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I 

In what sense, if any, may Karl Barth be described as a truly 
biblical theologian? An answer to this question will not only 
require detailed examination of Barth's Church Dogmatics, but 
also some consideration of what it means to be a biblical 
theologian. 

If a biblical theologian is a person who is well aquainted 
with the whole of Scripture, Barth might be expected to pass the 
test with flying colours. A casual glance at the index of any 
volume of the Church Dogmatics shows a good spread of Old 
Testament and New Testament references: indeed, in the work as 
a whole every canonical book is cited except Esther. There are 
4,648 separate references to the Old Testament and 12,270 to the 
New: an impressive score! However since these refer to only 46% 
of the Old Testament and 75% of the New Testament text, Barth 
obviously returns frequently to some passages, leaving a quarter 
of the New Testament and over half of the Old Testament 
unmentioned. Only Genesis, Song of Solomon, Jonah and 
Galatians are treated in their entirety, whereas over 80% of some 
books -Joshua, Ruth, 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Nehemiah, 
Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Joel, Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, 
Habbakuk, Zephaniah, Haggai and 3 John are ignored. 

Two questions arise from these statistics. Does Barth pass 
over biblical passages which are inimical to his views, or are they 
omitted for good reasons? When Barth does use material, does 
he quote it to agree with it or are there places where its inclusion 
really masks his refusal to take it seriously? 

We begin with the first question. What does Barth omit 
and why? A few representative examples must suffice. Of the 
synoptic gospels, about a quarter is uncited, but often these are 
passages giving 'stage directions'. For example, Barth does not 
refer to Matthew 8:18: 'Now when Jesus saw the great crowds 
around him, he gave orders to go over to the other side' .1 Other 
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verses aJ,"e ignored beca-use Barth uses one of the parallel 
accounts.2 In epistles such as 2 Corinthians it is chiefly the 
passages where Paul is making detailed personal address to the 
Corinthians which are ignored3 whereas the more overtly 
theological sections, such as chapter 3, are employed. 4 In the 
Old Testament, Barth does not make reference to tables of 
d~t~~~ .or .to much of the case law 6 or even to the details 
aboQ.t;maldng the tabemacle.7 Many proverbs are uncited8 and . 
much prophecy unheeded.9 But such observations are not in 
th~selves significant, unless it could be shown that these 
passages represented features of biblical theology with which 
Barth .,o.t q~y.did not, but could Jl.Ot deal. At this point, such a 
case ~'Uld not be made . 

· OfteJt there is simply too much biblical material to be 
handled o_n a particular 9teme, even by Barth. For example, there 
~e many ref~enc~ to angels in Scripture which he does not cite 
m his section ~ Ambassadors of God and their Opponents' .10 

Barth a<bnits as much himself: 

There are many lrit4!resting and pregnant passages upon which we have only 
touclu!d: fn. pillising if at all. But I know of none which would really lead u8 any 
fur:ther in Jhe.subject. Our present purpose is not a complete angelology. We have 
simply, taken the most impOrtant examples to illustrate the decisive matters which 
claim <>ur attention tn· dogmatics.ll 

... There is much evidence to suggest that Barth's method 
was to co~ect all the ,biblical passages pertaining to the subject he 
was treating, SQ ~®t he . could examine them together.12 He 

~Cf. Ml9:26;1l:1·; Mlt 6:1; 8:1; Lk. 4:14f.; 8:1-3 which are equally unclted. 

E.g.~· 6t1.:S is not cited; but Mk. 2:28-38 and Mt. 12: 1-18 are both cited (the . 
disciples pl~g ears of oom). 
3 ~i,g. 2 Cor. 1:13-17; ~1-7; 7:11-16 etc. 
4 Also 2 Cor. 1:18-ll; 2:14-17 ~c. 
5 E.g. Ex. 6:14-19, 21-25. 
6 E.g. LeV. 2-8. 
7 E.g. Ex. 25: 1 0.27; ~1:$40. 
8 E.g. Prav. 4.5. 

9 E.g. Jer. 2:2-12, 14-37;'5:1-19; 6:1-15 etc. 

10 Karl Barth1 Ch~rch DQgmatics (ET; Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark 1936-74 
[hereinafter C.D.]) ill/3 477-531. E.g. Num. 20:16; 2 Otron. 32:21; Eccles. 5:6; Dan. 
6:22; Hos. 12:4; Acts 7:35; 10:7, 22; etc. 
11 C.D. DI/3 511. 
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implies that he never knowingly overlooks material relevant to 
the topic with which he is dealing. 13 So there is · a kind of 
ambivalence in Barth's method; his purpose is inclusive, his 
practice at times selective, and his claim that such selection has 
beeri"'made on dogmatic grounds. Most of the biblical material 
which Barth ignores falls into three sharply defined categories. 
Some, such as geographical notes are theologically insigriificant; 
others, such as many of the proverbs, are irrelevant to the 
doctrinal themes to which Barth gave his chief attention; yet · 
others duplicate passages which are considered;14 

However, there is some eVidence to suggest that Barth did 
on occasion refuse to consider material which he recognized 
might have changed his theological stance. He admits that his 
developed angelology, for instance, precludes a doctrine of 'fallen 
angels'.15 He acknowledges 'all the insights we have gained 
concerning the being and ministry of angels, and developed at 
least concerning the character and activity of demons, are 
necessarily false if this doctrine [of the fallen angels] is correct'.16 

He deliberately refused therefore, to give detailed consideration to 
the angels of darkness on the grounds that it would be 
unhealthy.17 Consequently it is not surprising to find that he 
does not consider the biblical material about this: for example 
Paul's assertion that 'Satan disguises himself as an angel of 
light'. 18 In this section on angels, it is dear that the omissions are 
not consistent with Barth's inclusive intentions avowed elsewhere. 
Rather, his theological schema has already driven him to devote a 
whole section to 'God and Nothingness't9 fot which he offers no 
biblical substantiation. The whole of this section, §50 makes 
reference only to Romans 11:36,20 Genesis 1:2f.?1 and Genesis 

12 E.g. C.D. l/2 16. The excursus sunreys N.T. evidence, and notes that 'in St. 
Paul. if I am right, the two types are equally represented'. 
13 E.g. C.D. lll/2 137, 'It is impossible to overlook the clear and conclusive.· 
statements of . . .' a . C.D. l/1 228. Barth's discussion of the spectrum of meaning 
of the N.T. term implies carclul research. 
14 E.g. many passages in the prophets contain essentially the same ideas as other 
prophecies, even if they are not linguistically similar like the synoptic parallels. 
15 C.D. Ill/3 530f. 
16Jbid 

17 C.D. ffi/3 519 gives reasons for this. 
18 2 Cor. 11:14. 
19 C. D. ill/3 289-368. 
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3.22 Romans 11:36 is not treated by Barth as substantiation for his 
c~, thus three sub-sections are devoid of biblical reference and 
the fourth offers. an interpretation of Genesis in the light of what 
has already been asserted. One is forced to the conclusion th!lt 
~thhas abandoned his usual principle of taking all of Scripture 
seriously, in favour of an exposition of the nature and status of 
evil which he found philosophically more acceptable than the 
prima f~cie bibli~ view of demons. This must be because he has 
already decided that their 'origin and nature lie in nothingness'. 23 

Hence although there appears to be sufficient biblical material to 
treat this as a genuine theme, Barth's previous thematic 
investigations and doctrinal considerations make this unthinkable 
for him. 

