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from The Doctrine of the Word of God by Karl Barth, translated by G. T. Thomson; T. and T. 

Clark, 1936. 

 

According to the author, this volume contains nothing more than the Romerbrief, the old 

book made new, i.e., the same old thing said over again in a different way (vii, viii). There is, 

however, this improvement, that this writing has "Very much greater explicitness,” so that 

“everything has actually become simple and clearer.” In fact, the translator “thinks the English 

makes sense.” And, by the way, he also thinks the author is on the same level with Luther and 

Calvin (v). Especially in view of this latter (translators) remark, one wonders, as one pursues 

one's perusal of this book, why the author is almost never as explicit, simple and clear as “Luther 

and Calvin”! For, to say the least, it is often difficult to comprehend or determine the author's 

meaning. Where he is not vague and obscure, merely, he is inscrutable and impenetrable. Yet, 

strangely enough, where he happens to be “simpler and clearer,” he writes, apparently, with 

unclouded inspiration. So that, reading critically, i.e., reading with the Reformed Truth in (the 

back of) our consciousness, we cannot but benefit by reading this book, and, as well, find much 

that is of even thrilling interest. 

The book, as such, is of dogmatical character, and therefore he tells us why he prefers the 

term “church dogmatics,” rather than “Christian dogmatics,” for the word “Christian” is so 

widely misused, and since “dogmatics is not a ‘free' science, but one bound to the sphere of the 

church, where alone it is possible and sensible” (ix). Also he seems to have a preference for the 

term “dogmatics” as over against that of “theology,” though he uses the latter quite frequently, 

and with encouraging, promising sound, as e.g., he warns that in the line of Schleiermacher-

Ritschl- Hermann there is “the plain destruction of Protestant theology and the Protestant 

Church” (x). For this reason “there is within the church an evangelical theology which is to be 

affirmed, and a heretical non-theology which is resolutely to be denied” (xii). But in this 

connection, he bemoans the fact that we cannot find an Evangelical Church which wants anyone 

to take her seriously, and which takes itself seriously! (xii, xiii). These latter words could be 

fairly applied to modern Fundamentalism with its failure to maintain a coherent, consistent, 

comprehensive credal (doctrinal) basis, together with scriptural hermeneutical and exegetical 

principles. 

Continuing his discussion of his terminology, Barth wants to make it plain that ethics and 

dogmatics are inseparable. Ethics are the doctrine of God’s command. And (1) the conception of 

the command of God as such he discusses at the close of his doctrine of God; (2) the 

commandment of God from the viewpoint of design and order he deals with at the close of his 

doctrine of creation; (3) from the viewpoint of law, at the close of the doctrine of reconciliation; 

(4) from the viewpoint of promise, at the close of the section on the doctrine of redemption. So 

that all of dogmatics has ethical connotation all along the line. 

Then he distinguishes between "theology” and "dogmatics” thus: “Theology as science . . 

. guides the language of the church, so far as it completely reminds her that in all circumstances 

it is fallible human work . . . it is nothing but human language about God’ ” (2, 3). This 

"language” must, he insists, have its source in Jesus Christ, God, in His gracious approach to 

man; it must lead to Him; it must conform to Him (3). Therefore, to Barth, “theology” carries a 



rather bad connotation, expressing "nothing but human language”; whereas "dogmatics” is 

expressive of "divine, certain knowledge.” For, to him, dogmatics "in human uncertainty” 

establishes the most certain truth, "which long ago came to light.” Dogmatics is a statement of 

faith which must be ventured upon in the certainty that is expresses not human, but divine truth. 

It is faith, says he, intractable faith, and faith’s intractable object (which he does not identify) 

"that makes possible the knowledge with which dogmatics is concerned, viz., divine, certain 

knowledge” (12, 13). One term may be more expressive or comprehensive than another, but we 

fail to see how the terms "theology” and "dogmatics” are in any more conflict than "Christian” 

and "believer.” 

