C h r i s t ' s teaching. But Barth does not go on from 

there to acknowledge that there may be s p e c i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s i n tr y i n g to use t h i s 

very subtle and p a r t i c u l a r version of the expression i n the same breath as more 

direc t and obvious versions. The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of Bible and Word of God, while 

hardly the simplest of l i n g u i s t i c uses, i s s t i l l much l e s s dependent on s p e c i a l 

theological and c u l t u r a l considerations than i s the concept of the Word i n 'Logos 

Christology* . And yet Barth w i l l s l i p from one category to another within h i s 

threefold doctrine of the Word with alarming ease, as i f i n each instance the same 

term were being used i n the same way, when i n r e a l i t y the d i s t i n c t i o n s beneath the 

surface are as important as the likeness above. 

Disregarding these awkward questions of meaning as he does Barth i s able to 

use the concept of the Word of God to secure that o v e r a l l unity which we have sug­

gested i s basic to h i s mature theology. But the connection made i n t h i s way, how­

ever s a t i s f y i n g schematically, proves to be a s h o r t - c i r c u i t . With respect to 

Christology i t r e s u l t s i n a heavy emphasis on revelation and communication i n the 

Incarnation, to the detriment of other important categories. V/ith respect to bib­

l i c a l interpretation, at l e a s t i n the Old Testament, i t enforces a cl o s e r i d e n t i t y 
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with the Gospel of C h r i s t than the text i t s e l f can comfortably afford. 

I f t h i s c r i t i c i s m of one fundamental aspect of Earth's theology has any 

accuracy we find ourselves l e d on to a further question. I s the quality of cohe­

sion and systematic unity which he s t r i v e s a f t e r i n fa c t out of the reach of human 

dogmatics, however C h r i s t i a n and inspired? May not Barth, for a l l h i s protesta­

tions of engaging i n a theologia viatorum i n fa c t be attempting to v;rite a 

theologia comprehensorum. a theology i n which the ultimate disclosure of the unity 

of a l l things i n C h r i s t i s treated as an accomplished r e a l i t y ? ( l l ) C e r t a i n l y t h i s 

i s the conclusion which many subsequent theologians have drawn. Heinz Zahrnt, i n 

the c r i t i q u e we have already quoted suggests that Barth i s "peering into the s c r i p t 

destined f o r the persons of the Trinity., and sometimes one even f e e l s that he i s 

prompting them", and many contemporary theologians indicate the same sort of f e e l -

ing graphically by espousing humbler and more l i m i t e d objectives i n t h e i r work . ( l 2 ) 

T h i s , i s also the conclusion to v^hich the present study points. Our observa­

t i o n of Barth's use and understanding of the Old Testament has shown that there i s 

a price to be paid for the majestic doctrine of God's complete s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n i n 

C h r i s t , the doctrine of the one Word of God, when i t s implications are worked out 

with the rigour Barth employs. S'or a l l the gain i n theological richness and 

breadth which a r i s e s from the use of the Old Testament i n dogmatic work there i s 

r e a l l o s s i n terms of the accurate perception and evaluation of the q u a l i t i e s of 

i t s t e x t . This l o s s , i n i t s turn, i s a l o s s to dogmatics i t s e l f , since an Old 

Testament which has to be stretched and emaciated to f i t into the dogmatic s t r a i g h t -

jacket can no longer make i t s d i s t i n c t i v e contribution to the story of salvation. 

( 1 1 ) When Barth speaks of t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l categorisation of theology ( i n CD. I I 
1 p 209) we are l e f t , i n t e r e s t i n g l y enough, with some uncertainty as to whether he 
reckons there to be any r e a l d i s t i n c t i o n between knowledge 'by f a i t h ' and 'by sight*. 

