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Why should evangelicals interest themselves in Karl Barth? Is it because “the 

ultimate American accolade” of being featured on the cover of Time magazine 

was given him in the Spring of 1962? We are not accustomed to seeing 

evangelicals thus honored. But perhaps this is the first time. Let us see. Let us 

discover, if we can, whether Karl Barth is evangelical. If he is then there is good 

news indeed. For without doubt he is a man of great stature. He may quite 

properly be called the greatest living theologian. His influence for good or for evil 

is bound to be very great. 

When Barth’s lectures which were given in this country in 1962 were 

published, they were given the title, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction. Barth 

therefore obviously thinks of himself as evangelical. And has he not even from 

the beginning of his career stood against Modernism? Was it not he who, in his 

early days in Safenwil, Switzerland, had the courage to call men back to the God 

of the Bible? Did he not, later, call his theology a theology of the Word? And did 

he not constantly call the modern church back to Luther and to Calvin? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Break with Modernism 

When Barth was a student, the struggle between Christianity and Modernism 

or Liberalism was entering upon a critical stage. Modernism seemed to have won 

not only a major battle but the war itself. Was God through Christ the Redeemer 

of man or was man sufficient to himself? Did God through Christ and the Holy 

Spirit speak to man in Scripture about truth and righteousness or could man, 

from his own resources, know and do what he ought to know and do? The 

answer given to these questions, and given even by the church, was virtually to 

the effect that man is his own god. 

At the turn of the century modernism virtually ruled supreme in Europe. 

Human personality was regarded as “the creative self-ruling principle of man’s 

being.” 1 Man was to live “by his own powers and according to his own laws.” This 

man was willing to have a religion “but it must be without revelation.” 2 The faith 

of a modernist, whatever be his views, “starts from this claim to autonomy. His 

own reason, his own conscience, his own sense of values are for him supreme.” 3  

In 1906 at the age of twenty, Barth came directly under the influence of this 

modern or liberal theology. And Modernism “was to dominate his thinking for 

the next ten years.” 4 When Barth entered the pastorate he did so as a “convinced 

and militant liberal.” 5 “But,” adds Come, “in his subconsciousness was a ground 

of firm Reformation theology.” 6  

What happened since that time? Did Barth try to effect a compromise 

between the Reformation theology of his “subconsciousness” and the Liberalism 

that he learned from his university teachers? 

“Last Saturday a local drunkard shouted at me from a second-story window of 

his house, with clenched fist and flowing speech: ‘Get lost, you rotter, you priest, 

you thunder of God! Where you walk, the grass grows no more!’ ” 7 It was thus 

that Barth wrote his young fellow pastor and friend, Thurneysen, when both were 

in their early ministry. It was through experiences such as these that Barth learned 
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the necessity of re-thinking his whole position. Could the gospel of Modernism 

meet situations such as that? There was grave doubt. 

In desperation Barth turned to a new study of the Bible, and especially of Paul. 

What agony! But what a light! Shortly there came his first book, a commentary on 

Paul’s Epistle to the Romans. Soon he rewrote this. Gradually he learned “not to 

dominate the Bible with his own expectations or philosophical and theological 

categories.” 8 Did he succeed? Did he get back to the Reformers? Did he hear in 

Paul the message of the sovereign grace of God? 

(A) The Transcendence of God 

Certainly in his Romans Barth has departed far from Modernism. Modernists 

had virtually identified God with man but Barth now says that God is “wholly 

other” than man. God, says Barth, must speak to us from above. God, says Barth, 

“must never be identified with anything which we name, or experience, or 

conceive, or worship, as God.” 9 “God is pure negation.” 10 God reveals himself in 

Jesus Christ but he remains hidden in this revelation. “In Jesus, God becomes 

veritably a secret: He is made known as the unknown, speaking in eternal silence.” 

11 The apostle Paul, says Barth, speaks of this absolutely other God. A true 

preacher must do likewise. He must make sure that his hearers catch hold of 

nothing but this unknown God. 

Perhaps the thoughtful person will begin to draw back just a little at this 

point. Does the Bible speak of a wholly unknown God? And can God still be 

wholly unknown when he is revealed in Christ? How can this be the good news, 

the evangel of which the New Testament seems to be so full? Let us suspend 

judgment. Can it be that Barth is just going a bit too far at this point? Isn’t it 

merely a matter of reaction to Modernism when he speaks of a God of pure 

negation? Perhaps he will find his balance and then lead us in the proclamation 

of the New Testament evangel in all its glory. 

(B) Der Herr Professor 

“As Barth was writing the last pages of this revolutionary book, Romans, he 

was packing up to leave Safenwil and the pastorate for a new position 
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(September, 1921).” 12 “Some churchmen had decided that the Lutheran 

theological faculty of the University of Gottingen should be balanced by the 

presence of a Calvinist.” 13 Barth was chosen. 

The first major work of this “Calvinist” had fallen as a bombshell on the 

playground of the theologians. Now this young pastor who at Safenwil heard the 

voice of the “wholly other” will begin to teach in the midst of the din of 

theological debate as it was carried on in German universities. What will he say? 

To prepare himself for his teaching of theology Barth turns now “with a great 

sense of inadequacy to the study and teaching of Calvin’s Institutes … ” 14 There 

also fell into his hands a new edition of Heinrich Heppe’s “long forgotten 

Reformed Dogmatics.” 15 What a joy to find such help in time of need. “I read, I 

studied, I reflected,” says Barth, “and found that I was rewarded with the 

discovery that here at last I was in the atmosphere in which the road, by way of 

the Reformers to the Holy Scriptures, was a more sensible and natural one to 

tread than the atmosphere, now only too familiar to me, of the theological 

literature determined by Schleiermacher and Ritschl.” 16  

(C) Christian Dogmatics 

In time Barth published his Christian Dogmatics, Vol. 1. In it he is certainly 

against the Modernists. He now constantly speaks of them as consciousness-

theologians. These consciousness-theologians, Barth contends, make a god in 

their own image. They project a god. They shoot up a god in the same way that 

on a holiday adults shoot up rockets which come straight down from above—as 

the children think—with beauty and light in the deep, dark sky. In effect, Barth is 

saying that these consciousness-theologians speak out into a cave and think that 

the echo of their voice is actually a voice that comes to them from without. 

