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terpretation, each of which is equally
“true” or legitimate. For that matter, the
telling of the biblical story is similarly per-
spectival and non-universal. Thus, the
Bible does not have to cohere for the
postmodernist. The biblical writers may
have had quite different, even contradic-
tory, views of God and the story of redemp-
tion when they penned their materials.

Is this a healthy thing for the doctrine
of God? I am tempted to say, “Well, that
depends on one’s perspective,” but that
would be to succumb to postmodernity’s
trance. Of course, some scholars, such as
Stanley Grenz, argue that postmodernism
might be a friend to evangelical Christian-
ity. In fact, Grenz argues that postmodern
Christianity should, in some sense, em-
brace post-rationalism. And, to some de-
gree, I think he is right; although I would
prefer to call Christianity supra-rational
instead of post-rational. When Jesus cried
from the cross, “My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?” we see God re-
jecting God. That is incomprehensible to
me; but it is not irrational. It is supra-ra-
tional. That is why our faith must rest on
the revelation of God in scripture and the
ministry of the Holy Spirit in illumination.

On the whole, however, I do not think
postmodernism is particularly helpful nor
healthy for the Christian faith. Now, that
does not necessarily mean I am a pure ra-
tionalist. Far from it. Nevertheless,
postmodernism does not accommodate
well any religious faith or tradition which
is exclusive and which makes absolute
truth-claims. When Jesus said is He is “the
way, the truth, and the life,” He made
postmodernism obsolete. He is ultimate
truth. And He is the singular way. There
is no other way to God.

Similarly, with respect to the doctrine
of God proper, postmodernism has diffi-

culty tolerating the truth-claims and at-
tributes of the true and living God. That
God is the “King eternal, immortal, invis-
ible, the only God” (1 Ti 1:17) is an exclu-
sive claim. Since God is the only God,
there can be no other. This is the kind of
bivalence and exclusivity that is unaccept-
able to the postmodern mind. And the
notion that God is absolutely sovereign
over human affairs causes the postmodern
mind to recoil. Finally, that God is immu-
table would be inconceivable to the
postmodernist. Thus, process theology is
popular among postmodern theists. As
William Grassie, professor of religion at
Temple University put it in a recent article
in Time, “There is a shift to [the idea of]
God as a process evolving with us. If you
believe in an eternal, unchanging God,
you’ll be in trouble.”

So, the battle that is shaping up is a battle
of tremendous import. Since God defines
our religion, what we know about God is
crucial to true religion. If God is either un-
knowable or changeable, the entire Chris-
tian religion is fundamentally flawed.

SBJT: Are we in a battle to define God? If
so, what are some significant flashpoints
involving evangelicals?
D. A. Carson: Yes, of course: we have been
in this battle since the Fall. When the ser-
pent asked, “Has God said . . . ,” implic-
itly he was asking, “Is the God you can
believe in the sort of God who would say
. . . ?” And that entails a subtle redefini-
tion of God. Paul’s analysis is profound:
any displacement of the centrality of the
Creator by the centrality of something in
the creation lies at the heart of this ugly
displacement of the real God by a newly
defined God. Ultimately this stance gen-
erates idolatry, which displaces “the God
who is there” (as Francis Schaeffer used
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to say) by pseudo-gods, and this is the
most blatant redefinition of all.

The apostle also tells us that covetous-
ness is idolatry. Covetousness sets our af-
fections and thoughts on almost anything
other than God, especially if the things in
question are not ours. Thus we break the
first commandment, which insists that we
love God, the God who has disclosed him-
self in the Bible, with heart and soul and
mind and strength. If we break the first
commandment, we have committed the
first sin. In such cases we may formally
adopt a more or less orthodox definition
of God, but our practice has defined God’s
irrelevance, displacing him by things that
interest us more. The God who is there is
marginalized, and that, too, entails a more
subtle redefinition.

The nature of the redefinition varies
from culture to culture. In some, the chief
competitor is polytheism; in others, pan-
theism; in still others, philosophical ma-
terialism, and so forth. What shape does
the battle for the definition of God take in
our day, in Western culture?

We must recognize that for hundreds
of years Western culture adopted a more
or less Judeo-Christian view of God.
When we spoke of God, we referred to a
transcendent, sovereign, personal Being,
the God who had disclosed himself in the
Bible and supremely in Jesus. Inevitably
there were variations in emphasis: those
in the Reformed tradition emphasized
God’s transcendence and sovereignty,
and, at the worst periods of their heritage,
failed to think through very adequately
the implications of his personhood. Those
in the Arminian tradition tended to make
the obverse mistakes. One could make
similar observations along different axes:
there were differences of opinion, for ex-
ample, regarding eschatology, regarding

the relationships among the covenants,
and so forth.