·Thus the answer to our first question must be that while. 
Barth generally seems to have good reasons for not considering 
SQ:me biblical passages, there is one example at least where his 
deliberate refasal so to do arises because that material is inimical 
to his position. However, such refusal is the exception rather than 
the rule. 

11 

If it is not the case that Barth is a truly biblical theologian in the 
se~ that he uses C1ll of Scripture, perhaps he could be termed 
'blbli~ ~ologian' in !lnother sense - that all his theology is 
developed in ®se dependence on Scripture. But the example we 
have. been considering illustrates that it is not only the case that 
B~'s Dogmatic$ does not handle all of Scripture, but also that 
his ~y references are not distributed evenly throughout his 
theology. A scatter graph of Barth's references to Scripture in the 
Church Dogmatics shows that the early volumes have relatively 
fewer references than most of the later ones. 24 Substantially this 

20 CD. ill/3 291. 
21 C.D. ill/3 352 
22 C. D. W/3 352 and 355f. 
23 c.o. ITI/3 s22. · 
24 See C. A. Baxter, The Mwement from Exegesis to Dogmatics in the Theology 
of Kltrl Barth (unpubllshed Ph.D. Thesis, Durham 1981) 445-65. The frequency per 
10 pages in the Church Dognuitics is: 
1/1 14.79 U/2 26.26 
1/2 13.98 W/1 30.85 
U/1 17.47 W/2 24.69 

ffi/3 
Ul/4 
IV/1 

14.33 
15.52 
22.44 

IV/2 
IV/3 
IV/4 

2932 
21.75 
37.65 
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means that in the whole section §20 'Authority in the Church', 
there are only twenty-five references to Scripture. This represents 
approximately 2.1 references in every ten pages, whereas there are 
21.5 references in every ten pages over the complete work. - That 
this section, which examines 'The Authority of the Word' and 
'Authority under the Word' has so little ScriP.tural reference is 
undoubtedly influenced by two factors. First there is very little 
biblical material about the Bible and its authority. Secondly, Barth 
had not developed his mature theological style at this stage~ with 
its pluriform handling of Scripture. A similar explanation may be 
given for section §22, 23 and 24, which between them only include 
twenty three references in one hundred and forty one pages.25 

While it is easy to imagine why 'Dogmatics as a Function of the 
Hearing Church' and 'Dogmatics as a Function of the Teaching 
Church' have little biblical warrant, it is hard to understand why 
'The Mission of the Church' makes so little reference to Scripture, 
until one sees that Barth has chosen under this heading to talk 
about 'The Word of God and the Word of Man in Christian 
Preaching'; 'Pure Doctrine as the Problem of Dogmatics' and 
'Dogmatics as Ethics'.26 

Not all sections, however, which have infrequent reference 
to Scripture come in the early part of the Church Dogmatics.. One 
example is section §52, 'Ethics as a Task of the Doctnne of 
Creation', which includes only one biblical reference in forty three 
pages. While it is true that the first sub-section 'Ethics as a Task of 
the Doctrine of Creation' is a technical discussion irt which one 
might not expect much reference to Scripture, nevertheless both 
this and the second sub-section 'God the Creator as Commander' 
are clearly structured in the light of all the detailed doctrinal 
conclusions which Barth has drawn in the first three parts of 
volume lll. That has included a great deal of biblical material, not 
least in the continuous exegesis of Genesis 1 and 2. Consequently 
we must beware of assuming that absence of biblical reference or 
discussion must be taken to imply that Barth is developing some 
u·nbiblical dogmatics. The reverse may be and usually is the case. 

CD. UI/3 and III/4 are the exceptions. III/3 has the long section without any 
billllcal references; lll/ 4 has an ethical treatise which has relatively little continuous 
exegesis. 
25 CD. l/2 743-884. This represents a frequency of 1.6 per 10 pageS. 
2~ ·These are the titles of the sub-sections found at C. D. l/2 743-58, 758-82 and 782-
884 respectively. 
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Th'lts, if~ biblical theologian must use the whole of Scripture and 
build his theology directly and evenly upon it, Barth is not a 
truly biblical theologian. But if a bibilical theologian may 
conStruct his dogmatics indirectly as well as directly upon the 
basis of Scripture, be may qualify for the title. 

m 

W.e turn therefore, to the major part of this paper which seeks to 
answer our second question: 'When Barth does use biblical 
material, does he quote it to agree with it, or are there places 
where ils inclusion really masks his refusal to take it seriously?' 
This question is so immense that is will be necessary to break it 
down into manageable proportions. It will not be sufficient to list 
a dozen places where Barth quotes Scripture and to make it clear 
that he agrees with it, for this would be to beg all the 
hermene.utical questions raised this century. So we begin again 
with a simple proposition: a truly biblical theologian must be 
concerned to deal with the original autograph text of the Bible in 
so far as it may be ascertained. There are two reasons why one 
might argue this. The first is because decisions in this area delimit 
the canon and are concerned with what exactly this Bible is, by 
which we measure whether a theologian is biblical. The second is 
because the Original text carries us back closest to the original 
mtention of the author or redactor; and to the events and words 
which lie behind the text. So how far is Barth concerned with 
te"tual cdticis:m in the Chur~h Dogmatics? Is there any evidence 
~t.. e<mO.nic::al or historical considerations motivate him? 

· Whetever Barth quotes the Greek New Testament, which 
he does not always do, he uses Nestle's textP On the rarer 
occasio:RS, when he cites the Hebrew Old Testament, he refers to 
the Ma$0t~etic text, to which he occasionally compares the 
Sep:tuagint or other translations.28 Barth includes very little 
textual critiCism of the Old Testament, suggesting emendations 
chiefly for stylistic or theological reasons, rather than because the 

27 Wherever the G1'eek quotatiOn!! have been checked in the Church Dog11111tics 
this is the case, but obviously not all have been checked. However, this assertion 
was confirmed in conversation with the keeper of the Barth archive in Basle, Dr. H. 
Stoevesandt, on the basis of his own research. 

28 E.g. C.D.II/2 220, Exod. 9:15£.; cf. C.D. lll/1135, Gen. 1:6-8; C.D. III/1 172, 
Gen. 1:20£.; C.D. lll/1 220, Gen. 2:1£. 
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evidence suggests it. 29 It is extremely rare for Barth to make 
incidental reference to textual variants in the Church Dogmati~s. 
where there is nothing theologically at stake for him, although 
Stich examples may be found.30 It is equally rare. for him to 
discuss manuscripts and their comparative value, although he 
does occasionally name them, 31 and is quick to point out that 
Bultmann's omission of €~ VSaTOS' at John 3:5 has no manuscript 
support.32 . 