( 1 2 ) No t r u l y comprehensive work of 'Dogmatics has appeared since T i l l i c h l s 
Systematic Theology, and the intense and sustained i n t e r e s t i n fragmentary s t a t e ­
ments of D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer* s seems to be almost symbolic of the more tentative 
and inconclusive tenor of contemporary theology. 
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So we f i n d ourselves returning an equivocal answer to the questions from 

which t h i s study set out. Y/e have seen that, i n respect of the Old Testament, 

Earth's mature theology i s both comprehensive and courageousj he brooks no l i m i ­

t a t i o n i n the endeavour to put the riches of the Old Testament at the disposal of 

C h r i s t i a n dogmatics. But t h i s boldness i s not e n t i r e l y w e l l judged, f o r here, as 

i n other areas of h i s theology, we are aware that he seeks to comprehend too much 

too e a s i l y . The unity of Old and. New, the r e l a t i n g of the prophetic word to the 

contemporary words of the C h r i s t i a n theologian - these achievements do not a l t o ­

gether carry conviction, since the Old Testament which emerges from these proces­

ses bears too l i t t l e resemblance to that which we know through the work of current 

c r i t i c a l s p e c i a l i s t s . Moreover, i n attaining t h i s unity Barth has looked sus­

p i c i o u s l y l i k e a magician rather than a theologian: the concept of the Word of 

God taking on. something of the nature of the all-powerful wand rather than the 

interpretive t o o l . 

Thus we are f i n a l l y l e d to comment on Barth's way of working as much as the 

content of h i s work. And here the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c which demands attention i s the 

apartness, almost i s o l a t i o n , i n which he laboured. The evidence suggests that, 

i n l a t e r years at l e a s t , Barth 1 s cl o s e s t working companion was Mozart, and 

exquisite though that companionship was i t could hardly replace that of the 

theological peers frcm whom he distanced himself so decisively.(13) Acting on 

the highest conscious motives Barth pursued a lonely theological course and 

turned to contemporary scholarship more often i n attack ( a l b e i t generous-hearted) 

than i n friendship; t h i s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y the case i n the realm of b i b l i c a l work. 

One might imagine that h i s own do c t r i n a l emphasis on the 1analogia r e l a t i o n i a ' , 

with i t s positive s t r e s s on the godliness of man i n r e l a t i o n s h i p with h i s fellow-

man, would have made him wary of such solitude. 

(13) See, for example How I Changed My Mind p 41 Edinburgh 19^9 
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As i t i s , we need not be surprised to discover i n Earth's stance as a 

theologian a monumental s i n g u l a r i t y which i s the counterpart of the monolithic 

quality we have observed i n h i s theology. And since we are concerned with f a u l t s 

which we have traced to that quality i t may be worthwhile looking at the issue of 

the theologian's stance and h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p with h i s contemporaries i n seeking 

to reach more positive conclusions. 

I f the study and exegesis of the Old Testament i s to be c a r r i e d on i n f r u i t ­

f u l r elationship with the continual re-statement of C h r i s t i a n doctrine i t can no 

longer be so because one man performs both tasks. The rapid and complex 

development of s c i e n t i f i c b i b l i c a l study makes such a polytechnic approach impos­

s i b l e . Further, we have seen i n Barth's case how the i s o l a t e d scholar i s tempted 

into doing l e s s than j u s t i c e to one or other of the aspects which he attempts to 

yoke together. I f there i s a way of escape from these l i m i t i n g factors i t must 

be by way of closer co-operation and i n t e r a c t i o n between scholars i n d i f f e r e n t 

f i e l d s of theological specialism. This conclusion leads us d i r e c t l y to the con­

cept of academic teams - a concept which might bring a wry smile to the face of 

many contemporary scholars. The t r a d i t i o n of academic work at l e a s t i n modern 

history, i s i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c and not encouraging to close i n t e r r e l a t i o n s between 

or within d i s c i p l i n e s . Nonetheless, i t seems a j u s t inference from our study that 

a closer degree of partnership among theologians i n t h e i r work i s unavoidable i f 

the benefits of current progress i n learning are not to be confined to t h e i r com­

partments of origin and i f the attempt to r e l a t e the parts to a greater whole i s 

not to be resigned.(l£) Whatever the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c f a i l i n g s of K a r l Berth's work 

i t stands as a majestic denial of any such narrowness or t i m i d i t y i n theology. 

(14) A l i v e l y E n g l i s h t r a d i t i o n of co-operation between theologians i n different 

areas is.exemplified i n a number of i n f l u e n t i a l essay c o l l e c t i o n s , most recently 

one by Cambridge scholars (Soundings ed. Alec V i d l e r , Cambridge 1962, note 

e s p e c i a l l y the comments i n the introduction pages x f . ) ; t h i s co-operation has, 
however, seldom been long l a s t i n g or deep i n i t s . penetration of s p e c i f i c i s s u e s . 
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