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A reference to predestination is probably what he intends when he says that Cod’s Word 

is an act. Because it determines history it is therefore an act: “Is not My Word like a fire? saith 

the Lord: and like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces?" (Jer. 23.29). Cf. Isa. 55.10. (178), 

“That the Word of God is God’s act means . . . that it is (also) a decision. It is in that way that an 

act is distinguished from a mere event. A mere event is in itself an occurrence subordinated to 

some sort of higher necessity. Above it, it has some sort of cause which occasions it . . . The 

Word of God is not to be regarded primarily as history, and then, and as such, as a decision also, 

but first and fundamentally as a decision and then, and as such, as history also” (178). This 

would seem to teach that all history, time events, the whole creation and all things, God 

foreordains to come to pass according to the good pleasure of His will. At least we could so use 

these words. 

The noetic effects of sin are implied in this sentence: “Moreover, our knowledge of the 

Word of God does not take place by means of an understanding that has somehow remained pure 

. . . but wholly by means of our fallen understanding” (189). It would seem that Barth takes into 

consideration the fact of, first of all, the Adamic consciousness with its Edenic perfection, now 

lost in the Fall; and, second, the unregenerate (fallen) understanding, which, in reality, is not 

‘understanding,’ but rather a form of ignorance: and third, the regenerated understanding by 

which alone, in Christ, we know the Word of God. It would not be fair to Barth to claim that he 

here denies regeneration merely because he says our knowledge of the Word of God takes place 

wholly by means of our fallen understanding. For he does not emphasize the words we 

underscore, and so probably does not intend the meaning such emphasis might imply. 

Furthermore, he believes we cannot know the Word without the efficacious working of that 

Word in us. Under the head, ‘‘Knowability of the Word of God” (224), he says, “The question 

cannot be how man in general and as such can know the Word of God . . . The question is how 

these men to whom it is spoken concretely can actually know it. And at least the trend of the 

answer to this question must be, that they can do so, if and in as much as this ability is given 

them by the Word itself.” Therefore, our knowledge takes place by means of faith. For pistis is 

that “in which the knowledge of God becomes real.  Pistis (faith) expresses more than gnoosis 

(knowledge), but invariably it expresses gnoosis too . . . Pistis the content of the concept gnoosis 

is so included in the concept pistis that it is patent how God Himself or Christ is at once the 

object, the meaning, the warrant and the measure of true knowledge of God”' (262). “Thus it is in 

faith . . . that we must regard the knowability of the Word of God. In the event of faith it is, as it 

were, born, it comes to view, it is to be sought and found” (262-63). 

In the same vein, it is made plain that there is no faith apart from Scripture, and to think 

anything apart from the standard of God’s Word is futile. “To believe aught without God’s Word 

is not faith but a false delusion that will nevermore come to aught, just as if thou wouldst believe 

thou shouldst become the Emperor of Rome. .’” (Quoting Luther on John 4.47F 267). It 

would be quite an improvement if the main body of Barth’s material were just as clear and plain 

as his quotations from Luther. 



 

Ideas, words, terms, concepts — are discussed by Barth in a way which is intriguing to 

the Reformed thinker. He shows something of how concepts are developed and how the usus 

loquendi is established. The latter thru the influence of (1) a teacher, (2) a school of thought, or 

(3) a movement. But none of these is a channel thru which God talks unless it is the usus 

loquendi of Scripture or agrees with the Word of God. He feels it is a nuisance when uneasy 

souls, or those whose reading is fundamentally cursory, think they should immediately reject a 

theological exposition because it operates with concepts which they meet elsewhere in 

philosophical use. The legitimacy of this use, he maintains, is decided by the context in which 

they occur. The context decides the legitimacy of the occurrence of all concepts (322). 

Therefore, our conclusion is, the usus loquendi with which we must have to do, if indeed it be 

determined by an individual, a school, a movement, must be that of (according to) the individual 

author of Scripture, the school of the prophets and the movement of the apostles (the Church led 

into all the Truth). 

Barth continues his thoughts on the meaning of concepts. "The Roman Catholic 

definition of the concepts ‘dogma’ and 'dogmatics’: according to it a dogma would be a truth of 

revelation defined by the church; and dogmatics the combination of a commentary upon these 

dogmas” (304-05). 

“In the . . . Greek 0.T. and N.T., the word ‘dogma’ meant primarily a behest, a statute, a 

decree. E.g., the ‘law of the Medes and Persians' mentioned in Dan. 6.16, because of which 

Daniel is put into the lion’s den, is a dogma: the command, which according to Lk. 2.1 went 

forth from Caesar Augustus, is a dogma; according to Eph. 2.15; Col. 2:14 (Gr.) the decrees of 

the O. T. Law are dogmas. 

"But there is also a second meaning of the word in antiquity to be considered, that of a 

doctrinal proposition in philosophy or in science generally, emanating from an individual 

teacher, a school or movement; and it is apparently with more of the latter than of the former 

significance that the word . . . passed over into the usage primarily of the Greek Church . . . But . 

. . Augustine (et al) were still unacquainted with it in this significance! or did not wish to use it, 

in fact as late as Thomas Aquinas it is seldom used with this meaning (305). 

We make the point, that even we, though, of course, in a way to be explained in greater 

detail, acknowledge that there are dogmas in the sense of this definition . . .” i.e., the doctrinal 

proposition acknowledged and confessed by the Church, 

In this Romish sense of "dogma,'’ i.e., a doctrinal proposition in philosophy, dogmatics 

would be a dialogue by the Church with herself, by the Church of today with the Church of 

yesterday” (306) which in itself is necessary to do; but dogmatics must not "exhaust itself in 

that”— otherwise the church merely talks to itself. It is not a channel thru which God talks, Thus 

Barth concludes, and we rather concur, that "Dogma may . . . be defined as Church proclamation, 

so far as it really agrees with the Bible as the Word of God . . . dogma is church proclamation in 

real agreement with the Word of God” (308). 

“And so ... a dogma ... is also a 'doctrinal proposition’ . . . which can teach us and be a 

dogma, only so far as it ‘goes forth’ from God as the decree 'went forth' from Caesar Augustus.” 

But he says so much in between, where elisions are indicated, so much that is confusing and 

muddled, that we cannot be sure what he means! 



 

However, we do know what the following means, taken from page 171, as it is always 

easy to grasp the meaning of Luther as quoted. "God’s Word is a flowret, i.e., the longer the 

dearer . . . That is, whoso once graspeth God s Word properly', loveth it so fondly that he always 

desireth it more and more’ (Sermon on Luke 5,1-11, 1534), The great Luther certainly believed 

the Word of God to be so dear as to live and die by it. So Kohlbrugge confessed that bis only 

comfort in life and in death was that he belonged to his faithful Saviour Jesus Christ for time and 

eternity. Hear his beautiful testimony: "Therefore if I die — but I die no more — and some one 

finds my skull, let this skull still preach to him, saying, 1 have no eyes, yet I behold Him; I have 

neither brain nor understanding, yet I comprehend Him; I have no lips, yet I kiss Him; I have no 

tongue, yet I praise Him with you all who call upon His name. I am a hard skull, yet I am quite 

softened and melted in His love; I lie outside here in the churchyard, yet am I within in Paradise! 

All suffering is forgotten. That hath His great love clone for us, since for us He bore His Cross 

and went forth unto Golgotha” (255). True Christian doctrine - and experience! Barth could say. 

"I wish I had said that!” 
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