There are some outstanding examples of variants which 
are omissions of fairly significant parts of the New Tes~m~t~ 
whose inclusion Barth assumes. We will look at two which.· 
impliciUy raise the canonicity question. TI:tefirst, Luke.2i!t9b-20, 
is cited throughout the Church Do~atics as. thpugh there were. 
no ~nuscripts which omitted these words. 33 . Since .there is ~ 
'w.jde diversity of opinion among textual critics'34 it is remarl<able 
that Barth never discusses the matter. 35 On one occasion Bartl:t's 
cita~on is simply to illustrate the way that the New Testcm,ta:tt 
r~fers both to the body and soul ofJesus, so that his silence here 
over the omission in some manuscripts is of little importance.36 

Of more significance is the quotation els-· Tl')v lll'l'lv civdj:J;Vl'la&.v 
which Barth notes as occurring both in 1 Corinthians 11:24£. and 
L11l<e 22:19, in order to make the point that Jesus is to be 
remembered.37 Neither here, nor in a. very similar passage 
elsewhere,38 would Barth's point be lost, becaqse the same ideas 
occur in Paul, but it must be noted that our author has pctssed 
over weighty textual evidence in silence. His preoCC\\patioP. with · 
what the text means leaves little or no time for consideration of 
what the text is. 
29 . E.g. CD. Ill/1179, Gen. 1:25 (blessing). 
30 E.g. C.D.lll/3 158, Mt. 18:10. 
31 E.g. C. D. IV /3 791, Codex D. 

32 CD. IV /4120; cf. CD. IV /4 125, John 19:34. 
33 E.g. CD. 111/2 328; cf. C.D. 111/2 469; CD. IV /2 163. 
34 Vincent Taylor, The Text of the New TestimleHt (London, Macmllan 1961) 91. 
35 Barth used the 15th edition of Nestle, published in 1932, in which the disputed 
wards ate bracketed. Dr. H. Stoevesandt was kind enaugh ta show me Barth's 
Greek New Testament. 
36 C.D. Dl/2 328. There are other places to which Barth could have referred for 
hiS illustration. 
37 CD. Iil/2 469. 
38 C.D.IV /2 163. 
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The second case, John 7:53-8:11, is probably the most 
otttstan~ing example of Barth's disregard for textual criticism. 
Barth's silence on the textual difficulties is siginificant since the 
witnesses for this passage are 1ate and of an inferior standing'.39 

TheSe problems do not preclude Barth from making reference to 
the passage in the ordinary way: 'all women have not committted 
the offence of the woman cited in Jn 8:2-11' 40 he comments, 
qu~ting two verses from the passage later in the same excursus. 41 

Barth draws theological lessons from an exposition of the whole 
stbty, With only a slight hint that the narrative may not originally 
have been in the gospel: he writes, 'Der Berichterstatter 
kominentiert ... ' 42 By referring to 'the narrator' rather than to 
the evangelist, Barth certainly cannot be thought to have made 
plafu the nature of the textual problem. Because this 'variant' is so 
long, it raises the canonicity question. Barth appears to regard as 
canonical a story which most would exclude on textual 
grolinds,43 and without. -commenting on the manuscript 
evidence, employs it as 'basic material for his dogmatics. 
Although Vincent Taylor comments 'it is probably a fragment of 
auth~ntic tradition'~ its use by Barth should be seen as the 
practical outworking of his ideas about canonical material being 
authenticated in so far as God makes it his Word, rather than in so 
far as it is attested by reliable martuscripts.45 

A final examination of an occasion when Barth does 
discuss textual matters will make clear his attitude to the relation 
of tex~~ ~tical matters to questions of history. Writing about 
the Vtrgt-n Brrth; Barth admits that 'both in extent and form the 
grounds for the dogma in the statements of Holy Scripture are not 
at first sight so strong or so clear as one might wish for such a 

39 Taylor, Text of the New Testtmrent 98. Taylor concludes, 'the objections to the 
genuineness of the section in Jn are conclusive ' 40 . 

C.D.UI/4232. 
4l C.D. UI/4233. 
42 K. Barth, Die Kir:chlidre Dogmtatik (Zollikon - Zllrich, Evangelischer Verlag 
1951) UI/4 5.263 (= C.D.lll/4 234). -
43 Many commentators Would. however, regard it as an early and perhaps 
reliable story about Jesus; cf. C. K. Barrett, The Gospel according to St. John 
q,.ondon, SPO< 1967) 490£.; B. F. Westcott John (London, John Murray 1882) 125. 
44Taylor, TextoftheNewTestament 98. Ot might even be part of Luke's Gospel; 
d. Barrett John 491.) 

45 See further Baxter, Theology of Kllrl BArth 250ff. 
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dogma in the strict sense of the term.' 46 Consequently, 'Barth 
refers to the variants of Matthew 1:16 explaining . · 

that Syr. Sin., confirmed by some other traditions, offer the following text for Mt 
1:16: 'Jacob begat Joseph; Joseph, to whom the Virgin Mary was ~trothed, begat 
Jesus, who is called Christ': for Mt 1:21: 'She will bear thee a son'; and for Mt 1:25: 
'She bore him a son'. 47 • . 

The variants are not ruled out by Barth's discussion, nor are his 
conclusions about the best text made known. Rather, his 
comment is that besides these varianfl:; which suggest that Jesus 
was the son of Joseph, there also 'stand the passages 1:18,20,23, in 
which it too, indicates the Virgin Birth' •48 Barth's conclusion in 
the main text is most revealing: 'Decision as to the necessity of tl:te 
dogma cannot ultimately be made on the ground where such 
questions are to be raised and answered' because 'the questions to 
be raised and answered are literary questions; they are concerned 
with the tradition, the age and source-value of this testin:tony.'49 

Although Barth admits the appropriateness of assessing the . 
literary evidence, he believes that 'no-one can dispute the 
existence of a biblical testimony to a Virgin Birth', 50 and that the 
final question is whether such testimony should be regarded as 
binding or 'only to be heard as a sub-statement of the New 
Testament message which is not binding'.51 

It is now possible to see the reason why Barth 'sat lightly' 
to textual questions, for he makes it very clear in this passage. He 
argues that 'the decision can be supported by answering the 
literary questions in one sense or the other. But it does not stand 
or fall with the answer to these questions.'52 The reason for this 
lies deep within Barth' s theological framework. 'Behind literary, 
as behind dogmatic investigation there arises the quaestio facti, 
which cannot be answered either by literary or dogmatic 
investigation. It is fitting however, that in the realm of theology, 
literary and dogmatic investigation should both be undertaken in 

46 C.D. l/2 174. 
47 C.D. l/2 175 (NB Barth quotes in translation, not in Greek). 
481bid. 
49 C.D. 1/2176. 
solbid 
51 Op. dl176. 
52 Op. dt. 176. 
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the ~t instance (i.e. until the utter impossibility of this procedure 
is demonstrated) sub conditione facti.'53 This is closely linked to 
Barth's rejection ~f any search for the historical Jesus as the basis 
for his theology. · For Barth, literary questions cannot settle 
ailything theological, for even if one knew that the first gospel 
wrote a certain set of words, one would not thereby know either. 
whether those words represented what happened, nor what the 
significance of the event was. Consequently, textual questions ate 
not of ultimate importance, even though they cannot be ignored. 
For Barth, it is · not the events which are important, nor the 
accuracy of the texts which record them, but the faith-awakening 
testimony to God's revelation, which can be the means of fresh 
revelation to the reader. 

