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Abstract

American philosopher and theologian, John M. Frame (1939—) is respected as one of the most
outstanding systematic theologians in our day. Likely due to the fact that he is still living,
academic scholarship on Frame is virtually non-existent. Still, his writings demand engagement
especially in the light of his distinctive Lordship theology, and its unique core idea:

perspectivalism, also known as the lordship principle.

The aim of this present research is thus to define precisely what “lordship” means to Frame.
Deciphering this meaning requires more than explication, but also interrogative interaction. The
research will thus begin with a biblical-theological evaluation of the Framian idea of lordship in
dialogue with the eminent, Dutch theologian, Abraham van de Beek. It then moves to an
evaluation of how perspectivalism affects Frame’s views on ethics, apologetics, and theology of
culture. The research in these areas will scrutinize Frame’s corpus as well as examine his views
in colloquia with thinkers with shared interests. Because these disciplines are linked in Frame
with other areas of his thought, the data also include explications and appraisals of his work in
ontology and epistemology.

Frame’s lordship principle is linked with a particular methodology. He sums the whole of God
and his involvement with his creation according to three perspectives (hence perspectivalism).
Those are God’s control, authority and presence. Frame sums the human response to these

perspectives according to three related ideas: the existential, normative, and existential. God’s
perspectival interaction with his creation, and the human response, by both Christian and non-

Christian alike, leads Frame to original outcomes in dogmatics, which are explored in this work.

The finding of this research demonstrates a theological approach that bridges both essential and
constructive interests. That is to say that, on the one hand, Frame’s method is guided solely by
the voice of Scripture while, on the other hand, his lordship principle presents historic Reformed

theology afresh in ways previously undiscovered. Frame’s original approach may well set the



stage for an awakening of Reformed thought. It is hoped that this seminal work will spark such a
revival in theology.

Key Words: Lordship, Perspectivalism, Presuppositional, Control, Authority, Presence,
Normative, Situational, Existential.
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Abbreviations

In the footnotes, I will refer to John Frame’s titles by abbreviation, as he does himself and is

commonly done by his publisher, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company.

ACT
AGG
CVT
DCL
DG
DKG
DWG
NOG
ST
TET

The Academic Captivity of Theology
Apologetics to the Glory of God

Cornelius Van Til: An Analysis of His Thought
The Doctrine of the Christian Life

The Doctrine of God

The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God

The Doctrine of the Word of God

No Other God: A Response to Open Theism
Systematic Theology

The Escondido Theology

Additional abbreviations:

LW
WA

Luther’s Works, American Edition

The Weimar edition of Luther's Works, also known as the Weimarer Ausgabe
(WA)



1.0 Introduction

1.1 Background

My interest in the theologian is due to the fact that he is considered to be one of the most outstanding,
living American systematic theologians of our time (Packer, 2010, xvii). Among his many important
works are The Lordship Series, Systematic Theology, and Apologetics to the Glory of God (please see
“references” for more on these works). He is one of the foremost interpreter and critic of the thought of
the Dutch scholar, Cornelius Van Til (see John M. Frame, Cornelius Van Til: An Analysis of His Thought.
See also Steve R. Scrivener, “Frame’s and Van Til’s Apologetic,” in Speaking the Truth in Love, 525-28).

1.2 Problem Statement

Presently, the literature on Frame is virtually non-existent, which makes room for new and meaningful
development. This will be the first doctoral dissertation on Frame making it seminal. Only one published
work appears on the theology of John M. Frame, but it is a Festschrift, which presents a compendium of
assorted articles, rather than sustained research on a single question. It is hoped that this first thrust into
Frame’s theology will generate many more such studies, all of which will prove fruitful to the growth of

dogmatics as both a spiritual and an academic discipline.

In light of the dearth of critical research on the theologian, the question is, “What does the concept of

‘lordship’ mean in the theology of John M. Frame?” This is the main question the study is focusing on.

Questions arising from the main research question are:
o What does lordship mean in comparison and contrast with the theology of the cross of A. van de
Beek?
o \What does lordship mean in the context of Framian ethics?
o \What does lordship mean in the context of Frame’s treatment of apologetics?

e What does lordship mean in the context of Frame’s observations on culture?

1.3 Aim

b

The major aim of this research is to evaluate Frame’s lordship principle, also known as “perspectivalism,’

in the context of the theological interface with other theologians and especially the voice of Scripture.



Due to the originality of the work, a rigorous interface between Frame and another theologian is needed in
order to “test” Frame’s view of lordship. The sub-question that forms chapter 3, is, “How do Framian
perspectivalism (as an example of American evangelical systematic theology) and his concept of lordship
connect to and contrast with the Western European, systematic/theological concept of Abraham van de
Beek and his particular theology of the cross?” From here, although Frame has written copiously on
metaphysics and epistemology, I have selected to develop the more “practical” aspects of Frame’s
theology, that is to say, his work in ethics, apologetics, and culture (although metaphysics and

epistemology will be addressed if and when such a need arises).

14 Objectives
The specific objectives of the study are to:
e Introduce the person and thought of John M. Frame
e Present a critical evaluation of Frame’s lordship in colloquia with A. van de Beek
e Study and evaluate lordship in the context of Framian ethics
e Study and evaluate lordship in the context of Frame’s treatment of apologetics

e Study and evaluate lordship in the context of Frame’s views on culture

1.5 Central theoretical argument
The central theoretical argument of this study is that Frame’s use of the lordship principle creates a

number of highly original ideas in the area of dogmatics.

1.6 Methodology

The research proceed not only with the theme of Frame’s thought, but also it present sound, comparable
theologians and ideas for balance. As stated, the evaluation of Frame’s lordship principle uses Van de
Beek’s theology of the cross both as a basis for comparison e.g., where the two agree, and as a foil e.g., a

method that by contrast enhances the distinctive characteristics of Frame’s theology.

In the remaining chapters, the process of data collection and further evaluation of Frame’s positions is
conducted in the light of other leading scholars. In the chapter on ethics, the focus is especially on the
thought of Richard B. Hays (Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community,
Cross, New Creation: A Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics). In apologetics, the

thought of Francis Schaeffer is included, along with the thought of others (Frame, “Some Thoughts on



Schaeffer’s Apologetics”). And on the topic of culture I investigate, among several voices, the thought of
David M. VanDrunen (David VanDrunen, A Biblical Defense of Natural Law, Studies in Christian Social

Ethics and Economics).

In addition to the use of modern scholarship, I am using (1) the grammatical-historical method, e.g., Grant
R. Osbourne, The Hermenuetical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation. (2)
The covenantal theological method e.g., Vos, The Doctrine of the Covenant in Reformed Theology. (3)

Personal interviews with Dr. Frame.

1.7 Concept Clarification

In terms of the normal usage of words used by various theologians, | interpret terms according to
the usage and understanding of the theologian. Also, I define terms according to the Merriam-
Webster Dictionary. Regarding scriptural sources, I follow Luther’s plain use of “The Analogy

of Faith,” viz., Scripture is to interpret Scripture (Sacra Scriptura sui interpres).



2.0 The Significance of Lordship in Frame’s Theology

Distinguished Calvinist theologian and philosopher, John M. Frame (1939- ) is especially noted
for his work in presuppositional apologetics and a broad range of disciplines within the field of
systematic theology.! Within his opera of works, his Theology of Lordship series, which includes
The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, The Doctrine God, The Doctrine of the Christian Life,
and The Doctrine of the Word of God, develop a synthetic system of enormous strength and
importance. Added to this is his Systematic Theology that develops many of the themes found in

his Lordship series.

2.1 The Priority of Lordship

The sine qua non of Frame’s theological statement is God’s lordship. This is due to the fact that
Frame holds to a very high view of Scripture, and, as far as he can see, it is Scripture that reveals
lordship as maintaining a locus of first importance. As the theologian so decisively puts it, “The
first thing, and in one sense the only thing, we need to know about God is that he is Lord. Surely
no name, no description of God, is more central to Scripture than this” (Frame, 2002:21). Even
more emphatically, he states, “The central message of Scripture is that God is Lord” (Frame,
2002:25). Frame (2002:21) justifies his claim that lordship is Scripture’s central message by
locating its prominent position in the self-disclosure of God. “When God met Moses in the
burning bush and announced that he would deliver his people from slavery in Egypt, Moses
asked his name. Then God replied, ‘I am who I am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites:
‘I am has sent me to you’ (Ex. 3:14) . . . So the name of God, the name by which he wants his

people especially to remember him forever, is Yahweh or Lord.”?

! For a complete biographical sketch of John M. Frame, with particular stress on the main influences in his life and
ministry, see “Backgrounds To My Thought™ at http://www.frame-poythress.org/about/john-frame-full-bio/.

2 In DG, the the discussion of the term Lordship is very conceptual. But in his Systematic Theology, Frame provides
a deeper word study into the translated name ‘Lord’ (JHWH, Adonai, kurios). He says, “Here, God gives Moses his
mysterious name in three forms: long (I AM WHO | AM), medium (I AM) and short (Hebrew Yahweh, translated
LORD). These are all related to the name Yahweh, which in turn has some relation to the verb “to be” (ehyeh). In
the ESV the term lord (representing both Yahweh and Adon in Hebrew and kurios in Greek) is found 7776 times, in
6603 out of 31086 verses of the Bible.4 Most of these refer to God, or (significantly) to Christ. Clearly this is a term
to be reckoned with.” Frame, ST, p. 25.



http://www.frame-poythress.org/about/john-frame-full-bio/

2.2  The Lord of the Covenant

Frame consistently approaches lordship within the bounds of the biblical framework of covenant.
“First of all, lordship is a covenantal concept. ‘Lord’ is the name God gives to himself as head of
the Mosaic Covenant and the name given to Jesus Christ as head of the New Covenant.” By way
of definition, “We may, therefore, define divine lordship as covenant headship” (Frame,
1987:12).2 Though primary, covenant lordship does not prohibit additional necessary biblical
data such as faith, community, and deliverance, but in fact lordship “provides a key for us to
understand how the other themes fit into the overall biblical history. And it often liberates us
from the temptation to set one theme against another, or to affirm one and to deny the other, for
in the covenant these apparently diverse concepts and themes display a wonderful unity” (Frame,
1987:12).* Indeed, considering the vast array of central motifs that theologies are frequently built
around, such as reconciliation, history, hope, liberation, and justification, says Frame (1987:22),
“we find it a bit surprising that so few of them focus on the concept of divine lordship. In view of
the centrality of lordship in Scripture’s own doctrine of God, and specifically in its Christology,

it would seem to be an obvious choice as a central motif for a theological discussion.”

A further axial and consequential point is that that Frame believes that the exigent demands of
covenant bind all nations and peoples of the earth, not just the faithful. Lordship is universal in
its scope. Now to say that the aggregate peoples of the earth are covenantally responsible to
Yahweh presents a theological acclimatization that might fairly be viewed as cryptic. However,
there are two central reasons why Frame believes that each and every person is duty-bound

before the divine covenants of Scripture.

First, the global jurisdiction of the covenants is found in their language.

In a broad sense, all of God’s dealings with creation are covenantal in character . . . During the

creation week, all things, plants, animals, and person are appointed to be covenant servants, to

3 Also to this very point, “The central motif of [The Doctrine of God] . . . is that God is Lord of the covenant. Since
God chose the name Lord (or Yahweh, from the Hebrew yahweh) for himself, since it is found thousands of times in
Scripture, and since it is at the heart of the fundamental confession of faith of God’s people (Deut. 6:4—5; Rom.
10:9). It would seem to be a promising starting point.” DKG, p. 12.

4 See also John M. Frame, “Covenant and the Unity of Scripture,” available at the Third Millennium Web site,
www.thirdmill.org. In ST, pp. 66-92, Frame offers a perspectival analysis of the covenants of Scripture.

5



obey God’s law, and to be instruments (positively or negatively) of his gracious purpose. Thus
everything and everybody is in covenant with God (cf. Isa. 24:5: all the ‘inhabitants of the earth’
have broken the ‘everlasting covenant’). The Creator-creature relation is a covenant relation, a
Lord-servant relation. When the Lord singled out Israel as his special people to be Lord over
them in a peculiar way, he was not giving them an absolutely unique status; rather, he was calling

them essentially into the status that all men occupy yet fail to acknowledge” (Frame, 1987:13).

By the same token, “all human beings, not just Israelites and Christians, are related to God
covenantally . . . The covenant between God and Adam includes the whole human race (Rom.
5:12-21) ... And we are also members of God’s covenant with Noah’s family (Gen. 8:20-9:17),
in which God pledges his presence to maintain the seasons and to delay the final judgment. The
Noachic covenant is made not only with Noah’s family, but also with ‘every living creature on
earth (9:10)” (Frame, 1987:102).°> The covenants are therefore no discriminator of persons.
Second, all people of the world are subject to the divine covenants of Scripture because God
intends both the Old Testament Israelite community and the Christian Church to be a blessing to

the surrounding nations via common grace.

In the new covenant, God reaches out to all nations, not only to Israel (Matt. 28:18-20). Indeed,
that has been his purpose in all the covenants, throughout the history of redemption. God’s
covenant with Israel is specifically with them, but they are to be his witnesses to all nations, for in
Abraham all the nations of the earth are to be blessed (Gen. 12:3) . . . It is therefore God’s

covenant that provides the blessings of common grace, the kindness of God to all his creatures.”

5> Here Frame is dependent on Kline who notes the parallel import of the creation narrative recorded in Genesis 1
and 2 with the establishment of subsequent covenants. See Meredith G. Kline (1980) Images of the Spirit, Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House. However, as will be discussed further in Chapter 5, Frame came to disagree with Kline,
largely when Kline changed his views on the meaning of the forth commandment. The early Kline stressed the call
to “rest” thus making worship a subordinate aspect of that rest. Because rest is something one does mainly from
cultural activities, the early Kline saw an essential continuity from creation narrative to culture(s) under the other
covenants in Scripture. That lends support to Frame’s universalistic view that the covenants. The latter Kline
stressed worship as the primary meaning of the forth commandment, whereby we have no obligation to cease from
cultural labors. He thus saw the Sabbath administration in discontinuity from the New Covenant, whereby God does
not reinstate the Cultural Mandate of Genesis 1 and 2 to us. So the latter Kline made the general culture, or “non-
sacred sphere,” free from God’s law and lordship. For this difference cf., Kline (1991) Images of the Spirit with his
later Kingdom Prologue, privately published, pp. 21-26 especially.

6



So then, “God’s covenant lordship is not limited to Israel. His kingship is over all the nations,

over all the earth (Ps. 47:7-9)” (Frame, 2002:34).5

A seminal aspect of Frame’s arrangement of theology is that he reverses many of the traditional
theological categories that have featured significantly in the history of dogmatics for centuries.
“Thus, I shall discuss God’s acts before his attributes . . . I will proceed from history to eternity,
from the ethical to the metaphysical, from the communicable to the incommunicable” (Frame,
2002:14). Though he justifies this reversal on the grounds that it serves a “pedagogical
difference” that can make theology more comprehensible to people who lack training in
philosophy, and for purposes of edification,” we cannot also help but see this reversal as the
natural outcome of Frame’s stress on covenantal lordship. For to begin theological reflection

from the vantage point of the Lord of the covenant, is to begin in the concrete, not the abstract.

2.3 Perspectivalism

Emerging from Frame’s compendious view of God’s covenantal lordship is a particular
theological structure called perspectivalism. Throughout his works, Frame may also refer to
triperspectivalism, multiperspectivalism, the lordship triad, the lordship attributes, or the lordship
principle. The exact lordship attributes Frame prefers to sum God’s relationship to the creation
are control, authority, and presence (hereafter referred to as CAP).8 Functionally, the three
attributes work together in mutual connection. So “The three lordship attributes are
‘perspectivally related,’ that is, each one is involved in the other two. None of them can be
rightly understood, except as inseparably related to the others. Redemption necessarily involves

God’s control and authority, as well as his presence” (Frame, 2002:41). Frame is committed to

& Further considerations that ground this idea are certainly at work and these will be explored in successive chapters,
especially as the focus shifts to culture.

" He explains in DG, p. 14.

8 More forthrightly, “Control, authority, personal presence — remember the triad. It will appear often in [The
Doctrine of the Knowledge of God], for | know of no better way to summarize the biblical concept of divine
lordship.” DKG, p. 17.



seeing everything about God, to his acts, to the way in which creatures have knowledge of God,

according to this fully integrated formulaic structure.®

It can hardly be overstressed that Frame writes theology perspectivally, not because he thinks it
is an intriguing approach that he wishes to explore in a recondite way. He is prompted along this
path of research because, to repeat the earlier point, he understands lordship in an intensely
covenantal context. God is always the Lord in relationship to the creation, especially to his
people. This idea is of leading importance in that the covenant represents the redemptive and
geo-political constitutionalism that binds God with ancient Israel and later with his Church. But
the question Frame came to ponder in his early years as a theologian is which comes first: God or
his creation? In other words, where do we begin theology? Prompted by John Calvin’s early
statement in the Institutes, in which Calvin observes the inseparability between the knowledge of
God and self-knowledge, stating that he did not know which came first, Frame set out to develop
the implications of Calvin’s point into a fully shaped perspectival theology.*® A basic premise of
triperspectivalism is thus that one cannot understand Scripture without understanding the world
and the self to which it applies.

An abridged formula of what has been stated about Frame’s theology up to now can read as
follows. There is one kingdom, ruled over by one Lord, who governs the affairs of all people by a

single rule of faith and practice, and everything is related perspectivally.

There is a very important point to clarify to advance in the understanding of Frame on lordship.
Augustine (De Trinitate, 5.17) denied that lordship is an eternal attribute of God. Frame agrees
with the Bishop of Hippo, but only in a nuanced way. Like Augustine, Frame believes that
lordship presupposes servanthood, and servanthood presupposes creation. So Frame is not

willing to speak of lordship in abstractio.!* However, he still insists that lordship is a necessary

% In the chapter titled, “Images of God,” in DG, Frame comments that even God’s “Names, images, and attributes,
then, are perspectivally related: they tell us the same truths about God in different ways.” For this reference, see DG,
pp. 362f.

10 Cf., DG, p. 30 with Institutes 1.1.1-3.

11 “yet I would not want to say that lordship is metaphysically central to God’s nature in a way that holiness, love,
eternity, and righteousness are not.” Frame, NOG, p. 51.



and defining attribute of God. Is Frame conflicted here?'? The remedy to the apparent paradox
might be posed in a question. “How shall we define the attribute of lordship?”” The answer is that
God is such a being that whatever he does create in time and space will necessarily be a servant
to him. In other words, the nature of God is such that, from eternity, he is poised, for lack of a
better word, to be Lord and to demonstrate his lordship once he does create something. We might
call lordship an attribute in waiting. Frame admits, “Maybe I shouldn’t call that lordship. But it
is certainly the root of lordship. I think it’s important that Lordship be seen as rooted in such an

attribute.”!®

Frame also wonders if much theology, in manifestation of the mysterium tremendum et
fascinans,* has not made God’s attributes a se higher, or in some sense more important, than his
communicable attributes. But, Frame muses, “Why should we assume that the most central
theological characterizations of God must be necessary attributes? The fact is that we don’t look
down on God; we look up. So we should think about God in terms appropriate to our
servanthood. We should think of him as Lord” (In an email to the author dated January 9™,

2013).

How can Frame know that there is an eternal attribute of God called “lordship” awaiting creation
in order to actuate? The subjective idealism of George Berkeley denied the possibility of
unperceived existence, when he said, “Esse est percipi” (“to be is to be perceived”). From that
axiom has come the familiar question: “If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it,
does it make a sound?” Perhaps the most important topic the riddle offers is the division between

perception of an object and how an object really is. If a tree exists outside of perception then

12E g.., “God's lordship is grounded in his eternal nature, and therefore in his attributes. God’s covenant lordship,
as we’ve seen, is a relationship between God and creatures in history. But his lordship in history should help us
understand his lordship in eternity.” DG, p. 388. Observe that in the same breath Frame speaks both of lordship as a
covenantal attribute in relation to creation, and of lordship in eternity (esse). So there is a lordship in eternity. If
lordship does not exist “in itself” then how can Frame distinguish between covenantal and eternal lordship? The
answer, as we continue to read above, seems to be in the revelatory character of Scripture.

13 Reference for this is an email to the author, dated January 9™, 2013.

141 e., “fearful and fascinating mystery.” This Latin phrase was first used by Rudolf Otto to name what he thought to
be the awesome mystery that was the object common to all forms of religious experience. See by Rudolf Otto (1923)
The Idea of the Holy, trans. John W. Harvey, Oxford: Oxford University Press. First published in 1917 as Das
Heilige - Uber das Irrationale in der Idee des Géttlichen und sein Verhaltnis zum Rationalen (The Holy: On the
Irrational in the Idea of the Divine and its Relation to the Rational)
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there is no way for us to know that the tree exists. So then, what do we mean by “existence” with
respect to lordship? Frame would reply that we can know the existence of lordship because
Scripture refers to God as “Lord” over 7000 times and acclaims his lordship to us in
multitudinous contexts. Based on the biblical witness, lordship is a necessary attribute of God,

which means that everything he creates will be his servant.

Frame’s grounding of the existence of lordship on canonical grounds portends broader
differentiations with like thinkers who share his basic commitment to the universal implications
of Christian theism. He believes that thinkers continuing the legacy of Kuyper, such as Herman
Dooyeweerd, D. H. Th. Vollenhoven, and later, James Olthuis and H. L. Hebden Taylor, were
drawn far too deeply into speculative thought, while his approach seeks to be unapologetically
biblical. Cosmic time, supratemporal heart, modalalities, sphere sovereignty, Subject-Object
relation, ground-idea, Gegenstand relation, intentional inexistence, and much more are,
according to Frame, all truth-seeking insights, but imprecise formulations, nonetheless, by which
the self-sufficiency and cogency of Scripture seem lost.*> As will be shown, Frame believes that
even Kuyper’s theory of common grace, once weighed in the scales of Scripture, is wanting on

some levels.

2.4  The Practicable Nature of Theology

Given all that can be said regarding Frame’s basic theological commitments; that theology is the

application, may be his most pressing concern. Frame frequently makes reference to this point.*®

15 Frame locates many examples of said imprecise formulations. For example, he claims that “Dooyeweerd says
much about God as creator and lawgiver, and as that ‘origin’ which must be presupposed by all thought . . .
Dooyeweerd thinks it is impossible to have any concept of God, since in his view there can be no theoretical
knowledge of God and since he regards all concepts as theoretical. The whole idea of ‘knowing’ God is rather
obscure in the Amsterdam philosophy.” Frame, The Amsterdam Philosophy, p. 20 http://www.frame-
poythress.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/FrameJohnAmsterdamPhilosophy1972.pdf Date of access: 29 Nov.
2013. Furthermore, “Dooyeweerd sees the ‘central message’ of Scripture as having no ‘conceptual’ content.” CVT,
pp. 375-376. As well, he says that “Dooyeweerd admits that there are ‘genuine conceptual contents’ of God and the
human ego, but he insists that these conceptual contents ‘do not transcend the modal dimension of our temporal
horizon of experience.’” Frame concludes, “What Dooyeweerd seems to be saying is that if anything in Scripture is
‘conceptual,” then it describes only the world, not God.” CVT, p. 385. More will be stated on the Amsterdam
Philosophy in the upcoming chapter on culture.

16 For similar statements of Frame’s that theology is the application of Scripture, see DG, p. 7, DCL, pp. 9, 33; DKG,
pp. 81-85; ACT, pp. 23; DWG, p. 230, 276. We will revisit Frame’s point that all theology is application in greater
detail in the chapter on ethics.
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“And remember that theology itself is the application of Scripture to all of human life”
(2010:230). In a different place, he says, “So I offer my definition of theology: theology is the
application of Scripture, by persons, to every area of life” (Frame, 2013:18). He does not merely
mean that the discoveries of theology are to be practiced, but that the very nature of doing
theology is in itself an interaction with the Lord and is therefore to be done in submission to him.
Theology is not the possession of the educated elite. On the contrary, theology must set out
clearly, correctly and precisely the moral obligations of all people before God.!” He says quite
clearly, “Remember that ethics, considered broadly, embraces all of theology” (Frame,
2010:230). Clarifying his point, he adds, “Ethics is not a part of theology, or a branch of
theology. It is theology, viewed from a certain perspective” (Frame, 2010:n 13). In a sense, then,
it is an oxymoron to discuss the “practical theology” of John M. Frame when in fact he intends

the whole of his theology to be practical.

Why does a polemical discourse on medieval scholasticism appear in the “Introduction” to
Frame’s Doctrine of God?*8 It is there as a foil against the very philosophical imperialism and
traditionalism that Frame contends has made theology into an exercise of mind without concern
for the practical needs of the masses. In this regard “the Protestant scholastics differed from
Luther and Calvin mainly in that the former were seeking to develop academically rigorous
systems, while Luther and Calvin saw the main task of theology as pastoral and polemical”
(Frame, 2002:9). So then, any doctrine of God ought not to be a “nitpicking venture” or a
dialectical study in historical theology that never seeks to arrive at the truth. Rather, in keeping
with the intent of the Magisterial Reformers, theology ought always to be relevant to practical

Christian life.?®

17 Or as he says elsewhere, “Remember that ethics, considered broadly, embraces all of theology.” DWG, p. 230.
The connection of all theology to moral responsibility is enlarged in the chapter on ethics.

18 For this exposition, see DG, pp. 9-11.

19 Warfield states, “It is probable that Calvin’s greatest contribution to theological science lies in the rich
development . . . which he was the first to give — to the doctrine of the work of the Holy Spirit . . . The Institutes is .
.. just a treatise on the work of God the Holy Spirit in making God savingly known to sinful man, and bringing
sinful man into holy communion with God.” Benjamin B. Warfield, “John Calvin the Theologian,” in Calvin and
Augustine, ed. Samuel G. Craig (1971) Phillipsburg, N.J: P&R Publishing Company, pp. 485-486. For a full
treatment of Luther on this point, see Timothy J. Wengert (2009) The Pastoral Luther: Essays on Martin Luther's
Practical Theology, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans.
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Frame traces his emphasis on the practical nature of theology to a personal dilemma he
experienced in his formative years. Although as a young man he yearned to be active in ministry,
his first choice being that of a missionary, and second that of a pastor, he eventually faced the
fact that he would not make a good missionary or pastor. His true gifting was in academics, so he
opted for a teaching profession. “But my passion (and I do not boast of this) was different: to
help people to know Jesus . . . Although I had entered an academic calling, my real passion was
elsewhere, in the practical ministry of the church. There was, then, a deep tension between my
interests and my abilities. My abilities were exclusively academic, but my interests were almost
as exclusively practical” (Frame, 2013:7). The outlet Frame found for his passion was to make
theology as practical as possible. It is from this fervor that the perspectival system of theology

was birthed.

The model began by teaching “students a definition of theology that bridged study with the
Christian life.” Frame (2013:8) defined theology as “the application of the word of God, by
persons, to every area of life.” From that definition, Frame worked out a triperspectival scheme
of ontology, epistemology, and ethics that sought to correlate norms, situations, and persons
respectively for the general purpose of implementing his unique definition of theology. From
there the lordship scheme developed into its present and more mature form. The salient point is
that the heartbeat of perspectivalism is to boot theology from its bookish cloister and transform it
into a forum where we encounter the living God who brings together rigorous academics,

personal spirituality, and a disciplining vision for the setting in which we live.?°

2.5 Frame the “Radical”

Frame’s perspectivalism indicates that he is not without interest in constructive theology. One

thinks of Stephen W. Brown’s endearing but accurate description of Frame as “the closet

20 That provides some insight into why Frame left the Philadelphia campus of Westminster Theological Seminary in
1980 to move to California to help implement his ideas for a new seminary that would provide much more
opportunity for integration between academics and church life. His early vision is stated in “Proposal for a New
Seminary,” at http://www.frame-poythress.org/proposal-for-a-new-seminary/. Frame’s ardor for the assimilation of
theology with embodied living also explains the motivation behind his writing of The Academic Captivity of
Theology.
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radical.”?! What is the basis of Brown’s account of Frame’s radicalism? Those who know Frame
on a personal level have often characterized him as “irenic.”?? Not only is his personality calm
and nonbelligerent, but his polemical interaction with other writers is always even-handed. For
example, although his Christian ethics can classify non-Christian ethics as “bankrupt,” his
perspectivalism still allows him to find some semblance of truth in secular systems of thought.
This is not the sort of writing ardent traditionalists are apt to applaud. So Brown’s observation is

really a reflection of how others perceive Frame.

The origin of Frame’s radicalism is in his commitment to place Scripture above all else in the
working out of his theology. On his triperspectival view of revelation, he says, “But we must
remember the primacy of Scripture, which governs our understanding and interpretation of
general and existential revelation. Our interpretation of general and existential revelation must be
tested by Scripture . . . then the ultimate norm is Scripture, not general or existential revelation
by itself.” (Frame, 2008:166). And, “A fully Christian ethic accepts only God’s word as final”
(Frame, 2002:195).2% These statements do not appear radical to conservative-minded theologians.
But when, for example, he rejects the idea that Scripture limits corporate worship to traditional
Protestant forms, arguing instead that Scripture specifically prescribes very little for post-
Resurrection, New Testament worship?4, strict confessionalists think that Frame is prepared to
abandon parts of a distinct Reformed identity for the sake of pragmatic gains in collaboration
with broad evangelicals.? In actual fact, it is Frame who thinks that it is his opponents who have

2L This phrase can be found in Steve Brown (2009) “John Frame: The Closet Radical,” in Speaking the Truth In
Love: The Theology of John M. Frame, ed. John J. Hughes, Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, p. 137. The book is a
festschrift in honor of John Frame on his 70" birthday.

22 That makes Frame’s tersely worded book, The Escondido Theology, which we will engage more fully later, all the
more astounding and highlights the extent to which he think that most of the faculty at the school have veered from
Scripture.