Over against these consciousness-theologians Barth once again speaks of the 

wholly other God. “Every way to the knowledge,” he says, “or conceivability of 

God is in any case so dark, known to so few, that he who speaks of God thereby 

maintains a position which, regarded from the point of view of the world, is 
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nothing more than a fantastic if beautiful dream. He who dares to speak of God, 

must, in the last analysis, dare to do so with God alone … ” 17  

On the doctrine of Scripture Barth says, against the Modernists, that we must 

not distinguish between various parts of the Bible, thinking of some of them as 

the Word of God and of others as the word of man. “We must look for the Word 

of God not behind, but in the words of Scripture.” 18  

Moreover, it is only by grace, says Barth, that men believe. To quote him, 

“Faith and obedience as works of the Holy Spirit constitute in us an apprehension 

which we cannot experience … ” 19  

To the consciousness-theologians who start their thinking about God from 

below, Barth says that we must start from God. When we speak of the Trinity, we 

do so with the logic of the revelation idea. Revelation always hides and hides 

completely. And it is in the complete hiddenness of God that his lordship, his 

sovereignty, really stands before us. 20 What does the Trinity really mean, asks 

Barth, “but a threefold eternal and majestic self-assertion of God.” 21 What we 

learn from the doctrine of the Trinity is that God is the great Subject so that he 

cannot even be an object. I must therefore say that “revelation is non-revelation.” 

And if to say this sounds like a denial of revelation, then I must realize that God is 

so truly God that he is Lord even of his divinity. Therefore we may say that God 

must become man. We must even say that “God alone, the whole God, God 

Himself” 22 becomes man. And the subject that receives the revelation must 

become a new subject. 23  

It may be that the reader is shrugging his shoulders a second time. As was the 

case in Barth’s first reaction against Modernism, so now he speaks of the wholly 

unknown God. This God is wholly unknown even when he is revealed in Christ. 

And then it seems that if, in spite of the impossibility of knowing this wholly 

unknown God, the believer knows him after all, then this is the case, apparently, 

because man himself becomes, at least partially, divine. For Barth says that God 

can be known by God only. 
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Is this the kind of theology that Barth found in Calvin whom he studied so 

diligently and desperately when he began his work as a teacher of theology? But 

let us be patient and wait. Perhaps Barth is on the road back to the historic faith. 

After all, the thought-patterns of his early life were molded by his liberal teachers. 

(D) The Church Dogmatics 

Barth never finished his Christian Dogmatics. Between 1927 and 1932 his 

thinking changed so radically that “he had to make one more agonizing shift in 

his perspective and direction before he could settle comfortably onto that path 

down which he could walk to the end of his days.” 24  

As the reader listens to Barth’s explanation of the reason for this change he 

once more takes heart. Barth feels that if he is really to speak forth the message 

of the Bible that then he must cut himself loose, once for all and completely, from 

all forms of modern philosophy. Of course, he had already been trying to do this 

in his Christian Dogmatics. But he was then working in conjunction with a group 

of men who were still, in spite of their asserted agreement with Barth’s return to 

the Word of revelation, in large measure controlled by philosophic speculation. 

There was a form of philosophic speculation at that time which held special 

attraction for these men and, Barth admits, had attraction for him. This 

philosophy was that of Existentialism. Existential philosophy did, more than earlier 

forms of philosophy, seem to sense something of man’s need for a transcendent 

being. No wonder then that his friends felt attracted to it. Did it not seem to be a 

wonderful ideal to have a modern philosophy join hands with theology in a 

common outreach for God? Barth sees now that all this was another dream. Even 

existential philosophy, Barth now informs us, starts from man. It has no room for 

the logic of revelation. Away with philosophy! 

Barth now proceeds alone. His friends are unwilling to go with him to the top 

of the mountain. Emil Brunner did go with Barth half way to the top. He even 

exposed the theology of Schleiermacher, the father of Modernism, more 

mercilessly than Barth had done. But then even Brunner turned back. Only Barth’s 

personal friend Thurneysen continued with him. 

In 1932, then, Barth begins the publication of his Church Dogmatics. He now 

speaks of nothing but the faith of the church. He does not seek to justify this faith 
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before the general cultural consciousness of modern man. His only concern is to 

be faithful to the first commandment “Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” 

The positive principle of the Church Dogmatics is therefore to be 

Christological. We know of no God except as he is revealed in Christ. Barth’s 

theology is therefore, more than ever, to be a theology of the Word. 

In taking this position Barth now sets off his view, as never before, against 

Modernism. He often speaks of Modernism as the New Protestantism. The 

principle of Modernism is, Barth continues to argue, that of self-sufficient man. 

This principle of the self-sufficient or autonomous man must be exterminated 

wherever it is found. It is found in the theology of Rome. As true followers of the 

Reformation, we must think of every attempt to prove the existence of God—

natural theology—as the invention of the Anti-Christ. And alas for Brunner that 

we must find evidence of the disease of natural theology even in him. But we 

must go onward! The need of the hour is for a comprehensive and fearless 

statement of a Reformation theology. We must return to Paul and, back of him, 

to Christ. He must be for us the one and only mediator. 

Of course the true principle of the Reformation may often be found in those 

who were in the Church of Rome. In particular, we may learn much from a 

medieval theologian named Anselm. Long before the Reformation he taught us 

that God has given us in Christ such a revelation that we can no longer think 

about God or beyond God but only to God. 25  

In the Church Dogmatics God is, once again, said to be the “absolutely other.” 