Barth concludes, after discussing these textual problems: 

It certainly cannot be den!ed that the outward, explicit evidence for the dogma in 
the statements of Holy Scriphue is hedged about by questions. But still less can it 
be asserted· that the questions raised are so hard to answer that one is forced by 
exegesis to Contest the dogma. 54 

It is interesting that instead of debating the variants, Barth 
preferred to rely on what is undisputed in the other verses of the 
chapter, so that one cannot begin to analyze the grounds for his 
textual conclusions. This is characteristic of Barth's theology: the 
Divine Sonship of Jesu~ does not depend on the Virgin Birth and 
the texts which attest it; rather the reverse: the texts depend on the 
Virgin Birth which depends on Jesus being the Son of God. Hence 
he can conclude Chapter 15 by writing that the mystery of the 
Incarnation does not depend on the miracle of the Virgin Birth, 
'The mirac:le rests on the mystery.' ss 

Our conclusion to this first part of the second question 
must therefore be that Barth is not overly concerned with textual 
criticism even where it touches canonical questions, or questions 
as to the facticity of the narrative. Consequently, if he is to be 
considered a truly biblical theologian, it is not because he is 
primarily concerned to discover the original autograph text of the 
Bible. 

53 Op. cit 177. 
54 Op. cit 176. 
55 Op. dt 202. 
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IV 

One might conjecture that the reason for Barth's attitude is the 
same as· that found in what J. L. Houlden terms the American 
Albright school.56 Perhaps Barth does not regard the text in itself 
as significant, but merely as a convenient vehicle which could 
carry us back to the original events. He might therefore be a truly 
biblical theologian because he is prepared to take Scripture · 
seriously as the means whereby, to put it crudely, one can get 
back to the events 'as God did them;: · 

However, the Church Dogmatics is devoid of any such 
attempt. Barth is prepared to use source criticism, form criticism 
and redaction criticism, indeed any part of historical criticism, bu~ 
always discriminately, always in order to help him understand 
not the event, but the witness to the event in the text. H Barth is a 
biblical theologian, it is certainly not in the sense that he takes the 
Scriptures seriously in order to discover the events behind them. 
The reason for this lies in Barth's coiwiction· that the event in 
itself is not revelation, but the event witnessed to by the text may • 
be revelation. His comments about Jesus make this point sharply: · 
'Jesus Christ is also in fact the Rabbi of Nazareth who is hiird to 
know historically and whose work, when he is known, might 
seem to be a little commonplace compared to more thal\ one of the 
other founders of religions and even compared to some of the 
later representatives of His own religion'.57 Indeed, Barth points 
out that 'Thousands may have seen and heard the. Rabbi ~f 
Nazareth. But this ''historical'~ element was not revelation. · · This 
"historical" element, like all else that is "historical'' on this level, 
is admittedly open to very trivial interpretation too.'58 Barth also 
points out that 'as regards the question of the historical certainty 
of revelation attested in the Bible we can only say that it is ignored 
in the Bible itself in a way that one can understand only on the 
premise that this question is completely alien to it, i.e. obviously 
and utterly inappropriate to the object of its witness.'59 Heace the 
believer 'has to realise that what can be established here 

56 J. L. Houlden, The New Dictioruzry of Christian Theology (London, SCM 1983) 
(/). 

57 C.D. l/1165. 
58 Op.dl325. 
591bid 
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"historically'' (historisch) is very little or nothing at all or 
:;omething quite different which is of no importance for the event 
of revelation' .60 

For Barth, the historicity of the Bible lies in the 
particularity of God's revelation to men: 

It i$,~tl\er tl\e record of an event which has taken place once for all, i.e., in a more 
or ~exact l!lld,spedfic time and place. If the time and place are largely obscure 
for us 1rlstoric:ally'1 if the individual data the Bible offers concerning them are 
subject t() 'historical' aiticism, this is not surprising in the documents of a time and 
culture that had no knowledge at all of a 'historical' question in our sense •.. Thus, 
even If ... it does ••• commit 'errors' ... the important thing is not the more or less 
'cortect' content, but the very fact of these statements. This fact that the Bible ..• 
does continually ... nlake chtonological and topographical statements signifies · · · 
that when the Bible gives an account of revelation it means to narrate history ... 61 

Barth recognizes that parts of Scripture are such that 'according to 
th~ ~~ndards by which "historical" truth is usually measured 
elsewher~ or generally, this story is one that to some degree 
eludes My sure declaration that it happened as the narrative says', 
but .the Scriptures can witness to revelation even in 'this 
fuad:~tal unce.-tainty in general historicity' .62 Because this is 
B~·~ theolo.gieal position, it becomes obvious that for him to use 
his~lilcal ~tiql} methods in order to establish historical events in 
which God Jlad revealed himself would be WC!Sted energy. 

'Ibis i$ lllade very clear in an excursus on the futility of the 
search for the historical Jesus: · 

The so-called historical aitical method of handling Holy Scripture ceases to be 
theolagiCally po&sible or WOrth considering, the moment it conceives it as its task to 
wor~ out from fhe testimQmes of Holy Scripture ... a reality which lacks this 
clwacter lof miracle] ••. This must be said particularly of the gigantic attempt .. · 
of the 1ife of JI!S\JS ~eh' i.e. tl\e attempt ... to uncover . • . the figure ... of the 
mere Jlll!ll Jesus, the so-qilled "historical Jesus", as he might have lived in the years 
1-3063 

BMth censid~r~ this a wrong way. Commending Kahler's attack 
60 lbid; d. Barth to Thumeysen, 'How frightfully indifferent I have become about 
the P\lfely Nstorical questions', dted in J. D. Smart, RerJolutionflry Theology in the 
Making (London, Epwerth 1964) 36. 
61 CD. l/1 326. 
62 Op. dt3Zl. 
63 CD.l/2 64. 
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BAXTER: Barth- A Truly Biblical Theologian? 15 

on it which is based on the belief that 'the Gospels are testimonies 
not sources', Barth argues: 'There is no reason: why historico
critical Bible research should not contribute to the investigation 
and exposition of this historical Christ of the New Testamenti · 
instead of - a proceeding every .whit as arbitrary; whether the . 
science is history or theology - chasing the ghost of an historical 
Jesus in the vacuum behind the New Testament'.64 Our 'quotes 
have made it clear that in making this decision not to concern 
himself with history, Barth believes that he has followed the 
biblical documents themselves because he considers that they are 
not' primarily concerned with history but with witness. Thus his 
method at this point picks up the hints and clues that he finds in 
Scripture. 

