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     For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare [are] not fleshly but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ. And they will be ready to punish all disobedience, when your obedience is fulfilled. (2 Corinthians 10:3-6) 
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Thinking Biblically: Part 3

The Source of Thinking: The Definition of God

by John W. Robbins

 

Editor’s Note: This Review is taken from Dr. Robbins’ lecture “The Definition of God,” Lecture 4 of Thinking Biblically, specifically from the second section – The Source of Thinking. The lecture has been transcribed and edited for print. 

 

The word God is as meaningless a word as there is in the language unless it is defined. The Dutch philosopher Spinoza talked about God all the time. In fact, he talked about God so much he was called “The God-intoxicated Man.” However, what he meant by God is quite different from what the Bible means by God. Thomas Aquinas talked and wrote about God. Immanuel Kant wrote about God. Yet these three men have three different views of God, three different definitions of the word God. In addition to that, there are all sorts of pagan religions, such as tribal religions in Africa, Asia, and in the Americas, all of which talk about God. Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism all deny the definition of God given in Scripture. If this term is so vague and meaningless, the question arises, Can the term God be defined? Several theologians made statements on this issue. 

 

Kaufman, Brunner, Stace , and Van Til

Gordon Kaufman in his book, God the Problem, says, “God is ultimately profound Mystery and utterly escapes our every effort to grasp or comprehend him. Our concepts are at best metaphors and symbols of his being, not literally applicable.”1 

 

A more familiar theologian, Cornelius Van Til wrote, “If we take the highest being of which we can think in the sense of have a concept of and attribute to it actual existence, we do not have the Biblical notion of God. Man cannot think an absolute self-contained being. God is infinitely higher than the highest being that man can form a concept.”2 

 

That is essentially the same thing that Gordon Kaufman wrote. God is beyond conceptualization. As the Neo-orthodox theologian Emil Brunner put it, “If you are thinking God, you are not thinking God.”3 

 

In his lecture “Mysticism and Human Reason,” W.T. Stace stated, “God is utterly and forever beyond the reach of the logical intellect or of any intellectual comprehension and that in consequence when we try to comprehend his nature intellectually, contradiction appears in our thinking.”4 

 

Again, VanTil says,

 

All teaching of Scripture is apparently contradictory.5 

 

Since God is not fully comprehensible to us, we are bound to come into what seems to be contradiction in all our knowledge. Our knowledge is analogical and therefore paradoxical.6 

 

While we shun as poison the idea of the really contradictory, we embrace with passion the idea of the apparently contradictory.7 

 

Shall we follow Karl Barth in saying contradictions in Scripture do not matter in the least because what takes place in the Gospel takes place in a realm above ordinary history? Or shall we with Gordon Clark say that the contradiction that we think we see is no real contradiction at all. We cannot follow any of these ways.8 

 

Dr. VanTil says we embrace the apparently contradictory, we shun the really contradictory, but we also deny that the statement “there is no real contradiction” is false. That view is very common, not just in Neo-orthodox churches, not just in liberal churches, but in many Reformed churches. This is an attack at the root of thinking. We cannot think God. If we try to think God, we run into contradiction, and therefore it is useless to pursue this by intellectual or logical processes.

 

The Westminster Confession and Catechisms 

What do the Westminster Confession and Catechisms say about these things? Question 4 of the Shorter Catechism is, “What is God?” The question is asking for a definition of God. The answer is, of course, “God is mysterious, ineffable, unknowable, totally other, and beyond the reach of human conceptions.” Is this the answer from Catechism? That God is beyond the reach of the human intellect is not what the Bible teaches, and it is not what the Catechism says. It is what Neoorthodoxy teaches. Quoting the Shorter Catechism, “God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.” The Catechism gives a sentence in which various attributes are listed and, like the Bible itself, expects us to learn what those terms mean. The Catechism and the Bible do not say that God is mysterious, ineffable, unknowable, totally other, and beyond the reach of human conceptions. It gives several human conceptions which are revealed in Scripture and define the term God.

 

The men who wrote the Westminster Confession and the Catechisms understood that if a term is not defined, one does not know what he is talking about. A good portion of the Westminster Catechisms consists of definitions such as these fifteen from the Shorter Catechism: What is God? What are the decrees of God? What is the work of creation? What are God’s works of providence? What is sin? What is effectual calling? What is justification? What is adoption? What is sanctification? What is faith in Jesus Christ? What is repentance unto life? What is a sacrament? What is baptism? What is the Lord’s Supper? and What is prayer? 