At the outset Barth gets on the best side of us when he apprizes us to the effect that the 

work of dogmatics is impossible without faith and prayer. "Without exception,” he writes, "the 

act of faith . . . is the condition (!) which renders dogmatic work possible . . .” (23). And, ". .. we 

repeat the statement that dogmatics is possible only as an act of faith, when we refer to prayer as 

the attitude apart from which dogmatic work is impossible” (25). What is any dogmatics worth 

that does not stand upon the beginning principle of faith and prayer? 

Aside from this, however, it is interesting to note Barth’s reference to or use of the term 

"condition.” It is true that when he says "faith is the condition which renders dogmatic work 

possible,” he is not saying the same thing as, "faith is a condition that renders salvation 

possible.” But the term ("condition”), being as it is a dangerous one, could very easily lead one 

from the former expression to think in terms of the latter. However, we doubt whether Barth falls 

into Arminian usage of the term condition, because in another place he writes on the knowability 

of the Word of God in somewhat strong language against the idea of "conditions”: "We deny . . . 

any knowability of the Word of God by man, in the sense that a capacity in man in abstraction 

from the Word of God is to be the condition of this connection (ital. — RCH). Of course this 

condition cannot be fulfilled. (He calls it ‘this once for all unreliable condition.’) It is the man 

who really knows the Word of God who also knows that he can bring no capacity to this 

knowledge, but must first receive all capacity” (224). 

In his introduction, Barth, quoting Emil Brunner (28), remarks on the need for a dogmatic 

prologomena. This is necessary, because scientific rationalism casts doubt on not what is 

revealed, but whether there is such a thing as revelation. The concept of revelation, not its 

contents is called into question. So that, therefore, the prologomena must be rather polemical. 

"There is no dispute about the fact that dogmatics, too, together with the Christian Church 

generally, has to speak all along the line as faith opposing unbelief, and that to that extent all 

along the line her language must be apologetic, polemical” (31). Again, in this connection, he 

makes a statement which applies fittingly to modem Fundamentalism: "All intended apologetics 

and polemic . . . has . . . invariably and notoriously been an irresponsible act, not up-to-date and 

so ineffective” (32). Yet as Barth uses these words he seems to put a bad connotation not on 

“apologetics,” but on “intended apologetics,” whatever he could mean by that! 

At any rate, a polemic approach is necessary, because “we are faced with the fact of 

Roman Catholicism in the form which it gave itself in the 16th century in the struggle with the 

Reformation. And within the organized unities of the Evangelical churches, we are faced with 

the fact of pietistic-rationalistic Modernism, with its roots in mediaeval mysticism and the 

humanist Renaissance” (36). Surely here is clear, self-conscious penetration into the heart of 

doctrinal controversy — the truth vs. error — as that controversy came to a head in the Protestant 

Reformation, continues today, and undoubtedly shall continue to the end of time. On what side 

of this controversy is Barth, himself? From his own words it would seem to be the side of 



historic, orthodox, Protestant, Reformed Christianity. For, he says, “. . . the theology we favor is 

purely and solely evangelical . . . (and) heresies force us to ... so understand revelation not in a 

Catholic, nor yet a Modernist, but in an evangelical sense” (37). Indeed, Barth has no place for 

either Romanism or Modernism. “Over against it (pietistic-rationalistic Modernism), although it 

has never been expelled from the Evangelical churches ... we draw the line as definitely as over 

against Catholicism” (39). Also this has a pleasing sound to Reformed ears: that the source-roots 

of Modernism are in the Renaissance and in Schleiemacher. “Schleiermacher . . . is the great ripe 

classic of Modernism” (38). And he claims that as long as Modernism “understands itself” it 

“will never let itself be turned away from following” Schleiermacher! Further enlarging on the 

development of ecclesiastical Modernism he says, “The Modernist view against which we have 

to fix our limits goes back to the Renaissance and particularly to the Renaissance philosopher 

Cartesius with his proof of God from man’s certainty of himself” (222). 

(To be continued) 
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