2 That does not mean that a triperspectival view of revelation equates the normative perspective with Scripture.
“The normative perspective (like the other two perspectives) includes everything, because everything reveals God in
one way or another. Scripture is not the same thing as the normative perspective, but it is one object within the
normative perspective (and indeed within the other two perspectives as well).” However, “It is the norm that norms
other norms, the norma normans, the covenant document, etc.” Email message to the author, April 2, 2009.

24 See DCL, p. 468.

% Prof. Clark laments “Ask yourself this interesting, suggestive, but not definitive question: why are evangelicals,
who have no sympathy for the confessional doctrines of church and sacraments, enamored of triperspectivalism? |
submit the answer is, at bottom, that [triperspectivalism] is subjectivist and the evangelicals understand intuitively
what [triperspectivalism] does. Among other things, it allows them to redefine the adjective ‘Reformed.’ It allows
them to become cafeteria Calvinists. “Reformed” now means what it means to them.” R. Scott Clark (Oct. 7, 2009)
“Peace (With Evangelicalism) in Our Time,” http://heidelblog.net/2009/10/subjectivism-and-peace-with-
evangelicalism-tim-keller/ Date of access: 4 March 2011.
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gone beyond the Bible by elevating tradition to the word of God.? It is ironic how a man who

walks so softly can create so many tremors.

We must therefore be quite clear what we mean by “constructive” theology. The use of that term
is not meant to convey the re-definition of systematic theology. As some see it, the potential
problem underlying systematics is that in constructing a system of theology, certain elements
may be overlooked, while others are made primary in order to maintain the logic of the overall
system. From the various creedal formulations of PaleoChristianity, to the Westminster
Confession of Faith, to Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic approach, Pannenberg’s theology of hope,
Reuther’s feminist liberation theology, and Tillich’s method of correlation, all have emphasized
certain aspects of theology based on the historical and cultural pressure-points of the day.
Against this, constructive theology presents a case for doing theology according to the present
need of each generation and of the church, which means that constructive theology will always
remain unfinished, extending as far as to cardinal beliefs classical orthodoxy deems essential.
What is meant here by Frame’s interest in “constructive” theology is that he has always valued
original work in theology but in such a way that it remain true to the classic Protestant doctrine
of Scripture; its meaning not open to revision, depending on the sitz im leben (setting in life). He
is not curious to reconstruct theology from the ground floor up, but to re-conceptualize the task
of theology along practical and pastoral lines. Perspectivalism achieves this end. The term
“constructive” may also refer to the ever-growing need for fresh applications of Scripture to

changing needs and questions. But differently from the present constructivist trend, Scripture is

% An example is Frame’s rejoinder to Darryl Hart on the Regulative Principle of Worship (RPW), which states,
“Whatever is not permitted is forbidden.” Frame replies that Hart does not followed his own advice, which is to
theology according to Scripture only, but he blurs the voice of Scripture with Reformed confessional standards.
“The irony is that this very Regulative Principle clearly excludes what Hart seems to be saying elsewhere about the
incorrigible authority of tradition. The real RPW for him seems to be the authority of Scripture plus the Reformed
tradition.” In (February, 1998) “The Regulative Principle: Scripture, Tradition, and Culture: An Email Debate
Between Darryl Hart and John Frame, http://www.frame-poythress.org/frame_articles/1998HartDebate.htm Date of
access: 4 March 2011.
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never the earliest point of the confessional life of God’s people. It is God’s words to us; the

standard for the confessional life of the church.?’

The early Meredith G. Kline is an example of one who stimulated a young John Frame to think
constructively.?® Even though Frame came to disagree with Kline’s later view of the relationship
between cult and culture, in his student years “Kline was one of my heroes. He stood for the
Bible against Reformed traditionalism and taught me how theology could be wonderfully
creative within the bounds of orthodoxy” (Hughes, 2009:27). Frame is thinking mainly of
Kline’s The Structure of Biblical Authority. Upon reading it, Frame saw it was quite different
from other defenses of biblical authority. The book drew upon ancient, near eastern scholarship
and was very carefully and cogently stated. What motivated Frame most was the thought that a
scholar could remain squarely within the bounds of classical orthodoxy while being innovative

and not kowtow to traditional positions.

A surprising stimulus in connection with Frame’s commitment to applicative theology is Ludwig
Wittgenstein. Although Frame works from in very different theological context and arrives at
vastly different conclusions, “Wittgenstein . . . is a thinker I often turn back to. His view that
meaning is, in most cases, its use in the language certainly influenced my own view that

“theology is application” (Hughes, 2009:22).

2.6  Thelmportant Link to Bavinck®

The influences on the constructivist model of perspectivalism must also consider historical
precedents. For a time, orthodox, Calvinist theologian and churchman, Herman Bavinck, was
professor of dogmatics at the Theological Seminary in Kampen. One of Bavinck’s most notable

disciples was Louis Berkhof, even though Vos was also instrumental in Berkhof’s early training.

27 Another, excellent example of how theology can marry analytical and practical interests, according to a tripartite
perspectival model, is offered by Frame’s close associate and friend, Vern Poythress (2001) Symphonic Theology:
The Validity of Multiple Perspectives in Theology, Philipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing. A more concise formulation of
a three-fold perspective on leadership for pastors is offered by Jim Fitzgerald (2010) in Triplex: The Three Faces of
Leadership, Chattanooga: TN, Sunny.

28 See again n 5.

2 The section involving Bavinck is the product of original research and is not found in Frame’s “Backgrounds to
My Thought.”
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Berkhof would become professor of systematic theology and president of Calvin Theological
Seminary. It has been documented that Berkhof relied heavily on Bavinck’s Reformed
Dogmatics in his well-known Systematic Theology.®® The relevance of this history is in the fact
that Van Til, who did the most to crystallize Frame’s thought, studied under Berkhof at Calvin
Theological Seminary. Not only was Van Til exposed to Bavinck’s ideas in Berkhof’s
classroom, but he also spent many hours in careful study of Bavinck’s Gereformeerde
Dogmatiek. That contact, we think, was a critical period in the formation of Van Til’s
interpretation of Christianity, which would later influence Frame.3! Evidence in support of this

line of influence is appreciable.

First, a central thread of Van Til’s epistemology is that human knowledge is analogical not
univocal. Bavinck affirms this particular structure of thought by limiting human knowledge of
God both quantitatively and qualitatively. “But though God is thus beyond our full
comprehension and description, we do confess to having the knowledge of God. This knowledge
is analogical and the gift of revelation” (Bavinck, 2004:28).32 Although a reading of The
Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, for example, shows how Frame uses various gradations of
analysis to nuance, and in some cases counter, Van Til on analogical knowledge,* ultimately, he

affirms Bavinck’s and Van Til’s epistemological premise that knowledge is essentially

30 “In the Preface to his Introductory Volume published in 1932, Berkhof acknowledged that the general plan was
based on the first volume of Bavinck’s Gereformeerde Dogmatiek and in a few chapters he followed Bavinck’s
argumentation as well . . . In his Systematic Theology, Berkhof was only slightly less dependent on Bavinck.” Henry
Zwaanstra (1985) “Louis Berkhof,” in Reformed Theology in America: A History of Its Modern Development, ed.
David F. Wells, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, pp. 166-67.

31 Of course, much has been stated of Van Til’s attraction to Idealism. J. Oliver Buswell went so far as to charge
Van Til with being “deeply mired in Hegelian idealistic pantheism.” J. Oliver Buswell (1948) “The Fountainhead of
Presuppositionalism.” TBT 42/2, p. 48. Van Til did read Hegel and was in correspondence with idealistic Francis
Herbert Bradley, Bernard Bosanquet, and Andrew Seth Pringle-Pattison. However, that connection to Idealism is
unfairly overstated with respect to the intellectual context out of which Van Til worked. A representative exposition
critical of Van Til’s adherence to Idealism is Timothy I. Mc Connell (September 2005) “The Influence of Idealism
on the Apologetics of Cornelius Van Til, JETS 48(3), pp. 557-88.

32 Writing against pantheism, Bavinck writes that “Christian theology posited the doctrine of Scripture, so that since
we cannot know God’s being as such, all our knowledge of God is obtained indirectly and bears an analogical
character.” Bavinck (2004) Reformed Dogmatics, vol 2. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004, p. 70. Frame is right
to point out, however, that Bavinck was somewhat unclear on the nature of analogical knowledge. “On page 32 of
The Doctrine of God “[Bavinck] says, ‘There is no knowledge of God as he is in himself,” but on page 337 of
Doctrine of God he announces, ‘Thus far we have dealt with God’s being as it exists in itself.”” DKG, p. 32.

33 The heart of this discussion is in DKG, pp. 18-40, esp. pp. 36-37.
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analogical in character. Paraphrasing John Murray, he writes, “We know God by means of
analogy, but what we know is not a mere analogy, but the true God” (Frame, 1987:37).34
Second, it has been noted that the first page of Calvin’s Institutes, in which he states the
inseparability of knowledge of God and knowledge of self, was of major influence on Frame’s
perspectival theology. But Van Til is a more proximate influence. In An Introduction to
Systematic Theology, Van Til develops a perspectival schema that takes into account nine
categories of revelation.® Frame freely admits, “These insights of Van Til’s are one major
source (together with others) of the ‘perspectivalism’ expounded in my DKG” (Frame, 1995, n

21). But who inspired Van Til? The answer seems obvious when we read Bavinck. On the topic

of providence, he states,

Preservation, concurrence, and government, accordingly, are not parts or segments in which the
work of providence is divided and which, being materially and temporally separate, succeed one
another. Nor do they differ from one another in the sense that preservation relates only to the
existence of creatures, concurrence only to their activities and government exclusively to
guidance toward the final goal of these creatures. But they are always integrally connected: they
intermesh at all times. From the very beginning preservation is also government, and government

is concurrence, and concurrence is preservation (Bavinck, 2004:605).

Third, on theology of culture, Van Til affirmed Kuyper’s idea that common grace has made
culture a good and necessary condition for God’s redemptive purposes in the earth. One loci in
which he differed with Kuyper was over the issue of dual mediatorships. Kuyper believed that
both individuals and the non-rational creation were predestined for redemption, but that the
history of civilization met that goal incentivized by the means of common grace according to its
own “nebenzweck” (secondary aim). Van Til joined Douma’s critique of Kuyper by looking to
Paul’s condensation of God’s single rule. “Let us rather be satisfied with the words of Paul when,

speaking of Christ, he says that ‘from him and through him and to him are all things.” When we

34 The paraphrase is of a statement in Murray’s unpublished “Lectures on the Doctrine of God.” Just one of Frame’s
central concerns with Van Til’s teaching on analogical knowledge hinges on the nature of Van Til’s philosophical
language to describe what he means by “analogical.” Frame typically characterizes that language as “ambiguous.”
Much is resolved for Frame if we just use “terms that are more directly related to the covenantal terminology of
Scripture, for example differences between Creator and creature, Lord and servant, Father and Son, original and
derivative, self-attesting and attested by another.” DKG, n 34.

35 The whole schematic can be found in Van Til’s Introduction to Systematic Theology, pp. 64-65.
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do this then we recognize and honor the mystery of God’s revelation to man in Christ for the
salvation of the world” (Van Til, 1977).% Although Van Til looks to Douma, and also to
Schilder, to counter Kuyper on this point, we cannot help but note that the most prodigious
thinker among the Dutch theologians on “grace restores nature” was Bavinck. In response to the
mechanical determinism of his Leiden professors, he said, “Grace does not remain outside or
above or beside nature but rather permeates and wholly renews it. And thus, nature, reborn by
grace, will be brought to its highest revelation.” That means that “Christianity does not introduce
a single substantial foreign element into the creation. It creates no new cosmos but rather makes
the cosmos new. It restores what was corrupted by sin. It atones the guilty and cures what is sick;
the wounded it heals.”®” In critiquing Thomistic dualism, Frame echoes Bavinck and Van Til’s
concern that “Scripture does not warrant the Roman Catholic distinctions between nature and
grace, natural reason and revelation, or the doctrine of the twofold end of man” (Frame,

2008:606).%8

Forth, balanced evenly with the creation/recreation motif is Bavinck’s antipathy toward any sort
of sacred/secular dualism. “In Christ all things are gathered into one (Eph. 1:10; Col. 1:20). The
world, which was created by the Son, is also predestined for the Son as its heir (Col. 1:16; 2 Pet.
3:13; Rev.11:15). So it is not a random aggregate of things but an organic whole that is known
by God in election and saved by Christ’s redemption” (Bavinck, 2004:404). This is a theme of
immense import to Frame, as we will see in the chapter on culture. In rejecting Kuyper’s
“nebenzweck,” Van Til also said, “We join Schilder in rejecting Kuyper’s distinction between
Christ as the mediator of creation and as the mediator of redemption. We must unite the idea of

creation in Christ with that of His redemption of all things” (Van Til, 1972).%°

3% Van Til citing Jochem Douma (1966) Algemene Genade: Goes, Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, p. 305.

37 In Bavinck’s address on common grace given in 1888 at the Kampen Theological School. Op cit., Herman
Bavinck, “Common Grace,” trans. Raymond Van Leeuwen (1989) Calvin Theological Journal 24, pp. 59-60, 61.
The metanarrative of “grace restoring nature” is a typical and central aspect of Bavinck’s thought. See Jan Veenhof
(1968) Revelatie en inspiratie, Amersterdam, Buijten & Schipperheijn, pp. 45-46. This quote will be revisited in the
chapter on culture. One writer is convinced that the “grace restores nature” motif in Bavinck has been overstated and
misinterpreted. See Jon Stanley (2011) “Restoration and Renewal: The Nature of Grace in the Theology of Herman
Bavinck” in the Kuyper Center Review, vol. I, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, pp. 81-104.

38 By “nebenzweck” we are not to infer from Kuyper that the state is to function according to natural law only. He
believed that the state, like the Church, is subservient to the word of God. This point will be documented in the area
on culture.

39 Cornelius Van Til, 1977. Common Grace and the Gospel. http://presupp101.files.wordpress.com/2011/08/van-til-
common-grace-and-the-gospel.pdf Date of access: 17 Jan. 2013.
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Finally, on presuppositionalism; so central in the apologetics of both VVan Til and Frame,
Bavinck (2004:30) says, “Scripture, one must remember, never makes any attempt to prove the

existence of God, but simply presupposes it.”

2.7  Divine Lordship in Relationship to Ethics, Apologetics, and Culture

The foregoing thoughts pave the way for some preparatory remarks on the three areas of Frame’s
theology that, in upcoming chapters, will be the subjects of extended research. Although Frame
has written on virtually every area of dogmatics, and numerous philosophical issues, always
bearing in mind the practical import of his study, the next chapters will focus on his work in the
related fields of ethics, apologetics, and culture. These areas are chosen for the reason that in

Frame’s theology they represent the clearest integration between his theology and practice.

2.7.1 Relationship of Lordship and Ethics

A unique aspect of Frame’s thought is his belief that all things, thoughts, and acts, reduce
ultimately to ethics. The primacy of ethics is established in the fact that the holy nature of the
Lord is the antecedent qualification to all human thought and behavior. Now to say that all things
can be reduced to ethics should not be taken in a restrictive sense: that the juncture linking
abstract ideas with concrete instances precipitates ethical consideration. The idea is far more
nuanced. He means that all things are literally of the nature of ethics. Nothing, neither abstract
thought, nor the objects of ideas can exist autonomously, but all things find meaning and
definition in God. Even propositional truths are to be interpreted ethically because “propositional
knowledge is based on knowledge of a person. He supplies the norms, the justifications, that are
missing in secular accounts of knowledge, as well as the truths that we are to believe and the
mental capacity for us to come to knowledge . . . He is the ultimate truth: the truth is what he is
and what he has decreed to be” (Frame, 2002:480-481).
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Absolutely different from Frame’s Christian ethic are varied secular ethical systems. Frame’s
chief criticism with these approaches is that they are not built on a belief in something, but are
the product of non-belief. Frame contends that this unbelief is inherently utopian. Pithily, he
remarks, “But we cannot exist without ultimate values, so we become gods ourselves” (Frame,
2002:114). This accounts for the secularist tendency toward relativism and dogmatism. Because
secular liberalism discards God, most anything in the area of ethics is acceptable. But since such
an idea can only lead to bedlam, the secularist exchanges God with a new moral absolute:
autonomous moral judgment, whether individual or collective. Seeing as this judgment is of the
nature of a false god, it seeks to inflict itself on others—hence its assertively utopian
temperament.“° In Frame’s view, unbelief is thus a force to be reckoned with. In The Doctrine of
the Christian Life, especially, he thus expends a great deal of energy critiquing secular

presuppositions and answers.

A question that continues to beleaguer secular thinkers is, “Is it possible to speak theologically of
a coherent moral vision?” In search of a solution, such ethicists have, according to Frame, probed
either the teleological, deontological, or existential fields of inquiry. The increasing
specialization of academic interpretations of these three specializations in autonomy from divine
lordship has produced what Frame calls a “rational/irrational” tension, which is close in
conception to the relativism/dogmatism motif clarified above. As we shall see in more detail in
the chapter on lordship and ethics, this inherent tension in thought results is a plethora of ethical
theories that are unable to unite absoluteness and relevance, objectivity and inwardness, and
abstract theory and content. The sophists, Hume and Rousseau, Marx and Nietzsche,
Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Sartre, and the postmodern thinkers Lyotard, Derrida, Foucalt, and
Rorty, and more, have spoken for the existential tradition. Epicurus, Aristotle, Bentam and Mill,
and Dewey worked to advance the teleological tradition. And Plato, Immanuel Kant, Hegel,
Bradley, Bosanquet, Moore, and Pritchard committed themselves to the deontological tradition.
In Frame, all these traditions find ample and balanced expression. How so?

Frame turns a complex presentation of biblical ethics, represented in the teleological,

deontological, or existential traditions, into a unified system. He does so by carefully

0 For Frame’s fuller discussion on this topic, see DCL, p. 899. On page 858 of DCL, he makes a very helpful and
similar point regarding the totalitarian nature of world religions.
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distinguishing, but also coalescing, three different perspectives: the situational perspective, the
normative perspective, and the existential perspective**—all of which draw currency from the
fundamental lordship attributes of CAP. In our opinion, until Frame, no one had successfully
brought together the three major schools of thought in ethics.

2.7.2 Relationship of Lordship and Presuppositional Apologetics*

The quintessence of Frame’s apologetics is to take no prisoners. This writer recalls quite vividly
a day when, as a student of Dr. Frame, he remarked to a group of us students, “Everything Van
Til ever said can be reduced to two ideas: that all men undeniably know God, and that the only
way to approach them is to pull the rug right out from under them.” Frame’s Van Tillian
reduction takes as it cue that withstanding principle of presuppositional apologetics: “no
neutrality.” This principle is grounded in Divine lordship as well as the inspiration, infallibility,
and authority of Scripture. In Frame, all apologetics must demonstrate pistil reliance on

Scripture, and any proofs of the faith must be in service to that final authority.

As we might expect by now, Frame’s apologetics is also perspectivally related. He speaks of
apologetics as proof, defense, and offense—all of which correlate with CAP.*® Securing a win in
the internecine battles over which specific apologetic strategy best honors the Lord is not
Frame’s concern. We will discuss this penchant under the chapter on apologetics. What is far

more important to Frame is that every Christian — from the halls of academe to the farms of

4L A full treatment of the three perspectives is found in DCL, pp. 131-360.

42 Some explanation of apologetics is needed with regard to historical theology. In older theology it was common to
speak of the discipline of elenctics as a subdivision of practical theology. In J. H. Bavinck, apologetics has more to
do with addressing problems (what today we commonly call the classical defense of the faith) while elenctics
engages the person directly. In the latter case, the twin ideas of convicting of sin and convincing a person of his need
for relief from its guilt, shame, and dominion, are dominant. The process seeks to make the skeptic not only the
defendant but also to bring to him to the awareness that he has been his own prosecutor all along. It is in this way
that Paul accentuates the accusatory work of the human conscience before the Law: . . . in that they show the work
of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else
defending them” (Romans 2:15). Following John 16:8, Bavinck readily admits that only the Holy Spirit can convict
and convince men. See Johan Herman Bavinck (1960) An Introduction to the Science of Missions, trans. David, H.
Freeman, Phillipsburg: NJ: P&R Publishing Company, p. 221. In contemporary theology apologetics has become a
global term that now takes in the older division between apologetics and elenctics. What used to be called
apologetics is now considered the realm of classical evidentialism while elenctics has been subsumed under an
enlarged understanding of apologetics with its schools of thought.

43 The perspectival nature of apologetics is addressed in AGG, p. 3.
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Cameroon — recognizes his mandate to practice apologetics as a response to the lordship of
Christ. “Our theme verse, 1 Peter 3:15, begins by telling us, ‘In your hearts set apart Christ as
Lord.” The apologist must be a believer in Christ, committed to the lordship of Christ (cf. Rom.
10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3; Phil. 2:11)” (Frame, 1994:3-4). Frame is not saying that “if” we choose t0
practice apologetics, then we must be committed to Christ’s lordship. Lordship is its own
justification for apologetics and thus a non-exceptional duty. He in fact criticizes that “Some
theologians present apologetics as if it were almost an exception to this commitment” (Frame,
1994:4).

An important aspect of Frame’s apologetic is seen in relationship to the open struggle of
postmodern thought to make available a unified elucidation of the universe. For example, in
recent times a postmodern apologetic has emerged that claims inspiration from the New Light
emphasis of Jonathan Edwards and which professes to bring together the Enlightenment rationale
in scientific method and rational empiricism with natural and revealed religion. In this case
Quantum Spirituality is a hybrid. The “new” New Light emphasis is designed to function as an
apologetic, demonstrating to modern people that the church is biblically reformed, yet
scientifically, culturally, and philosophically informed.** In contradistinction to postmodern
apologetic solutions (the Quantum system representing one) Frame’s triperspectival apologetics
presents us with an organic interpretation of the universe and thus a coherent presentation of the
world in which we live.* It does so by fully avoiding cross-pollination between Scripture and art
nouveau forms of philosophy, theology, and science while maintaining close dialogue between

Scripture and new developments in philosophy, theology, and science.

2.7.3 Relationship of Lordship and Culture
According to H. Richard Niebuhr’s now famous five-tier breakdown of the historic Christian

positions on Christ and culture, Frame supports the “Christ, the Transformer of Culture” model.

44 The case for this new form of apologetic is made by Leonard I. Sweet (1991) Quantum Spirituality: A Postmodern
Apologetic, Trotwood, Ohio, United Theological Seminary. Another offering is Victor J. Stenger (2009) Quantum
Gods: Creation, Chaos, and the Search for Cosmic Consciousness, Amherst: New York, Prometheus Books.
Stenger distinguishes between quantum theology that provides evidence for God in quantum theory, and quantum
spirituality, in which people see evidence for the main role of the mind in the universe.

% For a detailed examination of Frame’s thinking on worldview, or metaphysics, as he calls it, see AGG, p. 34f.
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Having researched the other four models Niebuhr covers, Frame claims to have arrived at the
fifth position “by process of elimination” (Frame, 2008:874). That should not be taken to suggest
that Frame is a transformationist because he cannot find a better position among the other four of
Niebuhr’s categories. There are positive reasons for his affirmation of the fifth position, all of
which are the natural outcome of the larger imperative of lordship.® Mainly, he notes a clear
corollary between the universal claims of God and our comprehensive response of obedience,
such that “[T]he Christian should seek to bring biblical standards to bear in all areas of society
and culture.” To be clear, Frame is not advocating for theonomic militancy. His response is
missional in nature. As he says, “Our motive is not to try to make non-Christians live the

Christian life, but simply to work out the implications of our faith in all areas of life” (Frame,

2008:973).

While the theologian speaks on culture adjacent to more centralized topics in theology, by
accenting God’s covenantal lordship in and over the whole world in everything he writes, the
matter of culture inexorably comes to light as a prima facie obligation in theology. As a result,
the reader of his works cannot help but to reflect culturally and to see their own cultural

participation as an “ought.”

2.8 Significance of Lordship Theology as a Whole

American evangelicalism is demonstrating a growing antipathy toward the practice of lordship.*’
The different cultural and religious constituencies that comprise our pluralistic culture have
worked to create disparity between the public affirmation of Christ as Lord and the lack of
empirical proof regarding its evidentiary value in American, evangelical life. The challenge has
always been to live out in practice what one confesses doxologically. But the inherent conflict

between belief and its embodiment in action has intensified with the demands and temptations of

46 A succinct presentation of these reasons is found in “In Defense of Christian Activism,” DCL, pp. 943-950.

47 John MacArthur made this point well when he said that the effects of modernist theologies “have introduced into
the churches a theology of pragmatism and a spirit of worldliness that left unchecked will eventually reap the same
bitter harvest as the modernism of a hundred years ago.” John MacArthur (1993) Ashamed of the Gospel: When the
Church Becomes Like the World, Wheaton, I11: Crossway Books, p. 37. See also this author’s book on the
dissolution of American evangelicalism, (2010) My Almost For His Highest, Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock
Publishers.
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different cultural and religious pressures that comprise our pluralistic American culture, resulting
in a deepening of competing loyalties. No doubt, the inclusion of business, psychological, and
social theories in the related areas of church growth, evangelism, and missions, beginning in the
70s, did little to reverse this trend, but only hastened the modernization of American evangelical

life and the devaluation of lordship values.*®

Then there is the European scene. There is little question that in the increasingly postmodern;
indeed post-rational, European context, the very thought of a magisterial, personal Lord who
evaluates our every move is becoming more and more passe. Certainly, European societies, to
one degree or another, continue to demonstrate religious belief. But assent to the claims of a
personal Lord is being progressively overshadowed by collective religious interest in the
experiential aspects of spirituality, and often without clear definition. James A Reimer addressed
this very phenomenon in the form of the rise of non-foundationalism in theology. “What
distinguishes the postmodern period from the modern, Enlightenment period (e.g., Kant) is that
we have come to recognize that there are numerous rationalities (each one intratextually
coherent), and consequently numerous understandings of ethics (virtue, goodness, justice, etc.)”
(Reimer, 2004:168).%° It is no wonder, then, that by the 1970s, M. F. Miles could speak of the
problem of trying to isolate “the beginning” of religious authority.”°

Gradually more pluralistic, the new cathedrals of Europe are no longer found in massive edifices
of theology in art, but in the private world of sibylline mysticism. One thus searches for
verification of a point of contact in European social and religious life for the authentication that

“Jesus is Lord.”

If God’s lordship generates deep questions, and even visceral reactions, it also invites

theologians to grapple with its import. If taken seriously, it forces one to think through the

8 Church marketing consultant, Richard Southern, actually encourages “an essential paradigm shift in the way
church is done, putting the needs of potential customers before the needs of the institutional church. Baby boomers
think of churches like they think of supermarkets, they want options, choices, and convenience.” Camino, Richard.
(April 1999) “Choosing My Religion”, American Demographics, p. 63.

49 For an excellent discussion on new, experiential directions in theology: one stemming from Tillich, the other from
Barth, see Terry D. Cooper (1996) Paul Tillich and Psychology: Historic and Contemporary Explorations in
Theology, Psychotherapy, and Ethics, Mercer University Press, especially pp. 195-97.

%0 See M. F. Wiles (1971) Religious Authority and Divine Action. Religious Studies, 7, pp. 1-12.
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fundamental questions of life, which include meaning, existence, and salvation. How one
comprehends the nature of God, and the world in which one lives, is fundamentally affected by
one’s response to God’s lordship. Frame has dedicated his life’s work to grappling with,
deciphering, and applying the all-importance of God’s lordship to the various forms of human
existence. This integration is most evident in Frame’s work in the aforementioned areas of ethics,

apologetics, and culture.

An introduction of Frame’s lordship theology could very well provide a fresh assessment of
theology, one in which even competing interests in Western theology can find renewed
inspiration. On the one hand, Frame reaffirms the archetypal structure of theology which enabled
medieval thought to create a basis for Christendom and for the Reformers to speak of
Christianity as embracing the whole of life. Yet, like Kant, his lordship criterion limits reason,
reminding us that all knowledge of God is “creaturely.” But contra Kant, Frame presents us a
unified worldview that is able to dialogue with science, and culture, without leaving the realm of
faith to enter the phenomenal—thus demonstrating the applicability of faith to the concrete
processes of our living environment. Like the Neo-Orthodox theologians, he affirms the high
role of Scripture, but unlike them he is not burdened by a philosophical view of God’s
transcendence that is sometimes at odds with Scripture and with God’s immanence. So Frame’s
theology shows us the linkage between God’s transcendence and our need to live culturally.
Further still, Frame’s historical position is like Pannenberg and Moltmann on one level only: it is
proleptical. But whereas these men sacrificed God’s transcendence and his acts in history for the
vindication of faith at the end of history,®* Frame maintains both emphases, creating much
needed balance between the two. Frame’s consistent obsequiousness to God’s lordship in the
processes of history provides us a proleptical view of history in which history is not a mere
hopeful event, but a descriptive event which anticipates a coming reality. In all, we believe that
to the extent people are exposed to Frame’s theology they will find in it a treatment of

Christianity that is rigorous in theory yet consistent and practical. It may be an important step

51 Pannenberg sees history as a gradual process of revelation of divine reality. See Wolfhart Pannenberg, (1969)
Revelation as History, London: Sheed and Ward, especially p. 16. A factor that motivates him to think this way is to
argue for a definitive kerygma does not permit questioning of that reality. Idem., 66. In Moltmann, God and history
exist in a dialectical relationship. That relationship, Moltmann thinks, rids Christianity of all prejudice about God
that has plagued the churches. See Jurgen Moltmann (1967) Theology of Hope: On the Ground and Implications of
a Christian Eschatology, New York: Harper, especially p. 107.
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toward furthering the return of Christian theology from the edges of marginalization to a central

and high role.