He exists and acts in freedom. He can change wholly or in part into the opposite 

of himself. 26 Now we realize that the Incarnation and even man’s reconciliation to 

God is quite properly involved in the very idea of God. God is free to die in utter 

dereliction and darkness. “For the Son of God, who in Jesus Christ became flesh, 

is as the eternal mode of divine being nothing more nor less than the principle of 

world-immanence and thus the principle of what we have called the secondary 

absoluteness of God.” 27 As the true Subject God becomes objective in the 

incarnation. 
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As Barth warms up to his theme of the freedom of God in Christ, he becomes 

increasingly confident that he has at last found a way by which to proclaim the 

gospel to modern men. The gospel is the message of God’s grace through Christ 

to mankind. It is not until we see that God is inherently gracious that we have, 

ourselves, understood the nature of grace. 

The church must needs proclaim the judgment of God upon all 

unrighteousness among men. God is a righteous and holy God. He will not 

overlook sin. But above and beyond that God is the God of grace. In Christ he has 

visited the sin of mankind upon his Son and therefore upon himself. 

Thus grace is inherently sovereign grace. No man deserves it. But grace is also 

inherently universal grace; no man can be man without it. 28 God has his life 

within and without. In Christ, God extends his existence to coexistence with man. 

He identifies his being with that of man’s and transforms human being into divine 

being. 29  

Come sums up Barth’s total approach on the church’s message very well in 

the following words: “Barth never wearies of repeating in a thousand variations 

that, first and last, the thing we must always say is that God is love, he is gospel. 

God’s judgment, God’s wrath, God’s No, are all contained within and serve his 

loving being and purpose. But, just as strongly, Barth wishes to make undeniably 

clear that it is precisely in his love that God is absolutely free and sovereign. 

Before God’s loving, nothing has any other right or claim or power or possibility. 

Outside the circle of his loving there is nothingness, impossibility.” 30 And all this 

centers in Christ. Barth wants to help evangelical ministers preach Christ in all the 

fullness of his meaning for men. 

Even the most sympathetic reader may be disturbed at this point. He believes 

in grace, in sovereign grace. But when Barth tells him that grace is not grace 

unless it is universal as well as sovereign, then he wonders what Barth can mean. 

Does he mean what nearly all evangelicals mean that the offer of grace is 

universal? Or does he possibly mean what many Arminian and Lutheran 

evangelicals mean when they say that Christ died equally for all men but that 

only those who believe will be saved? 
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Can Barth possibly believe in some sort of universal salvation and pretend to 

be evangelical? Surely there are many people who have never heard of the 

gospel. And even among those who have heard the gospel, there are many who 

reject it. And did not Jesus say that the wrath of God abides on them? What can 

Barth intend to say when he says that God’s final word to man is Yes? Let us hear 

Barth out. Can he possibly be indifferent to the historic character of the gospel? 

We are concerned about this point because we recall that the late J. Gresham 

Machen constantly insisted that evangelicals must believe and trust in the death 

and resurrection of Christ their substitute as these events look place outside the 

gates of Jerusalem at a certain date. And he insisted that it was the denial of this 

historic character of the message about Christ that constituted the essence of 

Modernism. But let us reserve judgment once more. Perhaps our fears may still 

be removed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. The Good News 

If the evangelical is at this point concerned about the nature of Barth’s 

evangelicalism, he ought to learn that in recent years Barth has stood out as the 

great defender of the uniqueness of Christ and the once-for-all-ness of his saving 

grace. Says Georges Casalis: “Above all, Barth emerges as the theologian of the 

good news, the man who has placed the gospel of grace squarely in the center of 

Christian affirmation.” 1  

If the shibboleth of the Modernist is that the Bible contains the word of God 

and the shibboleth of the fundamentalist is that the Bible is the word of God, 

then Barth continues to agree with the fundamentalist. Barth even believes in the 

verbal inspiration of the Bible. 2 If his former co-laborer Emil Brunner denies the 

Virgin Birth of Christ, then Barth, with the evangelicals, affirms it and defends its 

importance. When Rudolf Bultmann wants to demythologize the Scriptures, Barth 

insists on the historical uniqueness of the relation between God and man. When 

Bultmann insists that the Christian Faith is self-supporting, then Barth comes to 

the defense of the “objective” character of Christ and his work. Especially does he 

defend the fact of the bodily resurrection of Christ as the foundation of what the 

apostles believed and taught. The sovereign character of grace is expressed in 

the very notion that God comes to man in visible and tangible form. 

In his early work on Romans Barth said that the resurrection is “not in history 

at all,” but, now, in the fourth volume of his Church Dogmatics, he insists that 

Christ appeared to his disciples after his death as something “visible, touchable, 

and that can be heard.” 3  

Let us now add up what has been said and see whether we may think of 

Barth’s theology as evangelical. 

Barth’s theology centers around Jesus Christ and around the Bible as the 

witness to him. For Barth Jesus Christ is God and the Bible is the Word of God in 

that it witnesses to Christ. But when we say that Jesus Christ is God, we must, says 

Barth, think of God as active. God is what he is in Christ. And Christ is what he is 

in his work. And this work is the work of grace for man. “Jesus Christ is 

reconciliation.” 4 Jesus Christ exists as the fact of mediation between God and 
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man. Jesus Christ is reconciliation because he is truly God and truly man. He is a 

human person. 5 “His being as man is his work.” 6  

Thus Jesus Christ is the work of saving mankind. The man Jesus “is the coming 

of the kingdom of God … ” 7 Jesus Christ is “wholly and exclusively the history of 

the salvation of all and every man. He himself is this history.” 8  

It should be clearly noted at this point that when Barth says that Jesus is God 

and when he says that the Bible is the Word of God he does not refer to 

something that is complete, to something that is finished, to something that 

comes to us from the past. The gospel, says Barth, must never be identified with 

anything static, with anything given. After all, it is the wholly other God who must 

be said to be identical with Jesus Christ. And this wholly other God must always 

be thought of as free. If his revelation of himself were directly identical with Jesus 

of Nazareth, then this God would be bound to this revelation. Facts that happen 

in the realm of ordinary space and time must not, as such, he said to be 

revelational. 