Thus Barth is clearly not a truly biblical theologian if the 
term refers to one who is chiefly concerrted with the evertts behind · 
the text. However Barth would contend that this cannot be ~n 
accurate definition of a biblical theologian, since the Bible itself is 
not so concerned. Another defintion must therefore be 
considered .. 

V 

Perhaps a truly biblical theologian is one who is chiefly concerned 
to discover what the original authors or redactors irtten~~ the 
original readers to understand by their document. If this IS the 
apPropriate definition, it could be argued that alth~ugh B~ . 
does not use the whole of Scripture, nor distriQute his use o~ 1t 
evenly throughout his dogmatics, nor concern himself overly "?th 
textual criticism, nor with establishing history, nevertheless he IS ~ 
biblical theologian in the sense that he struggles to discover the · 
original meaning of the biblical t~xts. Then~ is a good deal of 
evidence to show that this is the case. 

This original sense of the biblical documents is the place 
where Barth begins his exegesis in the Church Dogmatics, 
searching for the author's intention, using grammatical tools, and 
~king reference to background details which elucidate the text. 
There can be no doubt at all that the author's intention plays an 
important part in Barth's thinking. An examination of Barth's use 
of redaction criticism only serves to emphasize that even where 

M Op.dt.64f. 
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there was composite responsibility, it was the final compiler's 
intention with which Barth concerned himself.65 He examines 
redactiort theories not because they were interesting in 
themselves; but because he wants to hear the message or the 
theological lesson of the redactor. Similarly he notes the 
authorship of a book not because it is of itself interesting, but 
because he wants to ascertain what the author had to say . 

. We will look in detail at just one way in which Barth 
manifests this concern in the Church Dogmatics. There are a 
good many occasions when Barth considers the grammar and 
syntax of a passage in the course of his exegesis. 66 For example, in 
~iscussing the meaning of verbs, Barth notes the voice, ~nd 
t~te~Rrets t~em accordingly. Thus, there is theologt~al 
stgnificuce 1rt the middle voice !3a1TT(aaL at Acts 22.16 whtch 
precludes him from taking baptism as causatively linked to 
cleansing from sin;67 similarly he notes that yiqqawu in Genesis 
1:9ispassive.68 The mood of the verb may equally be significant, 
thus I!ETavOdt~; in Matthew 3:2 is noted as imperative,69 and 
!Xxm£.aaL is middle at Acts 22:1670 The exact shade of a verb used 
transitively or intransitively may be discussed;71 a missing verb 
ma~ ~ supplied,72 perhaps on theological grounds/3 or its 
0 Im8$10n ~y be deemed deliberate?4 

. Alt~ough the tense may be noted,75 theological 
constderaMons may over-ride the simple explanation, as for 
example the aorists.in JQhn 15:9; 17:23 and 26, which do 'not carry 
65 q. Baxtet, 17ieology of KRrl Buth 53H •. 
66 1';rt the foilowtng examples, Ba,lh's practice in his commentaries is noted to :;mat compar-ISon with the Church Dogmatics. 
· CoP. IV /4112. 

6S C.D. IB/1 145; cf. I<. Barth, The Epistle to the Philippians (ET; London, SCM 
1962) (hereinafter Philippians 1 35 
69 CD.IV/4 57;d. C.D.ill/4107;C.D, IV/481. 
7°CP.W/4112. . 
71 E.g. CP. ll/4243. 
72 E.g. Philijlpianl! 59; cif. op. dt. 70; 112 8n. 
73 E.g. Philippi4ns 95, 'lt is assurecny "could" that must be supplied to the lytll 
~·. 
74 E.g. Philipplims 56. 

75 I<. Barth The Epistle to the Rmrutns (ET; London, Oxford University Press 1933 
[hereinafter Rmruzns ) 64 (Ro. 2:6). 
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BAXTER: Barth -A Truly Biblical Theologian? 17 

a historical reference to what was but to what is as it was'76 

SiJnilarly indicatives may have imperative force. 77 Elsewhere, the 
tense is sufficient ground to ·refute trad\tional Roman Catholic 
exegesis of Matthew 16:18f.78 The person of the verb,79 or its . 
n\1D\bef80 may on occasion allow Barth to elucidate the exact 
meanjng of the text. Barth does not always draw attention to 
the~ kind of detailed points. It is chiefly found where the verb is 
open to alternative exegesis; where he :wis~es. to diverge from the 
simple prima facie understanding; or where tl:te matter is of 
theological significance. 81 · 

·· . . A comparable pattern is found in Barth's tre~tment of 
nouns. 82 The exact meaning of a word is ascertained by ref~ncg 
to 'Kittel' or other dictionaries, 83 or by ·reference to other 
commentators, 84 or contemporary use.85 Where the meaning is 
uncertain,86 other uses may be noted.87 Sometimes the spectrum 
of 41 ~ord's meaning is discussed188 or groups of related words· 
no~. 89 The immediate context may be the deciding factor.9<> 

Occasionally ~ singular or plural is taken to be significant; thus of 
2 Corthinthians 4:6 he write~ 'The express reference here to "our . 
hearts" indicates much more than the apostolic plural and. 
therEiore a general application of what is said to all duistians'.91 

76. CD. Ill/2 221; cf. CD. II/2 437. 
77 E.g. CD. IU/4390. 
78 C.D. 11/2 437. 

79 E.g. Philippians 9. 

80 E.g. C. D. ID/1192!., Genesis 1:26. 
81 There are exceptions, e.g. C.D. l/2 373 where the aorlst of 1 John· 4:10 is JtOted 
without comment. 
82 Detailed discussion is not offered here because Barth more often employs this 
method not in exegesis but in elucidating concepts; cf. Baxter, Tlreology of Klzrl 
Barth 131ff. 

83 E.g. CD. l/1 317; cf. C. D. l/2 384f.; CD. IU/1201f. 
84 E.g. CD. lll/1104, A. Jeremias; cf. op.cit. 205, B. Jacob. 
85 E.g. Philippians 11, blaKo1To1; cf. op. cit. 34 a1TOKapa8oKla cf. op. clt. 45 Koine 
synonyms. 
86 E.g. C.D. 11/1124 (ralda ); cf. C.D. IV /3 423 Cgoel). 
ffl E.g. Philippians 88, li1T6aTo).oso, MLToupy6s'; cf. 85, la61jlvxo1 (LXX). 