2.9 The Research Question(s) to be More Fully Addressed

The remaining chapters of this book develop more thoroughly the subthemes of ethics,
apologetics, and culture outlined in this introductory compendium. The examination fall under
the main research question: “What does the concept of lordship mean to John M. Frame?”
Answering this question requires more than further explication, but also interrogative interaction.
So the next chapter will provide a biblical-theological evaluation of the Framian idea of lordship.
This will be accomplished in dialogue with the eminent Dutch theologian, Abraham van de
Beek. Here the specific question to be addressed is, “How do Framian perspectivalism and his
concept of lordship connect and contrast with the Western European, systematic-theological

concepts of Abraham van de Beek and his particular theology of the cross?”
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3.0 Lordship Theology: a Study in Contrasts

In its philosophical and mundane manifestations the West is home to an overall culture of
melancholy, despair, and self-criticism. So Robert B. Pippen (1999:xii), singling out present-day,
Western culture—Europe in particular—can observe that “Everywhere the images have been and
are the images of death and loss and failure, and the language is the language of anxiety, unease,
and mourning.” In theology, Jirgen Moltmann attempted a complete repositioning of the answer
to human alienation. His Theology of Hope admits no hope for the present, only discontentment.
“A proper theology would therefore have to be constructed in the light of its future goal.
Eschatology should not be its end, but its beginning” (Moltmann, 1993:16). Following
theologians such as Moltmann, the post-structuralist, Christian philosopher, Paul Ricoeur sees in
the biblical witness the promise of the restoration of present evil and gloom. But it is only a
promise. Despair over evil portends a promise of the reconciliation that is “not yet.” In this light,

the only viable alternative is to await the promise of freedom from evil.!

Wrestling with the conditions leading to the possibility of hope remains a dominant force in
Western theology. There are two sides to this observation. Not only is despair an important point
of entry into theology, but also the inability to reconcile despair with the kerygma continues to
configure theology. This is problematic for it makes much modern theology rife with the very
problem it seeks to alleviate. If Protestant theology still sees its mission as exploring and
elucidating the conditions for hope realized, and Westerners are interested in that explanation,
then we must do better than tell people to muster “the courage to be.”? The need of the hour is to
call people to “a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter

1:3).

tAccordingly, he writes, “Now, evil is a problem for the philosopher only inasmuch as it belongs to the problematic
of the actualization of freedom; evil makes of freedom an impossible possibility . . . A real liberty can be hoped
beyond this speculative and practical Good Friday.” Paul Ricoeur (1992) Oneself As Another, trans. Kathleen
Blamey, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, p. 24.

2 The title of Paul Tillich’s famed existentialist interpretation of life and reality.
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It is with these thoughts in mind that a model of theology and of ministry that can help to achieve
this end will be further explored. As has been verified, a major point of emphasis in the theology
of John Frame is that his work is thoroughly “practical.” However, a principle feature of that
practicality has not received appropriate attention by other scholars. It is hope. That is
unfortunate in light of a world that is struggling in various ways to set itself free from the bonds
of despair. Thus, as a first step toward answering the main research question of this work, “What
does ‘lordship’ mean in the theology of John M. Frame?” this chapter will present an evaluation

of key areas of Frame’s theology in order to show its relevance for “a living hope.”

The chosen interlocutor for this evaluation is Abraham van de Beek, former professor of
Systematic theology at The Free University of Amsterdam. He is the choice for the reason that
his Christology, especially, is shaped by immedicabile vulnus (an irreparable injury) — that dark,
wounded presence, which in his view will only be remedied at the eschaton.® The comparative
study is also important for the more general reason that it provides the opportunity to test Frame’s

view of lordship in the context of careful theological analysis.

By way of clarifying the foregoing investigation, the question this specific chapter raises and that
will serve to elucidate the main research question is, “How do Framian perspectivalism and his
concept of lordship connect to and contrast with the Western European, systematic/theological
concept of Abraham van de Beek and his particular theology of the cross?

3.1 General Observations
We begin by noting an important area of continuity between the two men. Van de Beek is much
like Frame inasmuch as the two share a similar starting point. Both approach theology by

reversing traditionally-held theological categories. As established beforehand, by stressing God

% He also makes a good conversation partner with Frame for Americans doing theology in America because he is
published in English and has thus made himself accessible to the English speaking world. See A. van de Beek
(2002) Jesus Kyrios: Christology as the Heart of Theology, Studies in Reformed Theology, Supplement 1,
Zoetermeer: Meinema, and (1990) Why? On Suffering, Guilt, and God, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. Both titles also
provide the point of interaction with Van de Beek in this work. A Festschrift written in his honor is also available in
English and several noted American theologians now communicate with him from America. The Festschrift is titled
Stanger and Pilgrims on Earth: Essays in Honour of Abraham van de Beek, ed., E. van der Borght and P. van Geest,
(2011) Leiden: Brill.
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as Lord of the covenant, Frame begins theological reflection, not in the abstract, but in the
concrete realm.* Van de Beek takes as his point of origin the concrete realm as well, but
differently. His approach to dogmatics begins with Christology; the incarnate Lord, not the
doctrine of God, or the doctrine of Holy Scripture. This is for the reason that “Jesus is the
revelation of God. He is God’s son, God’s representative, he makes God’s will known to us, he
is the human being God intended us to be” (Van de Beek, 2002:13). Thus, according to Van de
Beek, we cannot write about God until we have first addressed Christology.

There are also important areas of discontinuity between the two thinkers. These disassociations
accentuate Van de Beek’s contribution to the enduring theological crisis rooted in despair. It can
first be seen in the structure of Van de Beek’s theologia crucis® (theology of the cross). The
distilled essence of Van de Beek’s position is this: We are sinners. Sin has created guilt and
forlornness. This is our state. Sin is not principally against God but mainly everything evil that
we do to one another. God’s response is to reveal Godself® in Jesus. Jesus comes to participate,
or to partake in, our grave existence. The cross is God’s primary way of participating in our
suffering. There Christ did not so much remove our guilt before God as he took on himself our
guilt for the evil we have perpetrated against others. His taking of our guilt is central to the state

of his suffering. Because Jesus’ participation is for all humankind, his cross has universal import:

% Frame says that one rationale for beginning theology at the level of God’s covenantal relationship with us, rather
than with God in himself is because “All of our thought about God, even about his aseity or eternity, should be
qualified by our status as covenant servants of God. We never escape the status of servants, even when we studying
theology.” DG, p. 30.

5 Theologia Crucis (theology of the cross) is a term coined by Martin Luther to refer to theology which points to the
cross as the only source of knowledge concerning who God is and how God redeems. It is distinguished from the
theologia gloriae (theology of glory) that places greater stress on human abilities and natural reason. Walther von
Lowenich has shown that Luther’s theologia crucis is not a special chapter of his theology but defines his whole
theology. See Walter von Loewenich (1976) Luther’s Theologia Crucis, Belfast. Also, Alister McGrath (1990)
Luther’s Theology of the Cross, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

b “Godself” is perhaps better translated from Dutch as “himself.”
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it is non-exclusionary. Our response to Jesus is faith in Him and to participate or partake in the

suffering of others.’

Prompted by the writing of Irenaeus, he notes that the total human race is lost (Van de Beek,
2002:31). We are thus suffering a “forlorn existence” (2002:31). Therefore, “In order to heed the
liberating message of the incarnate Word of God, we must first become aware of our forlornness
and disorientation” (Van de Beek, 2002:35). Once we are aware of “our forlornness and
disorientation” the question can be asked what then is the essential import of the “liberating
message” of the Son of God? In effect we are liberated to share in the sufferings of Christ; to

walk the long, hard road to Jerusalem each day.

Before proceeding with critical analysis of his thoughts, it is important to acknowledge that Van
de Beek has already touched upon a serious dilemma: the failure of the American church
especially to take seriously the implications of the cross of Jesus. Did not Paul say that he
determined not to know anything but Jesus Christ, and him crucified (1 Cor. 2:2)? The modern
American gospel, bequeathed by the secular culture, is expressed mainly in terms of victory,
power, triumph, and success—those expressions of faith that leave little room for the images and
ideas associated with cross-bearing. The apostle’s great desire was “that I may know Him and
the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His
death” (Phil. 3:10). Generally speaking, the church in America is enamored with “the power of
His resurrection,” but wants little to do with “the fellowship of His sufferings.”® Far too many

American believers understand embodiment of redemption as a mere adjument for personal

" Axiological to his view of redemption is a theology in which even at the beginning of creation the cross was
central, such that there was never a time when the creation did not know suffering. The inferential point is
inescapable: evil was present in creation even before Genesis 3. The Genesis narrative, of course, records God’s
declaration over his work of creation that “it was good.” It is claimed by some, however, that God’s evaluation of
his work does not rule out the presence of evil in the same creation. C. Blom (2010:287-290) attempts this very
point in “Without Firm Ground: A Theological Analysis of Job and Genesis 1-4 From the Perspective of Evil in
Creation,” in Studies in Reformed Theology, vol. 22, ed. Eddy van der Borght, Zoetermeer: Meinema. Contrastive
to this is a central tenet of protology (first things): that God’s offer of life to Adam was an honest offer, one in
which the advent of evil depended on human disobedience and that also interprets the state of the first Adam by
the person and work of the second Adam. A fully worked out protology is offered by J. V. Fesko (2007) Last
Things First: Unlocking Genesis 1-3 with the Christ of Eschatology, Christian Focus Publications, Fern Tain:
Scotland.

8 1 again refer the reader to this well-established point made by John MacArthur (1993) in Ashamed of the Gospel:
When the Church Becomes Like the World, Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Books.
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prosperity. We can learn dulce et decorum est pro patria mori (it is good and fitting to die for

one’s country)® especially when it is a heavenly one.

According to John 20:19-23, the disciples did not recognize their risen Lord until they saw his
scars. The biblical account raises perplexing questions: Why does the risen Christ even have
scars? Are we not to receive glorified bodies without blemish and is not Jesus’ glorified body the
very model of such a new body? Why would Jesus’ glorified body retain any reminders of his

suffering?

Jesus’ scars are evidence of his authenticity. They distinguish Him from the gods of all false
religions who do not have wounds. They are all perfect. Examine the depictions of Aton-Ra of
Egypt, the Snake goddess of Minoan religion, the Classical gods and goddesses of early Greece
and Rome, Shiva Vishnu of the Hindu religion, Buddha, Krishna, and many more. There are no
marks on their bodies. They are flawless. They are perfect in body because they never suffered
for our sins. The mark of Jesus’ authenticity is not his smooth, unblemished, resurrected flesh,
but the scar tissue of his glorified body. Jesus’ scars are, above all things, the unique marks of

the Redeemer.

Van de Beek stirs us to the uncomfortable idea that an important mark of the Christian’s
authenticity is also found in his scars. Peter instructs us, “Therefore, since Christ has suffered in
the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, because he who has suffered in the flesh
has ceased from sin” (1 Peter 4:1). And Paul says, “For to you it has been granted for Christ’s
sake, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake, experiencing the same conflict,

which you saw in me, and now hear to be in me” (Philippians 1:29).

Frame, though known well in America, ought to receive a wider hearing, especially in Western
countries where the cross tends to be seen only for its power to cast a shadow in which we stand
as sufferers. But perhaps we ought to afford the same forum to Van de Beek in America— a
place that has become so content with interpreting Christ as the great ameliorator of suffering.

Van de Beek causes Christians to pause from their frenetic lives, and ask, “Do we see that it has

% A line from the Roman lyrical poet Horace’s Odes (111.2.13).
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been granted unto us not only to believe on Jesus but also to suffer for his name’s sake?” “Do we

intercede on the behalf of others who suffer?”

3.2 Theology From Below

By way of critique, however, the problem of evil comes into view, seemingly hindering Van de
Beek from embracing Easter Day as vigorously as he embraces Good Friday. After recounting
several incidents of grave human suffering in his important work, Jesus Kyrios, he reflects

somberly,

The above paragraphs can be portrayed as gloomy and dispirited. Indeed, | am not an optimist.
But how could | be one? Can one truly know oneself and be an optimist? Can one be an optimist
when listening to a homeless person who has no place to put his head and who asks for a blanket
for his pregnant wife who has to sleep outdoors? Can one be an optimist when one hears of all the
kidnapped children? Can one be an optimist after reading about the fate of girls in Bangkok—and
still claim to be a fellow human being, regardless of whether one is female or male? (Van de
Beek, 2002: 271).

Perhaps the most gloomy and dispirited section of Jesus Kyrios, is found in his response to

evangelicals who believe that God answers prayer in “factual salvation history” (Van de Beek,
2002:259).

However, [evangelicals] think that God’s intervention can be positively identified as factual
salvation history. This | do not believe . . . Prayers are rarely answered and Christians rarely
become active and selfless servants of humanity. And God did not save the very people who cried
out for the Lord God to intervene or offer a helping hand. Just as I say to Bultmann: “God can
indeed intervene,” I have to say to the evangelicals, “but he doesn’t” (or maybe especially to the
latter less specifically: “but all we can do is to keep asking the question in the margins of our
existence)” (Van de Beek, 2002:259).

Wanting to avoid gross characterization of these select quotes, we cannot refrain to note that

Gericault’s The Raft of the Medusa could not portray better the continuing wonted mood of
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estrangement in Western society. The call to live as Christians “in the margins of our existence”
might well be typified as a “theology from below.” This is not to be confused with the
“Christology from below” as developed by Wolthart Pannenberg in which he derives his
dogmatic claims from a critical examination of the life and particularly the resurrection of Jesus
of Nazareth, and his programmatic statement of the notion of “History as Revelation.”? By
“theology from below” we mean a relatively indirect knowledge of Jesus and his cross via the

wretched condition of the world.

So although Van de Beek’s custody of lordship is rightly concerned with the centrality of Jesus
and the daily bearing of his cross, we cannot help but wonder if his subjectivism has lost sight of

the prophetic hope of the renewal of the world to which Isaiah’s fervent prophetic vision speaks.

For behold, | create new heavens and a new earth;

And the former things will not be remembered or come to mind.
But be glad and rejoice forever in what | create;

For behold, I create Jerusalem for rejoicing

And her people for gladness.

I will also rejoice in Jerusalem and be glad in My people;

And there will no longer be heard in her

The voice of weeping and the sound of crying. (Isaiah 65:17-19).!

Van de Beek balances his dispirited Christology with the eschatological promise of the future
when Christ returns and restores justice. But until then God is not at work in history.'? Similar to
Moltmann and Ricoeur, there is no “semi” eschatological age moving toward fulfillment; only
the silent waiting for the dawn in the darkness of affliction and oppression. His pietism is also

quite adverse to Frame’s transformational view of culture (which will figure prominently in the

10 For more on the general contours of this idea, see Wolfhart Pannenberg (1968) “Christology from Below,” in his
Jesus: God and Man, Philadelphia: Westminster Press, pp. 34-35.

1 This passage will figure significantly in Chapter five on culture.

12 g., he disapprovingly states, “When the idea of the unity of the cosmos is linked with the idea of progress, a
typical progress Christology appears.” Van de Beek, Jesus Kyrios, p. 265.
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chapter on culture). Although Van de Beek can enlist the language of “kingship,”*® it is only as a

prophetic marker of the Day. Frame’s “lordship” is a surmounting power in the present age.

3.3  Theology from above

Balanced against Van de Beek’s theologia crucis, Frame’s starting point is a broader program by
which the lordship of God is the overarching theme for all theological discussion including the
person of Jesus.* Within this expansive syllabus Frame is especially concerned to begin his
lordship theology with the actio Dei (acts of God) in covenant relationship with people. For
Frame, the Lord is always Lord of the covenant.'® Since God is the One who initiates the
covenants as revealed in Scripture,'® Frame’s theological point of departure can be called a
“theology from above.” The question that comes to mind is how this description of Frame’s
theology can be warranted? Three answers can be given, which interconnect with the lordship

principle of control, authority and presence (CAP).

First, the description finds warrant in Frame’s own writings. Although he recognizes that
Reformed theologians typically begin their discussion of God with subjects focusing on his
transcendence, such as the incommunicable attributes, Frame begins with God’s presence. More
specifically, the covenantal acts of God in history. He does so anticipating the charge that his is a
theology from below. Some of this is repeated from Chapter one, however: (1) He notes the
biblical pattern that reveals God’s nature in his acts via his covenants. (2) As a teacher, Frame is

intently concerned that theology is not merely for seminarians and those with philosophical

13 Against theologies that exploit “kingdom of God” in the context of progressive history, he opines, “God’s
kingship reverses the face of usual lordship. That radical thought is clouded by speaking about the kingdom of God
in terms of justice, peace, and integrity of creation. The latter is a fundamentalistic interpretation of the
eschatological visions of Isaiah.” Van de Beek, Jesus Kyrios, p. 234.

1% Frame notes of the world “person” that “Scripture rarely if ever uses the word person to describe God, or even to
refer to the Father, the Son, or the Holy Spirit. But, like Trinity, person is an extrabiblical word that is very nearly
unavoidable for us.” DG, p. 25.

15 Van de Beek is not without due respect for the covenantal framework of the Bible. In discussing God’s
unswerving faithfulness to his people under the Old Covenant, he notes that “God held fast to what he began: to
people living in a covenant relationship with him. God did not make a final break. From olam, from the very earliest
beginning, there proved to be a constant in God’s speech and action.” Van de Beek (1990) Why: On Suffering, Guilt,
and God, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, p. 266. For declarations of his pertaining to our
appropriate response to God’s covenant with us, see pp. 273-275 of the same book.

16 See Gen. 1:26-30; 12:1-3, 6-7; 13:14-17; 15; 17:1-14; 22:15-18; Ex. 19-20; Deut. 30:1-10; 2 Samuel 7:8-16; Jer.
31:31-34, and Heb.8.
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training and interests, but for the general public. He also believes that the initiation of theology
from the concrete acts of God is more comprehensible and appealing to the general audience.’
(3) Frame believes that God’s ethical qualities, such as his love, mercy, and justice, no less

important than his immensity eternity, and simplicity, but also the texts of Scripture that do the
most to describe God, do so in concrete, ethical terms.*® (4) Following Calvin, he believes that
one cannot even understand Scripture without understanding the world and the self to which it

applies.t®

Second, Frames’ is a theology from above in so far as the central motif of lordship theology,
Lord, is a personal name which connotes a tangible person. If by Frame’s covenantal context we
can speak of a form of biblical subjectivism, Christ is not a projection of emotion; only
proximate. It is through the media of revelation that we learn that Jesus is a person who desires
intimacy with us. Again, God’s presence is paramount here. The Lord in fact lays before us the
urgency to enter into a redemptive bond with him. “The Bible, then, is the story of how God

seeks these people (John 4:23), to make then his Son’s prized possession” (Frame, 2013:59).

Herein is hope. God of the covenant is a loving, personal being who sets blessing and curses
before us and who is involved in the day-to-day working out of these twin covenantal aspects for
our good. As a loving father, God leads his children through the wilderness with a pillar of fire
by night and a cloud by day and causes water to flow from a rock because he sees their thirst. It
is Jesus who looks with compassion at thirsty people who have been following Him for many
miles. He is the God who cries over Lazarus. Nonetheless, his love for us is not to be tested. He
is a jealous God. Thus, according to his control, He floods the world, opens the earth to swallow
the disobedient, and removes Ananias and Saphira for lying to the Holy Spirit. But this is no

17 See DG, p. 14.

18 See Ex. 33:19; 34:6; 1 John 4:8.

19 Summarizing why he does not accept the charge of a theology from below, Frame writes, “My intention here is
not to develop a ‘theology from below’ as some contemporary writers understand the phrase. That language
indicates a plan of starting with a religiously neutral analysis of the history of Israel and Jesus, in the hope that from
that analysis we can derive our Christian theological convictions about God and Christ. On the contrary, my
methodology will be governed by God’s revelation in Scripture and will thus be ‘theology from above,’ in the
understanding of that phrase....Accordingly, [The Doctrine of God] will be a theology from above that sometimes,
with biblical precedent, and without any pretense of religious neutrality, begins pedagogically with what is from
below.” DG, pp. 14-15.
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different than any person with whom we experience a dynamic relationship. The difference is
that Jesus is Lord. And he is not one from among us.

Third, the structure of the Framian lordship theology discloses a theology from above as it is
dependent first and foremost on revealed truth. God speaks with all authority. Thus, all that the
theologian intimates about the actio Dei is based in the objective revelation of God in nature and
in Scripture. For “Anyone who seeks to validate a theological idea must be willing to show
where his idea comes from in Scripture” (Frame, 2013:59). When Frame says he makes no
“pretense of religious neutrality” he is affirming the Bible as his authoritative inceptum for all of
his theological deliberation. Interacting with Meredith Kline’s explication of the literary form in
the Decalogue (Exod. 20:1-17) in which he identifies the Book of Deuteronomy as a whole as a
suzerainty treaty between Yahweh and Israel,?° Frame (1999) remarks, “The covenant document
stands as a witness: not man’s fallible witness concerning God, but God’s infallible witness
against his disobedient people (Duet.31:26) The emphasis is on the divine authority of the
document.”?! As well, there is an existential perspective to revealed truth in Frame. The
covenantal God loves us so that “Another expression in Scripture that shows the deep
penetrations of God’s revelation into our being is the writing of God’s word on our hearts”
(Frame, 2010:324). That God wills to reside in our hearts inspires the type of hope so lacking in
Van de Beek’s theology of the cross.

3.3.1 Scripture’s Role in the Debate

Were our hypothetical conversation to continue, Van de Beek would undoubtedly note to Frame that the
New Testament authors are not God’s spokesmen, but “stand between Jesus and us” (Van de
Beek, 2002:115). Indeed, Frame would soon discover that Van de Beek is not an open advocate for the divine
inspiration of Scripture. According to Van de Beek (2002:141) “We do not have the Opera omnia, the
Collected Works of Jesus of Nazareth. We have to make do with stories of others that

nonetheless intrigue us to such an extent that he does not let us go. In the words of others, his

20 Kline’s most outstanding work in this area is (1972) The Structure of Biblical Authority, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1972, 2nd ed., rev. 1975, 1989. See also a bibliography of Kline’s complete works at
http://meredithkline.com/?page id=55.

21 Date of access: 18 Feb. 2010.
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speaking comes alive for us to such measure that he has become the Word of God and [God

Himself] in our existence”??

While not located solely in Scripture, Van de Beek does manage to find a basis for a common
Christian confession. He locates this common confession in the unity of affirmation on the part
of the apostles and the most important creedal documents of the first-century Church.? One
could see this tact as reminiscent of the deconstructionists who view Scripture not as that which
shaped the early Christian communities, but as the confessional product of the early
community’s “faith statements” about the God in whom they trusted.?* But Van de Beek does not
wish to project this attitude. By placing the locus of authority in the creeds and confessions of
historic Christendom, he attempts to secure a “middle way” between fundamentalist
hermeneutics, resulting in what some have despairingly called “biblicism,” on the one hand, and

liberal, textual criticism, on the other hand; much like that attempted by George A. Lindbeck.?

22 He contextualizes the authority of Scripture in a way reminiscent of Karl Barth. The Bible is not the revealed
Word of God, but the written word. By “authority” he means that the Scriptures “come across with authority” which
is not the same thing as being divinely authoritative. Referring to the Bible, he writes, “In the reading and the
listening, God comes through, we are convinced. That affords a much greater certainty than if someone else had said
that the Bible is true. This certainty is what makes itself believable. What the Bible tells us comes to life in us. Thus
the Bible becomes a contact with another person; it is the living word of God, viva vox Dei.” A. van de Beek,
“Scriptural Authority and the Incomprehensibility of God,” in Verbum et Ecclesia 24: 205. This interpretation of the
autopisty of Scripture suggests that the Bible must come to life in us to be believable; to be the living word. On the
contrary, the autopisty of Scripture is wholly independent of experience. In the same article, Van de Beek writes,
“All too often the Bible is seen only as objective truth.” For an excellent treatment of the autopisty of the Bible, see
J. Van Genderen, W.H. Velema (2008) Concise Reformed Dogmatics, Phillipsburg: NJ: P&R Publishing, p. 95.

23 His thoughts on this point are expressly stated in Jesus Kyrios, pp. 117-133.

24 In one footnote, he quotes Dahl, “We must realize that the period in which the Christian Bible received its form
was also the period in which the Christian faith was summarized in formulations of what was considered the core of
the preaching of the apostles and thus the rule of faith and practice.” N. A. Dahl (1991) Jesus the Christ: the
Historical Origins of Christological Doctrine, Minneapolis; Fortress Press, p. 168. Further, Van de Beek does not
help dissuade the criticism, when he says, “Thus Johannine Christians could easily have adopted an aspect first put
into words by Luke. Something that is recorded often, indicates that it is was something that helped many different
congregations to express their faith. From the perspective of dogmatics this makes the ‘multiple attestation’ even
more important. For it is not a historical phenomenon that moves autonomously through time, but it illumines the
role of people: people in different contexts could express their faith on certain words, themes, and stories. They were
clearly important to all of Christianity.” Van de Beek, Jesus Kyrios, p. 117.

% Lindbeck’s work is far more nuanced in this regard. With his 1984 work, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and
Theology in a Postliberal Age, Lindbeck lays the foundation for a “postliberal theology” in which he attempts to
strike a balance between three historic approaches to theology. (1) The cognitive or propositional aspects of religion
that sees religion as a series of propositions and truth claims about objective realities using a cultural-linguistic
approach to Christian doctrine. (2) The experiential-expressive view that interprets doctrines as non-informative and
non-discursive symbols of inner feelings, attitudes, or existential orientations. (3) The view held ecumenically by
Roman Catholics who are inclined to combine the first two emphases. His aim is to forge doctrinal reconciliation
among different faith communities through the evolution of doctrine, which he locates in the historic confessions of
the Church. He calls his way of conceptualizing religion, and the change he envisions, the “cultural-linguistic”

37


http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/search?author=J.%20Van%20Genderen&detailed_search=1&action=Search
http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/search?author=W.H.%20Velema&detailed_search=1&action=Search

The basis for dogmatics, then, is “the whole of the tradition” (Van de Beek, 2002:117) or what
Van de Beek calls the “mosaic” of the Bible. For example, being reluctant to say that the divinity
of Jesus is proved by explicit biblical texts, he defers, “Even if it were not explicit anywhere, the
entire mosaic of the New Testament shows that we must identify Jesus with God” (Van de Beek,
2002:39).25 Were Luther present in this discussion he would most certainly contest the view that
individual texts lack authoritative and interpretive power. He said sui ipsius interpres (Scripture

IS its own expositor).

How might Frame reply to van de Beek? Frame also rejects “biblicism” but only if its
representatives insist on certain limiting criteria.?’ However, like Luther, Frame would defend
the divine inspiration of the Bible and the essentiality of individual Bible passages and verses in
the work of theology, not just the “mosaic of the New Testament.” The coordination in lordship
of authority and Scripture is again present in Frame (1997) as he, in fact, exploits Luther’s jargon

to say,

Hence Scriptura ipsius interpres. This demands attention to contexts, narrow and remote. For an
interpretation falsified by a relevant context is not an interpretation of Scriptura. Interpretations
must also be consistent with what we know about the literary genres and historical backgrounds
of the texts under consideration . . . But for all this attention to contexts both scriptural and
extrascriptural, sola Scriptura also demands that theological proposals be accountable to
Scripture in a specific way. It is not enough for theologians to claim that an idea is biblical; they
must be prepared to show in Scripture where that idea can be found. The idea may be based on a

general principle rather than a specific text; but a principle is not general unless it is first

approach, and his view of confessional church doctrine as “regulative” of such change toward the goal of
constructive ecumenical discussions.

2 The explicit texts he mentions are John 1:1; 1:18; 20:28, Tit. 2:13; 2 Pet. 1:1; and 1 John 5:20.

27 In an article, Frame observes that the term “biblicism” is usually derogatory, and for good reason, because it is too
often joined to limiting criteria. “It is commonly applied to (1) someone who has no appreciation for the importance
of extrabiblical truth in theology, who denies the value of general or natural revelation, (2) those suspected of
believing that Scripture is a “textbook” of science, or philosophy, politics, ethics, economics, aesthetics, church
government, etc., (3) those who have no respect for confessions, creeds, and past theologians, who insist on ignoring
these and going back to the Bible to build up their doctrinal formulations from scratch, (4) those who employ a
“proof texting” method, rather than trying to see Scripture texts in their historical, cultural, logical, and literary
contexts.” “In Defense of Something Close to Biblicism: Reflections on Sola Scriptura and History in Theological
Method.” http://www.frame-poythress.org/frame_articles/Biblicism.htm Date of access: 16 Feb. 2010.
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particular, unless that principle can be shown to be exemplified in particular texts. So a theology
worth its salt must always be prepared to show specifically where in Scripture its ideas come
from. And showing that always boils down in the final analysis to citations of particular texts.
This is why, for all that can be said about the abuses of proof-texting, proof texts have played a

large role in the history of Protestant thought. And there is something very right about that.?

How might the question of Scripture’s authority be settled? Van de Beek is right that the
historical Jesus did not write any books. However, the self-authentication of Scripture as God’s
word ought to have a revered place in any discussion of this nature. On this subject, John is clear
that the seven letters to the churches are written by Jesus Christ (Revelation 2-3). And Paul is
protective that his transmittal of the gospel is fully Scripture. “For I would have you know,
brethren, that the gospel which was preached by me is not according to man. For | neither
received it from man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ”
(Gal. 1:11-12). Elsewhere, Paul indicates. “All scripture is given by inspiration of God” (2
Timothy 3:16; Gk., theopneustos, “God-breathed”).?° The Pauline definition of Scripture as
theopneustos strongly affirms that we hardly need to “make do”, as Van de Beek suggests, with
the New Testament accounts, but are to receive them as God’s word. Frame would thus reflect
that the question is not as Van de Beek (2002:115) states it, that “we must ask ourselves whether

the writers of the New Testament agree with us or not” but whether we agree with them or not.