 

The goal of the writers of the Catechism is to give concise definitions, usually consisting of a single sentence that can be memorized so one can have in mind the meanings of these terms. There is no anti-intellectual nonsense about the terms being undefinable or beyond the reach of human conception, and this includes the definition of God. 

 

The Westminster Confession itself expands on the definition of God given in the Shorter Catechism. 

 

Chapter 2, Of God and the Holy Trinity, Section 1 states: 

 

There is but one only, living, and true God, who is infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible, without body, parts, or passions; immutable, immense, eternal, incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most holy, most free, most absolute; working all things according to the counsel of his own immutable and most righteous will, for his own glory; most loving, gracious, merciful, longsuffering, abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin; the rewarder of them that diligently seek him; and withal, most just, and terrible in his judgments, hating all sin, and who will by no means clear the guilty.

 

Section 2 continues and expands the definition even further:

 

God hath all life, glory, goodness, blessedness, in and of himself; and is alone in and unto himself all-sufficient, not standing in need of any creatures which he hath made, nor deriving any glory from them, but only manifesting his own glory in, by, unto, and upon them. He is the alone fountain of all being, of whom, through whom, and to whom are all things; and hath most sovereign dominion over them, to do by them, for them, or upon them whatsoever himself pleaseth. In his sight all things are open and manifest, his knowledge is infinite, infallible, and independent upon the creature, so as nothing is to him contingent, or uncertain. He is most holy in all his counsels, in all his works, and in all his commands. To him is due from angels and men, and every other creature, whatsoever worship, service, or obedience he is pleased to require of them.

 

Nowhere does the Confession suggest that understanding God is beyond the reach of human intellect. However, that does not mean that we find out God on our own power. That is impossible. God must reveal himself to us. But once he reveals himself, we understand. That is the meaning of revelation. If revelation is given and it is not understood, then it is not revelation. It is obscurantism, or it is riddling, but it does not constitute revelation. The concept of revelation itself implies, not only that God gives us information, but that the information is meant be understood and can be understood. Otherwise, there is no revelation.

 

The Johannine Logos

Before looking at John 1 to see what Scripture says regarding the doctrine of God, consider this: We say that God is living. What is meant by that statement? Does it mean that he is breathing? Does it mean that he has a pulse? Does it mean that he has brain waves? No. It means that God is thinking. It is a metaphor. It means that He is a thinking God. Now to John 1:1-9: 

 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him nothing was made that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it. There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. This man came for a witness, to bear witness of the Light, that all through him might believe. He was not that Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light. That was the true Light which gives light to every man coming into the world.

 

This is the description that John gives of the Word of God. This is the way he begins his Gospel. The Gospel of John is a very profound and a very simple book. When people read it they sometimes skip over this introduction because while it is very profound, it seems very simple. In skipping over this, they are skipping over what John thought most important. This is how he begins his Gospel. This is how he begins his explanation of Jesus Christ. He ties it by his language back to the Word of God who appears throughout the Old Testament and speaks to and through the prophets: “Then came the word of the LORD unto Samuel, saying…” (1 Samuel 15:10), and the prophets understand who is speaking to them.

 

The idea here in Johnʼs Gospel is that the Logos is God. What does that Greek word λογος mean? The King James Version and the New King James Version translate it as “Word,” which is a perfectly fine translation. The Liddell and Scott Lexicon lists many meanings for the word λογος. Some of them are: computation, reckoning, account, measure, esteem, proportion, ratio, explanation, pretext, plea, argument, discourse, rule, principle, law, hypothesis, reason, formula, definition, debate, narrative, description, speech, oracle, phrase, wisdom, sentence, and the last definition they list is word, and that is the meaning found in virtually all English translations.

 

What is common among all of those possible definitions? The common thread is that they all pertain to thinking. To compute, reckon, account, measure, esteem, explain, argue, discourse, rule, hypothesize, reason, formulate, define, debate, narrate, or describe are all intellectual acts. From this Greek word λογος, we get our English word logic. Etymologically, it is also the root of our words that end with l-o-g-y such as theology—the study or understanding of God, and biology—the study or science of living things. These words are intellectual through and through. This is contained in what John is saying. 