88 E.g. C.D. IV /2196, rllayy£>.1C£o9cl1; cf. 636, owapp.oM>ylw. 
89 E.g. CD. III/2 415. 
90E.g. Philippians 35; cf. 55, l-p1EIE'la. 
91 C.D. 111/133, 2 Cor. 4:6; cf. Philippians 11 'as the plural at once shows'. 
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Sometimes a gender92or a case93may be significant. . , 
Barth's exegesis takes account not only of individual 

words but also of their relation to one another. Sometimes a 
sentence is hard to construe, and the matter may not be decided if 
Barth's theological point can be maintained in any case. Thus . 
Ephesians 1:17 is left open because 'what is beyond question is 
that the IC'llp~OS' 'I'Tlaotls Xp~CJT6s is separate from and subordinate ·· 
to .8£0s- · wa:-rf)p' 94 Likewise, Barth often fails to select the 
subjective or objective genetive, if both meanings fit the context.~ 
However, the construction may be made plain so that the 

meanirfg is c1ear.96 A detailed exposition of Philippians 3:9f. is 
clearly grounded in a firm grasp of the relation of the various 
claUses to one another,97 and theological lessons are drawn out of 
the way that the relative clause of 1 Corinthians 1:30 depends on 
Jesus Christ. 98 The right way to understand a verse may be 
suggested by small stylistic pointers, so that Luke's failure to ·. 
repeat the verb 6:ya""'a£~S' means that there is a single command 
to love God and neighbour. 99 The emphasis may be made 
known from the word order in the sentence, as in John 1:1f.,100 or 
from the natural structural connections.101 Barth notes several 
features of johannine style, including his frequent use of t:yw . 102 

Paul frequently uses the stadium as an illustration, 103 and has a 
consistent use of ~eat .104 Barth's sensitivity to such details 
?emo~trate that his exegesis is no mechanical operation; nor . 
md~ IS he so pre-occupied with theology or doctrine that he has 
no titne to notice such things. But Barth does not always offer 
92E. .. 
93 · g. C.D.lll/1 51, 1 Jn. 2:13f. 'an Indisputable masculine'. 

94 E.g. C.D. IV /3 11, 1 Thn. 2:6 threefold accusative. 

95 C.D.I/1385 f. CD. IV /2 749, GaL 3:9. 

96 E.g. C.D. Ill/4283, Eph. 6:4; cf. C.D. IV /2196ff., Rom. 1:1, Mk. 1:1. 

'"E.g. C.D. ll/2225, Rom. 9:19-21 cf. C.D. ll/1486, Col. 2:9. 
~, Philippians 99ff. 
98 C.D. 1/2 10. 

99 C.D. 1/2 381.cf. C. D. ll/1 353 'recurrent formula of Paul'. 
100 ' C. D. ll/2 95; cl. 271 lJ1.4VT~. 
101 E.g. C.D. 1/1323,2 Cor. 5:19. 
102 C.D. IV /2 139. 

1m Philippians 106. 
104 C.D. ll/2 60. 
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grammatical reasons for his interpretations. For example, he 
states baldly: 'We should translate Ex 3.14 "I will be that I will 
be".'lOS 

It will be noted that most of the detailed exegetical points 
in this section have been taken from the New Testament. This is 
because Barth does not usually discuss the Old Testament with 
the same attention to detail. The exception to this is his treatment 
of Genesis in Church Dogmatics volume Ill part 1. Even there, 
Hebrew citations are usually words,106 and only occasionally 
phrases.107 Generally Barth's discussion of the Old Testament 
does not deal with the intricate textual details so much as the 
stories or major ideas found therein. However, it has been made 
abundantly clear that Barth does make detailed grammatical notes 
in the excursuses of the Church Dogmatics. This first step in the 
exegetical exercise is not abandoned by Barth. Although he ollly 
includes notes of it occasionally, one is forced to the conclusion 
that he is well able to deal with these technical points and 
undoubtedly grappled with them as part of his preparation for 
dogmatics. Barth is in this sense a biblical theologian; he is 
extremely concerned to discover the original meaning of the 
biblical texts. However this alone would only constitute him as an 
exegete, and would hardly qualify him for the title fbiblical 
theologian', though were he not so concerned he might not qualify 
for the title either! This short discussion has only been able to hint 
at Barth's genuine concern to discover the original meaning of the 
text. There are seventy two occasions in the Church Dogmatics 
where Barth undertakes extended exegesis of a single biblical 
passage. This represents approximately one quarter of Barth's use 
of Scripture. Whilst some of these discussions are relatively brief, 
the longest covers thirty eight pages of small print. 108 This 
example illustrates his practice well. It is the fourth passage of 
continuous exegesis of Romans 9-11 upon which §34 The Election 
of the Community is built. There is no other kind of use of 
Scripture in this section of Church Dogmatics, and Barth offers us 
seventy eight pages of small printed exegesis to substal'\tiate his 
thirty two pages of doctrinal formulation. 

105 CD.II/2 188; however he is not so definite at CD.II/1 60f. or CD. 11/2 273. 

106 E.g. C.D. III/1 16. 
lO'lE.g. CD.III/1 20, Gen. 2:7; d . 135. 
108 CD.II/2 267-305. 
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·· · It would be wrong to suggest however, that ;Barth's 
concern with the original meaning is always simply exegetical.: 
His explanation of a verse is always done for dogmatic purposes, 
an<! ~pn passes into the realm of dogmatic theology. A simple 
example will illustrate this. Barth notes that Paul draws attenticm 
to. 'a twofold indirectness of vision' in 1 Corinthians 13.12.109 This ; 
is taken as· a 'springboard' to discuss the distinction between the 
form and content of God's word, which is the dogmatic position 
with which Barth is concerned here. There is no sense in which 
tl).i~ c!lll be called exegesis of Paul's meaning in writing to the 
Corinthians. 

There is, therefore, a sense in which there is no 'pure' 
exeg~sis •I\ the Chu.rch Dogmatics because Barth is never just 
concerned to know what the original readers were intended to 
?~ersfcmd, Certainly there is no disinterested exegesis, ·because 
lhs :alw:~ys done in the context of doctrinal investigation, so that 
~ is continua;lly drawing out the implications of his exegesis 
~or doct;rine. S\lch a process need not cause distorted exegesis, but. 
•t. obviously nins high risks of so doing, especially where the 
biblical author's jntention was not primarily or formally doctrinal. 
Barth's.jqstificatioa for his procedure would be that all Scripture is 
theologiw if not doctrinal. 

VI 

It is ~?ming cl~ar why Barth was so concerned to understand · 
the ~tblical ~t. lt was because he regarded it as an essential 
stcu-ting _.pomt for biblical theology. Early in the Church 
Do.gmahc;s he affit~s that 'biblical exegesis is the decisive 
presuppostion Cl1ld source of dogmatics'. 110 At this point it will be 
hel_Pful to note a distinction drawn by Gerhard Ebeling in his 
article ~e Mean.iJtg of Biblical Theology' .111 He suggests that 
when this phrase is used technically, it has a double meaning. It 
can r~er e1th~r to 'theology contained in the Bible' or to 'theology 
m acq;,r~ wi·tft the Bible'. 112 So if we are to establish if Barth is 
technically a biblical theologian, it will be necessary to consider 
109 C.D. l/1166; 
llO C.D. 1/2 821. 
111 G. Ebeling. 'The Meaning of Biblical Theology' fl'S (n.s.} 6 (1955} 210-25. 
112 Ebeling. 'Meaning' 210. 
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whether he is concerned either with the theology of the Bible, or 
with doing theology in accordance With the Bible~ We begin with 
the first. 