28 Date of access: 16 Feb. 2010.

29 Note also 1 Cor. 2:13, 2 Pet. 1:21 regarding the active role of the Spirit of Christ in the writing of Scripture.
30'van de Beek gives indication that he holds a low view of Scripture. The implication is not that those who have a
high view of Scripture necessarily treat Scripture with more respect. Rather, the difference is that of hermeneutical
methodologies. One who holds a “high” view of Scripture interprets the Bible according to the divine inspiration
(plenary), perspicuity, sufficiency, inerrancy, authority, and infallibility of Scripture. While those who hold a “low”
view of Scripture interpret the Bible as a fundamentally human and fallible document and regularly set the traditions
and creedal confessions of the Church on an equal plain with Scripture. The best treatment on the inspiration of
Scripture remains Loraine Boettner, The Inspiration of Scripture, at
http://www.reformed.org/bible/boettner/index.html See also, Philip Edgcumbe Hughes (May 1961) “The Inspiration
of Scripture in the English Reformers Illuminated by John Calvin,” Westminster Theological Journal 23/2, pp. 129-
151. For a general overview of all the points that compromise a high view of Scripture, see Keith Matison, (2001)
The Shape of Sola Scriptura, Moscow, ID: Canon Press. An excellent discussion from a “low” view of Scripture
position is in Leander Keck (1962) Taking the Bible Seriously, Nashville, Abington Press.
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3.4  The Person of Jesus Christ

Who is Jesus to Van de Beek? The answer is endemic to how many other theologians throughout
the West articulate the meaning of, and search for, the historical Jesus.

First, he makes clear pronouncements that Jesus is God, and also other statements that come very
close to this assertion. In defending his reason for not drafting a lengthily prolegomena to Jesus
Kyrios, he states, “What should be said first, is that God in Christ is in our midst” (Van de Beek,
2002:10). More clearly, he says, “Christ is truly God” (Van de Beek, 2002:36).3! “Whether high
or low, all christologies say that we know God, in the deepest sense of the word, in Jesus”
(2002:10). And, “Christ is truly God. It is the confession of the orthodox faith” (Van de Beek,
2002:36).

The question is, of course, “On what basis is Jesus God to the scholar?”” The basis is the church’s
confessional documents i.e., extra scriptura. With expertise in theological discussions of the
early church, especially those revolving around Christology, he provides something from these
early voices to confirm the divinity of Jesus. “From its beginning, the church confessed that it
was the true God who came in Jesus” (Van de Beek, 2002:98).32 And, ‘The earliest creedal
statements of the church begin, therefore with Christ. They find their center in the phrase ‘Jesus
is Lord’” (2002:10). So it is that “God reveals [Himself] as a person who appears in our life. We
are spoken to by God; God addresses us” (Van de Beek, 2002:15).

Frame would certainly join the Dutch thinker in the commonly held Christian confession that
Jesus is God. He sums up the whole message of redemptive history affirming that “God is Lord’
—that is the message of the Old Testament; ‘Jesus Christ is Lord’—that is the message of the
New” (Frame, 1987:12). While in agreement on this important point, Van de Beek is not
prepared to make substantial claims on Christology from the pages of the Old Testament. For he
sees “little purpose in traditional reconstructions of the life of Jesus. We cannot go back to

realities prior to the New Testament” (Van de Beek, 2002:198).

31 See also pp. 43, 98, and 122 for similar pronouncements that Jesus is God.

32 In fact, he goes on to make a powerful case for the divinity of Jesus, noting that the idea of the divinity of Jesus
was an idea that grew in popular support via a hellinized Christology with Chalcedon as its capstone “is sheer
nonsense.” See p. 98 for this strong support.
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Frame’s conviction is that of a Christocentric theologian who finds Christ in the Old Testament.
The lordship orientation of control is obvious in his thought. “He is the Creator, the one in whom
all things hold together, supreme over all (Col. 1:15-20) . . . He is the Holy One of Psalm 16:10,
who cannot see corruption (Acts 2:27; 13:35). . . The Alpha and the Omega, the First and the
Last, and the Beginning and the End are also divine titles . . . But the book of Revelation often
applies these phrase to Jesus, even putting them on the lips of the risen Christ himself (see Rev.
1:17-18; 22:13)” (Frame, 2002:674-75). So in Frame, Jesus is more than the anticipated God in
human form. He is God from all eternity.3

The division between the two theologians is important for arriving at a demonstrable conclusion
on their identification of Jesus of Nazareth. In the case of Van de Beek, the beginnings of Jesus’
coincide with his birth, and his exaltation occurs as a human being, while Frame’s descriptions
of Jesus amplify that God became a man in Jesus who was exalted as the God/man, and who

proved his authentic Divinity in his rising from the dead.

Trying to ascertain exactly where the Dutchman stands relative to the divinity of Jesus is not an
easy task for those used to clear and steady theological writing. He seems at times to affirm the
divinity of Jesus, but other statements suggest a far more settled attitude to Jesus, the man, as one
whom God somehow choose and occupied. Nowhere is this more evident than in his reading of
John 5:18-47 that Jesus’ submission to the will of the Father is the principle way God reveals
himself in the Son. “The Son is in our midst precisely in his absolute submission . . . Thus the
complete emphasis for John is upon the fact that Jesus is such a Son: the One who does the will
of the Father in everything. It is not about deification but revelation. Jesus is God in the way he
reveals himself in our midst—and that is the true Light, the true God and the eternal Life” (Van
de Beek, 2002:126-27). Note that Jesus is God “in the way” he does only that which he sees the

Father doing. The point of which is not his deity but, through submission, he reveals God to us.

33 For a fuller treatment on the divinity of Jesus in Frame, see DG, pp. 644-684, esp., pp. 663-672. Also worth noting
is Frame’s self-effacing acknowledgment that the New Testament is not an overflowing repository of proofs
regarding the deity of Jesus and that, to a large extent, we are dependent on what the Church Fathers say about
Jesus. “Nevertheless, we might well wish that these references were more frequent in the New Testament. Ignatius
of Antioch (d. 110-115), refers to Jesus as God fourteen times in his seven letters, so that usage seems well
established in the postapostolic generation. But it may surprise us that the New Testament writers themselves seem
to take so little notice of the astounding fact that a man was God.” DG, p. 671.
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Exacerbating confusion on this matter is his indecision about where Jesus ultimately came from.
On Jesus’ baptism, “Jesus is the human being in whom God is in our midst.” He then asks the
crucial question. “Where does this Spirit-filled being come from?”” Passing on the chance to
speak beyond doubt, he defers, “Whoever reads the rest of [Mark] will have to draw his or her
own conclusion” (Van de Beek, 2002:146).3*

3.4.1 Chalcedon

Van de Beek’s interaction with Athanasius of Alexandria® gives every reason to believe that he
finds the historic position on the dual natures of Christ problematic. One eminent theologian has
gone as far as to say that “van de Beek sides with the Alexandrians.”%® It stands to reason that if
Van de Beek takes the side of the Alexandrians in the historic debate on the dual natures of
Christ, then he cannot possibly give full support to the Chalcedonian formula. That conclusion is
reinforced by Van de Beek (2002:91), “For nature has to do with a concrete person. Besides the
notion that there are two natures (for there is truly a God and there are truly human beings) one
must at the same time speak about the one nature of Christ, or else Christ is not truly a person.

For each person has his or her own character, and thus a particular nature”®” This in turn leads

34 Another event that helps to settle the question of where Jesus came from is, according to Van de Beek, the virgin
birth. Of concern, however, is what appears to be his inability to fully wed the history and theology of the occasion.
At one point he grants that the story is true in its theological status as New Testament narrative. Yet he is
remarkably vague on its historicity. For the “mystery” of the event “may also disquiet the hearts of those for whom
the virgin birth is as self-evident as the paving stones of a sidewalk.” Jesus Kyrios, p. 156. But even read as a sort of
theological truth; not one strictly historical, “the virgin birth is not necessary, theologically speaking.” Jesus Kyrios
p. 156. Reasons for why the historicity and theology of the miracle is of great significance to Jesus’ divinity and to
Christianity are set forth in J. Gresham Machen (1930) The Virgin Birth of Christ, 3rd ed. London: James Clarke &
Co., 1987.

3 Athanasius is, of course, important as a stubborn defender of Christ being of the same substance as that of the
Father. He refused to go along with the popular compromise to the Nicene language. He understood that the
implementation of homoiousios (like substance) was tantamount to asserting that Jesus is not God. He realized the
difference between homoousios and homoiousios is the difference between the divine and the creaturely. See R. E.
Olson (1999) R.E. The Story of Christian Theology, Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, p. 652. Also, J. L.
Gonzalez (1987) A History of Christian Thought, vol. 1, Nashville: Abingdon Press, p. 400. And, T. F. Torrance
(1995) The Trinitarian Faith: The Evangelical Theology of the Ancient Catholic Church, London: T & T Clark, p.
345.

3 As stated by Dr. Cornelius van der Kooi to the author in a meeting dated April 12, 2012,

37 On pages 77-82 of Jesus Kyrios, Van de Beek justifies his critique of Chalcedonian formula, pointing to the
backdrop of Roman law that, according to him, gave rise to its preoccupation with practical clarity, e.g., the two
natures of Christ.
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him to epistemological uncertainty regarding the proclamation of the gospel. Precisely after

declaring that the confession of the orthodox faith is that Christ is truly God, he goes on to say,

Yet as soon as we make ourselves dependent on our orthodoxy, we are impoverished in the same
manner as those who follow material wealth . . . the confession of the crucified God unsettles you
again and again, and you do not know what to do with it. It is not something you loudly proclaim,
or pronounce confidently from a pulpit. It is more suited for a theology in pianissimo. Note that

musical purity is most crucial precisely when it is played pianissimo (Van de Beek, 2002:36).

It may be that Frame at this point would enlist his familiar critique, saying that such uncertainty
is the unfortunate byproduct of “trying to find an infallible authority outside Scripture” (Frame,
1987:134). Indeed, we can conjecture that the apostle Peter and Steven would be surprised to

learn that the bold proclamation of the crucified God is not “something you loudly proclaim.”

3.4.2 Elucidating Christ’s Divinity

Continuing where we left off with VVan de Beek, he takes from Acts 17:31 that Jesus was a
“human being” whom God raised from the dead.®® Although he intends his interpretation of the
verse to underscore Christ’s sympathetic oneness with us in his work, we wonder if it does not
hint at an underlying “apotheosis of Jesus” in his Christology. We could counter that Lazarus
was a human being whom God raised from the dead. Is he God? The scholar indeed appears to
deny the full divinity of Jesus. “[Jesus] was born human and not as God. Nonetheless, he was
God’s presence in our midst. Yet not because of his birth, but because God was completely
bound to this human” (Van de Beek, 2002:19).

To help clarify matters, the original Greek word for “man” in Acts 17:31 is not anthropos but
aner. It is a word used often in Acts to refer to a generic group of men.3® Aner is used a total of

93 times in Acts. In this particular case, Paul exploits the word as a means of identification of

38 For this idea, see Van de Beek, Jesus Kyrios, p. 14.

39 For similar uses of this term, see Acts 1:10-11; 2:14, 14:15. Furthermore, the original Greek text, of which there

are no variant readings, does not read “a man” but “that man.” The injunction of the relative pronoun is noteworthy
for by it Luke is not accenting a common human being but the Divine Son of God—the Lord Jesus—the Creator of
the havens and the earth (John and Luke agree. Compare John 5:22, 23, 27, and Acts 10:42 for the association).
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God in Christ with the men of Athens in order to say that just as Jesus was raised from the dead
so also will all men be raised and judged in righteousness (Acts 19:30-31). The argument is
important for Paul in so far as the Stoics and the Epicureans denied the resurrection from the
dead. Epicurean philosophy, founded by Epicurus taught that reality is made up of imperishable
“atoms” that when they disintegrate yield death. Deities were real but were physical like humans
and they had no part in shared human existence and therefore could not liberate people from
death. The Stoic philosophy founded by Zeno taught a form of pantheistic monism: God infuses
all things as a dynamic principle in nature that is empowered by the cosmic Logos. Man shares in
deity for the reason that he is part of the Logos. Moral living is in harmony with nature, and

death is simply the end of life over which neither god nor man has any say.

The Dutch thinker’s claim that “even in the early church the proclamation of Christ is not offered
to complete with the other religious options or even to enlarge them” (Van de Beek, 2002:14)
also raises questions. Were one to investigate Cubiculum O at the ancient catacomb, Via Latina,
and the fresco, the Raising of Lazarus, one will find evidence strongly supportive of a different
perspective. The composition presents Christ as a large, lawmaking, Apollo-type figure. In
Roman times Apollo stood for power. But why shape Christ after a pagan god? Was it that
Christians were simply at ease exploiting pagan similes in their art? The hidden meaning in this
case 1s a declaration of Christ’s superiority over the Roman Apollo as a deliverer from death.
The borrowing of a pagan motif is intended to be antagonistic to the Roman god; it is used to say
that Christ is better than Apollo. He can do that which Apollo cannot—raise people from the

dead.*°

3.4.3 The Creator/Creature Distinction

But now returning to our two dialogists, Frame may possibly augment the conversation by
looking to lordship to build on the Creator motif a referent that Christ and man exist on different
levels of metaphysical reality. This reply would be especially pertinent to Van de Beek’s
hesitancy on Chalcedon. For Frame to say that Christ exists on a different plane of reality is to

40 This section takes scant material my book (2013) The Road From Eden, Whitefield Media.
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uphold what he, and Van Til before him, calls the “Creator-creature distinction.”** The
distinction emphasizes that reality is not a great “chain of being,” as taught by Aristotle,
Plotinus’ Neoplatonism, or by Gnosticism (the unknowable One brings about lesser beings by
“emanations” as light from a lamp”’)—all of which assume a continuum of being between the
Creator at the top and the material universe below. Frame is defiantly against these and all
systems in the whole history of philosophy and theology for, in his view, they inevitably connect

to an unbiblical view of God’s transcendence and immanence.*?

The Van Till-Frame metaphysic, on the other hand, makes no pretense to degrees of divinity.
God is God and we are not. That the cosmos consists of different levels of metaphysical reality is
to say that God is the Lord and the universe serves him. As for the extent of his lordship, “His
lordship extends to everything that he has made” (Frame, 2002:217). With reference to
metaphysics, Van Til used to draw his “two circle” analogy on a blackboard before his students
at Westminster Theological Seminary (Philadelphia). The upper circle represented God; the
lower circle represented the creation, including man. Van Til, elicited the circles to stress that the

two realms are distinct, not a continuum.

41 The distinction is replete through Cornelius Van Til (1975) Christian Apologetics, P&R Publishing, Phillipsburg,
NJ. In is noteworthy that the distinction was made prior to Van Til by Herman Bavinck, whom, as stated in Chapter
one, we believe provided much early inspiration to the shape of Van Til’s thought.

42 Barth is a prime example. “Somewhat parallel to Barth’s paradox, God is both wholly other to and wholly
identical with the world. We are absolutely ignorant of him, but also (if we use the techniques of Neoplatonic
philosophy or gain the Gnostic knowledge) perfectly able to know him by mystical union, if not by propositional
understanding.” DG, p. 217. The choice of phrases “different levels of metaphysical reality” and “a different plane
of reality” require some clarity. In Plato, for example, forms and the material world are at different levels of
metaphysical reality. Sensible things are copies or in some sense participate in these realities. The latter abide in an
unchanging heaven of their own, while sensible things are subject to change. Sensible things are always becoming
and can never truly be said” to be.” From a Framian viewpoint, Plato’s distinction is not distinct enough. His
“forms” were impersonal just as to theion (the divine) in Plato is also an abstraction. At the center of Thomas’
metaphysics is his distinction between esse (being) and esentia (essence). The former describes that something is
while the latter describes what something is. Thomas understands “esse” as giving universal meaning to “essentia.”
“The term ‘quiddity,” is derived from what is signified by the definition, while essence is used because through it
and in it, that which is has being.” Thomas Aquinas, On Being and Essence, trans. Armand Maurer (1968) Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, p. 32. Although Frame does not revise dramatically the medieval
metaphysic, especially the idea that concrete reality finds meaning in God, the main difference is that Thomas is
burdened by an Aristotelian cosmology that assumes a continuum of being. As stated, Frame’s cosmology is without
degrees of being or divinity, hence the choice of language we are here clarifying. Frame critiques the Scholastic
cosmology in DG, pp. 214-225. Those with greater interest in the Thomistic distinction are referred to G. Klima,
(1996) “The Semantic Principles Underlying Saint Thomas Aquinas’s Metaphysics of Being,” Medieval Philosophy
and Theology, 5, pp. 87-141; (2002) “Aquinas’ Theory of the Copula and the Analogy of Being,” Logical Analysis
and History of Philosophy, 5, pp. 159-76; (1993) “The Changing Role of Entia Rationis in Medieval Philosophy: A
Comparative Study with a Reconstruction,” Synthese 96, pp. 25-59.
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The problem as Van Til saw it is that nonbiblical thought is “one-circle” thinking: it places the
Creator and the creature on the same level. So, though it is true that man is a being, and God is a
being, one is not an extension of the other. Instead, creation is derivative. God is the standard, the
prototype of being, not just the top of the ladder of being. God is good, and man, even in his
fallen state, exemplifies the qualities of goodness. But man’s goodness is that of a creature; never
perfect, but always dependent. So we are not less good than God. God’s goodness is of a
different type of goodness. God’s wisdom, grace, mercy, patience, and so forth, are not just more

extensive and deeper than ours, but also different in nature.

That we are created in the imago Dei does nothing to minimize the metaphysical division. We
are made to be like him and to grow in holiness. Indeed, God calls us to love one another as
Christ loves us. “But even here the difference is evident: his love is the model and ours is the
image. Or, as Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck used to say, God’s love is the archetype,

and ours is the ectype” (Frame, 2002:219).

The metaphysical distinction carries over to Framian epistemology. “God’s knowledge is the
knowledge of the Creator, knowledge that creates the things it knows . . . There is no midpoint.
No ladder to heaven for us to ascend to gain knowledge that is increasingly divine” (Frame,
2002:218). That is, “Revelation does not come to us in the form in which it exists in God’s mind.
Scripture, for example, is in human, not divine, language. It is ‘accommodated,’ that is, adapted
in some measure to our ability to understand, though it is not exhaustively understandable to us

in that accommodated form” (Frame, 1987:24).%

As previously mentioned, the import of the explication of the Creator-creature discussion is vital
as it intersects with Van de Beek’s caution on Chalcedon. Both Frame and Van Til believe that
the real message of the confession is that even in the person of Christ, where we find the most
remarkable level of personal communion between God and man, the Creator-creature distinction

remains. For even here there is no “confusion or change.” Contrary to Van de Beek who believes

3 The Creator-creature distinction is not a temporal arrangement, for “In heaven too, the Creator-creature distinction
will continue intact, contrary to the suggestions of some mystics.” DG, p. 219.
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that the “dual natures” formula is unhelpful to establishing the person of Jesus, Van Til and
Frame point out that the genius of Chalcedon is not in its defense of the two natures of Christ,
but in that it defends God from being a more advanced man. It stands as a bulwark against any
diminution of the Creator-creature distinction. It is in this way that Chalcedon accentuates who

Jesus is to Frame.

To the above discussion can be added precisely why it is that concurrence with the dual natures
of Jesus is important. If, as Athanasius rightly insisted, Jesus is the same homoousios with the
Father and is God, this must be reconciled with Jesus’ humanity as recorded in the New
Testament. Chalcedon was aimed at the Nestorian and Eutychean heresies. Nestorianism’s error
was the failure to unite the two natures in one person.** Each nature was thought to represent
separate persons in some way possessed by the man, Jesus. Eutycheanism fell on the opposite
end of the spectrum. The human nature of Jesus was believed to be subsumed by the divine
nature creating a fusion. The solution at Chalcedon was to affirm the unity of Jesus’ person and
the duality of his natures, and thus his identity with the divine substance. Chalcedon provides a
correct conception of Jesus’ deity, humanity, the unity of one person, and the distinction of the
two natures, in accord with what is being taught in the Bible. Shedd gives emphasis to the
magnitude of Chalcedon. “It substantially completes the orthodox Christology of the ancient
Church” (Schaff, 1998:30).*° Van de Beek’s aversion to Chalcedon solidifies his problem with
Jesus’ identity with the divine substance.*® Perhaps the humanity of Jesus is so prominent in his

work due to his stress on the unio personalis?

4 Source: Walter A. Elwell (1984) Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, p. 758.
On the Christological issue, McDermott enlarges, “At several key points in the long debate, Arians and semi-Arians
.. . tried to get Athanasius and others to find middle ground between homoousios (Jesus is of the same nature and
being as the Father) and homoiousios (Jesus is of a similar nature to the Father’s). More often they simply proposed
the latter, homoiousios, as a compromise between the two parties, Arian and orthodox. Athanasius consistently
refused to consider compromise. He rightly insisted that to say Jesus is of a ‘similar’ nature to the Father or anything
short of the ‘same’ nature as the Father was to fail to accept Jesus as fully God . . . This is how Athanasius saved the
faith of the church.” Gerald R. McDermott (2010) The Great Theologians: A Brief Guide, Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, p. 45.

% For Calvin’s explicit support of Chalcedonian orthodoxy, see Institutes, 2.14.

46 See van de Beek, Jesus Kyrios, p. 28, paragraph one especially.
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3.5 Redemption*’

What has Jesus done for us? This practical question is pivotal in soteriology and, again we think,
has immense meaning for the state of forlornness that is the mark of the present-day, Western
world. Christ and his redemption are the main themes of Scripture, so if we were writing a
complete systematic theology, it would necessarily need to deal in a thorough manner with the
Incarnation, the Atonement, the Resurrection, and the ordo salutis. Since this is not the purpose
of the present volume, we will proceed no further than to connect and contrast only a few areas
in the doctrine of redemption via our imaginary téte-a-téte.

3.5.1 The Substitutionary Atonement

First of all, both men agree that all people are sinners.*® Sin has created guilt and forlornness.
This is our state. But second, and dissimilar from Frame, Van de Beek sounds rather guarded
about the substitutionary atonement of Jesus. There are two words that stand out in his view of
redemption. They are “partakes” and “participates.” In a series of quotes he says that “God
partakes of our life and thereby saves us” (Van de Beek, 2002:28). And that “Human existence is
perverted. It is that very existence that God wants to partake in” (Van de Beek, 2002:29). “In

47 For Frame, “Redemption is, of course, the main theme of Scripture.” DG, p. 244. On this same point, see also
DWG, p. 445 and DG, pp. 11, 70. Frame stresses the import of properly understanding the redemption of God in
Christ pointing to the fact that in historical theology the great distinction between the Reformers and their medieval
predecessors was not over areas such as God’s nature, attributes, or the Trinity, “theology proper,” but over the
details of redemption—God’s saving grace in Christ. More on this may be found in Frame, DG, p. 4.

48 Van de Beek treats the subject of sin in Why? On Suffering, Guilt, and God. Problematically, he maintains a non-
historic approach to Adam’s fall, which leads him to deny the classic doctrine of original sin. On page 138, he
writes, “When people speak of the universality of sin they often refer to Genesis 3, the story of the Fall. But it is
precisely the beginning of Genesis which shows with clarity that sin is not inherent in creation. The creation is good.
Sin arises from a human act.” Rather conspicuously, however, Genesis 1-3 indicates that the fall, the attendant
Divine curses, and consequences for sin come after God’s declaration that his creation is good therefore mitigating
against a continuation of the creation in its original pristine condition post-fall, but in favor of the disruption of the
creation and man via original sin. Moreover, and this point will be elaborated under the section of this chapter
dealing with redemption, van de Beek holds that the act of Adam’s sin passes to humankind through generational
lines. It seems clear that his prime influence is Augustine who argued from Romans 5 that Adam’s sin became
peccatum haereditarium (Augustine, Retractions, I, 13, 5). For quotes establishing Van de Beek’s generational
theory of the passage of sin through the human race, see Why?: On Suffering, Guilt, and God, pp. 143-46.
Augustine’s interpretation of Roman’s 5 can be found in the same book on page 174. Although Augustine’s views
have found a home in many faith communities, the language of Romans 5:13 is clear that all men are born in sin on
the basis of imputed (ellogeo) sin to individuals, not on the basis of inheritance. Not only does Van de Beek interpret
Adam’s sin solely in its capacity as an act, but also he is reluctant to apply the effects of this first act to individuals
as individuals. He says of Romans, “there is a continual risk of reducing the corporate basis of the letter to a theory
concerning the state of individuals. Consequently, instead of being the starting point of the message of all-embracing
salvation, the teaching of original sin becomes an individual psychology of frustration.” Why?, p. 174.
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Christ, God took our place in order that we may partake of God’s glory” (Van de Beek,
2002:35). “Because God now participates in our life our life participates in God. Immortality
participates in mortal existence and this grants immortality to mortality” (2002:31-32). “God
participates in our bondage and allows God’s own execution. He is one of us in order to give us
life” (Van de Beek, 2002:35).

It is surely legitimate to confess that God in Christ does “participate” in our fallen lot. By taking
the form of a bondservant (Phil 2:8) Jesus participated with us in order to provide answers to our
deepest needs. The writer to the Hebrews also uses this language. “Therefore, since the children
share in flesh and blood, He Himself likewise also partook [Gk., metecho] of the same, that
through death He might render powerless him who had the power of death, that is, the devil and
might free those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their lives” (Hebrews 2:14-
15).

Even as the scholar is right to discern the activity of God by this biblical metaphor, his
redemptive orientation vetoes the express biblical context of atonement for individual sins and
the satisfaction of God’s justice. Beginning with a call for us “to carefully analyze the motives of
the physical doctrine of redemption championed by the Alexandrians (and their spiritual
ancestors)” (Van de Beek, 2002:26) he embarks on a description of the work of Christ that uses
familiar language of the atonement but in the end denies it. “The crux of the issue is that Jesus
does not ransom individuals from the consequences of their sins but takes upon himself
responsibility for that sinfulness” (Van de Beek, 2002:273). Likewise, he states, “Christ Jesus
does not pay the fine for the sin of the world because after all, the resources of God’s grace are
unlimited, but in order to take responsibility for that sinfulness” (Van de Beek, 2002:273). He is
saying that by his person and work Christ did not make payment for sin, but instead assumed the
responsibility for humankind’s sinfulness—humankind” understood in distinction from the

individual.

He supports his refutation of Christ’s intercessory payment for the actual sins of individual

people claiming that the Satisfaction Atonement theology of Anselm*® is informed by the

49 St, Anselm of Canterbury first articulated the satisfaction view in his Cur Deus Homo.

49



Western, legalistic bent of Chalcedon. “Therefore Anselm binds himself strictly to the
formulations of Chalcedon. It is not surprising that its dogma is at the heart of his treatise,
because—as we have seen in an earliest chapter—Chalcedon must also be read against the
backdrop of Roman law” (Van de Beek, 2002:206).

Since metecho is part of the biblical language, Frame would concur with Van de Beek that Christ
“partakes” or “participates” in our sorrow and forlornness. Frame, all the same, would most
certainly be firm before Van de Beek that this participation is of the nature of sacrificial
atonement for individuals.>® Frame has no reticence about the substitutionary atonement of
Christ; that his cross was the singular point in history when God interceded on the behalf of his

people, the sum of which is God’s glorious Church.>

Moreover, per Frame, the intercessory work of Christ, like all things, finds its place in the larger
context of lordship theology. Even Good Friday is shaped by the Creator-creature distinction
(two realities). God did not need to redeem us any more than he needed to create the world. We
have no right to claim redemption; we have no claim on God. God’s essential attributes are
necessary, but his eternal decrees and saving acts of creation, providence, and redemption are
not; they are free. But free, not in the compatibilist sense, nor in a libertine sense, “but in the

sense that we know nothing in God’s nature that constrains these acts of perverts their opposites”

(Frame, 2002:235-236).%2

The Creator-creature distinction is at one with Frame’s lordship triad of CAP. By God’s control,
He determines if He will love creatures and to whom He will show his saving love and blessings.
By his authority He defines what love is and also what redemption means. By that same

authority He supernaturally and providentially arranges the situations leading to each person’s

%0 Frame speaks of the personal meaning of redemption in relation to Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac, for example. See
DG, p. 526.

5 In his discussion on how believers are to imitate the Lord, he upholds the idea of atonement as paramount. “My
present, point, however, is simply that the Atonement is a profound representation of God’s very nature.” DG, p.
422.

52 See also pp. 152-53 of the same book, in which Frame discusses “Divine and Human Causality” and the question
of God’s choices among possible alternatives.
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regeneration and conversion. And by his presence He enters our lives, changes our dead spiritual
hearts, gives us hearts of flesh, and He begins to conform us to his Image.>*

By way of additional interpolation, Van de Beek’s idea that Christ assumed our responsibility for
our treachery against the throne of God is true in part, as would be the case for anyone who
intercedes on behalf of another to take their punishment. But is it fair to speak so narrowly of
Jesus assuming our responsibility without also providing recourse to the propitiatory payment of
Jesus without undercutting the requisite value of his assuming our responsibility? We could
argue that assumed responsibility is all that God requires of man, but what value does this place
on God’s justice in the light of sin? For one to take the responsibility for the acts of another,
places one in the precarious position of having to make good before the offended party. If God
sees no need for sinners to provide some form of remedy for the offenses they have committed
against him, then on what basis does He hold them responsible other than the standard of
justice?®* Therefore it can be concluded, that assumed responsibility must involve atonement as a

precondition for salvation and reconciliation with God.

3.5.2 The “Satisfaction” Theory in Historical Theology

Van de Beek is quite right; however, to point out that the soteriological concept of satisfaction,
though traced to the writings of Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine, received its true refinement
by the theological prowess of Anselm. The effect of which has carried over to our day whereby
the perspective of redemption as satisfaction is now a central motif in the mainstream discussion
on atonement. Trevor Hart (1997:199) has added to the discussion important background
information. He points out that Anselm’s development of the metaphor of satisfaction takes from

the Old Testament language of sin and estrangement, which is the result of the breakage of

%3 The reader is reminded that the Framian lordship triad is not a philosophical construct that governs his reading of
the Bible. It is a theological principle that he believes is revealed via the covenantal framework of the Bible.