(A) History As Historie Is Not Revelational 

For Barth it is of crucial importance to maintain this point. The gospel of the 

free and universal grace depends upon it. If we were to say that Jesus of Nazareth 

as he appeared in ordinary history is God, then God’s grace to mankind would be 

bound to what happened in Palestine at a certain time in history. Thus the 

original relation of every man to God could not be that of grace. Yet this is what 

it must be. 

But now we seem to be getting ourselves into difficulty. Does not Barth say 

that revelation is historical? And does he not stress this point with all the strength 

of his being against the Modernists? And did he not defend the bodily 

resurrection of Jesus against Bultmann? Surely, you say, Barth is specific and 

outspoken in maintaining the fact of the resurrection. Surely, you say, for Barth 

the gospel itself would disappear into myth if it were not for the event of the 

resurrection. Does Barth then contradict himself when, on the one hand, he says 

that history is not revelational and when, on the other hand, he says that 

revelation is historical. 
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No, Barth is not contradicting himself. Barth uses the word history in two 

different senses. The one kind of history is the ordinary kind of history that we 

think of when someone writes us a letter telling us what they did and what 

happened to them last week in California. The history books are full of this kind 

of history. They tell us, as far as they can, what everybody did everywhere in all 

the past. The Bible too tells us a great deal of this sort of history. It tells us about 

the Jewish nation and, in the New Testament, it tells us a great deal about a 

Jewish Rabbi named Jesus. 

Now surely, Barth contends, we cannot say that this sort of history reveals 

God. This is the case not only because all historians make mistakes when they tell 

about the past, but also because to tell us truly what happened in the past they 

would have to re-live the past. Only then could they tell us what is important and 

what is not important in it. 

And, most of all, how could any man ever recognize any revelation of God 

that might come into this sort of history. For God’s revelation is identical with 

himself. It is therefore wholly other than anything that takes place in this kind of 

history. God’s revelation would be wholly hidden in this sort of history. Barth calls 

this sort of history Historie. And Historie is not revelational. 

(B) Revelation as Geschichte is Historical 

But he has another kind of history. He calls this other kind of history 

Geschichte. And it is Geschichte that is revelational. When Barth says that Jesus 

Christ is God, then he is speaking primarily of Geschichte, not of Historie. Jesus 

Christ is God as the Event or Act of saving all men. Christ is the event of his 

revelation. 9 Again when Barth asserts that the Bible is the Word of God, he is 

primarily speaking of Geschichte, not of Historie. 

Let us repeat that when Barth speaks of the identity of the man Jesus with 

God and when he speaks of the identity of the words of the Bible with the Word 

of God, Barth is primarily speaking of Geschichte rather than of Historie. He is not 

excluding Historie altogether. The point he makes with respect to the bodily 

resurrection of Jesus proves this to be the case. Indeed Barth includes Historie in 

Geschichte. But though Geschichte takes Historie unto itself, the marriage is not 

one of equal partners. Historie is subordinate to Geschichte. We must, however, 

not say that the former is subsumed under the latter. If we said that, then the 
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very primacy of Geschichte would disappear. God is beyond anything that man, 

by logic, can say about him. 

When, therefore, Barth speaks about the Christ-Event, he speaks of everything 

that exists. He speaks of God and the world as having a common history. God 

“does not allow His history to be His and ours, but causes them to take place as 

common history.” 1 God provides for man’s participation in his own history. It is 

not as though Barth were a pantheist. For Barth God is not directly identical with 

man or vice versa. God and man are indirectly identical through Christ as 

Geschichte. In his identification of himself as both God and man Jesus Christ is the 

salvation of every man. 2 In the man Jesus, God is not only the “electing creator, 

but also the elected creature, not only the giver of grace but also the receiver of 

grace, not only the commander but also the one called and obliged to obey.” 3 

And through Christ God wants men to participate in “the internal Geschichte of 

his divinity.” 4  

In all this Barth has not forgotten that as against Modernism, as against 

Romanism, as against Brunner, and as against Bultmann, he must defend the 

primacy of grace. It is precisely by means of the idea of the Christ-Event as 

Geschichte that he is sure he has found the means of doing this. If this notion of 

the Christ-Event is evangelical, then Barth is evangelical. 
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3. The New Evangelicalism 

Barth is well aware of the fact that his Evangelicalism differs from what has 

usually been called Evangelicalism. Should evangelicals think that their position 

cannot be improved? Barth wants to improve Evangelicalism. And how does he 

propose to improve it? He wants to do so by getting rid of every form of 

speculation. He wants to listen more carefully and more exclusively to the Word 

of God. He wants more resolutely than ever to start with Jesus Christ as alone the 

light and life of the world. He wants more resolutely than ever to interpret all the 

points of relation between God and man from the Christ-Event, i.e., the fact and 

act of God’s saving all men in Jesus Christ, as their center. Evangelicalism—Barth 

usually calls it orthodoxy—has been too static in its view of the relation between 

God and man. If we would be radically biblical, truly Protestant and therefore 

truly evangelical, then we must actualize every point of the relation between God 

and man. 

(A) The Incarnation Actualized 

The central point of the relation between God and man is expressed in the 

idea of the Incarnation. The Christian church has always realized this point. At the 

Council of Chalcedon (451) she tried her best to express the biblical teaching that 

Jesus Christ is truly God and truly man. She tried to set the scriptural teaching 

over against the speculation of philosophy. A noble effort it was, but not too 

successful, Barth believes. The fathers of Chalcedon were enslaved to the very 

speculation from which they were trying to escape. The Greek philosophers 

thought of our world of time and space as ever changing and therefore virtually 

without meaning. But back of this world they posited an eternal, a changeless 

world. That world, they thought, was the only fully real world. 

The Church Fathers unfortunately carried this dualistic scheme of the Greeks 

into the church. When they spoke of the divine nature of Jesus Christ, they said 

that it was unchangeable, and as such could not mix with the human nature. They 

did not realize that God is free to turn wholly into the opposite of himself. When 

they spoke of the human nature of Christ, they said that it was something that 

came into existence in the past when God created the world. And they did not 

realize that human nature is what it is basically because of its participation in the 

Christ-Event. They did not realize that it is God’s very nature to turn into the 

opposite of himself. In short, they did not realize that God is coexistent as well as 



existent. 5 And they did not realize that only in the incarnate One does true 

humanity exist. 

