














Jesus? John’s Jesus? Just maybe
Jesus does not belong to John, but
John belongs to Jesus. Or, if Ladd
means to say: “John’s theology of
Jesus,” the fact of the matter mightbe
that Jesus has His own theology of
Himself which He communicated to
John. After all, I could not care less
about the Johanine Jesus.

“Since these speeches (re-
corded in Acts), particularly those of
Peter, are ostensibly the primary
source for the beliefs of the Jerusalem
church, the critical question must be
faced as to whether these chapters
with their report of apostolic speeches
are historically trustworthy” (347).

“Paul retains the Jewish idea of
the subordination of woman to man”
(573).

And so we could go on, page
after weary page. The human
characteristics of Scripture so per-
vade Ladd’s thinking that he looks at
everything in Scripture from a differ-
ent viewpoint. “The prominence of
the idea of divine sonship in John
probably reflects not primarily the
Evangelist’s theological creativity,
but more the particular context in
which he was writing” (698). What
kind of nonsense is this? John (as
well as the other disciples) were so
completely overwhelmed and awed
by this absolute divinity in Christ
that they were swept away by it,
overwhelmed by its shattering truth,
captured by its eternal blessedness,
and finally saved by its enormous
power. Reflects John’s theological
creativity? Reflects the context in
which John was writing? What be-
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liever can speak such nonsense?

“As for questions of escha-
tology and ‘early catholicism,’ it is
entirely probable that perspectives
changed with the passing oftime. No
doubt Paul’s expectations about
whether he would live until the Lord’s
return changed as he grew older, and
issues such as church ordermay have
become more important to him as his
ministry drew toward its end” (698).
But now, just suppose that the writ-
ings of Scripture are, as even Ladd
admitsa couple of times, the writings
of the Holy Spirit, did the Holy Spirit
change His mind about the nearness
of Christ’s coming? How can that
be? Either Scripture is authored by
the Holy Spirit, in which case all
Scripture is without error, or Scrip-
ture is authored by Paul (and Mark,
and Luke, etc.), in which case we
have some farfetched ideas of some
ancient men, but nothing from God
for our soul’s salvation. Or if Ladd
wants to take a middle lane and say
that Scripture is partly of God and
partly of Paul (and Mark, and Luke,
etc.), who is going to tell what be-
longs to whom? Is it for this reason
that we need the writings of the higher
critics?

Let it be understood that this is
the direction in which evangelical
and Reformed scholarship is going.
Itis an apostasy that takes the church
far from the rich pastures of the truth
of Scripture into the barren wilder-
ness of critical speculation where
there is no food or drink for our souls.
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A Theology of Word & Spirit: Au-
thority & Method in Theology, by
Donald G. Bloesch. Downers Grove,
Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1992.
336 pp. $21.99 (Hardcover). [Re-
viewed by David J. Engelsma.]

This is the first volume of a
projected seven-volume systematic
theology. This volume is prole-
gomena. It treats of the nature of
theology, faith and reason, theologi-
cal language, natural theology,
apologetics, theological authority,
Scripture, the gospel, and the
struggles of an evangelical theology
today.

Bloesch is a prominent evan-
gelical theologian. He teaches sys-
tematic theology at Dubuque (Iowa)
Theological Seminary.

Bloesch’s evangelical theology
is neo-orthodox (Barthian). This is
evident in the definition of theology:
“The systematic reflection within a
particular culture on the self-revela-
tionof God in Jesus Christ as attested
in Holy Scripture and witnessed to in
the tradition of the catholic church”
(p. 114). Following Barth, Bloesch
repudiates not only natural theology,
but also general revelation. There is
the characteristic advocacy of para-
dox: Orthodoxy strives for “para-
doxical intelligibility” (p. 81). (To
this the biblical thinker responds,
“an oxymoron.”)

The basic error of this volume
of introduction is its denial that the
Holy Scriptures are an inspired book
and, therefore, the only source of
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theology and the sole authority over
church and theology. The Bible is
“both the word of God and the word
of human authors” (p. 200). The
Bible is not the authority for the
church and theology as is commonly
said: “Our indefeasible criterion is
notthe Bible as abook of rules but the
divine promise and the divine com-
mand relayed by the Spirit through
the Bible” (p. 186). The norm in the
church is the gospel or the living
voice of Christ. With Barth and all
neo-orthodox theologians, Bloesch
plays “Christ” off against the Bible
as though the Bible were not the
living voice of Christ and as though
the only Christ we know were not the
Christ revealed in the propositions of
the Bible. The quotation from Johann
Christoph Blumhardt is significant:

One must have norms, even for the
Bible. Andin this case it is Christ,
as he is presented by the apostles.
Wherever in scripture I cannot
make that norm fit, then that pas-
sage is not for me until I can make
it fit. Many times, then, I must
waituntilthe teaching comes, until
finally it is given to me (p. 205).