' ' ' That there is such a thing as biblical theology; one single 
theology contained in the Bible, ha's been as much contended this 
century as has been the correct method of' describing it. H. Schlier 
comments sceptically: 'A single biblical theology, .sprirtging from 
one root and pursued in unbroken continuity is WiShful thinking · 
and an illusion'.113 Nevertheless, some· theologians have tried to· 
construct a single biblical theology; and · D. L. Baker offers a 
classification of eight different models of such scriptural tmity.114 

· Thus when we ask if Barth is concerned with the theology 
contained in the Bible, we need to discover whether he thinks 
there is such unity, and if so how he construes it. The answer to . 
the first question is simply given. Barth affi.mls 'to the best of my 
knowledge there is not any single trace of the notion of a plurality 
of divine revelations'115 in either testament. There is one God, 
whose single revelation gives rise to both testaments, which 'have 
as their distinctive feature to attest in the one case the Messiah 
whO is to come, and in the other case the Messiah who has already 
c01ne'. 116 For Barth, biblical theology, not biblical theologies is the 
correct term. 

These comments of Barth are particularly significant. 
Positively, he finds that all the biblical material presents Christ to 
him; clearly as in the gospels; typOlogically in the figures of Old 
Testament history; prophetically in the history and oracles of 
ISrael; theologically as in the epistles, and in many other ways. 
Whether the biblical material refers directly or indirectly to Christ, 
he is its focal point of unity. Moreover Barth's affirmation of 
biblical unity which springs from his experience is confirmed by 
the fact that Scripture presupposes it, and gives no hint of 
plurality. 

Granted that there is unity, Barth is prepared to construe it 
in a plurality of ways. That is, he is prepared to consider it on 
several of the models discussed by David Baker. He is prepared 

113 H. Schlier, The Relevance of the New Testament (New York, Herder and 
Herder 1968) 29. 
114o. L Baker, Two Testaments, One Bible (Leicester, Inter Varsity Press 1976). 

115 CD. IV /3 93. 
116 C.D. 1/2 481. 
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to embark ~>n a descriptive exercise occasionally; he often works 
with a confessional model, when the faith of the reader and writer 
form a link; he uses several cross-sectional methods, examining 
themes, concepts, typology, and analogies. However, not all the 
models discussed by Baker are used. Barth is little inclined to use 
the diachronic method, which gives attention to the chronological 
sequence of traditions in the various books, and the 
development~ idea characteristic of the 'Religionsgeschichte' 
school is quite. foreign to Barth's thinking. I can find only one 
example pfit in the Church Dogmatics. 117 He is more inclined to 
the salvation-history approach, since there is undoubtedly for 
Barth one story of God's grace unfolding.118 He affirms: 'the 
content of the Bible is not a corpus of laws. It is the story of the 
cov~nt and the message of its fulfilment in the kingdom which 
has come 4l Jesus Christ' .119 

This real unity which Barth recognizes may be handled by 
several c{ifferent models, is never regarded as a strait-jacket 
ull.ifonnity. Barth is not blind to the contrasts between Old and 
New Testaments, betweenthe law and the prophets, between the 
gospels Cll\d the epistles.120 Such contrasts occasionally are 
c~nsidered to be contradictory as in the Old and New Testament 
~ews. of divorce, 121 although they are more usually taken 
dialectically by Barth. 

~e .are .in a position now to measure Barth against the technical 
dt~tinction E\;>eling offered us. While Barth clearly is concerned 
With the theology in the Bible, accepting that there is real unity 
and co~st:ming it in ways parallel to those who are biblical 
theologtans in this· first sense, nevertheless he is never only 
conc~d to undertake a descriptive exercise. In the same way 
that~ ex~ge_sis. is always done with a dogmatic purpose in view, 
so too IS his btblical theology in this first sense. 

The theology which the Bible contains is of interest to 
~~ so tlutt .he can address himself to questions raised by the 
bil>lic.ill mate~l, b1;1t which may require him to use terms like the 
117 C.D. III/2 61. 
118 CD. lli/144, 'Creation sets the stage for the story of the covenant of grace.' 
119 C.D. ffi/4199. 
120 C. D. 1/2 208. 
121 C.D. IV /1 355. 
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Trinity, the Incarnation, or Supralapsarianism for which there is 
no biblical warrant. Despite this, Barth attempts 'to adopt (the 
Bible's] mode of thought as that which is normative for the 
Christian community';122 recognizing that he needs to pass 
beyond biblical concepts, thinking and terminology to build his 
dogmatics. 

Consequently we are forced to conclude that if there is any 
sense in which Barth is a biblical theologian, it is in the second 
sense of Ebeling' s distinction; he is concerned to do 'theology in 
accordance with the Bible'. He is concerned that his dogmatic 
theology shall be in accordance with Scripture. 

Precisely what this means for Barth must now be made · 
clear. In the middle of the Church Dogmatics, Barth claims that 
he has worked 'out his own proof from Scripture'.123 There is 
good reason to suppose that Barth's theological method, that is~ 
his selection of material, his exegesis, his argument and his 
conclusions have all been worked out on the basis of Scripture. 

Earth's theological method was worked out following his 
reading of Anselm's Proslogion. There he considered that he had 
found a theologian who started with a Credo, and by rational 
argument, explained the reasons why what he believed must be 
the case. Earth followed the same pattern. For him, not only was 
it the case that the One in whom he believed was the One whom 
he encountered in Scripture, but also that the rest of the content of 
his Credo was also derived from Scripture. Earth's creed 
included tenets about the nature of revelation and the inability of 
humanity to appreciate God without revelation, both of which he 
considered that he had derived from Scripture. 

But his method was based in Scripture in many other 
ways. First, his determination to make Jesus Christ central not 
only in his understanding of Scripture but also in his theology was 
a determination which sprang from his understanding that 
Scripture offered Jesus Christ centrally; that it all pointed to him. 
Secondly, his decision to read Scripture as a unity, in which any 
part could be illuminated by any other, and could only be fu.Hy 
understood in the light of the rest, equally depended on the fact 
that the church found the same Christ encountering them through 
all these texts which therefore belonged together. Thirdly, his 
sel~tion of material takes careful note of the precise nature of the 

122 CD. IV /3 92. 
123 C. D. III/2 ix. 
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bi})lical material. He groups biblical material together according 
to its form; he reads story, history, poetry, letters in different but 
appropriate ways, and employs them differently in building his 
tl'teology . . We have already seen how his exegesis gives careful 
attention to the meaning of the text, and he is careful to note any 
indication of the author which would help him to construct the 
right kind of argument on which to build his conclusions. Finally, 
Barth measures his doctrinal conclusions by the standard of 
ScPptwe, so that his whole method may be seen as proceding like 
a spiral - bounded by a scriptural starting point, scriptural 
indications as to how to proceed, amd scriptural tests of success. 
Add to this Barth's equal determination that his dogmatics would 
be written in the light of the Reformation principle Sola Scriptura 
(which lead him to. reject his first atttempt at a Christian 
Dogmatics because it was too influenced by philosophy) and his 
rejection of many other theologies for the same reason (that they 
admitted evidence which was not drawn from and consistent with 
Scripture) and one might expect to find here the truly biblical 
~logian. 