Now that we have learned to think Christologically and biblically we also know 

that in Christ eternity becomes time without ceasing to be eternity. God’s eternity 

is itself beginning, succession and end. “In Jesus Christ it comes about that God 

takes time to Himself, that He Himself, the eternal One, becomes temporal, that 

he is present for us in the form of our existence and our own world, not simply 

embracing our time and ruling it, but submitting Himself to it, and permitting 

created time to become and be the form of his eternity.” 6 Thus there is no God in 

himself prior to the Incarnation and there is no man in himself apart from his 

participation in the Incarnation. 

A true theology of the Word, argues Barth, must actualize the Incarnation in 

terms of the Christ-Event. We must not start with what is really a philosophical 

conception of a changelessly eternal God and then worry how such a God could 

become man without changing. Nor must we start with a philosophical 

conception of man as a changelessly temporal creature and then worry how such 

a man can become participant in a changelessly eternal God. 

It is all important for Barth to insist that Geschichte spells presence. Geschichte 

happens at every time. In Geschichte Christ’s humiliation is at the same time 

exaltation. In the Christ-Event God’s eternity is subject to time. That is Christ’s 

humiliation. In the Christ-Event too, man’s time is taken up into eternity. This is 

Christ’s exaltation. 

If traditional evangelicals find it hard to follow Barth in this actualization of the 

incarnation, this is because they are not sufficiently evangelical in their thinking. 

For they still think in the way that the framers of the Chalcedon Creed thought. 

To become truly evangelical, they must not ask how it is possible that the past 

and the present are identical. Once we learn to think from the point of view of 

the Christ-Event, then we see that all our calendar distinctions between past, 

present and future are subordinate to the Presence of Christ. What a thrill it is 

when a child learns to walk, then to ride a “bike” and, at the mature age of 

sixteen, to drive a car. It is that sort of exhilaration that Barth promises the 

traditional evangelicals if they will, with him, actualize the Incarnation. 
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(B) Christ’s Person is His Work 

Barth takes these traditional evangelicals on a tour of Christian teaching. What 

has Christ done for us, i.e., the church and for the world? What is his Spirit doing 

for us now? Clear answers are now, at last, available on the nature of all the work 

of Christ as soon as it is seen that Christ is his work. 

You will recall, says Barth in effect, the difficulties the Chalcedon Fathers had 

with the two natures of Christ. They set these two natures, the one eternal and 

the other temporal, over against one another. But you have seen with your own 

eyes how, when we start with the Christ-Event, this dualism disappears. Now God 

is Geschichte and man is man because he participates in this Geschichte. Thus the 

two natures of Christ are seen to be one because they have a “common history.” 

So again you will see the solution of another problem our fathers could not 

solve. They could not see how the work of Jesus Christ could be the work both of 

the changeless Son of God and of the changing man Jesus. But we see, with the 

actualization of the Incarnation, that the Person of Jesus Christ is his work. 

Therefore, as we start with the Christ-Event we see that all his work is both divine 

and human. Thus the solution of the mystery of the two natures of Christ 

immediately involves the solution of the mystery of the divine-human work of 

Christ. Our fathers had a specially difficult problem on their hands when they 

discussed the problem of their faith in Christ.. To them faith had for its object a 

certain number of really unrelated doctrines about a triune God who existed in 

himself before the world was, about the creation of this world and about the fall 

of man following this creation in time, and also about a work of redemption for a 

certain number of people to eternal life and a condemnation of others to eternal 

death. Accordingly, their idea of God’s work and man’s work in faith was wholly 

unintelligible. And they had endless quarrels among themselves. The Calvinists 

among them said that it was the eternal God who predetermines human faith. 

Some men were arbitrarily given faith and others were not. And what can the 

notion of a given faith mean anyhow? Seeing the absurdity of this, the Arminians 

among them practically ignored altogether the primacy of the Spirit of God in 

relation to human faith. Even so, they were so much under the influence of the 

idea of an arbitrary God that they allowed many men to go to eternal perdition 

simply because they had not heard the gospel about something that happened in 

Palestine in the dead past. 

Now all this is over. Calvinists and Arminians may now all be truly evangelical. 

They may now see that faith is itself an aspect of the revelation of God’s grace to 



all men. There are no more problems now as to what part God takes and as to 

what part man takes in faith. Of course, God’s action is primary. Of course, God’s 

grace to man is free and sovereign. Of course, the Calvinists were right in 

stressing this. But, of course, grace is at the same time also universal. Those who 

lived thousands of miles away from Palestine and never heard of what transpired 

in Palestine have faith as well as did the disciples of Jesus. The Arminians were 

right in stressing the universal character of the work of Christ. But even they did 

not see that grace is built into man as man. They did not see that no man is really 

man unless as fellow-man with Christ. But now that we have seen that Jesus 

Christ is the work of saving all men, all these arguments between Calvinists and 

Arminians are over. Together they may now be true evangelicals. And as such 

they may bring the gospel to the lost. Here then are the Calvinists, even those 

who most stress that it is God’s decision that serves man, and here are the 

Arminians, even those who most stress the fact that it is by faith that man is 

saved, all of them united in the universal offer of the gospel to man. 

(C) Christ is Adam 

Do we say that Calvinists and Arminians are now together offering Christ to 

men? If we say that, then we are still not fully evangelical. For in that case we still 

think of man as in some sense authentically existing apart from the Christ-Event. 

We then still think of Adam as being the original man and of the descendents of 

Adam and Eve as really men even apart from the Christ-Event. And then our old 

quarrels will surely break out again. If we are “traditional Calvinists,” we will speak 

of Adam’s sin as somehow, by representation or inheritance or both, making all 

later men sinful. If we are “traditional Arminians,” we may minimize or even deny 

this “original sin” in the interest of stressing the need of personal faith. And then 

neither the Calvinist nor the Arminian is really evangelical. 