-The ultimate norm of theol-
ogy, theliving voice of Christ, which
is not to be confused with the Holy
Scriptures, “can only be dimly per-
ceived” (p. 186). This is an astound-
ing admission. It is also devastating
for a theology that is formed by this
“dimly perceived” norm. A theology
thatis formed by a “dimly perceived”
norm must be an uncertain and un-
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stable theology at best. Defending
the uncertain evangelical theology
that he envisions, Bloesch strikes out
at the Reformed orthodoxy that was,
and is, sure of itself, so sure of itself
that it expressed itself in confessions
that were to be believed. He is dis-
missive of the Reformed confessions,
among others, as authorities under
the Scriptures for the faith. He is
critical of the orthodoxy that consid-
ers “past confessions,” such as the
Westminster Confession, and “past
systems of theology,” such as that of
Calvin, as models in its dogmatic
and apologetic efforts. This ortho-
doxy is to be faulted for not critically
examining the confessions “in the
light of new truth that the Spirit
brings to his church through God’s
holy Word” (p. 255). The “great
creeds and confessions of the church”
are mere “road signs” on the path of
the church, theology, and the Chris-
tian. None of the church’s creeds,
whether the Nicene Creed on the
Godhead of Jesus or the Canons of
Dordt on the sovereignty of grace, is
a certain, authoritative, final expres-
sion of truth.

Bloesch ridicules the confes-
sional orthodoxy that carries ontheo-
logical debate according to the old
creeds. The church that does this is
a“restorationist” because it attempts
to bring modern thought back to the
old theological formulations. Thisis
silly, according to Bloesch: “The
restorationist often resembles Don
Quixote, who tilts at windmills,
imagining them to be giants, while
completely missing the real enemy”
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(p- 254). Lest anyone miss his point,
Bloesch identifies these foolish theo-
logians and churches in a footnote:
“The continuing Calvinist attack on
Arminianism and the Arminian
counterattack illustrate this
Quixotian mentality” (p. 325). Thus,
by supercilious footnote, is consigned
to the ash heap of church history the
entire struggle of Augustine, Luther,
Calvin, the Synod of Dordt, and the
divines of Westminster on behalf of
the gospel of salvation by sovereign
grace.

In light of all of this, we enter-
tain no great expectations for
Bloesch’s renewed, evangelical the-
ology, rather winningly outlined on
pages 124-126. &

The Christian’s Reasonable Ser-
vicein which Divine Truths concern-
ing the Covenant of Grace are Ex-
pounded, Defended against Oppos-
ing Parties, and their Practice Ad-
vocated, by Wilhelmus a Brakel. Vol-
ume I. Translated by Bartel Elshout,
with a biographical sketch by W.
Fieret and an essay on the “Dutch
Second Reformation” by Joel Beeke.
Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Pub-
lications, 1992, cxvi + 658 pages,
$40.00 (cloth). [Reviewed by Rich-
ard A. Muller, Calvin Theological
Seminary.]

The Reformed community
should be grateful whenever one of
the great classics of the confessional
tradition is brought forward in a
modern edition, but the appearance
of 2 Brakel’s The Christian’s Rea-
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sonable Service or Redelijke
Godsdienst in English for the first
time is truly a major event. Not only
is 2 Brakel’s masterpiece an impor-
tant historical document of the
Nadere Reformatie or “Second Ref-
ormation,” it is also a work that
shaped Dutch Reformed theology and
piety for more than a century afterits
publication in 1700. Over twenty
editions were published in the eigh-
teenth century.