54 This question is not merely philosophical but looks back to the heritage left us by the magisterial Reformers. On
God’s justice, John Stott remarks of the Reformers of old, “With Reformation, and the Reformers emphasis on
justification, it is understandable that they stressed the justice of God and the impossibility of a way of salvation that
did not satisfy his justice.” John R. W. Stott (1986) The Cross of Christ, Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, p.
121. Calvin supported the need for God’s justice to be remedied for salvation in Institutes, 2.16.10, cf. 2.12.3. The
Socinians vigorously opposed any notion of Christ’s death providing any sense of satisfaction to God. For the
English translation of an extract first published in London in 1818 and written by the Unitarian minister, Thomas
Rees (1777-1864), who presents the Socinian position, see Alister E. McGrath (2007; third edition) The Christian
Theology Reader, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007, pp. 365-367.
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covenantal life, and fine tunes it with the feudal medieval social structure. Hart goes on to
explain the natural outcome of the failure to comply: some form of reparation must be enacted by
the overlord and if this is not forthcoming, then punitive action is soon to follow.

It ought, nonetheless, to be observed, that although the word satisfaction is not noticeably
expressed in the Bible as an action performed by Christ, and although it is true that Anselm
looked to extra-biblical ideas in expressing his views on it, the doctrine is nonetheless fully
present in the Bible. In other words, that Anselm advanced the discussion on satisfaction does
not mean he invented it. It is found in Scripture.>® What Christ has suffered in the stead of
sinners is what we call satisfaction; and this is amply declared in the Bible where we are
reminded of the demands of the Law, and that the sacrifice of Christ, being of the nature of a
sweet smelling savor to God, did what the sacrifices under the Law could not do, but only bring
to remembrance our sins year after year (Heb. 10:1-3). But by the perfect, once-for-all sacrifice
of Christ sin is put away forever (Heb. 10:10). Numerous other texts use terms and phrases that
capture the idea of satisfaction are reconciliation (Rom. 5:10), atonement (Num. 35:50, Rom.
5:11),%® propitiation (Romans 3:25, 1 John 4:10), and expiation (Num. 35:33).%7

Retaining the question, “What has Jesus done for us?”” we note in Van de Beek’s theology
evidence of a strong tendency toward universalism. He holds that the cross ultimately includes

the final salvation of all souls. It is non-exclusionary.>® Though it might be said that his denial of

%5 Per the notion that Christ died for individual people, see the Parable of the Talents, in which a single person is
responsible (Matt. 25:14-30), the encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus (John 3:1-12), the encounter with the
rich, young ruler, (Luke 18:18-23), just to mention a very few examples.

% The word “atonement” in the King James Version of the Bible is an Old Testament term (Lev. 16:27 for
example). It appears only once in the New Testament (Romans 5:11) where it is translated “reconciliation” in the
Revised Version and New American Standard.

5" There is similarity between the words propitiation and expiation. The difference, however, is important. Expiation
means “to assuage, to make amends, to atone.” Implied in the word expiation is the washing away of sin.
Propitiation, on the other hand, means “to appease, to make favorable toward.” So by expiation our sins are washed
away and by propitiation the blood of Christ takes away the wrath of God. The idea of propitiation includes that of
expiation, but the word expiation has no reference to quenching God’s righteous anger. The difference is that the
object of expiation is sin, not God i.e., sin is removed, not God. Linguistically, one propitiates a person (makes them
favorable), and one expiates a problem (removes it). Therefore Christ propitiated God but expiated sin. Christ's
death was therefore both expiation and propitiation. By expiating sin God was made propitious or favorable to us.
On this point proponents of penal substitution are virtually unanimous. John Stott writes that propitiation “does not
make God gracious. . . God does not love us because Christ died for us, Christ died for us because God loves us.”
The Cross of Christ, p.174. John Calvin writes, “Our being reconciled by the death of Christ must not be understood
as if the Son reconciled us, in order that the Father, then hating, might begin to love us.” Institutes, 11 16:4.

%8 United with his universalistic interpretation of redemption is his rendering of the apokatastasis panton (lit.
restoration of all things). The term occurs only in Acts 3:21. The early development of the view has been associated
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limited atonement does not necessarily imply salvation for all, his language relative to the
subject is certainly suggestive of such a conclusion. States the thinker, “At the cross of Jesus, it is
either all or nothing: a world is saved or a world is lost. Either God is the God of sinners or God
loses his deity. Those are the alternatives with which Jesus confronted God and which Jesus
maintained to the end. And Jesus died. The human who carried all humans in his heart died.
Therefore all have died” (Van de Beek, 1990:284). Elsewhere he writes, “The history of the
Spirit’s action as reflection of the history of God’s choice leads to Jesus Christ, and the outcome
of this history is the consistent way to God which leads to the salvation of the world”
(1990:308).%° And finally, ‘Jesus’ dying and death affects everyone indeed. He is the new human
being, the second Adam. He is bearing the life of all people . . . God did not merely love a few
friends of Jesus but he loved the world. Jesus knows himself bound to all human beings” (Van de
Beek, 2002:164). %

3.5.3 The Universal Implications of Jesus

More examples can be afforded of a global application of the cross in Van de Beek, but let us
move on to ask, what does he see as its basis? It begins with a subtle distinction in the older
creedal debates regarding the precise meaning of homoousia. Does the word mean “a living
human being” or “being human?” The professor agrees with the Antiochenes who render the
term “being human,” to which Athanasius, for expedient reasons, agreed. He exploits the fine
distinction to infer the universal import of Jesus’ person and work for all people. As Jesus

correlates with “being human” so “he redeems all of humankind by bearing humanity” (Van de

with Origen who took the term to mean that all people will eventually be saved. See Origen, On First Principles
1.6.3. Van de Beek says that Barth rejected the idea, a position to which Van de Beek at first seems to agree. But
like Barth, who really left the question open (see CD 1V/3, 477-78), he states “One can just as easily find elements
in the message which from the beginning point to the all-encompassing significance of Christ and his salvation . . .
God desires all men to be saved (1 Tim. 2:4).” Van de Beek, Why?, p. 343. But later, his position is far less
ambiguous. “Consequently, his kingdom bears the stamp of the forgiveness of sins and the acceptance of all.” Why?
p. 346. Problematically, apokatastasis panton has nothing to do with the universal redemption of all people, but
refers to the advent of Jesus, prophesied by such as Moses.

59 Like statements are made on pages 317 and 346.

80 Granted one can read these quotes more charitably, but the preponderance of evidence in Van de Beek’s writings
for an underlying non-exclusionary view of the cross far outweighs the evidence to the contrary. One bit of evidence
to the contrary occurs in his comments on hell. “At the same time certain texts, specifically Matthew, Revelation,
and the later letters, keep us from smoothing everything down to the level of a universal atonement in which there is
no room for a ‘no’ from God.” Van de Beek, Why?, p. 60.
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Beek, 2002:47).%! Terms such as “being human,” “humanity,” and “humankind” are parts of a
family to Van de Beek. He therefore draws a line from Jesus “being human” to the idea that his

cross is bound to all humanity.

The concept that Jesus is salvifically bound to all humankind is the point of contact with the
expressly horizontal ramifications of Jesus’ work in Van de Beek. He believes that all humans
share a corporate bond. While this is true in many important ways, most explicitly the role of
Adam as representative head of all people e.g., Romans 5:12, we conjecture if he does not overly
generalize this truth when he says that the reconciliatory framework applies only to “cooperative
connectedness” (2002:164). Indeed, “It is impossible to believe in substitutionary suffering from
the standpoint of the notion that everyone is only personally responsible before God. Clearly, the
biblical authors do not share that notion . . . The Bible sees human beings as people who are all
linked and therefore are also all responsible to and for one another” (Van de Beek, 2002:164).5?
In discussing Scholasticism, he notes, “At stake were not abstract speculations but the very heart

2

of reconciliation: if humanity were not a unity, the work of Christ could not be reckoned unto us’

(Van de Beek, 2002:207).53

Frame shares Van de Beek’s concern for God’s inclusive love. “In Romans 8:35, the love of
Christ, from which nobody can separate us, is the love of him who ‘did not spare his own Son,
but gave him up for us all’ (v. 32). (Frame, 2002:422). Yet it would be hard pressed to detect a
speck of universalism in Frame. He is careful to distinguish God’s universal love, goodness, and
patience along the lines of Kuyper’s theory of common grace. That being the case, God’s saving
love is of a different kind than his divine universal love: it has an especially redemptive purpose
for the elect in Christ. So, on the one hand, “God’s love for the creation is universal, as is his

goodness. If God is good to all . . . then surely he loves all. For both goodness and love in these

81 His explanation of the meaning of homoousia in early church history begins on page 38 of Jesus Kyrios. He can
just as easily use the term, human being, but in a rather nuanced way e.g., “Christ is present as a human being; and
in that human being Christ is present as God.” See also p. 272 of Jesus Kyrios for similar expressions.

82 Clearly Jesus did not share this sentiment. He taught the Parable of the Talents in which the matter of personal
responsibility before God is supreme (Matt. 25:14-30). Also, the encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus (John 3:1-
12), the encounter with the rich, young ruler (Luke 18:18-23), just to mention a very few examples, underscore the
import of the individual significance of redemption.

8 The footnote to this point is absolutely astounding and unfounded biblically. “That is why angels cannot be saved.
They are all created individually.” Despite Anselm’s support of this view (see Cur Deus Homo 1, 21) the Bible is
quite clear that each of us are fashioned by God individually, not mass produced. See Jer. 1:5 and Ps. 51:5.
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contexts refer to God’s benevolence, his seeking the welfare of others” (Frame, 2002:417). On
the other hand, “The book of Genesis describes the process of election, in which God chooses
one family and rejects another for his purposes of redemption” (Frame, 2008:258). Just as in all

areas of Frame’s theology, this redemptive love is covenantal in character.®*

God’s covenantal love also expresses his lordship. His “love is controlling, sovereign”
[normative] (Frame, 2002: 423). That does not suggest that God forces us to be his children;
rather, by changing our will, we decide to follow him by our own volition.®® “God’s love is also
the authoritative norm [situational] for our behavior, for we are to image God’s very redemptive
love in Christ. And it is his love that leads him to be present [existential] with us” (Frame,
2002:424) 5

Moreover, just as is the case with salvation generally considered, the Creator-creature distinction
means that God’s love is not under any constraint. God’s love is first self-love; directed toward
himself. This much is a necessity. God’s self-love is thus of the nature of aseitas Dei.®’
Contrastively, his love for his creatures is free. He is free to love whom he wants to love. Thus,

his love is completely sovereign, as are all of his other attributes. He loves us as the Lord God.®®

3.5.4 The Question of the “Dominion” of Sin

Associated with the words partake and participate, Van de Beek employs the word “bear” and it
derivatives. This is a more active description of Jesus’ universal redemption as much as “the
person of the Logos bears all humanity” (Van de Beek, 2002:47). What exactly did the person of

the Logos bear? He bore humanity’s guilt.® However, it is also right to say that he released

8 Frame so closely identifies God’s love with God’s covenantal love that he can he observe, “In the ‘covenant of
love,” the word ‘love’ is hesed, in a Hebrew phrase that closely identifies hesed with the covenant itself.” DG, p.
438.

% See DG, p. 424 for this point.

8 “Normative,” situational,” and “existential” in this paragraph are added by the author in order to show other
important aspects of multiperspectivalism.

67 That is, God’s independence emphasizing the peculiar and self-contained character of God’s love as distinct from
finite creaturely love.

88 Frame speaks of God’s self-love rather succinctly in DG, pp. 416-17.

89 See pp. 165-70 of Jesus Kyrios for a full treatment of Jesus’ work applied to our corporate guilt only.
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people from the dominion of sin, not merely their guilt. This aspect is not completely missing
from Van de Beek’s Christology. He observes, “When Paul speaks about the power of sin and
the body of the death to which we are subjected, there is deliverance by Jesus Christ, our Lord
(Rom. 7:25)” (Van de Beek, 1990:176). But the deliverance of which he speaks is manly situated
in and has meaning for the horizontal plane of social justice. This narrower, social conception is
contrasted with the broader lordship paradigm of Frame that holds out promise for individual

redemption first and social transformation second.

In Frame, then, Jesus died not only to free a corporate body of individuals from the guilt of sin,
but also from its dominion. Far from understanding this later concept as a late, ecumenical
contribution to Christology, Frame (2010:321) says that “Sin does remain in the believers, not to
be wholly eradicated until the return of Christ. But the dominion of sin is gone forever (Rom.
6:14).7°

How does all of this connect us with hope? Unless God destroy the dominion of sin in the human
heart that holds people in captivity, sanctification is impossible. During the early nineteenth-
century, Robert Haldane (1764-1842), began teaching at Geneva. He introduced the idea that
said yes, Christ died for sins, but the effect of it in our lives is that we have died only to the guilt
of sin.” It is a beautiful aspect that Christ died so we can be free from guilt. But if that is all his
work means then let us join with Paul’s facetious statement, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow
we die.” If all a child knows is that his guilt is removed then what sense does it make to

discipline him?

In John Bunyan’s Pilgrims’ Progress Prudence asks Christian,

“Do you not think sometimes of the Country from whence you came?”

0 Cf., DG, p. 135

"l Haldane’s views are best expressed in his commentary on Romans. For example, he writes, “In Justification,
which is a judicial and irrevocable sentence pronounced by God, there are two parts: the one includes the absolution
from the breach of the law; the other the possession of that obedience to its precepts which the law demands. These
being inseparable, they are included in the expression justified from sin.” Robert Haldane (1842) An Exposition on
the Epistle to the Romans, vol. 2, London: 24. Note no mention of release from the “dominion” of sin. The book is
electronically filed at http://www.archive.org/stream/expositionofepisO2hald#page/n3/mode/2up Date of access: 22
Feb. 2010.
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Christians responds,
“Yes, but with much shame and detestation: Truly if I had been mindful of that country from
whence | came out, | might have had opportunity to have returned; but now | desire a better

Country, that is, an Heavenly.”

Prudence is always a lure to the former life. But Christ has delivered us from its power and
dominion. We struggle with sin, as Paul notes in Romans 6-8, for there remains an “indwelling
sin.” But this is radically different from the dominion of sin under which were held captive. In
sin the disposition of the old man with his lusts and appetites is directed away from God. He can
do nothing less. Romans 1-3 describes this disposition in great detail.

Who can kill the power or sin? We should love the idea that Jesus takes our guilt. But being
united with Christ in his death and resurrection, we also know that he killed our old heart. We
now have a new citizenship. If I change my citizenship from the United States to the Netherlands
and later was to receive a tax bill from the American Internal Revenue Service, | can write back

and say, “I am no longer under your control. Now I am subservient to Queen Beatrix.”

Though the analogy might make a Dutchman smile, the forlorn Westerner can say to depression,
anxiety, and anguish, “I am no longer under your control. I have a new Master—one who
provides me hope, truth, and a yoke that is light.” Further, just as the old master dominated my
appetites for sin, so now my new Master, Christ, has given me new appetites for holiness
(Romans 6:1-7). Because we are united with Christ in his death (and resurrection), the dominion
of sin is destroyed whereby we receive his power and thus a new desire, a new propensity to live
a new life of hope and victory over despair and forlornness, and the promise of everlasting life

rather than a future in an eternal hell.

3.5.5 The Resurrection

All of this dovetails with the historicity of the resurrection. In an exposition of Pannenberg, Van
de Beek seems confident of the event. “At the same time, I also agree with Pannenberg that the

New Testament writings give a reasonable account of the conviction of the apostles that the
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resurrection of Christ really happened, and that for people in those days only a single conclusion
was possible: here God had decided” (Van de Beek, 2002:259). However, do we sense a
distinction here between the idea that the resurrection was “the conviction of the apostles” and
the resurrection as a fact of history? The former appears to be the case, for “the conviction of the
apostles that Jesus was risen does not yet imply that others have to think it to be true within their
own context” (Van de Beek, 2002:261). Moreover, “Even if you can prove that Jesus was raised
from the dead, it would not automatically follow that God had done it. It could have been an
extraordinary piece of fortune for Jesus that he returned from the dead. At best, the story gives
you food for thought” (Van de Beek, 2002:262). Contra van de Beek, Frame’s explicit belief in

the propositional nature of the resurrection is ubiquitous in his works.’?

3.5.6 Hell and Judgment

Now to the topic of hell, if only briefly.” This subject is here considered because of the place the
confessional church has long afforded the subject as redemption’s opposite. The multiplicity of
images of hellish figures ready to brutalize the unrepentant throughout eternity, created
especially during the medieval age and climaxing in the High Renaissance with Michelangelo’s
Last Judgment, has no doubt nurtured within the church a specific profile of what awaits those
who die in their sins. These images do find fertile support in Scripture as revealed in the tortured
lament of the rich man in hell verses the bliss of Lazarus nestled safe in the bosom of father
Abraham (Luke 16:19-31). Also there is Jesus’ dire warning of the possibility of being throw
them into the furnace of fire where “in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth”
(Matt. 13:42). But it is also true that hell is no longer self-evident to a broad spectrum of
Christians today. Many opt instead for an existential interpretation: “Hell is on earth.” While

others brandish the notion as a manipulative device used by fire and brimstone preachers.

72 Just one example is Frame’ response to Anthony Flew in DWG, pp. 425-427. A particularly strong statement is in
DG, pp. 272-273.

3 We will not here spend a great deal of space outlining Frame’s views on hell against those of Van de Beek. It is
not a topic Frame treats at length. It is clear, however, from Frame’s succinct references to the topic that he believes
hell to be a real place of eternal torment, where degrees of punishment are a real possibility and, in which, God may
actually exercise some level of benevolence to the damned by mitigating punishments. See DG, pp. 412-13. Also of
import for this discussion on hell is Frame’s defense of God’s wrath against sin in the light of C. H. Dodd’s attempt
to soften the issue. For this, DG, pp. 465-66.
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Van de Beek enters the stream of thought with an equivocal tone. “On the one hand, hell is never
self-evident. When we speak of it, we are speaking of a mysterium tremendum” (Van de Beek,
1990:59). However, hell is “a serious possibility” (Van de Beek, 1990:60). So it seems that Van
de Beek is agnostic regarding the reality of this tremendous mystery. Agnosticism can be the
natural result of a perceived tension felt in Scripture and tradition, both of which substantiate a
plurality of terms and images about God’s attributes ranging from grace to wrath; from
everlasting love for the whole world, to final solution for reprobates. One can be confused as to
which side to take regarding hell and judgment.

The evidentiary data before Van de Beek leads him to a highly nuanced position in which hell is
only a peripheral warning and not the “front and center” (Van de Beek, 1990:59) concern of the
New Testament which is salvation in Christ.” His response is therefore to side with grace.
Hence, in some way redemption includes hell. It begins with the descent of Jesus to into hell to
preach to the inhabitants. The preaching is so well received that hell is therefore “the first place
where Easter is celebrated” (Van de Beek, 2002:176). " The result of Christ’s sermon is that
God bears their desperation. Hell is changed. All is made new. The river of life will lap up the

fires of hell.

Although Van de Beek’s position is laudable inasmuch as it is demonstrably the result of much
deliberation on a vast terrain of biblical perspectives on hell, it must be concluded that it is at
odds with the parabolic and metaphorical language of Christ that consistently describes a real

place of eternal and unfathomable torment for scoffers.”®

4 Peripheral warnings are nonetheless still warnings!

75 John Calvin does not see 1 Peter 3:19 as a celebratory or liberating experience for those in hell because Jesus has
preached the gospel to them. He writes, “The purport of the context is, that believers who had died before that time
were partakers of the same grace with ourselves: for he celebrates the power of Christ's death, in that he penetrated
even to the dead, pious souls obtaining an immediate view of that visitation for which they had anxiously waited;
while, on the other hand, the reprobate were more clearly convinced that they were completely excluded from
salvation. Although the passage in Peter is not perfectly definite, we must not interpret as if he made no distinction
between the righteous and the wicked: he only means to intimate, that the death of Christ was made known to both.”
Inst. 11, 16, 9.

76 See Matt. 5:21-22, 29-30; Mark 9:43-48, and Luke 16:19-31. On page 175 of Jesus Kyrios, Van de Beek explains
that Calvin demythologized Jesus’ decent into hell. For Calvin the issue was not a literal place but the separation
from the Father; the severity of God’s vengeance and all the most horrific and terrible consequences that that
implies. But also Calvin does nothing to soften the meaning of hell. The powerful metaphor, if not literal, expresses
something that is every bit as awful as its represents. Despite my high regard for Calvin, Jesus told the parable of the
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3.6  Suffering and History

Significant areas in redemption have been examined. Redemptive history is a subset of history.
So the present discussion is asking the reader to consider a broader set of criteria in addition to
God’s work in redemptive history. The concern here is not a chronology of a particular people,
country, period, or person, but with a theological interpretation of history. Though far too
concise to do full justice to the subject, the following will seek to decipher the theological point
of departure and major conclusions Frame and Van de Beek arrive at in their theological
interpretations of history. Moreover, the focus will be on a specific issue within the theological
interpretation of history: God’s relationship to suffering. One might wonder why then this
section is not titled Suffering. It is titled Suffering and History for the reason that suffering does
not happen in a vacuum but in real time; real history.”’ Suffering raises serious questions about

God’s sovereignty over the processes of history. The two ideas are inseparable.

One of the most troubling conundrums is how evil and suffering can survive in a universe
created by a loving, supreme God. Theorized explanations of this paradox are known as
theodicies. The challenge for theology is always to work toward answers to the question of how

it is possible that a just and moral God can exist in the face of evil in all its forms.

3.6.1 The Problem of Evil

In his work, Why? Suffering, Guilt, and God, Van de Beek sets the stage for his own answer to
the existence of suffering, or more generally the problem of evil, by first adducing his perception
of the theological tension between God’s omnipotence and God’s goodness.”® If God is fully

omnipotent, then does this not suggest that he is the cause of all evil and suffering? And what are

rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) that is too literal to be metaphorical. If hell is not a real place, Jesus would
have known this, and would not have painted so vivid a description.

" In juxtaposition to the story of redemptive history recorded in the Bible, Van de Beek is firm that we must also
consider God’s acts relative to history, “If God has not withdrawn from this world (and therefore has not become
irrelevant to our thought and action), then current world events also have to do with God’s action.” Van de Beek,
Why?, p. 259.

8 The first major section of the book treats the topic of suffering, here a general term for all those things that befall
people from the perspective of God’s omnipotence, while the second major section analyzes the subject from the
point of view of God’s goodness. Both sections are comprehensive of how one might interpret suffering were one to
adopt one or the other these two positions.
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the implications of this view? On the other hand, if God is good, is suffering not against his will?
And what are the implications of this view? Within the present framework attention will focus
attention on Van de Beek’s solution to the problem of evil. Although his answer takes selectively
from both traditions i.e., the lines of God’s omnipotence, and his goodness, it offers a new
direction. For the purpose of lucidity, the following will be far more descriptive of Van de
Beek’s theology than what has been examined to this point. Frame’s voice will be heard as well.

Admittedly, though, the analysis of both men on this subject is far from determinative.

3.6.1.1 Changein God

Van de Beek’s fundamental position respective of the problem of evil is that God is changeable.
He assents to the proposition that unless we pose God’s omnipotence and goodness in a
“timeless juxtaposition” we are left with abstract concepts relative to the problem of suffering
and no real way to rectify the two. But once we introduce the idea of progressive history an
ingenerate solution exposes itself. For then God can change in his being.” “Then he is not
another today from who he was yesterday, but he is different” (Van de Beek, 1990:262). He does
not explain how “is” (God’s being) changes while God remains essentially the same through

time. But he does elaborate.

Like all other attributes, “omnipotence” and “goodness” belong essentially to the way in which
God relates to the world. In thinking about change in God we are thinking about change in the
attributes . . . Then, “omnipotence” will not always mean the same thing. Today’s goodness will
be different from that of yesterday. If one drops the third premise, that of the immutability of

God, one can no longer speak in such an absolute sense about the “the omnipotence” or “the

% On pages 264-65 of Why? On Suffering, Guilt, and God there is a complex exposition leading to the point that the
attributes of God are in constant flux as manifest in God’s deeds. This exposition focuses mainly on God’s order
through Samuel to Saul to terminate the Amalekites. Van de Beek seeks to substantiate his claim in the
changeability of God by appealing to continuity between three phases in God. (1) The being of God. (2) The
revelation of God; and (3) Divine commands given to Saul. The force of the argument is to link the three phases.
God’s actions, revelation, and being cannot be separated. The phases reinforce his theory that the attributes of God
are relative to the permutations of his decisions which are known in his deeds. “Hence, the goodness of God is the
constant decision of God as manifest in his action.” In all of this he is seeking to defend the nature of God despite
the situation with the Amalekites. We must not miss the middle position, however, that of revelation. Situated
between God’s acts and his being is revelation. So really we know God’s being by his revelation and we know
God’s revelation by his deeds.
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goodness” of God, but only about the omnipotence as it was at a given moment or the goodness
as it was manifested at a certain time. In other words, one can only read the omnipotence and
goodness of God from the revelation of God’s omnipotence and goodness in history (Van de

Beek, 1990:263).

The meaning for theology is clear. “Every new event calls for a new reflection about what we
have said of God. For that reason too theology is never finished” (Van de Beek, 1990:259).
Changes in God’s being occur within a chronology of events, with the caveat that the passive
side of the deeds of God in history is a chronology with a “zigzag” pattern. “History has its
permutations; it is not a straight line to a well-defined goal. But it is a forward-moving line”
(Van de Beek, 1990:261). Zigzag history acquires the good experiences of life but is really a
rubric intended to account for the bad—evil, sin and suffering in all of its forms. With every

zigzag in history there is a corresponding zigzag change in God’s being.

Van de Beek introduces other measuring criteria by which we can understand God in the face of
suffering. A leading idea of his is “earthly events” (Van de Beek, 1990:259) in which he draws a
distinction between creatio activa (the creative action or speech of God) and creatio passiva
(that which proceeds from his hands).8° Creatio activa concerns the actions of God written up by
the biblical authors while creatio passiva has to do with shifting world events which also have to
do with God’s action.®! Creatio passiva include “human ideas.” Though the idea will not be
developed, Van de Beek is assured that human ideas include the fact that “We are permitted to
hold God to account over suffering” (Van de Beek, 1990:231). That this is the case means that
Christians are not “yes-men” (Van de Beek, 1990:231) to everything God decides. Holding God
answerable takes place in the realm of conversation with God, or prayer. Thus, nothing in history
or at the end of history can be known for sure as long as “The verdict on all the conversations

between God and humans is still out” (Van de Beek, 1990:231).

In essence, then, Van de Beek’s answer to the problem of suffering is that God’s being; his

attributes, “change” moment by moment depending on the historical event or person’s thought

8 For this distinction see Why? p. 258.
81 We have used the “acts” and the “actions” of God. The terms as Van de Beek exploits them are synonymous, both
falling under the classic term actio Dei.

62



(creatio passiva). What omnipotence or goodness, or any of the other attributes of God for that
matter will look like at a specific moment is determined by the deeds of God at that moment. He
offers numerous examples of his theory from the Scriptures—all of which converge on passages
which either recount supposed divergent actions of God i.e., God’s endorsement of the wholesale
extermination of the Amalekites (1 Sam. 15:3) versus the dissolution of national separation in
Christ (Gal. 3:28), or the assortment of passages which seem to indicate a change of mind in God
i.e., “I repent that I have made Saul King” (1 Sam. 15:11; cf. 15:35). This leads Van de Beek to
construe a novel arrangement in theology. Established before now is the fact that Frame’s
covenantal framework reverses long-held conceptions of theological starting point. Van de Beek,
however, reverses categories within the Godhead. In the older language of theology the economic
Trinity is the interpretive key to knowing the ontological Trinity.®? In other words, we do not

know God’s deeds by his attributes; we know his attributes by his deeds.®

Naturally, the skeptic can argue that VVan de Beek robs theology of a critical standard and makes
God arbitrary. Anticipating this critique he defends against illogicality on the grounds that the
consistency of God’s deeds is grounded in his faithfulness. His position is that the only constant
in God is change. God is willing to change in order to remain faithful to his people and to his
intended goal, finalized at the eschaton. Again, the implications of this view have major
connotations for ontology. “Faithfulness is the biblical word for the consistency of the actions
and words of God. The unity of God is not an abstraction; it is the unity of his faithfulness in
which he does not forsake the word his hands have begun.®* There is therefore unity in God but

not a “massive unity;” not an absolute unity.

82 He says, “In the Old Testament God is as a rule pictured more freely. He is the Holy One, to be sure, but One who
is near to Israel, even dwelling with them. There heavenly council serves rather to indicate the possibility of
variation in the divine decision-making process. Earthly history is not mapped out according to a certain fixed
program: there is consultation in heaven about it. Eternal counsel is real and very much related to events in time.”
Van de Beek, Why? p. 288.

8 Between God’s acts and his being lays revelation. So to be more precise, we know God’s being from his
revelation and we know God’s revelation from his acts. In his view, God’s acts, revelation, and being cannot be
separated. See Why? p. 264.

8 Similarly, he writes, “The moment God is no longer faithful, he is no longer the God of this world and no longer
relevant for the world. Of the greatest importance, therefore, is the recognition of the faithfulness of God. Of the
greatest importance is the discovery of consistency on the deeds of God.” Why? p. 268
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It is the line of grace that shapes and, in many cases, regulates God’s response in time. This leads
to two related effects upon God’s nature and his word. (1) He is perpetually choosing. In the
semi-eschatological age, because God is always presented a set of “possibilities” that would
either deter or enhance his faithfulness, he continually “opts” for his people. This leads to a
second consideration. (2) The word of God is “refined” (Van de Beek, 1990:281) by crisis. That
is to say, each time God is faced with judging his people he faces a “crisis.” By choosing to
remain trustworthy to his people, his word is refined. Even so, at no time during the Old
Testament period was the way to Christ, though these series of crises, an “established road” (Van

de Beek, 1990:300).