 

This word had been used in Greek philosophy for centuries before John wrote his Gospel, but John is not adopting some meaning given to it by the philosopher Heraclitus. John is using a perfectly good Greek word in a Christian context. Translating the passage “In the beginning was the Wisdom” instead of “In the beginning was the Word” might make it more intelligible to you because then you could relate Johnʼs Logos to the word wisdom found in the book of Proverbs.

 

“In the beginning was the Reason, and the Reason was with God, and the Reason was God” is another legitimate translation. Sometimes when people hear this they say, “You are making Reason God.” However, I am not making Reason God: Johnʼs Gospel says “…the Logos was God.”

 

This is intellectual through and through and in stark contrast with the theory of evolution which puts non-living matter first, then some living beings, and finally in the last few hundred thousand years something that might be called man—something with the characteristic of logic or reason—homo sapiens. That evolutionary view makes logic or reason a latecomer on Earth and in the universe as well. The Bible does not. John 1:4 says, “in this Logos was life; and that this life was the light of men.” Rather than life being deeper than logic, the Logos is prior. This is the complete opposite of the Darwinian or evolutionary worldview. 

 

Now before looking at John and other verses look at Proverbs, a book that is replete with information about knowledge and understanding and wisdom. Proverbs 3:19, 20 say, “THE LORD by wisdom founded the earth; By understanding he established the heavens. By his knowledge the depths were broken up, and clouds drop down the dew.”

 

Jeremiah 51:15, 16 state, “He has made the earth by his power; He has established the world by his wisdom, and hath stretched out the heaven by his understanding. When he utters his voice—There is a multitude of waters in the heavens: ‘He causes the vapors to ascend from the ends of the earth; he makes lightnings for the rain; he brings the wind out of his treasuries.’” 

 

Recall in Genesis 1 how God created. He speaks. “And God said, Let there be light…. And God said, Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters…. And God said, Let the waters under the heaven be gathered together…. And God said, Let the earth bring forth grass….” God speaks and the Word creates the universe. The Word is prior to and superior to the creation. Life is not deeper than logic. If we are talking about the Divine Life, it is the same as logic. If we are talking about human Life, human life is not as deep as logic; far from what the Romantics and the Darwinians would have us believe. 

 

Here is an excerpt from Goetheʼs poem Tragedy of Faust, where Faust is translating John 1:1: 

 

'Tis writ, “In the beginning was the Word!” 

I pause, perplexʼd! Who now will help afford? 

I cannot the mere Word so highly prize;

I must translate it otherwise,

If by the spirit guided as I read.

“In the beginning was the Sense!” Take heed,

The import of this primal sentence weigh,

Lest thy too hasty pen be led astray!

Is force creative then of Sense the dower?

“In the beginning was the Power!”

Thus should it stand: yet, while the line I trace,

A something warns me, once more to efface.

The spirit aids! from anxious scruples freed,

I write, “In the beginning was the Deed!”9 

 

The Romantics cannot believe that God is the Word, and on the other hand the Jehovahʼs Witnesses cannot believe that the Word is God. Also, the spirit that is mentioned in that passage as guiding the translation is not the Holy Spirit.

 

Returning to John 1, The Logos is eternal (verses 1, 2). The Logos is the Creator, (3). The Logos is the true light, the light-giver who lights every man coming into the world (9). John is not speaking here of the saving knowledge of Christ. Not every man is lit by the saving knowledge of Christ. John is speaking of the image of God.

 

God is Truth

The Father is truth. Psalm 31:5: “Into your hand I commit my spirit; you have redeemed me, O LORD God of truth.” But some will object, “But God is love. We are told in the Scripture that God is love.” Yes. God is love. But God would not be love, if God were not truth. The only reason we can think that God is love is because prior to that, God is truth. The attribute of truth makes the attribute of love possible. 

 

The Son is truth. John 14:6: “Jesus said to him, ʻI am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’” When Jesus makes this statement, he is speaking literally. He is not using a metaphor when he talks about the truth here. He says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” In chapter 1, John says that Jesus is the life. In chapter 1, he also says that Jesus is the truth. The only possible metaphor here is the way, in the sense of a path. In John 1:14 Jesus is described as full of grace and truth: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.” 