In scope, this first volume of 2
Brakel covers preliminary topics such
as the knowledge of God and Scrip-
ture as the Word of God and then
moves on to discuss the doctrines of
God, the decrees, the covenant of
redemption, creation, human nature,
providence, the covenant of works,
sin, the covenant of grace, the Per-
son, office, and states of Christ. In
each of these doctrinal topics, 2 Brakel
evidences the balance of doctrine
and piety for which he is justly fa-
mous — and which is characteristic
of the theology of the Nadere
Reformatie. Readers unaccustomed
to seventeenth- and early eighteenth-
century theological style may be sur-
prised at the consistent recourse to
questions and answers followed by
objections and replies to the objec-
tions, as, similarly, they may be sur-
prised at the fairly frequent occur-
rence of technical terms (often given
in Latin) in a work where the Chris-
tian religion is the primary subject
and piety the stated goal of doctrinal
exposition. The style is in fact simi-
lar to that of Zacharias Ursinus’ lec-
tures on the Heidelberg Catechism,
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where answers to the catechetical
questions are developed at consider-
able length, objections raised and
replies given to the objections. The
style, inshort, is scholasticand suited
to 2 Brakel’s (and, before him,
Ursinus’) purpose of defending the
faith as well as simply expounding it
positively. In fact, as both of these
works evidence, the scholastic
method of the older Reformed theo-
logians cannot be equated to a form
of metaphysical speculation or sev-
ered from a warm, churchly piety. A
Brakel, in particular, was adept at
moving from the technical language
of theology and the defense of Re-
formed doctrine to the significance
of theology for Christian life. The
Christian’s Reasonable Service
stands, therefore, as strong evidence
that theology need not be bereft of
piety and that piety can thrive in
relationship to sound theology.
Thus, for example, 2 Brakel’s
doctrine of the divine essence and
attributes meets the exacting stan-
dards of seventeenth-century theo-
logical system, drawing on the tradi-
tion of Reformed exegesis of Scrip-
ture and on the highly detailed struc-
ture of definitions and distinctions
characteristic of the scholastic and
technical side of the dogmatic tradi-
tion—but it also isfinely tuned to the
needs of piety and to the assumption
that all Christians can learn doctrine
with profound profit to their spiritual
life. The author is very much aware
that “our words and expressions are
derived from terrestrial objects” and
are therefore inadequate to the ex-
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pression of divine things unless God
in His goodness “adjusts himself to
our limited capacity to comprehend”
(p. 89). The general problem of
theological language and the spe-
cific problem of the predication of
divine attributes are expressed by 2a
Brakel in a way that does justice to
the difficulty of the problem, that
mirrors Calvin’s own view of divine
accommodation to the needs of hu-
man understanding, and that so an-
chorsthe resolution of the problem in
the goodness of God that even the
rather abstruse issue of the predica-
tion of attributes carries with it a
lesson for piety.

Thisfirst volume of a projected
four-volume translation is enriched
by a substantial biograhical essay (by

Dr. W. Fieret) and by an excellent
introduction to the Nadere
Reformatie (by the Rev. Joel Beeke)
in which a Brakel played so impor-
tantarole. Giventhe dearth of works
in English dealing even tangentially
with these matters, each of these
essays is a welcome addition to the
volume. The translation ought also
toreceive high praise for its ability to
render a Brakel’s thought into a fine
prose reminiscent of the high style of
seventeenth-century translations of
continental theological works. Fi-
nally, the volume as a whole ought to
be praised for its fine typography and
beautiful illustration with reproduc-
tions of seventeenth-century portraits,
scenes from 2 Brakel’s time, and
title-pages of early editions of a
Brakel’s works. A

Preachers with Power: Four Stal-
warts of the South, by Douglas F.
Kelly. Edinburgh: The Banner of
Truth Trust, 1992. pp. xxvi-198.
$22.95, (cloth). [Reviewed by Rob-
ert D. Decker.]

This fine little volume is a
study of the lives and preaching of
four servants of God who lived be-
tween 1791 and 1902 in the South-
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eastern Atlantic states of America,
more popularly known as “the Old
South.” Thefourpreachers are Daniel
Baker, James Henley Thornwell,
Benjamin Morgan Palmer, and John
L. Giradeau.

Kelly gives a brief biography
of each and then analyzes their
preaching. The book is enhanced by
a detailed Index. Of more signifi-
cance is the Introduction. Himself a
southerner and believing the South
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to be “... both a place and a state of
mind,” Kelly writes of the culture of
the “Old South,” the context in which
these men lived and preached.

Although the author concen-
trates on the preaching of these great
men of God, one gains a glimpse of
the theology which prevailed in the
Southern Church in the 19th cen-
tury.

This book can be profitably
read by all of God’s people. Minis-
ters and seminarians will benefit es-
pecially from the analysis of the
preaching of these men.

Prof. Kelly teaches at Reformed
Theological Seminary in Jackson,
Michigan. ¢

The Complete Works of Thomas
Manton, by Thomas Manton.
Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth
Trust, 1993. Three volumes, (cloth).
[Reviewed by Robert D. Decker.]

April, 1994

The Bannerof Truth Trustisto
be commended for making available
the sermons of Thomas Manton
(1620-1677). These sermons were
originally published in 1870.

Essays by J.C. Ryle and Wil-
liam Harris are included. Ryle said
of Manton, “If ever there was an
English divine who must be classed
as a Puritan, that man is Manton ...
his works, like the Pilgrim’s
Progress, deserve the attention of all
true Christians ... as an expositor of
Scripture, I regard Manton with
unmingled admiration. Here, at any
rate, he is facile princeps (easily
first) among the divines of the Puri-
tan School....”

These sermons will make good
devotional reading.

The books are listed at $25.95
each, but could probably be purchased
for less if all three are bought as a set.
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