But now that we have seen the Christ-Event, all this bickering is over. For we 

see that Christ precedes Adam. We should not speak of Adam and Christ, but 

rather of Christ and Adam. We should even say that Christ is Adam. For in Christ 

God and man become identical. The traditional Calvinists among us may like to 

say that Christ is the elected man. But just as they have now learned to forget the 

idea of an electing God prior to the Christ-Event, so they must also forget to 

think of men as first existing, even if only in the mind of this same God, and of 

then being elected. As they have learned to speak of Christ as the electing God, 

they must now get accustomed to speaking of Christ as the elected man. It is as 



such that he is the first man. Of course, this does not mean the first in ordinary 

calendar time. It means the only real, the only authentic man. 7  

Are other men therefore not men at all? Are they unreal men? Not at all, 

answers Barth. Other men are men as men with Jesus. Christ, it must be 

remembered, is grace-receiver as well as grace-giver. So all other men are fellow 

grace-receivers in Christ. And since Christ is his work of saving all men, all other 

men are fellow-saviors, participants in the work of saving all men. “To be man 

means basically and comprehensively to be together with God.” 8 And this is, of 

course, to be participant in Christ in his act of saving all men. 

When then as true evangelicals we present the gospel to men, things are 

much easier for us. We need no longer make artificial problems for ourselves. No 

longer do we insist that men must think of the Genesis account as referring to 

ordinary calendar history. The Bible is not concerned to tell us what happened in 

the distant past. Dealing with what is primarily Geschichte, it speaks of Adam in 

terms of pure Saga. 9  

Will not this make it easier for people to accept Christ? After all, we must not 

put unnecessary stumbling-blocks in people’s way. The gospel requires no 

sacrifice of the intellect. It does not speak where science and philosophy speak. 

(D) The Sin-Problem 

But what of sin, we may ask Barth. Aren’t you tending to minimize the 

seriousness of sin by lowering the importance of Adam? Didn’t sin come into the 

world of man by Adam? And are not all men, whether through the sin of Adam or 

through their own sin or through both, under the wrath of God? All of us 

traditional evangelicals, whether Calvinist or Arminian, believe Paul’s teaching 

when he says that sinners are under the wrath of God and, unless they repent, 

they will be separated from God forever in outer darkness. 

Oh, I see, says Barth in effect. You have heard about my view of election. You 

have heard that I have put the doctrine of election on a new basis. I have shown 

against Calvin and others that election is not a question of one person, Jacob, 

being finally saved and another person, Esau, being finally lost. I have also shown 
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that the truly scriptural view of election means that God’s final word to man as 

man is Yes. I may call this true “biblical universalism.” 

But this type of universalism has nothing to do with philosophical optimism. It 

is not because I think lightly of sin, but because I think highly of Christ that I 

speak of “biblical universalism.” For me the essence of the gospel is the election 

of men, of all men in Christ. 

Against Albrecht Ritschl, one of the great Modernists, I maintain the reality of 

the wrath of God upon sinners. Sin is real. Sin is terrible. I believe in reprobation 

as well as in election. But men are reprobate in Christ. Sin cannot take its 

initiation anywhere but in rebellion against the grace of God in Christ in which 

they live and move and have their being. Christ is Adam. I have said this before. 

The sins of men, as fellow-men with Christ, are therefore bound to be defeated. 10  

You see then how seriously I take sin. I take it more seriously than even 

Romanism or New Protestantism (that is, Modernism) did. And, unfortunately, I 

have to add, I am taking it more seriously also than our evangelical forefathers 

did. They could not possibly take sin as seriously as I am taking it because they 

had no true vision of the sovereign and universal electing grace of all men in 

Christ. How can sin be really anything serious if it is supposed to be committed 

by men who operate in the realm of ordinary history (Historie)? How could man 

be free, and as free able to obey, unless they be free in Christ? So long as 

orthodoxy had no eye for the fact that the covenant is the inner ground of 

creation and that therefore Christ is Adam in whom and against whom men sin, 

its view of sin was not truly biblical, not truly evangelical. 

(E) Atonement 

Let me go on at once to the question of atonement. If you are still seriously 

concerned about the evangelical nature of my theology because I hold that Christ 

is Adam, then you will, likely, also be concerned with the question whether I really 

hold to the objective historical character of reconciliation or atonement. 

Well, you will remember that over against Brunner I have maintained the 

Virgin Birth and over against Bultmann I have maintained the resurrection of 

Christ. Brunner and Bultmann were both allowing themselves to be influenced by 

philosophical and scientific considerations. But I have learned to think biblically. I 

still aim to obey the first commandment. 
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You see therefore that I am truly defending the historical, objective nature of 

the atonement. But do not misunderstand me. My Christological principle has 

given me a new and higher principle of historic objectivity than traditional 

evangelicalism ever had. As I have pointed out already, true objectivity is found 

by holding to a Christ as the electing God and as the elected man. Starting with 

this Christ we have no God-in-himself and no man-in-himself. We have the 

indirect identity of God and man in the Christ-Event. Christ is his work of 

redemption of all men. 

Beginning with this Christ-Event we no longer talk about such things as the 

Virgin Birth and resurrection of Christ except as these are aspects of this one 

event. The idea of the actualization of the Incarnation has opened up to us the 

inspiring vision that the steps downward—of which the Virgin Birth was one—

and the steps upward—of which the resurrection is one—do not follow one 

another on the calendar. And there, at one stroke, goes your historic objectivity in 

the traditional sense of the term. But do not weep over it any more than over 

your historic Adam. The Virgin Birth and the resurrection, the historical Adam, 

and all such teachings which derive from the idea of man as somehow already 

existing and existing authentically independently of the Christ-Event, have gotten 

the church into no end of trouble. 

Orthodoxy misunderstood the main teachings of the Bible by thinking that 

they pertained to the field of Historie, the field of science and of philosophy. That 

is, she made claims for the church in the dimension of mere things. Orthodoxy 

thought statically. Orthodox theologians said there is revelation and there is faith 

without seeing that between God and man there is identity but an identity of 

Geschichte. The person-to-person relation between God and man, i.e., the 

covenant relation, can be expressed only in terms of act. 