All of this adds further shape to Van de Beek’s view of the person and work of Jesus Christ.
From the beginning, God is choosing to remain trustworthy to people. The Old Testament in fact
records how God “hung in there” (Van de Beek, 1990:307) with the world. Then came the
moment of supreme choice. Jesus is taken, brutalized, and killed. Will God choose according to
his faithfulness yet again? Three days pass. All of heaven is silent. “Three days is the time of
preparation, the time of a good decision” (Van de Beek, 1990:284). God had rejected Jesus on
the cross. “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”” But God who could not put up with
darkness, and who said “Let there be light,” is the same who could not put up with the darkness
of death in Jesus. So God repents yet again, raising Jesus from the dead, and thus “proves to be
the God with a heart, the God who can change his mind” (Van de Beek, 1990:285). Jesus Christ

1s God’s ultimate choice.

The meaning for us after the resurrection is that “God can no longer act arbitrarily; he can only
still act in accordance with the choice he made in Jesus Christ” (italics mine) (Van de Beek,
1990:290). Throughout the older dispensation God “had complete liberty to fashion the world
and human beings as he pleased . . . But since the coming of Jesus Christ that is no longer

possible. Now God can only relate to people in the manner of grace.”® Van de Beek does not

8 In another place he notes, “But in Jesus Christ a criterion has been introduced within God himself. God is now
‘normed’ by the choice of Jesus. In light of this criterion something can now be said in retrospect about the Gentiles.
In the days of Saul it was good to exterminate the Amalekites. In the days of Joshua a command could be issued to
exterminate all the heathen. From Israel to the nations there is now an open door. Therefore, there can never again
be a choice like that of the days of Saul and Joshua. Yesterday’s command God himself rejects. Accordingly, the
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intend the delimitation of God’s deeds to be interpreted as a denial of God’s freedom. Rather,
because God is free he chooses to limit his deeds to the way of grace in Jesus.

This expostulation of God’s deeds in history, especially the point that after Jesus, God’s liberty is
limited by the manner of grace, draws currency from the nominalistic tradition of William of
Occam. According to Van de Beek, potentia absoluta is delimited by potentia ordinata.®®
Admittedly, it is impossible to ascertain from the scholar precisely where God’s “absolute
freedom” and the limitation of that freedom occur in the range of redemptive history or history

proper.®’

Although Van de Beek claims God made his ultimate “choice” for the world and for our
salvation in Jesus, the ultimate outcome of history is not assured. The Spirit must “substantiate”
God’s choice to the end, the fulfillment of the kingdom of God. For Van de Beek, the kingdom
of God is identical with the new earth (Van de Beek, 1990:347). But the Spirit is not a computer
disk that only needs to be entered and run. History remains “open.” History is open because “as
long as God continues to act, all sorts of things can happen” (Van de Beek, 1990:315). If
anything, the future history is bleak. Not only can we not escape the fact that most people refuse
belief in God, but also “the realization of God’s own choices fail to occur and does not even
exhibit unambiguous signs on the horizon” (Van de Beek, 1990:305). Yet again, an answer to the

problem of evil that only returns us to the bounds of estrangement.

Van de Beek is right on one count. His answer to the problem of evil is positive in the sense that
he reminds us that theology is never a simple “either-or.” To juxtapose the omnipotence of God
against the goodness of God in order to set forth an interpretative framework based on each
model is certainly useful as a means to bind together notions that are typically associated with

greatest consistency—God’s fidelity to the world extended to the utmost in Jesus Christ—is at the same time the
greatest change, in which all other choices which have been made now fall under the divine ‘no.”” Why? p. 287.

8 The distinction between potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata is complex. Simply put, the former suggests that
God can do whatever he wants, even what he has not willed; even what he does not chose to do. In its extreme form
this idea has given rise to the old question in theology, “Can God make a stone he himself cannot 1ift?”” By the latter
term we refer to God’s power to do things he chooses to do. For Van de Beek’s explanation of the twin ideas, see
Why? p. 12.

87 We find a clue regarding an answer to this problem. He says that during the period of the Old Testament,
“Accordingly, God increasingly turned toward grace and salvation, not with harmonious gradualism, but in the
manner of the unpredictable God of the world, in a hopeless zigzag line.” Why? p. 282, italics added. So it appears
that the limitation of potentia absoluta to potentia ordinata happened in degrees as history moves toward the cross.
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each model. But rarely do we get the whole picture, as he points out. Van de Beek seeks to do
justice to God by combining the best of both worlds through his use of a third way. God is
omnipotent but never in the absolute sense. He changes. God is good but not in the absolute
sense, for here too he is always open to change.

3.6.1.2 The Perspectival Answer

But there are troubling aspects to this dialectical answer for Frame. In a broad sense, Framian
perspectivalism is similar to Van de Beek’s theological model in that it that seeks to provide
equilibrium between God’s omnipotence and goodness. Perspectivalism always insists on a view
of God’s attributes as consistently equalized. That is really to say that triperspectivalism lays
before us the idea that God’s defining attributes, jointly and severally, unfailingly describe his
simple essence. So God is love but God is also justice as well as God is wisdom, and so forth.®
Simultaneously, God is also all of his attributes at once. Dissimilarly, the IS of “God is
omnipotent” and “God is good,” and so on, means that God’s essential nature; his characteristics,
never change. The perspectival scenario is especially important for the discussion underway
since because it is in this fashion that we can speak of God’s attributes as static. The Lord is the
same yesterday, today, and forever. Thus, as shall be demonstrated shortly, Frame can answer

the questions raised by suffering without appeal to a third way.

But beyond this point, Frame demurs. The proportionality of God’s attributes does not permit us
to situate one attribute of God e.qg., faithfulness, above his other attributes, and from that
fundamental attribute deduce the nature of the minor ones. Stated somewhat differently, we
cannot set one attribute against another, or diminish attributes in order to achieve the higher end

of a special attribute. Triperspectivalism is of the nature of theologoumenon, but within the

8 One might counter that Frame’s elevation of “lordship” belies his own perspectivalism. To this he remarks,
“Certainly Lord is the most fundamental name of God in Scripture, and all biblical revelation expounds it. God
performs his mighty acts so that people “will know that I am the Lord” (Ex. 6:7; cf. 7:5, 17; 8:22, and many other
verses throughout Scripture). So his lordship is the attribute most often mentioned in Scripture, by the constant use
of the Hebrew yahweh and adon and the Greek kyrios.” But then by way of clarification, “Yet I would not want to
say that lordship is metaphysically central to God’s nature in a way that holiness, love, eternity, and righteousness
are not. These other concepts can also be central in specific biblical contexts. They also can name God, and even
define him, as in 1 John 1:5 and 4:8.” NOG, p. 51. This issue is addressed in the previous chapter.
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framework of established dogma. The static quality of God’s nature, and thus of the equality of
all of his attributes, presents a major challenge to the idea that the only thing consistent about
God is change, save for the fact that he always remains faithful to his paramount choices.
Indeed, it is not beyond reasonable limits to ask “What is it about God’s faithfulness that
demands that it be higher than his grace or omniscience?”” Are we on dangerous ground here?
For the sake of argument let us assume that God’s faithfulness is the constant which keeps the
rest of his attributes in movement. How do we keep God from becoming a servant to his own
attribute of faithfulness under the structure of this theology? The Dutch thinker answers that the
potentia absoluta is limited by the potentia ordinata. Who made this choice? God. But when did
God make this choice? Was there ever a time when the power of God was total? It had to be for
God to be in a position to choose to make his absolute power limited by his ordinate power. But
if at some unknown time God did so freely chose to limit his absolute power to his ordinate
power, and if Van de Beek is right that potentia ordinata represents what we mean by saying
“God can manage all things” (Van de Beek, 1990:12) then who or what manages the

management?

There are serious points here. Has God, in order to make certain that he remains faithful to his
choices purposefully handcuffed himself to the armchair of his ordinate power? And why did
God believe this necessary? Does he not trust himself? If not, then what does this say about his
faithfulness even under the constraint of his ordinate power? Moreover, were we to assume that
God acts only from the limitations set by his ordinate power are we at last willing to say that
nothing God does appears contradictory to us? And most importantly, what is a self-limited
God? How do we call this God “Lord” in the purest sense? Based on the lordship principle,
Frame treats God’s attributes as normative “for they provide the most literal and detailed
descriptions, which necessarily therefore tend to govern our thinking about other kinds of
descriptions” (Frame, 2002:344). He thus asserts that the free reign of God’s absolute power for
“Scripture teaches that God’s power is not exhausted in history, that God is able to do many

things that he does not choose to do” (Frame, 2002:523).8% One example of Scripture’s teaching

8 It is hard to discern where Frame stands on the nominalist question, unless one understands that, as in all areas of
his theology, the subject is treated with evenness. For example, in addition to his view that Scripture teaches that

God’s power is not exhausted in history,” in another place he says “We have seen that, according to Scripture, there
are some things that God cannot do.” DG, p. 524. So which is it? Does Frame hold to potentia absoluta or potentia
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Frame uses is Mark 14:36, “Abba, Father” he said, “everything is possible for you. Take this cup

from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.”

3.7 The Specter of Open Theism

We are dealing with two thoughts: God’s being and God’s plan relative to the flow of history
with special concentration on the problem of evil. Further discussion on the potentiality of the
changeableness of Gods’ being and plan proportionate to history might best be carried out in the

context of the contemporary polemic over open theism.

Although the name of Van de Beek is not associated within the known circle of proponents of
open theism, the contexture of his third way evinces so closely to the modernistic doctrine that
the obvious correlations cannot be overlooked. And since Frame is a known as an antagonist of
open theism, the potential conversation is far too tempting to pass up. What is open theism?
According to Frame, “Open theists teach that God is not above time, that he does not control all
of nature and history, that he does not know the future exhaustively, that he sometimes makes
mistakes and changes his plans, and therefore that he is in some ways dependent on the world.”
(Frame, 2001:10).

ordinata? Frame sees little use for the terminology as Scripture says very little about the distinction. He sees the
playoff between the two categories as a classic case of nominalistic (overall medieval) preoccupation with
philosophical minutia. As a result, he does not feel it important to use these terms at all. Still, they represent a
question of the scope of God’s power, a question that does not go away. His observation is that “If we do choose to
give these terms some positive meaning in accord with Scripture, we may define God’s ordinate power as the power
exerted in the things he chooses to do. Absolute power, then, would be God’s power to do things other than those he
actually chooses to do.” DG, p. 525. Thus, whereas Van de Beek exploits the nominalist distinction to substantiate
his idea that God changes, Frame consents to God’s ordinate power only insofar as it is taken to mean that for God
to be consistent within himself he must be consistent with his creatures and with his plan. In other words, if all of
nature were a jigsaw puzzle, God is always putting it together. But the pieces of the puzzle are not contingent on the
fact that they are made by the events and thoughts of others, but the pieces of the puzzle are manufactured by him.
So God freely limits himself by what he knows about Bill’s thoughts, but God foreordained Bill’s thoughts and
therefore God’s own response in time to his thoughts. So if Frame were to use the nominalistic language it would
not be in accord with Van de Beek’ view of divine restraint (and we might add the general theory of open theism)
that makes God’s actions consequent to contingency. Rather, he would keep the language within the structure of
God’s immutability and abiding plan. Frame handles this issue in DG, pp. 518-521 and ST, pp. 339-341.
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3.7.1 Comparison with Clark Pinnock

An important figure in the launch of this idea is Clark Pinnock. Pinnock clarifies what he means
by open theism in a way reminiscent of Van de Beek’s differentiation between God’s

omnipotence and goodness.

Two models of God in particular are the most influential that people commonly carry around in
their minds. We may think of God primarily as an aloof monarch, removed from the
contingencies of the world, unchangeable in every aspect of being, as an all-determining and
irresistible power, aware of everything that will ever happen and never taking risks. Or we may
understand God as a caring parent with qualities of love and responsiveness, generosity and
sensitivity, openness and vulnerability, a person (rather than a metaphysical principle) who
experiences the world, responds to what happens, relates to us and interacts dynamically with
humans (Pinnock, 1994:103).

Pinnock advocates the second model, singling it out as open theism. Van de Beek’s third way is
Pinnock’s second way. The difference is that Pinnock is not willing to say that God’s being
changes to accommodate change in the world; only his decisions change. Van de Beek, as we
have seen, is willing to go as far as to say that even God’s attributes adjust. Richard Rice
(1994:16), himself an advocate for open theism, says that the scheme “regards God as receptive
to new experiences and is flexible in the way he works toward his objectives in the world.” Rice

and Van de Beek agree on the casual nature of change in God’s being.

Frame’s response to open theism is based on his view on Lordship and is basically this: God
does not change or suffer loss in his essential nature.®® The divine being is not in any way
contingent on changing circumstances in tangible history. God does not depend in any way on
the world; the world is wholly dependent on God. There are significant implications of this idea
for God’s eternal plan. It cannot suffer any defeat. God’s plan is rooted in the a priori decision of
the eternal Godhead; thus the plan’s validity, maturation through time, and assured objective,
remains independent of God’s observation of history or of human experience. History exists in

the mind of God prior to and independent of experience. God moves deductively from general

% For an exposition of this thought, see NOG, p. 172.
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law to specific outcome and situations.®* Open theists and Van de Beek, on the other hand, ask
for a posteriori deciphering of God’s being — one that minimize his Lordship. The principle
moves inductively from the changing specifics of historical experience and human thought to

construct a general theory of God’s being.

3.7.2 Frame on God’s Will(s)

In support of the Lord’s sovereign dominion, Frame makes many fine distinctions among which

only the more outstanding ones will be covered.

First, Frame distinguishes the Lord’s sovereign dominion according to the decretive will of God
and the prescriptive will of God. The decretive, or secret will of God, refers to all those things
God planned to do before the foundations of the world but which he does not reveal to people by
way of declaration. The revealed will of God is what God has given us, namely in the Law and
the gospel. In The Doctrine of God, Frame discusses the decretive will of God under the lordship
principle of God’s control (the “C” of CAP). God’s eternal decrees apply both to redemption: to
the number of those who are saved (Rom. 9:18), to his dictates regarding the movements of the
kings of the world (Daniel 4:34-35,%), and to suffering.

God’s control furnishes even finer distinctions within his decretive will. His control is over both
general and specific historical events. Generally speaking, Frame is one with the biblical writers
who ascribe events in the natural environment directly to God (Ps. 65:9-11; 135:6-7; 147:15-18).
Not a microbe of the creation exists in natural autonomy from the Lord. Even events that appear
most random and even vicious are under his sovereign control. “What we call ‘accidents’ come
from the Lord (Ex. 21:13; Judg. 9:53; 1 Kings 22:23)” (Frame, 2002:52). Specifically speaking,
he believes that everything from the casting of lots to prosperity and famine—all of it— is at his
beckoned call. God determines the exact time of Jesus’ death (John 2:4; 7:6, 30), the whole
history of human procreation (Gen. 4:1; 29:31-30:2; Deut, 10:22; Ps. 127:3-5), and he forms the

%1 This flow is supported by the flow of thought recorded in Ephesians, which begins with the eternal council of God
and progresses more and more narrowly through appreciable areas of practical theology.

92 Here Nebuchadnezzar recognizes God’s judgment in his life as a decree ministered by angels and is according to
God’s own prerogative.
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purposes of our hearts and also decides the steps we will take to carry them out (Prov. 16:9; cf.
16:1; 19:21). Even so, “God brings about our free decisions” (2002:62). Not a nanosecond of our
lives is independent from the Lord God. To introduce even a speck of interderminancy into the

universe is to topple the sovereignty and immutability of God.*®

God’s prescriptive will “involves his valuations, particularly as revealed to us in his Word (his
‘precepts’). God’s decretive will cannot be successfully opposed; what God has decreed will
certainly take place. It is possible; however, for creatures to disobey God’s preceptive will and
they often do so” (Frame, 2001:109). Evidently, much suffering is the result of direct
disobedience to God’s precepts. Summing these thoughts perspectivally, in general, God’s

decretive will represents his control and his preceptive will denotes his authority.

Second, not only does God’s preceptive will involve his valuations, the Lord’s sovereign
dominion over history prioritizes what he values. We may speak here of God’s presence, thus
rounding out the lordship attributes.®* In other words, there are states of affairs that God
genuinely values (and therefore desires), but does not bring about. God values/desires a thing but
is willing to defer it due to the higher priority of something else. So, God desires event A to
happen, but is willing to suspend his desire for the greater good of achieving event B. The
suspension of event A is not due to weakness in God; that is, he is unable to achieve event A
before reaching event B. Nor does it suggest that he is changing before the ebb and flow of
history. Rather, the suspension of event A is a sovereign choice. The goal of this choice assures

the prioritization of what God values.

God’s prioritization of his values takes into consideration two things. (1) Time. God works in

time and through history to achieve his purposes. “God also has many desires, variously valued

9 On page 68 of NOG, Frame lists five areas over which God’s will is paramount: the natural world, human history,
individual human lives, human decision, and sin. His position on this last area is controversial, and one we disagree
with, in that he ultimately makes God the cause of sin. As he says, “it is important to see that God does in fact bring
about the sinful behavior of human beings, whatever problems that may create in our understanding. He qualifies
this, saying, “It is more helpful to point out that Scripture itself regards this problem as a mystery (Job 38-42), and
that God has a supremely good purpose for ordaining evil that one day will silence all his critics and evoke praise
(Rom. 8:28-39; 9:17-24; Rev. 15:3-4). Against this is James 1:13, “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘T am being
tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.”

% See DG, p. 531.
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and prioritized. Some he achieves immediately. But since he has created a world in time and has
given to that world a history and a goal, some of his desires, by virtue of his own eternal plan,
must await the passage of time” (Frame, 2001:531). (2) God’s respect of people’s integrity. That
IS not to say that he respects their libertarian free-will and thus must react to it and change, as van
de Beek or the open theists suggest. Rather, according to his decretive will, God respects the
integrity of each event, person, and thing, as it fits into his purpose. For example, God has said
that we are to be fruitful and multiply. This is a divine value; what God desires. But God will not
permit Joe to have five children if five interferes with another of God’s purposes. Accordingly,
the decretive will of God stipulates that Joe will have three children, for in some sense this
number serves God’s long-range plan. There are implications here for suffering in so far as
God’s broad intentions for history apparently prohibit the blessing of a world existing without

any history of evil %

3.7.3 Frame on God Changing

Frame can speak of God changing, however. God’s immanence insists that he joins us in looking
at his creation from within. For example, Frame points to Amos 7:1-6 in which we see God
interacting with his people in a way that is analogous to human behavior. In effect “God with
us,” (Frame, 2001:164) the author of history, has written himself into the redemptive drama as
the lead, dialoging with other characters as if he were one of us.® In contrast, God’s atemporal

% In the context of his reasoning on the decretive and preceptive wills of God, Frame adds, “But even on a
Reformed view, God’s sovereign choices do take into account the nature of the world that he has chosen to make.
As with Joe’s children, God will not bring about an event that is inconsistent with another event that he has
ordained. In that way, God respects the integrity of each event, person, and thing in his eternal plan. So each part of
his plan excludes from it some otherwise possible states of affairs, some of which may be good in themselves. So
God genuinely values many states of affairs that are not compatible with the particular story he has chosen to tell in
history. In one sense, then, God’s plan is limited by the nature of the creatures included in the plan. But that is only
to say that God’s plan is limited by its own consistency and integrity. Although I shall argue later that God’s
thoughts are ultimately timeless, rather than temporally successive, it is helpful to represent God’s thought as if it
were in two stages. First, God evaluates every possible state of affairs (antecedent, preceptive). Second, he chooses
among these values (decretive, consequent), rejecting some and accepting others for the sake of his historical
drama.” NOG, p. 110.

% He fleshes out this idea according to the processes of temporality. “On Monday [God] wants a certain thing to
happen, and on Tuesday he wants something else to happen. He is grieved one day and pleased the next. In my view,
this is more than just anthropomorphic description. In these accounts, God is not merely like an agent in time; he
really is in time, changing as others change. And we should not say that his atemporal, changeless existence is more
real than his changing existence in time, as the term anthropomorphic might suggest. Both are real. Neither form of
existence contradicts the other. God’s transcendence never compromises his immanence, nor do his control and
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existence never changes. God is open to forgiving Israel through his use of Amos’s intercession,
but his readiness to forgive is the result of his sovereign and eternal decree which cannot but
bring all things to pass. Frame also discusses divine change as is consistent with sovereign
vulnerability. He is vulnerable in his personal interactions with his people. Here he suffers grief
(Eph. 4:30). He made himself susceptible unto death (Phil. 2:5-8). And he was distressed (Isa.
63:9).%” So then God is unchanging in his nature and eternal plan, but his relationships with

creatures are dynamic—a point of accord between classical theology and open theism.

Frame is unsatisfied with nouveau postulations that submit God’s being to the changing currents
of history. But he is equally unsatisfied with queries that center on why suffering exists in God’s
world. To ask “why” is never to arrive at a resolution for we can never fathom the mind of God.
And if we think we have then we have followed the path of least resistance by crafting a god
after our own image. The legitimate question for Frame is how can God ordain evil and remain

true to himself?°8

His solution amounts to two points: one philosophically analogous in nature; the other, biblical.
Reconsidering a point made earlier that God is the author who has written himself into the play
of life, the American thinker finds a way of correlation that provide us a handle on evil and
suffering. God is to evil what Shakespeare is to the death of Duncan.
... as | analyze the language that we typically use in such contexts it seems clear to me that we
would not normally say that Shakespeare killed Duncan. Shakespeare writes the murder into the
play. But the murder took place in the world of the play, not the real world of the author. Macbeth
did it, not Shakespeare. We sense the rightness of Macbeth paying for his crimes. But we would
certainly consider it very unjust if Shakespeare were tried and put to death for killing Duncan . . .

Thus, “To author evil is to do it. But in saying that God is related to the world as an author to a

authority compromise his covenant presence.” NOG, p. 176. Observe the perspectivalism in this quote. God’s
atemporal and temporal existence, his transcendence and immanence, and control/authority and covenant presence,
exist in timeless parity without appeal to any form of dualism, but all are equally real for us.

9 See NOG, p. 19.

9% Classical theism has offered two main solutions to the question of “how”—both of which also seek to vindicate
God as the author of sin. (1) The distinction between remote and proximate case of sin and evil. In this case, God is
considered the remote cause of evil and man the proximate cause. (2) Divine permission of sin. The problem here is
that for God to permit sin is still as efficacious as his ordination of it. So Frame finds these traditional explanations
lacking.
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story, we actually provide a way of seeing that God is not to be blamed for the sin of his
creatures” (Frame, 2002:181-82).%°

Like any analogy, once taken to its logical extreme, this one falls short. So Frame finally relies
on Scripture’s own answer. Fundamentally the whole of his answer to the problem of evil turns
on God’s sovereign activity. Taking from Paul, God is not required to offer a defense against
charges of injustice and evil even though he sovereignly causes all things to happen. God is the
potter and we are the clay.'® God does not feel he needs to provide us an intellectually satisfying
answer to this dilemma, but he has solved the problem of evil in us by giving us new hearts

through the power of his Word.2!

This chapter began with the notion that Protestant theology must see the present forlornness that
circumscribes the West as the “need of the hour.” Since it is Frame’s belief that all theology is
practical, a point to be carefully analyzed when we discuss Framian ethics, is what hope does
God’s sovereignty over all of creation, including suffering, offer the forlorn? In Frame, the
singular lordship of Christ over all things is the assurance of the final outcome of history.
Nothing is left “open.” The present and the future are assured. All is an established road. The

promise of final consummation is guaranteed by God’s decretive will. We hear from Frame:

Simply put, God’s power always accomplishes his purpose. God does not intend to bring about
everything he values, but he never fails to bring about what he intends. Creatures may oppose
him, to be sure, but they cannot prevail. Now we should remember that God decrees, not only the
end of history, but also the events of every moment of time. For his own reasons, he has chosen to
delay the fulfillment of his intentions for the end of history, and to bring about those intentions
through a complicated historical sequence of events. In that sequence, his purposes appear
sometimes to suffer defeat, sometimes to achieve victory. But each apparent defeat actually
makes his eventual victory all the more glorious. The cross of Jesus is, of course, the chief

example of this principle. So God intends not only his ultimate triumph, but also his apparent

% The problem of evil will be revisited under the sections that treat apologetics.

100 Analysis of the problem of evil will occur again in this work, but in the context of Framian apologetics. Frame
has committed an entire chapter to the problem of evil in DG, pp. 160-182.

101 Chapter 7 of AGG covers this issue in full.
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defeats in history. He intends that history be exactly as it is. Therefore, all his decrees, both those

for history and for the consummation of history, always come to pass (Frame, 2001:113).1%2

Frame’s “complicated historical sequence of events” is much like Van de Beek’s “zigazag” path
of history. But for Frame, God makes the zigzag happen. God even “intends” his defeats, which
include evil in every form. He does so to force history along a preconceived path toward its final
outcome. Accordingly, though God’s children may suffer persecution and loss in this life, God is
in control, causing all things to work together to serve his eternal ends. That the divine scheme
appoints even suffering to mediate the flow of history toward its designated end is therefore a
powerful antidote to hopelessness and despair, such that “Scripture speaks over and over of
God’s purpose to glorify himself, to defeat evil, and to redeem a people to give him eternal
praise. It presents to us again and again the promise of final consummation” (Frame, 2002:277).

God’s sovereign Lordship gives men hope and certainty.

3.8 The Coming Pages

This examination has covered some basic features of Frame’s lordship theology in colloquia with
the theologia crucis of Van de Beek. This hypothetical conversation has been placed in the
broader context of the culture of alienation and despair that continues to be eminently noticeable
not only in Western cultures, but also in much academic theology that only seems to mimic the
crisis. This is evident in the displacement of God’s magisterial sovereignty in and over his
creation to make room for autonomous freedom, whereby it is said that God has changed or is
ever-changing. Frame wants us to see that the gospel is a chimera minus God’s sovereign being
and purpose. Building on that fact, the next chapters focuses on what else lordship means in

Frame’s theology as in the discipline of ethics, and after that, apologetics, and culture.

102 Denying the possibility of autonomous freedom as a cause of the problem of evil, Frame remarks, “Nor does
Scripture indicate that God places any positive value on libertarian freedom (even granting that it exists). This is a
significant point, because the freewill defense against the problem of evil argues that God places such a high value
on human free choice that he gave it to creatures even at the risk that they might bring evil into the world. One
would imagine, then, that Scripture would abound with statements to the effect that causeless free actions by
creatures are terribly important to God, that they bring him glory and are essential to human personhood and dignity.
But Scripture never suggests that God honors causeless choice in any way or even recognizes its existence.” NOG,
p. 125.
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The insight of Frame into the meaning of lordship for a world lost in sin must be internalized to
make the connection to the goodness of days the Lord has in store for those who love Him. “A
gospel of grace is a gospel of divine sovereignty. That message may be distasteful to modern
people, but it is the word of God, and without it we have no hope. Free will leaves us in despair.

Only sovereign grace can bring salvation, faith, and hope” (Frame, 2001:212).
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4.0 Lordship and Ethics

As the previous chapters have shown, God’s lordship provides us immeasurably important points
of reference for all of life. The lordship orientation thus allows us to view human life as a whole
and from there to make the critical distinctions necessary in order for us to discern how we are to
live as covenant children of God. That all-important orientation positions the ethical dimension
of life front and center to Frame’s entire opera of works. None of his works is as specific on the
discipline of ethics as The Doctrine of the Christian Life (hereafter DCL). This chapter will draw
heavily from that work, though attention will be paid to cognate writings of Frame’s where

appropriate.

The aim of this chapter is to show how Frame’s multiperspectival approach to ethics provides a
lucid and God-honoring moral vision, and does so by bringing together the various emphases of
secular ethics.! As will be documented, Frame indicts all secular ethics for emphasizing only
parts of God’s world to the expense of other parts, and doing so without reference to the God of
Scripture. Frame’s triperspectivalism challenges the piecemeal approach of secular ethics
through the lordship principle. The research design will begin with a description of Frame’s
fundamental contributions to the field of ethics vis—a-—vis lordship. This will be followed by a
descriptive analysis of Frame’s Christian ethical methodology. In that the heart of Frame’s ethics
is the Ten Commandments, general and specific considerations of perspectivalism relative to the
Decalogue will bring this chapter to a close. It is in the account of Frame’s ethical methodology,
but especially in the final sections on the Decalogue, that this chapter’s research aim is mainly

substantiated.

! Proviso: that the lordship triad accounts for the deficiencies of the deontological, teleological, and existential
traditions in secular ethics, is strongly connoted by Frame in DCL, p. 317) “The normative perspective can be seen
as a Christian deontological ethic, the situational perspective as a Christian teleological ethic, and the existential
perspective as a Christian existential ethic. These reflect the emphases of their non-Christian counterparts (as we
examined them in chapters 6-8), but they bring these emphases together into a more coherent and fruitful unity in
the context of our covenant relationship to God.” That said, we do not find in Frame a premeditated effort to develop
this idea in a sustained way, that is, to lay bare the unfinished thought of secular ethicists only to show how his
ethical methodology finishes their work. Sustaining this idea, is really our own burden, but one which seems
unavoidable. In conversation with Frame, he has agreed that this expansion is valid and needful.
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Ultimately the goal is to use this contexture to expand upon the initial question that prompted

this exploratory work: “What does the concept of lordship mean to John M. Frame?”” As a mode
of reasoning in ethics, Frame envisions the lordship principle, most essentially expressed by the
perspectival method, as a tool to help us arrive at choices that demonstrate intrinsic moral value

before God and neighbor.

4.1 Frame’s Distinctive Voice in Ethics

Though DCL appears with a later publication date than The Doctrine of God and The Doctrine of
the Knowledge of God, it contains thought that informs Frame’s earlier works. This point is not
merely taxonomic but serves as prolegomena to his unique contribution to the discipline of

ethics. That contribution is most conspicuous in the following ways.