And indeed one could find a myriad of examples to show 
that .. thi$ is the case. For example, it is not only in the detail of his 
do~tics but in its very structure that he follows what he 
believe~ he finds in Scripture. Thus the sections of Church 
D(Jgt7Jatics ill/4 which deal with man as he relates to God (on the 
holy day, in confession, in prayer); to his fellows (the 
~/woman relationship, parents and children, near and distant 
net~hbo.urs); as· he is in himself (respect and protection for life, an 
active hfe); as he is in his limitation (that is death), all grow 
directly out of the doctrinal conclusions of Church Dogmatics 
ill/2 which is based firmly on Genesis. The architecture of Barth's 
Dogmatics is in all parts overtly biblical. 

However, even here we need to sound a note of caution. 
Barth's whole method is not scriptural; his selection and 
presentation depend as much upon his imagination and insight as 
they do upot:l biblical hints about priorities. His exegesis never 
escaped from the existentialism he learnt so well from 
Kierkegaard.. His argument, as we have already seen in his 
discussion of the problem of evil, is influenced by neo-platonic 
philosophy. His whole attitude to Scripture is influenced by a 
philosophy of history which is arguably not found in Scripture. 
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And to return to our original question, there are places where 
Barth's exegesis masks his refusal to take parts of Scripture · 
seriously. This is certainly the case in his treatment of Romans '1. 
Whilst it is true that where Barth discusses this in the Church 
Dogmatics he gives attention to the contexf of the epistle, 124 the 
Greektext125, to Paul's intention126 and to the contemporary 
situation, nevertheless it is equally -noticeable that for · all the 
apparent attention to exegetical detail, Barth's style and intention 
are polemical. .. . 

His excursuses come in sub-sections entitled 'Religion as 
Unbelief'}27 'The Readiness of God',128 and 'The Man of Sin ·in the· 
light of the Obedience of the Son of God' 129 which all ,intend . to 
show the impossibility of understanding these verses in any way . 
that admits of natural theology. In these excurSuses, Barth .. heaps 
up reasons for his position, but there is no cool scholarly lQOk at 
tJ:l,e different interpretative alternatives such as one finds ht 
contemporary commentaries/~1 nor any reasoned (iiefence off~d 
for his position. Rather, rhetorical questions abou(Paul's sta~ 
are flung down, 131 and the whole argument is backed by appeal to 
passages outside of Paul, especially Acts 17, which is similarly 
expounded without careful reasoned arguments. 

. Consequently, one must conclude that there is no impartial 
e>re.gesis in any of these . places. Barth came to doubt tbe validity 
o.f all that was associated with natural theology early in his 
career: 132 he read Romans, and believed he had found there the 

124 itg. CD. 11/1104; cf. 1C17, 119. 

125 E.g. CD. IV /1 393, 'The threefold ydp '. 
126E.g. CD. IV /1 392ff., where Paul is mentioned at least thirteen times; cf. C.i>. 
U/11U.Z, 'he certainly did notintend'. 
12.7 CD. I/2 297-325. 
12scD. II/163-128. 
129 CD. IVJ1 358-458. 
130 Rg. V. Taylor, The Gospel According to St. MArk (London; Maanillan 1952) 
310, 'This is a formidable case; but much of it falls away when it is submitted to a 
cool appraisal.' a. Barrett, John 127f. who offers five areas wblch may be seen ilS 
the background to b A6yr>1;. a . C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critit:lll 1md Exegetical 
Com~~tary on the Epistle to the Romans 11 (Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark 1979) 521ff. 
Rc?~s 10:5 has two interpretations, which are outlined before one is chosen. 
131 E.g. CD. II/1104, 'Is there a place. .. ?' 'Is there a remote possibility?' 

132 a. E. Busch, Klzrl Barth (ET; London, SCM 1976} Slff., especially 97, 'It was 
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alternative base which he required;133 he wrote his dogmatics from 
that conclusion, and consequently sought to interpret in another 
way anything ~h~t might offer a biblical foundation to the 
contrary view.134 

So, is Barth therefore not a truly biblical theologian even in 
Ebeling's sense of being concerned to do 'theology in accordance 
with the Bible'? The thrust of this paper has seemed to be 
negative; is there no positive conclusion to this question? What 
must be asserted is that Barth's intention is to be as truly a 
biblical theologian as is humanly possible. And therein lies the 
rub! Human beings, even theologians such as Barth, are prone to 
errancy and fallibility. Thus he does not use all of Scripture in hl:s 
doctrine~ on occasion deliberately ignoring it. He does not use It 
evenly through his dogmatics, nor does he pay careful attention to 
textual criticism. He is not overly concerned to establish the 
historical facts which lie behind Scripture, so is not a truly biblical 
theologian in any Of those respects. Even in his intention to listen 
c~efully to what the text means to say he is fallible, and despite 
his theological method he does not always give Scripture 
precedence over everything. 

But these negatives are in reality the exceptions which 
prove the tule. For they must b,e set against the massive 
engage~ent with Scripture which is to be found in the Church 
Dogmatics. This engagement is to be found at every level, even 
though it is not always successful. But Barth himself recognized 
that in dogmatics 'we are in a relative movement away from 
exegesis. And even a relative movement away from exegesis is 
dangerous ... [But] it must have the courage to incur this danger. 
It must cherish the hope not to stumble'.135 Nevertheless it has to 
be said that B.arth could not have been more concerned to be 
biblical, a_nd is certainly outstanding in his own generation and 
perhaps m every generation in this concern that not only the 

Thumeysen who whispered the key phrase to me, half aloud, while we were alone 
together: "what we need for preaching, instruction and pastoral care is a 'wholly 
other' theologic:al. foundation".' (Quoted from 'Nachwort' in Schleiermacher
Auswtrhl 294.) 
133 Cf. Busch, KArl Batth 101. 

134 this does not mean to imply that Barth was unjustly biased He had changed 
hls mind before, and if he had f~d reason enough, one might have expected him 
to do so again; cf. K. Barth, How I Changed My Mind (ET; Edinburgh, The Saint 
Andrew Press 1969). 
135 CD. l/2 883f. 

https://tyndalebulletin.org | https://doi.org/10.53751/001c.30555 



BAXTER: Barth - A Truly Biblical Theologian? 27 

content of his dogmatics but also his method should be in 
accordance with Scripture. 

A truly biblical theologian? Yes, insofar as it was humanly 
possible! 
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