 

The Holy Spirit is truth. John 15:26: “But when the Helper comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will testify of me:” 

 

Here are a few more verses about God and truth. Psalm 43:3: “O send out your light and your truth! Let them lead me; Let them bring me to your holy hill and to your tabernacle.” Psalm 36:9: “For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see light.” 

 

Throughout Scripture, light is a metaphor for truth. Jesus says, “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12). Peter talks about the light that shines in the darkness (2 Peter 1:19). Light is a metaphor for truth.

 

God is Omniscient

The doctrine of God includes the idea of omniscience—God knows everything. Omniscience is simply the idea of the sovereignty of God applied to knowledge and thought. God knows all there is to be known.

 

God is Logical

Logic, to use a metaphor, is the architecture of Godʼs mind. Logic is the way God thinks. Logic is not created. “In the beginning was the Logos….” The universe is created, man is created, but logic is not created. However, this view is contrary to what is taught by some Reformed theologians. For example, Morton Smith writes,

 

Non-Christians maintain that man reasons univocally, that is with one meaning per word. Christians on the other hand maintain that all human reason is analogical. For the non- Christian, the law of contradiction is a principle that stands above God and man alike. God and man are under the same system of logic which is higher than both, and exists independent of both. For the Christian, on the other hand, God exists before time and the laws of logic. The law of contradiction is part of the created temporal world. It is the expression of the internal coherence of Godʼs nature but is not above God. The law of contradiction operates only under God and not above Him. The Christian does not use it to say what can or cannot be true about God Himself.10 

 

That is a very common view among some Reformed theologians. He said, “For the non-Christian…God and man are under the same system of logic which is higher than both, and exists independent of both. For the Christian, on the other hand, God exists before time and the laws of logic.” Certainly God exists before time, because time is created. But does God exist before the laws of logic? That would make God illogical. The author goes on though and inconsistently says, “The law of contradiction is…the expression of the internal coherence of Godʼs nature….” But how does one judge the internal coherence of Godʼs nature if the laws of logic do not apply to God?

 

The author has committed the very common error of setting up a false dichotomy. Either you have to accept the idea that logic is created, or you have to accept the idea that logic is superior to God, and God is subject to logic. Neither view is the Scriptural view. The Scriptural view is that logic is not created, and logic is not superior to God because John says that Logic is God. It is not some standard external to God that he has to obey. It is simply the way God thinks.

 

If we think that David was king of Israel, and that Absalom was the son of David, and we conclude that Absalom was the son of a king of Israel; God reaches the same conclusion. God does not have some different logic by which if he thinks that David was king of Israel, and that Absalom was the son of David, therefore Absalom was the nephew of the prime minister of Babylon. That would be a different logic. That would show that God was not subject to the laws of logic.

 

God and Arithmetic

Godʼs logic is the same as our logic just as Godʼs arithmetic is the same as our arithmetic. For more on the Scriptural foundation of mathematics, see the excellent article by J.C. Keister, “Math and the Bible,” the September, October 1982 issue of The Trinity Review.11 The author refers to a few of the many instances of calculations being done in Scripture and derives from those calculations the principles of arithmetic. This is revealed information. Non-Christian mathematicians debate over the philosophical status of arithmetic. Scripture reveals arithmetic that says “two plus two is four.” It is four for God, and it is four for man. Arithmetic and logic themselves are not affected by sin. However, sin does cause us to make mistakes in our thinking—in our adding and subtracting and multiplying and dividing. That is one of the effects of sin on the mind, but sin does not affect the logic or the arithmetic themselves. Two plus two is four. That is revealed in Scripture.

 

This sort of thinking that offers the false dichotomy, Either logic is superior to God, or logic is created, is very misleading. Logic is simply the way God thinks. 

 

----------

 

New Lectures Now Available

 

We have added three new lectures and a Question and Answer session to Collection 13 in our MP3 Lectures. The Lectures are all by John W. Robbins and were given at a Reformation Day Conference in 2004. The titles are “Forgotten Principles of the Reformation,” “The Reformation Betrayed,” “The Current Justification Controversy,” and a “Question and Answer Session.” Special thanks to Paul Elliott for uncovering these lectures. 
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