By thus entering upon the domain of the “profane given,” orthodoxy prepared 

the way for Modernism. Orthodoxy has no eye for the fact that revelation is 

always wholly hidden. And this was, to an extent, also the case with Modernism. 

Modernism too talked about man prior to and independent of the Christ-Event. 

When therefore I defended the Virgin Birth of Christ, says Barth, I did so in the 

interest of the true hiddenness of the revelation of God. Did I not show that God 

is what he is in Christ? There is no hidden mysterious God with a hidden, 

mysterious counsel back of Christ. That is the orthodox view of hiddenness. That 

sort of hiddenness is the product of speculation. But if you think of Christ as 

revealing God exhaustively, then we have a new kind of hiddenness. 

Consequently we have a hiddenness which is the correlative of this exhaustive 



revealedness of God in Christ. And now I take the Virgin Birth and the 

resurrection as aspects of the one act of God’s presence with man and speak of 

the Virgin Birth as standing especially for the hiddenness of revelation. In the idea 

of the Virgin Birth we are told that God himself in Christ stands at the beginning 

of his existence. So truly and so wholly does he become man. 11  

Having no eye for the true nature of Christ, as Geschichte, Barth continues, 

Brunner went out of his way once more to argue the for and the against of the 

Virgin Birth on the level of mere Historie. He reasoned as though the significance 

of it could even be seen in that realm. I was calling Brunner back to the notion of 

Christ as Geschichte and not returning to orthodoxy when I defended the Virgin 

Birth. 

What I said just now about the Virgin Birth, Barth continues still further, you 

may apply to the whole of the life of Jesus. As Historie it is not revelational. There 

can be no direct identification of Jesus with God even as there must be an 

indirect one. Historical objectivity with respect to Jesus of Nazareth is an utter 

impossibility. All history (Historie) is relative. And so when I defended the 

resurrection of Jesus against Bultmann I was again, no more than in the case of 

the defense of the Virgin Birth, falling back on historical objectivity. If the 

resurrection accounts were speaking of Historie, they would be trying to do the 

impossible. Of course they have to use the language of Historie and for that 

reason they are internally ambiguous and contradictory. 12  

Even so the resurrection really happened. But it happened in Geschichte, in the 

time of Jesus Christ. It happened in the time of pure presence. 

Thus we must talk about the resurrection, as in the creation story, in terms of 

pure saga. The resurrection stands especially for the fact that God is wholly 

revealed as the Virgin Birth stands especially for the fact that he is wholly hidden 

in Christ. The resurrection happened pre-historically. 13  

(F) The Triumph of Grace 

You see now, says Barth, that I have escaped relativism as this appeared in 

Romanism, in Modernism and in Orthodoxy by my idea of Christ as Geschichte. I 

have overcome the relativism of Historie by the subordination of Historie to 
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Geschichte. I have a far better foundation for the gospel than traditional 

evangelicalism ever had. God has shown his nature to be such that he 

spontaneously humiliates himself into manhood, and he has shown man to be 

such that he has in this very humiliation of God in Christ been exalted into 

participation with God. Thus God is Christ and Christ is his work, and his work is 

the reconciliation of all men to God. But this ‘is’ the ‘is’ of a “common history,” a 

history in which God enables man to participate with himself through Christ in his 

work. This is the truly biblical and evangelical, as well as the only objective basis 

of the atonement. This is the good news of salvation. 

When the church goes out to preach the gospel to men, it must tell them 

what they already are in Christ in order that they may become what they are in 

him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. The New Evangelicalism as the New 

Modernism 

It is quite clear from the preceding discussion that Barth thinks of himself as 

evangelical. However Barth is also clearly aware that his Evangelicalism differs 

quite radically from what has, up to this time, been called Evangelicalism. His is, in 

his own mind, a New Evangelicalism. 

Moreover Barth is also strongly convinced that his New Evangelicalism is the 

true and biblical Evangelicalism, while the traditional Evangelicalism cannot really 

be called evangelical at all. No doubt the evangelicals mean well, Barth tells us, 

but they were tied down to forms of thinking in which the gospel cannot really be 

expressed. 

The question between Barth and the historical evangelicals is, accordingly, not 

first of all one of certain individual points of doctrine. It is not, first of all, a 

question whether certain teachings of Christianity can be denied and their central 

truth still retained. Christianity is not a “system” of doctrines that can, like 

concrete blocks, be built into a house according to an independently existing 

blueprint. Both Barth and the historical evangelicals agree that Christianity is like 

an organism. Cut the tap-root of a pin-oak, and it is as good as dead even 

though every leaf on it is still green. Cut the heart out of a man, and he is dead 

even though all the members may squirm with “life” for some time. Now what is 

the heart of traditional or historical Evangelicalism? Let us ask the late J. Gresham 

Machen. 

When Dr. Machen gave his address on Christianity vs. Modern Liberalism, 1 he 

began by reading the first twelve verses of 1 Corinthians 15. He said that the 

great redemptive religion called Christianity was being attacked by those who 

were within the church, namely, the liberals. Said Machen: “That modern non-

redemptive religion which is attacking Christianity at its root is called by various 

names. It is called Modernism. It is called Liberalism.” This Modernism is really a 

form of Naturalism. 

Modernists tell us that Christianity “is a life and not a doctrine.” This sounds 

like a pious utterance but it is radically false just the same. “For when you say that 

Christianity is this or that, you are making an assertion in the field of history. You 
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are not saying what you think ought to be true, but what you think actually is a 

fact.” 2  

Now in the New Testament the apostles tell us about something that 

happened in history. They had “good news” to tell. Just think of it, “Christ died for 

our sins according to the Scriptures; he was buried; he had been raised on the 

third day according to the Scriptures.” This was, says Machen, “an account of 

things that had happened and an account of the meaning of the happenings, and 

when you get those historical facts with the meaning of the facts you have 

Christian doctrine. Christ died—that is history. Christ died for our sins—that is 

doctrine.” 3  

It is of these facts and of this meaning of these facts that the apostles are to 

be witnesses (Acts 1:8). The Christian church must witness to something “that 

happened about 1900 years ago, when God saved man through the atoning 

death of the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Of course, argues Machen, the presupposition of this good news is that God, 

the transcendent God, is back of not only this fact of history but of all of history, 

and that he is present in history to all men. Now Modernism need not be 

identified with Pantheism. Yet it is “pantheizing, since it seeks to obliterate the 

sharp distinction between God and man and involves God in the son of 

mankind.” 