First, the lordship principle makes ethics foundational to the whole of Frame’s other theological
postures. In Frame (2008:10) “ethics is not merely a branch of theology, but is in fact the whole
of theology, viewed a certain way.” So “All theology, then, has to do with ethics” (2008:10).
That affects the relationship of ethics to epistemology. In terms of the old “chicken or the egg”
question, we can ask, “Which comes first: human behavior before God, or specific and generic
ideas of God gained through rational means?”” Frame makes ethics first, and epistemology its
outcome. That is holding to the fact that knowledge of God is always a heart-knowledge. In other
words, “obedience is the criterion of knowledge” (1987:44). Or we can say that because all
thought is essentially an activity before God, epistemology is overtly ethical. Here Frame follows
Cornelius Van Til (1963:46) who said that “the intellectual itself is ethical.”? We can sum Frame

as he has summed himself. “Everything can be boiled down to a matter of ethics.”®

2 Frame amplifies Van Til a bit: “The intellectual is ethical, and epistemology may be seen as a subdivision of
ethics.” DCL, p. 355. Also, DG, pp.185-87 and DKG, pp. 44-48 are highly recommended reading on the relationship
of knowing and obedience. In this vein, see also DG, pp. 185-187 on the relationship of ethics to epistemology and
metaphysics. DCL, xxvii and pp. 354-55 make explicit references to knowledge of God as a subdivision of ethics.

3 This statement made to a class at Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia on apologetics, at which this
student was in attendance. Elsewhere, however, he is unwilling to make ethics primary, but “there is a ‘circular’
relation between knowledge and obedience in Scripture. Neither is unilaterally prior to the other.” DKG, p. 43.
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There is a reciprocal idea. If all theology is ethics, then all ethics is theology. In other words,
unlike ethicists who give separate consideration to metaethics, Frame does not believe that
metaethics, normally considered as the underlying structure of moral problems, can be contrived
apart from ethics proper. Instead, “like Christian ethics, a Christian metaethic must be subject to
Scripture and thus must be theological” (Frame, 2008:12). Theory is thus an aspect of practice.
The effect is that Frame reduces metaethics to normative ethics. As will be interpreted more
expansively, Frame takes a typical reductionist approach to the variegated history of secular
ethics, classifying the nature and method of ethics under existential, teleological, and
deontological categories. The existential focuses the ethical question on self; the teleological on
goal, and the deontological on duty. He believes his multiperspectival system of ethics (a
systemization of his own metaethic) includes these emphases. The difference with these systems
is that his perspectival methodology is not an abstracted vision of human nature, but like any

specific ethical command of Scripture derives from that same source.*

Second, Frame’s unique effort in ethics is seen in the degree to which he applies lordship to the
whole of the theological task and to life generally. Like Martin Bucer, who defined theology as
the “art of living a virtuous and orderly life” (cited by H. J. Selderhuis, 1999:5). Frame sees the
supremacy of lordship extending compendiously to all areas of life.> Because all choices are
ethical in nature—although some are different in kind and therefore induce lesser or greater
effects on human lives—the polemical responsibility of theology is to help people walk with God
in all the varied striations of life. Or as he says, “the work of theology is not to reproduce the
emphasis of Scripture . . . but to apply Scripture to the needs of people” (Frame, 2002:7)° In
short, “Theology is application” (Frame, 2008:239).”

% Frame goes as far as to chasten secular ethicists for virtually abandoning ethics for metaethics. “Their concern is
not to defend ethical principles, but to rather to show us what an ethical principle is.” DCL, pp. 124-25. Although we
are here speaking of the multiperspectival system as applied to ethics as a metaethic that derives from Scripture, we
think that Frame’s real metaethic is Scripture itself. It is from that basis that the perspectival methodology in ethics
is derived.

SFrame takes this up in DCL, p. 17.

6 See also DKG, pp. 81-85 for similar expressions of the need for all theology to be practical; in essence to focus on
the ethical question, “How shall we then live?”

" Frame’s summation of theology to application involves both the interior life and the global implications of
lordship. Theology as application takes a somewhat different shape in Calvin whose emphasis on pietas is almost
entirely concerned with the indissoluble link between justification and sanctification. “John Calvin referred to

his Institutes of the Christian Religion not as a summa theologiae, but as a summa pietas, for he was concerned to
promote both sound doctrine and sincere piety.” James Edward McGoldrick (2009) “John Calvin, Practical
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These two preliminaries ground Frame’s strict definition of ethics. “Ethics is theology viewed as
a means of determining which person, acts, and attributes receive God’s blessings and which do
not” (Frame, 2008:10). Under this definition, because non-Christian thinkers are not concerned
with the priority of determining what persons, acts, and attitudes are blessed or cursed by the

God of Scripture, they do not engage “ethics.” Hence, only Christian ethics is true ethics.®

4.2  The Square of Opposition

This last point leads naturally to his third distinctive input into the field of ethics: his intense
critique of non-Christian ethical systems. His principal disparagement of non-Christian ethical
systems is that they are not built on a belief in something, but are the product of non-belief. The
non-Christian point of origination is, in Frame’s mind, inherently utopian in nature and therefore
threatening to the Christian witness and mission.® It also can be said that materialistic and
profane ethical systems are nihilistic in orientation, but such is true only in so far as they reject
biblical norms. The revolutionary can never reject all laws and institutions in that he is a law
unto himself. Frame’s system of ethics is therefore closely allied with his apologetic interest to

undercut error.

The considerable amount of space Frame gives to sharply critiquing non-Christian ethics,
especially in DCL, acquires a philosophical archetype that serves his analytical interests. He calls
this model “The Square of Opposition” (hereafter called “the Square”).!° The core of Frame’s
strategic attack against non-Christian ethics takes two forms. (1) Transcendence and Immanence.

(2) Irrationalism and rationalism.

Theologian: The Reformer’s Spirituality,” The Outlook vol. 59, No. 6, (June), pp. 10-15, online at
http://www.reformedfellowship.net/articles/mcgoldlrick-calvin-practical-june09v59-n6.htm Date of access: 1 Jan.
2013.

8 He enlarges and justifies this idea in DCL, p. 10.

% Recall this quote of Frame’s from chapter 1, “But we cannot exist without ultimate values, so we become gods
ourselves.” DG, p. 114.

10 For those who wish to undertake deepened evaluation of The Square, see DLC, pp. 41-53, DKG, pp. 12-18, DG,
pp. 107-155 and CVT, pp. 231-38.
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BIBLICAL NONBIBLICAL

CONCEPT CONCEPT
1 3
TRANSCENDENCE
IMMANENCE
2 4

Fig. 1. The Square of Opposition: Transcendence and Immanence!?

Frame mixes the first subset of The Square inventively to underscore the truth of the Christian
worldview verses the inherent fallacies of non-Christian thought. The results are (1) Biblical
Transcendence. (2) Biblical Immanence. (3) Nonbiblical Transcendence. (4) Non-Biblical
Immanence. Looking at the left side of The Square, we see that God is transcendent (biblical
concept 1); he is exalted Lord and King. Enlisting the lordship attributes of CAP, God’s
transcendence is best associated with the lordship attributes of control and authority. However,

God is also immanent (biblical concept 2) insofar as his presence is covenantally assured.

The right side of The Square illustrates the problem of emphasizing God’s transcendence over
his immanence (non-biblical concept 3). This category includes the legacy of the Gnostics,
Rousseau, Marx, Nietzsche, the Existentialists, and more.*? The right side of The Square also

illustrates the non-biblical concept of immanence. Applied to epistemology, deistic and

11 Taken from The Doctrine of the Christian Life by John Frame, ISBN # 978-0-87552-796-3, page 42,

P&R Publishing Co. P.O. Box 817, Phillipsburg: N.J. 08865 www.prpbooks.com.
2 In all the examples cited, rational autonomy is their guide. That left the ancient Greek philosophers to wonder
about the nature of error and deception. Frame says that “Their most common answer was that if reason itself is our
ultimate guide, then its failures must be failures, not of reason itself, but of the universe . . . We fall into error
because the world is which we live is in some measure unknowable.” Rousseau “thought that everything good in the
world is the outworking of good feelings.” For Marx, “ethical standards are relative to one’s class” rather to the
transcendent norm of God.” Nietzsche praised knowledge only for its utility, “but we cannot be sure even about the
utility of knowledge.” DCL, pp. 73, 77, 79.
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pantheistic thinkers, and the professed antagonism of Ritschl and the German pietists toward any

theological reflection on the transcendent nature of God, are examples of this thinking.*®

BIBLICAL NONBIBLICAL
VIEWS VIEWS
1 3
IRRATIONALISM
RATIONALISM
2 4

Fig. 2. The Square of Opposition: Irrationalism and Rationalism®*

The Square can also be seen differently, according to the tension between irrationalism and
rationalism.*® Secularists who concentrate on either the teleological, deontological, or existential
ethical task, or some combination thereof, create asymmetricality in thought. Either they
establish absolutes without content, resulting in various forms of rationalism (non-biblical view
4) or content without absolutes, producing variant expressions of irrationalism (non-biblical view
3). For example, deontological ethics cannot find an absolute to justify duty. Plato, Locke,
Rousseau, Nietzsche, and Hegel deny objective, propositional authority as the understructure for
ethics.’® They expostulate instead various forms of normativity, but they are unable to locate the

absolute norm decisively (non-biblical view 4).

13 In the words of Stanley Grenz, “In spite of his acknowledgment of God’s transcendence, [his] identification of
God’s being with the progress of his kingdom in the world bends Ritschl’s theology in direction of immanence.”
Stanley J. Grenz and Roger E. Olson (1992) 20th-Century Theology: God & the World in a Transitional Age,
Downer’s Grove: Intervarsity Press, p. 56.
14 Taken from The Doctrine of the Christian Life ISBN # 978-0-87552-796-3 by John Frame, p. 43.

P&R Publishing Co. P.O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, N.J. 08865 www.prpbooks.com
15 Although the two uses of The Square are close, the difference is one of stress. In our opinion, figure 2 emphasizes
an epistemological perspective on ethics while figure 1 of The Square focuses more on ethics relative to ontology.
But again, there must be intersection between the two uses.
16 Frame treats these thinkers in DCL, pp. 103-120.
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On the other hand, Michel Foucault, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and Richard Rorty!” move us away
from any theological reflection on the transcendent nature of God (non-biblical view 3) yet argue
ideas in the form of norms.*® Ironically, rationalism always alters to irrationalism, and vice versa.
To urge the existence of an indeterminate norm is merely to ask people to follow the extension of
the human psyche. To deny the existence of Absolutes is to deny the truth of that denial. All in

all, Frame insists that non-Christian, philosophical ethics to the twenty first century is bankrupt.

The Square is also meaningful for decidedly Christian thought. Because Christians reject
autonomous reason, keeping their minds captive to the word of God, many modernists charge
Christians with “irrationalism.” Due to the reasonableness of Christian theism, Frame rejects this
charge. At the same time, Frame (2008:44) seizes the opportunity to say that because God’s
knowledge is total and ours is not, there is a form of Christian irrationalism—a tacit
acknowledgment that “human reason is limited, subservient to God’s perfect reason” (biblical

view 1).

Then again, because Christians do make claims to absolute knowledge based on God’s self-
revelation, postmodernists often charge them with “rationalism.” Once more, because of the
limits of native reason, Frame (2008:44) rejects the implication, but is amenable to a form of
Christian rationalism, if it is stipulated “that through God’s revelation [Christians] have access to
real truth” (biblical view 2). Accordingly, it is non-Christian systems of thought that are guilty of
errant forms of irrationalism (the universe exists and operates by chance) and irrationalism (my
thinking is sufficient) for the reason that in both “lordship” is part of the creation and not the

Creator Himself.

" Interaction with these thinkers is found in DCL, p. 88.

18 The Christian tradition has not been exempt from the problems Frame enumerates in both versions of The Square.
Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, pseudo-Dionysius, and in modern times, the “wholly other” of Barth and
Bultmann maximized God’s transcendence over his immanence. On the other hand, Schleiermacher internalized
Christianity to such a radical degree that anyone could find God by simply looking within. We find this concept
seminally expressed in Friedrich Schleirmacher’s Reden uber die Religion (To the Cultural Despises of Religion).
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4.2.1 Exemplifications of the Square

In the thought that The Square may require supplementary explanation, select voices from the

field of secular ethics are here provided to illustrate its significance.

The central idea in the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant is the categorical imperative.
Standing in the deontological trend, he contends that the condition of morality is based on the
idea that the moral law is absolutely and universally binding in all circumstances. In other words,
the moral law is its own justification. The Kénigsberg master’s first proposition of morals is that
“One should act only on that maxim that can at the same time be willed to become a universal

law.” (Kant, 1993:vi). Or as Herman Bavinck characterized Kant, “You must—and that’s it!”

(Bavinck, 2008:262).%°

But unlike other deontologists such as Plato, the early Greek Cynics, and the Stoics, Kant is a
skeptic. Reality is unknowable to Kant. This real world he calls the “noumenal,” or Ding an sich
(thing in itself). All empirical knowledge is therefore knowledge of mere appearances.?’ How
then can Kant sustain his categorical imperative? It is by drawing a distinction between
hypothetical and categorical imperatives. Some ethical choices are hypothetical e.g., “If you walk
the dog, then you may use a leash.” Clearly, this imperative is universally non-binding. But other
ethical decisions are hard and fast. How does Kant substantiate these? Frame (2008:112)
explains, “An ethical principle is categorical if someone can consistently will its universal
application.” Kant’s favorite example is promises. If everyone were free to break a promise, they
would have no meaning. Ethical imperatives are thus derived from the consistency of the nature

of an idea together with its application.

19 Kant: “That an action done from duty derives its moral worth, not from the purpose which is to be attained by it,
but by the maxim by which it is to be determined, and therefore does not depend on the realization of the object of
the action, but merely on the principle of volition of which the action has taken place, without regard to any object
of desire.” Immanuel Kant (1964) Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, New York: HarperCollins, trans.
Herbert J. Paton, p. 12. His third proposition, which follows from the other two is, “Duty is the necessity of an
action out of respect for the law.” Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, p. 13.

2 Representative quotes of Kant’s view on this point are in Ellington’s translation of Kant’s Grounding for the
Metaphysics of Morals, p. 52.
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Kant is in deep trouble before The Square. If the noumenal is impenetrable by reason, then we
cannot have direct knowledge of God. Kant thus comes into conflict with concept 3 of The
Square (nonbiblical concept of transcendence). This leaves Kant to decipher the universe on his
own terms, which brings him into conflict with concept 4: he conflates the Creator with himself,
assuming sovereign authority to decide the world. As Frame (2008:116) puts it, “Kant pushes
human autonomy to new heights, in effect identifying the mind of man with the mind of God—in
his metaphysics, his epistemology, and his ethics.”?* According to Frame (2008:116) Kant also
violates views 3 and 4 of The Square. “The rationalism and irrationalism of Kant’s distinction
between the phenomenal and the noumenal affect his ethics. If we cannot know the real world,
how can we be sure of what our duties are? If our experience is virtually created by the mind,

how can ethical norms be anything more than the human mind proclaiming duties to itself?”

Frame does not address Jirgen Habermas. However, this provides the opportunity to work with
The Square in an original and constructive way. In our view, Habermas bridges both the
deontological and existential traditions of ethics. In his influential, The Structural
Transformation of the Public Sphere,?? Habermas developed the centerpiece of his position: the
“public sphere”—a call to replace what he vituperated as “representational” culture with
Offentlichkeit culture—that culture of public space outside state control where individuals can

exchange views and knowledge and whose public reason can work as a check on state power.

The public sphere that wants to bring objective reason to bear on politics, the arts and sciences,
and more, is confronted by an impenetrable problem: it cannot show why people should do a
certain thing, act a certain way, or seek a particular aesthetic. The amalgam of Offentlichkeit
culture is in essence the poll of unequally informed opinion, as much as individual people may
appeal to reason. If there is a universal reason, then why do we need Offentlichkeit culture? The
fact that we need it demonstrates the unreliability of a public reason; indeed, the absence of it in

the face of public subjectivity. Habermas is trapped in Frame’s irrational/rational tension. Frame

2l Frame adds, “There is a place for God in Kant’s philosophy, but his God is not the source of moral norms. If God
exists, for Kant, he exists in the noumenal realm.” DCL, p. 115.

22 See Jirgen Habermas (1991) The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans. Thomas Burger,
Cambridge: MIT Press. Influenced by American pragmatism, structural functionalism, and to a lesser extent post-
structuralism, many of Habermas’ central tenets are broadly Marxist in composition. It is through the complex
dialectical process of reason and science that develops representational culture into the appearance of Offentlichkeit.

85



(2008:48) makes an important point that could easily apply to Habermas. “Those who deny that
worldview must seek objectivity in an unknowable realm (view 3), where the moral standard
cannot be known at all, let alone objectively. They seek inwardness by making each person his
own moral standard (view 4). But that dispenses with all objectivity and leaves us with nothing

to internalize.

4.3  Multiperspectivalism and Christian Ethical Methodology

Frame’s sustained concern is not just with tearing down non-Christian ethics, but also with
building up a positive basis for ethical decision-making methodology. As noted, his methodology
(or metaethic) includes normative, situational, and existential perspectives, as Scripture is their
derivative source. He believes that his Christian ethical methodology thus abates the inherent
irrational/rational circularity of the three major voices of secular ethics, and provides a vision for

a consistent visualization of life before God.

How so? Taking a very large view of Framian ethics as a whole it is fair to say that a global,
elemental consideration that comes to the fore in its organic wholeness is the essential lordship
of God which, to generalize, has a single focus: God’s rightful claim on us as beings. The far-
reaching claim comes to dominate all moral and ethical considerations on our part. The central
thought is that the reification of a Christian ethical methodology accounts for all three principles
of secular ethics (deontological, teleological, and existential) as perspectives—an ethic in which
all three schools of thought are reconciled through divine lordship.? Seen form the angle of a
secularized command ethic, narrative ethic, and virtue ethic,?* “A complete Christian ethic
contains all three of these, and each includes the others perspectivally” (Frame, 2008:326). So
his methodology envisages the normative, situational, and existential perspectives as covering

the same subject matter of ethics but from different viewpoints or worldviews.

As a compelling expression of the same truth, the three perspectives—normative, situational, and

existential—represent God’s lordship attributes, or CAP, patent to us in his revelation. The

23 See again n 1 and DCL, p.317 that describes these different ways of viewing the three principles of secular ethics.
2 Frame deals extensively with these three ethical systems in chapter 3 of DCL.
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method is quite flexible but is mainly focused on pedagogy. That is, since the three perspectives
cover the same ground, the question of what ethical question one takes up under which
perspective simply depends on which choice is most helpful in teaching the material to students
and in personal research. The distilled essence of the method is this. “In general, a Christian
ethical decision is the application of God’s revelation (normative) to a problem (situational) by a

person (existential)” (Frame, 2008:131).

With his decision-making methodology in place, Frame’s “building up” has far-reaching
implications for the creation. Under the situational ethic, which Frame interprets as similar to the
secular teleological concern with “goal,” he envisions the telos of life as encompassing the
cultural mandate of Genesis 1:28 and the Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20, by which
“God and his people work together to bring transformation to people and to the world”
(2008:307). Contra Roman Catholic dualism and its doctrine of the twofold end, lordship
effectuates a unitary claim on God’s people such that the “religious’ life is not a monastic
existence, but human life as a whole, directed to God’s glory” (Frame, 2008:302). Truly, “There
is no area of life where we are not called both to glorify God and to enjoy him forever” (Frame,
2008:302). Perspectivally, “We can think of glorifying God as normative, enjoying him as

existential, and seeking his kingdom as historical and therefore situational” (Frame, 2008:307).

4.3.1 Continuity and Discontinuity Between Frame and Secular Ethicists

Frame’s comprehensive ethic raises an extremely important point regarding his view of non-
Christian ethics. On the one hand, because all non-Christian moral philosophies operate on
“borrowed capital”? from Christianity, one can always locate some gem of truth in them. Hence,
“Even the worse theology generally has some truth area of strength, some concern that is
genuinely biblical” (Frame, 1987:328). That means that the variegated nature of non-Christian

ethics, including the varied voices within the liberal, Christian tradition, all find a voice in the

%5 A term coined by Van Til’s but used also by Frame, “borrowed capital” suggests that all non-Christian thought is
parasitic on Christianity: regardless of its form, it must depend on God’s order for verisimilitude. See e.g., AGG, p.
72. That would include pagan, ethical systems that pre-date Christianity, including Buddhism, Hinduism, and
Jainism, in that these systems remain derivative of God’s created order and self-disclosure since the beginning of
creation.
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perspectival approach. So according to perspectivalism, Kant is right in postulating a normative
aspect to ethics. Tillich is right that there is an existential aspect to ethics. Fletcher is right to
affirm a situational component of ethics. So Kant, Tillich, and Fletcher make good points
regarding the normative, existential, and situational component; they have each tapped into part
of God’s world.?®

On the other hand, Frame thinks that the three secular ethical traditions misunderstand their own
perspectives. In colloquy with Tillich, Frame can agree to an existential perspective. But that
existential perspective is dependent on the other two, as Tillich would not admit. And all three
perspectives must find meaning in the definition of God’s word. So Tillich misconceives his own
favorite perspective: the existential. Kant misconceives his own normative perspective because
his norm is based in human autonomy, not God’s word. Thus, one’s ultimate ethical concern is
not merely incomplete but wrong if it fails to embrace God’s norms and facts. So Frame does not
wholly dismiss secular thought, but his embrace of the antithesis between Christian and non-

Christian thought overrides the possibility of complete unanimity.

4.4  John M. Frame and Richard B. Hays on Ethical Methodology

Entrée to the heart of Frame’s Christian ethical method precipitates a fundamental query. He has
insisted that an effective ethic is only discovered from the trove of Christian ideals. But this only
elicits a deeper problem. “Whose Christian ethic?”” One could be blindsided considerably should
one undertake the prestigious enterprise of particularizing an ethic according to the lordship
principle, only to discover a plethora of other voices in the same field of study, and all claiming
conclusiveness, or at the very least, to point us in the right direction. Why is Frame’s procedure
the better way? An instructive course of action would be to see how his work matches up in
general terms to the work of another leading, Christian ethicist. Owing to the deft, hermeneutical

gifts of Richard B. Hays, and also because he has presented a structural approach to ethics that

% Frame thus says that “there is some truth in secular ethics because, despite its metaethic, it has encountered God’s
word in the self, in the world, and in the realm of norms (Rom. 1:32).” DG, p. 194. This idea is further predicated
on his thought that the normative perspective is not limited to the propositional truth of Scripture. Even the empirical
world and human subjectivity act as normative guides for ethical behavior, but far less so than does the Bible.
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has shared interests with those of Frame, the forthcoming pages will concentrate on a

corroborative study of these two thinkers.

In The Moral Vision of the New Testament, Richard B. Hays (1996) outlines a fourfold approach
to New Testament ethics. The multiplex schema represents a paradigmatically new method that
grapples with the reality of the New Testament “text” without venturing into biblicism. Equally
so, it ascertains the many ways the text is mediated by metaphor and narrative without venturing
into the sort of deconstructive analysis that looks for “the world behind the text”—a procedure

that historically has left us with little text to reconstruct for embodied living.

An abstract of his approach includes the descriptive task, the synthetic task, the hermeneutical
task, and the pragmatic task. The descriptive task asks us “to explicate in detail the messages of
the individual writings of the canon, without prematurely harmonizing them” (Hays, 1996:3).%
This first step is really exegetical in nature. The synthetic task moves on to know the basis of
“coherence among the various witnesses,” otherwise “what methods might allow us to give an
appropriate account of this canonical coherence” (Hays, 1996:4). This second step is focused on
the unity of texts. The hermeneutical task understands that the New Testament was written with
a specific people and time in view whereby it helps us to overcome “the temporal and cultural
distance between ourselves and the text” (Hays, 1996:5). The pragmatic task is “embodying

Scripture’s imperatives in the life of the Christian community” (Hays, 1996:7).

From here we want to investigate some shared and disparate representative points between Hays
and Frame in their respective approaches to ethics. Correspondence of thought is seen in the
developmental range of both proposals. Both Frame’s three-part perspectivalism and Hays’
fourfold account make plain that Christian ethics is a multifaceted undertaking that is dependent
on the rich unity and diversity of both Scripture and human experience. A second similarity is
that both plans are composed of parts that thrive in mutual dependence, or as Hays (1996:3) says

of his own method, “The four tasks interpenetrate one another.”

27 Hays is in the school of Stanley Hauerwas, who also resists the unity of the canon. “The narratives of Scripture
were not meant to describe our world . . . but to change the world, including the one in which we now live.” Stanley
Hauerwas, (1994) “The Moral Authority of Scripture,” in From Christ to the Word: Introductory Readings in
Christian Ethics, ed. Wayne Bolton, Thomas D. Kennedy, Allan Verhey, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, p. 135.

89



Although the two syllabi do not permit strict equivalence, in a rough sort of way the normative
perspective and the descriptive task provide the ethicist similar starting points as both begin with
what Scripture says. The normative perspective also shares a common interest with the synthetic
task as both take up principles that can account for the unity of Scripture. The situational
perspective bears some affinity with the hermeneutical task seeing that “the hermeneutical task is
the cognitive or conceptual application of the New Testament’s message to our situation” (Hays,
1996:7). The existential perspective looks something like the pragmatic task which is “the
enacted application of the New Testament’s message in our situation” (Hays, 1996:7). In Hays,
both the hermeneutical and pragmatic tasks are most closely aligned as both are governed largely
by practical judgments. Thus, “It would be possible to group the two tasks together under the
heading of application.” On the pragmatic task alone Hays (1996:7) echoes the Framian
aphorism that “all theology is practice” in his insistence that “there can be no true understanding
apart from lived obedience, and vice versa.” He means that the pragmatic task is not just what we
do once we have deciphered Scripture’s ethical priorities. Embodying Scripture’s imperatives is

rather an indispensable part of the interpretative process.

Paradigmatic tensions between Frame’s perspectivalism and Hay’s moral vision are far more
sweeping. At the descriptive level, Hays is self-professedly reluctant to jump prematurely toward
a strict harmonization of the New Testament canon. Any biblical theologian can understand this
disinclination. However, Hays (1996:4) contends that such a harmonization is impeded by a
“hidden complication,” namely, that the explicit moral teachings of the New Testament texts are
as much the product of the “community’s ethos,” as they are they are a manifestation of God’s
revealed truth.?® Since the New Testament writers work with disparate symbols and social
structures we can speak in only hushed tones of the unity of the New Testament.?°

28 Hays is following a modernist line of hermeneutics made prominent by F. C. Baur who, following Hegel,
abandoned the effort to find “time-less truths” in the New Testament. In Baur’s hands, the New Testament became
the product of the earliest believing communities. George Ladd provides a helpful précis of the history of biblical
interpretation, including the period of Baur and his followers, in the introduction to A Theology of the New
Testament (1974) Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans. Hauerwas also represents this trend. “The authority of Scripture
derives its intelligibility from the existence of a community that knows its life depends on faithful remembering of
God’s care of his creation through the calling of Israel and the life of Jesus.” Hauerwas, “The Moral Authority of
Scripture,” p. 34.

2 “Thus, the work of the historical critic entails reconstructing a ‘thick description’ of the symbolic world of the
communities that produced and received the New Testament writings” Hays, Moral Authority, p. 4. We think that
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The normative perspective of the lordship principle also consents to the vivification of
community ethos in the formation of the New Testament canon. But for Frame that rich
community is found solely in the inter-Trinitarian life of God. Prolegomenous in his doctrine of
Scripture is the fact that “God’s word is God himself. God eternally communicates his love and
purposes within the Trinity: Father to Son, Son to father, both to the Spirit, and the Spirit to
both” (Frame, 2010:48)%° God’s self-referential speech is essential for understanding how Frame
views the reciprocity of God’s self-communication and Scripture, for “by his grace and free
decision he also speaks to his creatures. These communications do not exhaust his word, but they
are truly his utterances, his expressions” (Frame, 2010:48). This positions the early Christian
community not as producers of God’s truth, but as conveyers of it. Frame does not, therefore,
feel burdened to challenge the type of claim made by Hays that the earliest Christian

communities were source-points of Scripture.®! He simply traces Scripture from God to us.

This process forms the familiar CAP, or again, control, authority, and presence. It starts with the
divine voice (normative) speaking to the prophets and apostles (situational), who compose the
written word under direct inspiration (existential). The normative, situational, and existential
components of the Framian principle are also readily apparent in this arrangement.*? Given the
limitation of this deliberation to ethics, a full description of Frame’s doctrine of Scripture will
have to wait. Of immediate concern is that we know that for Frame (2010:231) “Scripture is
sufficient to provide all the ultimate norms, all the normative premises, that we need to make
ethical decisions.” All extra-biblical data, though participatory in answering ethical questions,

must defer to this higher priority.

makes any claim of absoluteness of the New Testament texts tenuous and the issue of coherence among the
canonical writers problematic. As we will see, Hays does offer his own solution to the problem of coherence.

30 On page 253 of DWG, Frame adds the lordship principles to this definition when he says that “the word of God is
God himself, expressing himself through his lordship attributes of control, authority, and presence.”