Further, it is important to recognize that
the assertion that there was a “Judeo-
Christian view of God” in Western culture
is not tantamount to saying that virtually
everyone in the culture was either a Jew
or a Christian. The point, rather, is that
even an atheist in that culture was not a
generic atheist but a Christian atheist: i.e.
the God in whom he or she did not be-
lieve was not, say, a Hindu God, but the
God of the Bible. We might say something
similar for agnostics and nominal believ-
ers of various stripes. Inevitably each po-
sition brought its own variation to the
implicit definition of God. Nevertheless
the God against whom they defined them-
selves and their beliefs or unbeliefs was
the God of the Judeo-Christian heritage,
and this God has remarkably close links
to the God disclosed in the Bible.

Although the powerful influences of
secularization and materialism, coupled
with our own spiritual apathy and the
dearth of strong preaching, combine to
marginalize the God of the Bible in much
of our culture today, here I shall mention
two developments that have been primary
in recent redefinitions of God.

(1) The first is driven by the shift in
undergirding epistemology. Increasingly,
Western culture is shaped by
postmodernism; the epistemology of the
Enlightenment is being left behind by
more and more sectors of the culture. Re-
ligiously, this sanctions any sort of god at
all, provided he or she or it does not have
the temerity to say that some other god is
false. Doctrinally, the only heresy left is
the view that there is such a thing as her-
esy. Practically, evangelism must be
viewed with suspicion, or even derided
as an absolute evil, because implicitly it is
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saying that someone else is wrong and
needs to be converted. “Spirituality” is in,
but is so poorly defined that it can mean
anything, anything at all.

In this world, the god many believe in
still has certain characteristics parallel to
the God of the Bible, for the Judeo-Chris-
tian heritage has not entirely dissipated,
but this redefined deity is a god without
teeth, without majesty. This god fills
people with warm fuzzies, but is never
feared; this god dispenses a benevolent
love, but has little moral bearing. Farther
away from the Judeo-Christian heritage,
this god may be personal or pantheistic,
but is never sovereign and rarely a judge.
In this god’s more extreme manifestations
(as in the writings of John Hick), he or she
or it cannot even be called a “god” any-
more, but simply “Reality,” since in some
religions (e.g. some forms of Buddhism)
there is no place for “god” in any personal
sense at all. And underlying all these gods
is the great god Pluralism.

(2) Although the first development has
made strong inroads into churches histori-
cally committed to evangelicalism (in-
roads I cannot explore here), the more
dramatic development within the evan-
gelical camp is the rise of the view that
God cannot know the future of contingent
actions. Biblical compatibilism is out; a
finite God is in. The God so defined has
numerous links with process theology, but
differs from it in that it insists that this fi-
nite God is the God of creation. This view,
well articulated by scholars such as Clark
Pinnock, John Sanders, and Gregory
Boyd, emphasizes the biblical evidence for
the personhood of God, but domesticates
the biblical evidence for his transcendence
and sovereignty. If this were a minor dis-
pute in theology proper, there would be
little cause for alarm. But as more books

and articles appear on this subject, one
discovers that significant shifts are en-
tailed in many Christian doctrines, and
ultimately in the very structure of Chris-
tian faith. At the heart of the issue, how-
ever, is this redefinition of God.

I dislike confrontation, but I fear that
these “battles of definition” are battles that
Christians must fight, or lose by default.
The issues are immense, faithfulness de-
mands that we engage.

SBJT: Based on your sixty years of for-
mal theological reflection, what trends
do you consider most significant to the
doctrine of God? What trends give you
reason to be optimistic or pessimistic
about the future?
Carl F. H. Henry: Your question may im-
ply — rightly so — that the doctrine of God
and more specifically God himself in his
revealed Word (Christ and Scripture), of-
fers us what genuine basis there is either
for maintaining or foregoing optimism.

In the forepart of our century Modernism
— with its quasi-pantheistic view of reality
— assimilated God to the cosmos and as-
sumed history’s inherent evolutionary
progress to utopia. It stressed the
onmicompetence of human reasoning and
hailed the scientific method as the authentic
way of knowing the real world.

This speculative theory was challenged
not only by evangelical Christianity but
also by Neo-Orthodoxy, by Secular Hu-
manism, by raw Naturalism, and more
recently by Postmodernism. Defection
from the authority and full reliability of
Scripture by these non-evangelicals issued
in compromised intermediary positions
that offered no insurance against further
decline. One by one rationalistic alterna-
tives to historical Christianity plummeted
to ever more enfeebled positions.

Even as Modernism a few generations
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