At the very basis of modern Liberalism in the church is a loss of the 

consciousness of sin. Liberals scorn the idea of the retributive justice of God. They 

are therefore engaged in the hopeless task of calling the righteous to repentance. 

They deny the “awful holiness of God” and the “terrible guilt of sin.” Did “the 

eternal Son of God” “take our sins upon Him and die in our stead on the cross”? 

And is the Bible the place where God himself tells us about our sin and of our 

redemption from sin through the atoning death of Christ? Does Modernism tell 

us that the “Son of God came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to 

give his life a ransom for [instead of] many”? No, such words “are of course 

abhorrent to the Liberal Church.” 

Of course the Liberal will say, “I believe in the deity of Christ, I believe that 

Jesus is God.” “We hear much like that today. People say, ‘Why, after all this great 

preacher is most orthodox because he believes in the deity of Christ, and those 
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who are objecting to his presence as a leader in the church, are mere 

uncharitable heresy hunters.’ Do you not see, my friends, that, when they say 

Jesus is God, the value of that utterance depends upon what they mean by God? 

That little word ‘God’ is not a bit more beautiful than any other English word. The 

value of it depends altogether upon what you mean by it, and when the modern 

liberal preacher says he believes Christ is God, he may mean God exists in all the 

world, God exists wherever life pulsates through humanity, and only appears 

fuller and plainer than any other place in the life of Jesus.” 4 These words of 

Machen’s with respect to Modernism, spoken in 1923, might now, with no 

significant alteration, be spoken with respect to Barth in 1964. 

For Barth, man, as a sinner, is, to be sure, under the wrath of God, but this 

wrath is, itself, a form of the all-overarching grace of God. There is no eternal 

punishment awaiting for those who are not in Christ. There are no men who are 

not in Christ. It is true that men rebel against Christ. Sin is real! Sin is terrible! But 

it is settled “in advance” that even the “reprobate,” since they are reprobate in 

Christ, are eventually one with the “elect” in Christ. This is Barth’s “biblical 

universalism.” It is his Christ-Event. 

The idea of this Christ-Event, according to Barth, involves God in sin. If it were 

not so, argues Barth, God would not be real man in Christ. And in this Christ-

Event all men are evolved with Christ out of sin. Christ did not save them by his 

death on the cross and by his resurrection from the dead. That idea, the 

traditional idea of substitutionary atonement, is as abhorrent to Barth as Machen 

said it was to the Modernists. For Barth there is no transition from wrath to grace 

in history, as Machen understood history, at all. To be sure, Barth says he believes 

in the substitutionary atonement. And someone will again say with respect to this 

“great theologian” what men of Machen’s time said about “similar great 

theologians.” They will say that not to accept Barth’s words at face value is to 

engage in heresy hunting. But Machen was not deterred by this sort of charge. 

He knew that the little word God is not, as such, important. It all depends on what 

men mean by it. So also with respect to Barth. For him everything centers around 

Christ. But what he means by Christ is not what the historic Christian church has 

meant by Christ. And Barth wants, by all means, to interpret Christ in terms of the 

Bible. But what he means by the Bible is not what Luther and Calvin, Hodge and 

Warfield, Kuyper and Bavinck meant by the Bible. 

The late Samuel G. Craig spoke of Christianity as “that redemptive religion 

that offers salvation from the guilt and corruption of sin through the atoning 
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death of Jesus Christ and the regenerating and sanctifying influence of the Holy 

Spirit.” 5 Christianity, says Craig, “offers salvation from the guilt of sin through the 

death of Christ as a satisfaction to divine justice.” 6 What Craig says is in full 

agreement with Machen’s stress on the fact that, as over against Modernism, it is 

the actual historicity of Christianity that must be stressed. 

(A) “The Irrepressible Conflict” 

On February 5, 1924, the late Clarence Edward Macartney gave an address in 

the First Presbyterian Church in Pittsburgh, Pa. He spoke on “The Irrepressible 

Conflict.” “The Protestant church,” he said, “is being shaken today as it has not 

been shaken for generations.… The man on the street hears of ‘Modernist,’ 

‘Fundamentalist,’ ‘Liberals,’ ‘Conservatives’ and he wants to know what it is all 

about.” What shall we tell him? Shall we refer him to this detail or that? We may, 

but we must finally point out to him the deepest cause of the confusion in the 

churches. Says Macartney: “The cause lies deeper. What is it? It is the presence in 

the Protestant churches of two groups, calling and professing themselves to be 

Christians, who hold views as to Christ and the Scriptures so divergent and so 

irreconcilable as to constitute two different religions. With two such groups in the 

same church, collision and conflict are inevitable.” 7  

Machen, Craig and Macartney spoke of an absolute contrast between 

Modernism and historic Christianity as two mutually exclusive religions. They told 

the “man in the street” not to be confused by the similarity or even identity of 

words. The Modernist as well as the Fundamentalist and Conservative, professed 

belief in salvation through Christ. But the Christ of Modernism is not the Christ of 

historic Christianity. So today the Christ of Barth’s New Evangelicalism is not the 

Christ of historic Christianity. The Christ of Barth’s New Evangelicalism is so 

basically similar to the Christ of Modernism and so basically dissimilar to the 

Christ of the Bible and therefore of historic Christianity that Barth’s view might 

well be called the New Modernism. And since Barth’s Christ, like the Christ of 

Modernism, is basically no more than a projection of the would-be self-sufficient 

man, his view may also be called the New Humanism.1  
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