31 For Frame’s brief remarks on textual criticism, see pp. 232, 240, 253, 463, 536, and 544 of DWG.

32 See DWG, p. 239. That is not to suggest he is blind to the problem of harmonization or questions of factual
consistency within the Bible. It is his way of handing these types of quandaries that is instructive. He reminds us that
our loyalty to God’s ethical claims does not derive from a consistent principle that is able to harmonize difficult
Bible passages, but “Absolute ethical principle flows a person who is absolute. And only in the Bible do we find a
God who is truly absolute and truly personal at the same time.” DWG, p. 187, italics added. Frame is calling our
attention away from titular “Bible problems” and toward a biblical worldview. If one presupposes the Bible to be the
product of human effort, no amount of scientific harmonization can convince that it is “God-breathed.” But if one
works from the presupposition that the Bible is the word of God, then scholarship has its proper place in the study
and resolution of such inconsistencies. Vern Poythress (2012) says something similar in Inerrancy and Worldview:
Answering Modern Challenges to the Bible, Wheaton, ILL: Crossway.
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Hays’ 4-fold tasks are inter-related, yet the normative nature of New Testament ethics is not
implied in the descriptive step; that all-important first step, in which the reader comes into
contact with God’s word. The answer to any ethical question must await further reflection. That
is arrived at by making the descriptive task dependent on the outcomes produced by the other
tasks with his model. As we will see in review of the next tasks, none ever arrive at an absolute

ethical norm but each act as a link in the chain of ethical indeterminacy.

This brings us to the synthetic task. Above all the tasks the synthetic focuses on trying to achieve
coherence among the voices of the New Testament canon. It does so by searching for a unifying
set of “focal images” that arise most naturally from the texts and that make for a comprehensive
characterization of all of the moral motifs in the canonical readings. For Hays, the most
observable and comprehensive images that cohere the canon are community, cross, and new

creation.®®

But why these three? Indeed, why images? Why not dogmas? In answer to the first question,
Hays (1996:5) is firm “that no single principle can account for the Moral Vision of the New
Testament writings.” He does speak of lordship, but not in summative way Frame utilizes the
term as an abbreviation of the Bible’s message. Hays understands lordship principally in the
narrower Pauline sense recorded in Romans 6—that decisive move of our allegiance from the
dominion of sin to newness of life and obedience, and which is the effect of our participation in
Christ’s death.3* As we will see in the approaching chapter on culture, Hays can moves
seamlessly from gospel to its cosmic and eschatological implications—a very Framian move.
But he is far more at home when affirming that our ethical obligations move inescapably from
the “cosmic context of what God has done in Christ” (Hays, 1996:39).

33 Reacting to the same need for hermeneutical continuity in the New Testament, Kevin J. Vanhoozer employs the
notion of a “canonical script.” His immediate concern is to express caution about what he sees as George Lindbeck’s
sudden move from biblical text to Christian community. See Kevin. J. Vanhoozer (2005) The Drama of Doctrine: A
Canonical Linguistic Approach to Christian Doctrine, Louisville, KY, Westminster John Knox Press, in reaction to
George A. Lindbeck (1984) The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age, Louisville: KY,
Westminster John Knox Press, underlining edition).

34 Hays expresses this thought on pages 36-41, esp. p. 39. The actual phrase he uses to reflect the Pauline meaning is
“transfer of lordship.”

92



In reply to the second question, Hays tracks images, not dogmas, because the unity and sense of
Scripture can be grasped only through an act of metaphorical imagination.3® Here Hays follows
David Kelsey’s (1975:159) premise in The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology that every
theological appraisal of Scripture must depend upon “a single synoptic, imaginative judgment”
in which the interpreter “tries to catch up what Christianity is basically all about.” Hays’

imaginative reconstruction connecting us with the text is his three focal images.

In a review of the same book by Kelsey, Frame reacts to Kelsey’s theological proposal of a
complex discrimen. Here Kelsey is acquiescing to a path previously set of R. C. Johnson
(1959:15) who explains discrimen as “a configuration of criteria that are in some way organically
related to one another as reciprocal coefficients.” Kelsey (1975:160) reconfigures it slightly to
mean “the conjunction of certain uses of Scripture and the presence of God.”*® The point is that
Kelsey is looking for an interpretive matrix that combines the plain reading of Scripture with
other premises, in some way unfixed to the plain reading of Scripture, in order to arrive at the

meaning of the Bible while remaining “theological-position neutral” (1975:166).

Without cataloguing everything Frame says of Kelsey’s (and by inference Hays’) idea, this one

response is ample.

Yet if Scripture is ‘sufficient’ with respect to any doctrine at all, it clearly must be ‘sufficient’ in
setting forth the norms for its own use. Even if we cannot set forth those norms exhaustively,
somehow they must be there. We cannot accept Kelsey’s apparent position that these norms are
indeterminate, or that they are communicated through some divine influence apart from . . .
Scripture. And certainly we cannot accept any claim that such a view is ‘theological position

neutral!’ (Frame, 2010:483).

35 More recently Hays’ (2005) has written on the role of the imagination in hermeneutics in The Conversion of the
Imagination: Paul As Interpreter of Israel's Scripture, Grand Rapids, Wm. B. Eerdmans. Here, however, Hays
shows less interest in the role of imaginative judgments on Scripture for contemporary ethics and more in how the
gospel reshaped the early Christian community’s identity via the imagination.

3 See Frame’s review of Kelsey’s book online. “Review of Kelsey’s The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology.
http://www.frame-poythress.org/review-of-kelseys-the-uses-of-scripture-in-recent-theology/
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At the heart of Hays’ search for coherence is the human trait of “discernment.”®” Central to the
formation of this judgment are the needs and responsibilities of the community of believers who
form God’s “primary sphere of moral concern”—even more primary than the individual .*® We
hear the readings together but not as receivers of an externally concretized set of rules of
conduct. Rather, the needs of the community form the basis for a dynamic union of theology and
ethics by which the word of the Lord is to be apprehended and appropriated faithfully.3®
Evidently, those looking for epistemological closure on moral teachings will not find it in Hays’
synthetic task. The synthetic task benefits us as a “contingent interpretive performance” that
presents only one “coherent moral vision in the texts.” We are free to seek other visions using
our own metaphorical imaginative judgments. The authoritative ground for ethics was settled for

Frame once the pages of Scripture were open; in fact before.

We have adduced that because the descriptive task is not enough to provide a definitive basis for
ethics, the other tasks must be employed to arrive at a fully worked out conceptual framework.
Even so, the hermeneutical task which, to repeat, serves the purpose of identifying interpretive
strategies for Christian ethics, is not meant by Hays to reach a standardizing of biblical ethics.*°
This is surely the case if we wish to uncover how ethical warrants function authoritatively within
the limits of Scripture. “No matter how seriously the church may take the authority of the Bible,
the slogan of sola Scriptura is both conceptually and practically untenable, because the

interpretation of Scripture can never occur in a vacuum” (Hays, 1996:209). For this reason Hays

37 Not to be confused with the aforementioned “discrimen.”

38 See Hays, Moral Vision, p. 196. Due to the limitations of space, the focal images of cross and new creation are not
dealt with here.

39 It is for this reason that Hays views Ephesians and 1Timothy as “pseudo-Pauline” epistles. Ephesians could not
have been written by Paul because it underplays the community as a whole, emphasizing instead a “series of
admonitions addressed to persons in particular roles within the household: wives/husbands, children/parents,
slaves/masters.” Hays, Moral Vision, p. 64. 1 Timothy lacks Pauline authenticity because it “vigorously promotes
norms for the community” whereas “the writer iS no longer thinking through ethical issues from their theological
foundations. All that needs to be done is to guard the tradition entrusted by the apostle.” Moral Vision, p. 71.

40 Because Hays is a biblical theologian, and Frame is a systematic theologian, our comparative study is a bit like
comparing “apples to oranges.” This disjunction is apparent when weighing Frame’s situational perspective against
Hays’ hermeneutical task. Hays elicits the hermeneutical task as a way to discover a unifying set of ideas that bridge
the biblical canon to us. In ethics, the situational perspective converges mainly on the data that comprises our
outward environment, not internal biblical themes that are thought to function in the cross-cultural translation of
Scripture. So we are working with limited overlap between the two men. To overcome this problem, a platform for
conversation has been created by leaning more on Frame’s perspectivalism relative to the doctrine of Scripture.
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procures other sources of authority in order to arrive at a workable mode of hermeneutics. Those

are tradition, reason, and experience.*!

The need for these three sub-steps in the hermeneutical task is essential to carry out the
hermeneutical “translation” of the New Testament. The hermeneutical task assumes that a given
prerequisite for the search for any harmonizing idea is the strong acknowledgment of the
necessary historical and cultural distance between us and the New Testament authors. “When we
read Paul’s letters to his churches, we are reading the mail of people who have been dead for
nineteen hundred years . . . Only historical ignorance or cultural chauvinism could lead us to
suppose that no hermeneutical ‘translation’ is necessary for us to understand the texts” (Hays,
1996:6) This is why, in Hays’ judgment, the New Testament cannot be received as a repository
of pan-historical, dogmatic, moral claims. The translation process helps us make the voices from

the past come alive in the present.

Frame agrees that the Christian ethicist must look to extrabiblical data when interpreting
Scripture. He explains that “when we teach the word of God we do legitimately make use of
extra-biblical knowledge . . . for we are called to apply Scripture to the contemporary world.”*?
The lordship principle, in fact, envisions the value of normative, situational, and existential data
forming a requisite instrumentum laboris—what Frame calls the “hermeneutical circle.” This
allied methodology suggests that Frame would be very comfortable with Hays” nomenclature of
tradition, reason, and experience.*® The main difference between hermeneutical translation and

the hermeneutical circle is that “Scripture must remain primary,” (Frame, 2010:232) not just as

inceptum but as ultima ratio among the hierarchy of norms. It is thus tradition and reason

1 For his complete explanation of these three sources, see Moral Vision, pp. 210-11. By “experience” Hays means
“the experience of the community of faith collectively.” Moral Vision, p. 211.

42 Frame (2012) The Academic Captivity of Theology, Lakeland, FL: Whitefield Publications. In DWG, Frame, in
addressing the logic of application, shows that a specific concern of the situational perspective is the mandatory use
of non-biblical data. “Scripture contains no lessons on Hebrew or Greek grammar. To learn that, we must study
extrabiblical information. Similarly, the other means that enable is to use Scripture, such as textual criticism, test
editing, translation, publication, teaching, preaching, concordances, and commentaries, all depend on extrabiblical
data.” DWG, p. 232.

43 Case in point, on the level of tradition Frame himself makes great use of the Larger Catechism, in concert with
Scripture, to reach ethical positions. He is also clear that Christian belief is not unreasonable. And he has shown by
his existential perspective that experience, the human person mainly, has a key role as both a source and an object of
God’s revelation.
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leavened with autonomy and presumed to speak with parity alongside Scripture that he

consistently opposes.

But this still leaves Frame with the historical gap between exegesis and contemporary
ecclesiology and life. How then does Frame bridge it? He argues that (1) The modern ethicist has
not left us without reliable ties to the original anthropological and cultural settings in which
Scripture was first penned.** Hays also exploits the historical line of generational continuity, but
differently. Rather than read the past as an anterior and settled basis of truth with consequential
meaning for succeeding generations, the history of hermeneutics forms continuing points of
posterior and reflective analyses for how Scripture can be re-read and reapplied. What we learn
from Scripture is not what it meant and still means, but what it meant and can mean today.*® (2)
“The work of the Holy Spirit in illumination and demonstration is the supernatural factor that
enables us to hear the words of Scripture as God’s personal words to us” (italics added) (Frame,
2010:309). The Holy Spirit, to borrow from Hays, provides “the cognitive or conceptual
application of the New Testament’s message to our situation.” (3) “The ultimate answer to [the
historical] difficulty is that in an important sense the word of Scripture is always contemporary.
God speaks it in our hearing, our time, our culture. This fact does not take away our
responsibility to interpret Scripture in the context it was first given. But it does eliminate the
possibility that the historical gap might make the Word inaccessible to us” (Frame, 2010:305).
To wit, the standardization of God’s revealed will across the strands of time is contained in its

Author.

A familiar chord is again struck by Hays’ pragmatic task. He asks a highly legitimate question.
“How shall the Christian community shape its life in obedience to the witnesses of the New
Testament?” At face value the question seems to be aimed at the practical implications of the
New Testament. But in answering his own question, we find that “No single, definitive answer
can be given to such a question, because the community of faith continually confronts new

circumstances that require us to work out our salvation with fear and trembling, forming fresh

44 Frame says, “We learn from the previous generation, and the generation before then, all the way back to Bible
time.” DWG, p. 295.
 The reader is recommended to Chapters 40 and 42 of DWG for the processes by which Scripture reach us.
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imaginative judgments—just as the New Testament writers themselves did—in response to the
challenges of our time” (Hays, 1996:313). Each new generation of believers has accordingly its
own job to seek out unique ethical solutions for this is what “New Testament writers themselves
did.” The pragmatic task does not therefore end at fixed decisions, but continues the work of the

previous tasks of in search of solutions.

Frame would acquiesce to the need for original ethical answers for we live in an original age.
Nevertheless, he would add that to shape our lives imaginatively with no recourse to a “single,
definitive answer” is to lead us away from the witness of the New Testament, to the witness set
by the New Testament—for the purpose of creating ever-dynamic contours in ethics. The
question for Hays, in that case, becomes at what point does the Christian community introduce
self-serving leniency into its progressive development of what it understands to be ethical in
order to accommaodate the interests of accelerating social change? In reacting to much feminist
rhetoric, Hays correctly warns that private experience as a hermeneutical guide tends to be
capitulatory to the political and social interests of the individual.*® But can we say that he has
answered this danger by replacing individual experience with the “focal image” of community or
group experience? Without a definitive ethical answer at our disposal at what point does group-

think and its socially-negative costs become a problem?*

Here we think is the most fundamental problem with Hays’ outline. Because it recognizes no
absolute source for morality, the pragmatic task is able to arrive at ethical conclusions that
contradict the descriptive task. A representative example is Hays on homosexuality. After
recapping a plethora of biblical texts, he says under the descriptive task that homosexual
behavior is sin.*® But then under the pragmatic task, he asks, “Should persons of homosexual
orientation be ordained?” He answers that “Strictures against homosexuality belong in the

church’s moral catechesis, not in its ordination requirements. It is arbitrary to single out

46 Exemplary is the critical insight conferred by feminism in subordinating Scriptural motifs on men and women to
the discourse of modernity. See Hays, Moral Vision, p. 211. Hays is reluctant on this count because existentialist
readings are not in accord with the synthetic “focal image” of community.

47Paul ‘t Hart at Leiden University developed the concept of groupthink as “collective optimism and collective
avoidance,” in 1998 “Preventing groupthink revisited: evaluating and reforming groups in government,”
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 73, pp. 306-326.

8 E.g., “The fact is that Paul treats all homosexual activity as prima facie evidence of humanity’s tragic confusion
and alienation from God and the Creator.” Hays, Moral Vision, p. 389.
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homosexuality as a special sin that precludes ordination” (Hays, 1996:403). How did we go from
one end of the spectrum to the other? For one, “The church has no analogous special rules to
exclude from ordination the greedy or the self-righteous. Such matters are left to the discernment
of the bodies charged with examining candidates for ordination; these bodies must determine
whether the individual candidate has the gifts and graces requisite for ministry” (Hays,
1996:403).

Is this not a little bit like jury nullification? The facts are in and the accused is clearly guilty of a
pattern of sin. But the verdict is then left to “the discernment of the bodies”—that “imaginative
judgment” of the community. But the church does have special rules that disqualify the greedy
and the self-righteous from ordination.*® Basic illogic is also evident. If strictures against
homosexuality are for the church’s catechesis, but not for its ordination requirements, how can
we expect the ordained homosexual to catechize the youth accordingly?®® Hays is right that that
there has never been a time when the community of the faithful has not partnered in reaching
consensus on many doctrinal and ethical issues. But we are also aware of periods in church’s
history when community assent has not led to a helpful transmission of the text, but to its

transformation; and that into something wholly foreign to the plain reading of the text.

To Frame, it is obvious that people who are guilty and unrepentant of the nadir of depravity in
Romans 1 should not become church officers. According to the normative perspective, “church
officers are to be spiritually mature, to the point that they can be examples to the flock.” Seen
from the situational perspective, “people, who are gay, but closeted, presumably do not reveal
themselves to the church, so the church cannot use their sexual orientation in determining their
qualifications for office.” Should people reveal their homosexual orientation, there is an
existential perspective. “People whose ‘orientation’ is homosexual, but are committed to a
celibate life and struggling with their sinful inclinations, may be considered by the church for

ordination on a case-by-case basis.”

49 See 1Timothy 3 and Titus 1.

%0 In fairness to Hays, he is not in favor of open-ended acceptance of homosexuality within the churches. For those
who look for “unqualified acceptance of homosexuality seem to be operating with a simplistic anthropology that
assumes whatever is must be good; they have a theology of creation but no theology of sin and redemption.” Hays,
Moral Vision, p. 402. But this just adds to the questions regarding the connectivity of his general theological
formulation.
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Now by means of the existential perspective it looks as if Frame agrees with Hays that celibate
homosexuals can be afforded a hearing for ordination. But there is a vastly important difference.
It rests in Frame’s nuanced position on sexual orientation. Writing on the seventh
commandment, he insists that homosexuals must change to seek ordination. What may linger is
their homosexual orientation. By “orientation” he means “a strong pattern of temptation” (Frame,
2008:760). That pattern is common to all regenerated children of God, as it takes any number of
forms, and is not sinful in itself. Temptations can always be resisted. However, if “orientation”
refers to full-scale lust, then that is contrary to God’s law, and is sinful in itself.>* Lust demands
repentance. In either case, the ordinand must be born-again. Hays believes that even if people do
not become “‘straight” but continue even as prisoners of homosexual lust, they are eligible for
ordination provided that they practice abstinence from lustful activity. All over again we see
how “the situational and existential perspectives may never be used to contradict the normative.
In the end all three perspectives must lead to the same conclusion . . . there is nothing in the

situational or existential perspectives that would lead us to rethink the normative in this case.”>?

On the other hand, Hays can produce a consistent outcome in ethics even when the outcome is at
variance with the larger witness of the Bible. For this example we will look at his ethic on
Christians serving in the military. On the descriptive level, he brings his remarkable interpretive
skills to bear on a single passage: Matthew 5:38-48, which he calls “the central witness of the
New Testament concerning violence” (Hays, 1996:335). Here Jesus says to “Love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you.” Hays argues from this text against all war and Christian
involvement in it especially. That Jesus did not require the centurion (Matt. 8:5-13; Luke 7:1-10)
to leave his profession “suggests that the New Testament writers did not see participation in the
army as sinful a priori” (1996:335). However, the “central witness” of Matthew 5:38-48 must
mean that the function of the stories of military men is like that of tax collectors and prostitutes:

“so these stories about centurions cannot be read as endorsements of military careers” (Hays,

51 See DCL, pp. 760; 766-86. Frame advances ideas on homosexuality, genetic disposition, and science in “Living
with Ourselves,” pp. 260-66 of DCL.

52 The previous quotes by Frame on homosexual ordination that are not footnoted are all part of an email to the
author dated July 17, 2012, with some minor editing. It is important to note that in each case Frame is interacting
with the author’s explanation to him about Hays’ handling of the same issue.
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1996:335). Hays (1996:336) entertains the Old Testament holy war texts, but they are all easily

discounted on the ground that “the New Testament vision trumps the Old Testament.”

Jesus prescription against Christian brandishing weapons in time of war is further established by
inducing the synthetic focal images. The call to non-violence is given to the community as a
whole, so even though it is possible for a believer to be a soldier, that option “can only be seen as
anomalous” (Hays, 1996:337) within a people tasked with the vocation of suffering in the face of
injustice. Equally serious is the use of proof texts for physical defense apart from the caveat that
all such texts must be seen properly according to the “normativity of the cross” or else “we can
be sure that the text is out of focus” (Hays, 1996:338). The determinative value of nonviolent
behavior is further supported by the focal image of new creation that shapes the community
eschatologically and prefigures the end of all war. The implication for all New Testament texts
dealing even tangentially with brute warfare is that they “must therefore be read in this
eschatological perspective. For example, even though Matthew 5:38-48 contains no explicit
reference to eschatology, its directives must be read through the lens of the image of new
creation” (Hays, 1996:338).

In the interests of space we will skip over the hermeneutical and pragmatic tasks and return to
Hays’ discussion on homosexuality. We do so because here Hays offers practical advice on how
to live in community with homosexuals that has meaning for military personnel and that finalizes

what the remaining tasks say. Says Hays (1996:335),

Just as there are serious Christians who in good conscience believe in just war theory, so there are
serious Christians who in good conscience believe that same-sex erotic activity is consonant with
God’s will . . . T think that both groups are wrong, but in both cases the questions are so difficult

that we should receive one another as brothers and sisters in Christ and work toward adjudicating

our differences through reflecting together on the witness of Scripture.
Despite Hays acknowledgment that Jesus never called the centurion away from his job, but did

call the woman caught in adultery to “sin no more” that distinction seems to be lost on Hays who

clearly lumps together soldiers and eroticists as being in sin.
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Frame’s case for the ethics of warfare and military service develops out of the sixth
commandment, “You shall not murder.” So it should not surprise us that he elicits something
close to Hay’s eschatological prefigurement of new creation, pointing out that David was
forbidden to build the temple because he was a man of war, and the temple anticipates a time of
perfect peace with Jesus, the fulfillment of the temple.>® Moreover, he also agrees with Hays that
Matthew 10:34, “Do not think that | came to bring peace on the earth; | did not come to bring
peace, but a sword,” is a horatory metaphor to believers to stand strong in persecution.>* But
rather than brandish the Old Testament passages on herem warfare as anachronistic relative to
the witness of the New Testament, he explains the Old Testament conflicts in a theocentric
setting. “God wants it to be plain that Israel gains its victories, not through numbers, but through
God’s power” (Frame, 2008:706). But none of this provides an ethical blueprint for nations

today.>®

Divergently from Hays, Frame is willing to say that “part of the meaning of just war is that
Christian believers may fight in them. The allowance is based in the theocentric footing of the
sixth commandment: God’s delights in life and thus permits us to defend innocent life.® He cites
the fact that John the Baptist confronted soldiers and told them not to extort, but never suggested
that they should leave the army. The New Testament recognizes the extraordinary faith of the
centurion, who said gazing up at Jesus on the cross, “Truly this was a son of God.”
Conscientious objection is a real possibility for Frame, but it presupposes that there are some
wars we do not need to object to.>” Fundamentally, “a Christian will never advocate war unless it
is a genuine responsibility of the civil magistrate, pursuing his office to protect the nation against
hostile enemies” (Frame, 2008:713).

3 See DCL, p. 704.

54 Cf. DCL, p. 705 and Moral Vision, pp. 332-33.

%5 See DCL, p. 706 for this point.

% The whole of Frame’s work on the sixth commandment, which involves many issues, hinges on God’s lordship
over life and death as well as God’s delight in life. Consequently, human life, innocent human life especially, is to
be protected, which is why Frame is dead set against abortion on demand. By the same standard we may take life if
it means protecting innocent lives (see DCL, p. 685). In either case, God’s delight in life is not to be ratified as a
static principle that forbids Christians from joining the military, or is war always “violence”—the unwarranted
exertion of force.

57 The notion that killing, even in self-defense, is never appropriate for Christians comes up in Frame’s discussion of
Anabaptism, which he thinks is manifestly unbiblical, given Genesis 9, the capital punishments of the Mosaic law,
God’s rebukes of Israel for not killing enough, and the war imagery of the Psalms, Romans 13, etc. See DCL, pp.
606-10, p. 692, and pp. 706-08.
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These differences on point are derivative of the larger theological contexts out of which both
men work. Hays seems to want to do ethics out of specific biblical events (community, cross,
new creation) rather than by a global examination of the whole Bible. Frame’s issue with this
approach by and large is that an ethic of any specific biblical event can only ever set a trajectory
of biblical ideas in motion that support and circle back to that specific event. Thus, “An ethic of
incarnation might focus on how we should follow Jesus’ example by entering fully into the lives
of others . . . An ethic of atonement would focus on self-sacrificing love as the paradigm of love .
.. An eschatological ethic would see everything in the light of our future hope, including the
rewards of heaven” (Frame, 2008:931).

When Hays explains that the purpose of involving centurions in the New Testament narrative is
as a foil analogous to the account of tax collectors and prostitutes against unbelieving Israel, does
that position arise naturally from the whole witness of the New Testament, or is it what “the New
Testament’s central message of peacemaking” (Hays, 1996:335) demands of the reading? We
can go through all of Hays’ rationales that call for an end to Christian participation in combat.
But the question Frame would likely ask is, “What makes community, cross, and new creation
the methodological guideline for deciding this issue?”” As Hays encourages us all to construe our
own focal images, who is to say that those are right?*® And what is it about Matthew 5:38-48 that
makes it “the central witness of the New Testament concerning violence,” to wit, all other bible
passages are to defer? As Frame (2008:932) cautions, “To derive from the event simply in itself

is a case of the naturalistic fallacy.”®® Salient here for Frame is the fact that any event recorded in

%8 Hays is thoughtful when he says, “The unifying images must be derived from the texts themselves, rather than
superimposed artificially, and they must be capable of providing an interpretive framework that links and illumes the
individual writings.” Moral Vision, p. 5. There are qualified themes in Scripture: redemption, love of God, Sabbath,
and so on. And the Bible is replete with images, such as, the image of prosperity in Genesis 49:10, “He ties his foal
to the vine, And his donkey’s colt to the choice vine; He washes his garments in wine, And his robes in the blood of
grapes.” So there is no question that Hays’ focal images arise naturally from the New Testament. My concern is his
use of images as functionally independent devices that eventually stand between us and the text. Then we are in
danger of losing Scripture’s thematic consistency in favor of criteria that pre-adapt us to equivocate on texts that do
not conform to the model. The question is how to carefully relate image to metaphysics (biblically defined) to ensure
that we are not venturing into some quasi-aesthetic ethic, but are working from a purely theistic basis of revelation
and analogy. Then all biblical data is regulatory of ethics whereby we no longer need to decide between concepts
and images to illumine the biblical texts.

%9 |dentified with the analytic philosophy of E. G. Moore, the “naturalistic fallacy” (often called the Open Question
Argument) vehemently argues against the extrapolation of a general ethic or fixed values, such as “good” or
“goodness,” from this simple premise. For Moore’s pinpointed discussion see For Moore’s pinpointed discussion
see Moore (1903) Principia Ethica, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2™ ed., especially §13 and §14 on pp.
66-71. Frame exploits the idea to help support Christian theism over and against secular thought. E.g., DCL, p. 932.
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Scripture cannot be anything less than a matter of biblical law. It is for this reason that his ethics
is an explication and application of the Ten Commandments. To conceive ethics according to
preferential biblical events e.g., creation, cross, and new creation, overlooks that “An ethic based
on one or more redemptive-historical events inevitably reverts to law when it seeks to define its

specific standards.”

One can retort that Frame is no different in that he uses the lordship principle as his lens on
Scripture and ethics. The difference, we think, is that Frame sees Scripture’s voice in ethics as
immeasurably theistic in nature and thus momentously decisive of the authoritative range of its
witness, and of us. Control, authority, and presence differ significantly from community, cross,
and new creation, in that the lordship principle is an all-embracing rubric for the whole message
of the Bible understood as a mandate from heaven to us. Hays’ focal images represent one

anthropologically based “vision” of the New Testament.

4.5 A Possible Shortfall in Frame’s Lordship Principle

But there are also questions about Frame’s existential perspective. He speaks of “human beings
as revelation.”®® That would seem contradictory to the biblical truth that the apostles had
authority as recipients of revelation (Eph. 3:7-13; Gal. 2:8-9; Rom. 1:1-6) but not as sources of
it. Yet Frame (2010:318) is steadfast that “The apostles place great weight on themselves as
person-revelation.” There are global implications given that all “Finite persons are also a means
of God’s revelation” (Frame, 2010:316). Deeper questions still emerge if we are to understand
that triperspectivally the normative, situational, and existential perspectives cover the same
subject matter but from different viewpoints. Does Frame really want to say that finite people

reveal the same subject matter as Scripture only differently?

We agree with Frame that person-revelation can be a descriptive handle for a work of God.

Theophanies, the incarnation, the inspiration and illumination of the Spirit, are all divinely

80 The chapter title of Chapter 43, DWG. Cf., his definition of people as a “means of divine communication.” DWG,
p. 305.
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communicative, though in different ways.5! As an appellation for people, we also concur that the
imago Dei reveals important characteristics of God, although we are not content with Frame’s
idea that sin reveals God.®? But none of this positions us at the center of what Frame really
means by the revelatory character of persons.

Central most to the idea of person-revelation is Frame’s familiar condensation that theology is
application. So when he writes that “The apostles place great weight on themselves as person-
revelation” it is in the context of the New Testament theme of imitatio Christi. Frame asks, for
example, how are we to understand Jesus declaration, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he
must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me” (Mark 8:34)? We can look up “deny”
in a dictionary or thesaurus and find more words, but these only repeat the first premise. Where
do we go from here? We understand what it means to “deny” oneself in the example set by Jesus
and the apostles for “language is part of life. To understand language, we must see what people
do with it, how it is used” (Frame, 2010:305),%® According to the lordship triad, if God reveals
himself “in events, words, and persons”®* then person-revelation is a necessary precondition for
the acquirement of growth in grace. In speaking of person-revelation it seems clear that Frame is

reprising a central idea of his that “understanding the Word is applying it” (Frame, 2010:317).

But we are still left with questions for Frame. If theophany and the imago Dei are examples of
person-revelation, then how are these forms of media substantially different from what the
traditional division between special and general revelation have not already told us?% And if he

also means the self-evident idea that we can learn how to behave by observing mature believers,

b1 See DCL for these categories, a section that appears to be echoed more thoroughly in Chapter 42 of DWG.

%2 Frame: “Even sin, in one sense, images God, for sin is basically an attempt to be God, to replace God on the
throne.” DWG, p. 316. John is clear, however, that “This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to
you, that God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). If sin is an image, an imitation is only
ever a likeness of a principle source. In that case, to sin would imitate the devil, not God.

8 This examples the influence of Wittgenstein on Frame as mentioned in Chapter one.

8 Frame distinguishes the lordship triad accordingly on p. 304 of DWG. “Events” refer to the situational
perspective, “words,” to th