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PREFACE

Far too often Christians perceive that theology has so very little to do with everyday life, with the actual business of existence, and much less to do with the ministries of the church. ‘Theologies of’ this or that come and go while life goes on much the same as before, all the while fads of the day dictate the direction of the church. This book arose from a starkly different conviction about theology: theology is not an activity sequestered from life, cordoned from the praise of God, or dedicated to maintaining tidy abstractions; rather, theology arises from life lived before God. Theology is itself a response to the Word spoken by God in Jesus Christ, which is continually spoken through the work of the Holy Spirit.

On these terms, the form of Christian theology known as dogmatics, or systematic theology, can and should serve the church’s faithful presence in the world and her joyful proclamation of the Gospel. There is risk here of course. The practice of dogmatics places us in a rather dangerous place. Unless we know how, as Barth says, to ‘walk warily around the burning bush’,1 it puts us at risk by demanding us to say something of God. The theologian thus proceeds with humility and not a little bit of joy because she knows that she goes in the company of the One whose own spoken Word initiated her speech. All of which is thankfully true of those who contributed to this book.

As practised by the authors here, dogmatics is a theological discipline both conceptual and practical. Conceptual in the sense that it concerns itself with the ‘scope, unity, and coherence’ of Christian teaching,2 and practical in the sense that it is likewise concerned with the flourishing of Christian faithfulness. This is to say that it involves more than a deep comprehension of Christian truth (though it certainly includes this) but the flourishing of actual Christian existence: faithfulness. Christian dogmatics of this sort proceeds under the assumption that the practice of everyday life is, in fact, intimately and inescapably theological, and the cheerful work of dogmatics can and should participate in the sanctification of the Holy Spirit who forms Christians in the likeness of Christ. That being said, theology capable of holding conceptual and practical reflection together has not always been readily prized or accessible, especially as universities and seminaries often separate courses and degrees in ‘theology’ and ‘doctrine’ from ‘spirituality’ or ‘ministry’. We hope this book modestly contributes to bridging that divide.

Many people should be thanked for their generous support and involvement with this book. The contributors deserve special thanks. Each author provides works of constructive theology towards a common end; we think the result is in every sense a collaborative effort, a rare thing in Christian dogmatics. They have all made sacrifices difficult to quantify – teaching and institutional obligations juggled, family commitments negotiated, other scholarly and churchly involvements rearranged and no small amount of rest forfeited. May each sacrifice be richly rewarded, and may God make ‘all grace abound to you’ (2 Cor. 9.8).

T&T Clark has a long and significant history in Christian theology, and we are grateful for their expert support and guidance – thank you Anna Turton, Thomas Kraft and others who worked to bring this volume to print. Our thanks also to Huntington University and Grand Canyon University for their institution support, especially for the research fellowship awarded to Kent, and to Zen Hess and Alli Dozet who set aside valuable time during busy semesters to help prepare the manuscript. Thanks as well to James Merrick and Mark McDowell who suffered through numerous chats about this book as it was being conceived and whose constructive insights made it better.

Most significantly, we could not estimate the debt we owe to our families who consistently support our work with good cheer.

Tammy, Hannah and Abigail – you fill me with joy and refresh my heart. It is impossible to imagine fulfilling my vocational calling without your love and companionship. Bless you. (Kent)

Kelli, Brighton and Oliver – you are such an endless joy to me. Thank you for your support, encouragement and love. Bless you. (Kyle)

Christmastide 2013

Kent Eilers and Kyle Strobel



1Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics: Instruction in the Christian Religion (trans. G. W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), p. 5.

2John Webster, ‘Introduction: Systematic Theology’, in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology (ed. John Webster, Kathryn Tanner and Iain Torrance; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 1.
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Introduction: The Christian life in dogmatic key

Kent Eilers and Kyle Strobel

When John the Seer narrates his vision of the New Jerusalem descending to earth, he does so as a prototypical theologian. John is a witness to God’s self-presenting, a presenting that orients creaturely realities around the God who descends. John witnesses and proclaims God’s presence descending to narrate how this presence reorders and perfects: ‘Behold, the dwelling place of God is with mankind. He will dwell with them, and they will be His people, and God himself will be with them as their God’ (Rev. 21.3). John sets his eyes to the perfection of creation, a perfection derived from God’s presence. In that place, there is no temple, ‘for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb’ (Rev. 21.22). The city, furthermore, has no need of a sun or moon ‘for the glory of God gives it light, and its lamp is the lamb’ (Rev. 21.23). Jesus’ call to be the light that descended into darkness (Jn 1) is completed in the descent of the city of light whose glory cannot be hid. But the glory and luminosity of the New Jerusalem is simply the presence of God known and received, and in that presence creatures come to know their vocation (‘By its light will the nations walk’ (Rev. 21.24)).

God’s presence is the central feature of redemption history, seen in God’s covenantal commitment to Abraham and his seed through the gift of himself and his faithfulness: the gift of God’s presence in cloud and fire as Israel ‘exodused’ from Egypt; God’s presence in the tabernacle and temple; the self-giving of God in Christ; and, the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost and his continual self-giving to the body of Christ. Christ fulfils the first three as the true Son of Abraham (Mt. 1.1), the true Son called out of Egypt (Mt. 2.15) and the true temple of God (Jn 2.19–21). Pentecost does not alter this Christological centring, but further establishes it; the Spirit of Christ is the one given and the same Spirit who unites us to Christ (Eph. 3.14–19; 1 Jn 3.24). Though we do not see as John did, we are drawn into the current of God’s self-giving. Caught in the wake of his redemptive economy we become a people held together by the sight of Christ’s beauty. Now we see through the dark glass of faith, but then, in the light of the Lamb, we will see face to face.1

Holy Scripture provides this picture of our end, and it colours and orients the nature of the theological task. Just as God’s presence orders the society of the redeemed, so theology is ordered by the presence of God and oriented towards faithfulness. The theologian is thus called to focus the church’s attention on the reality and implications of God’s presence. His self-giving establishes the pattern. The same was true for John. Jesus’ self-proclamation (Emmanuel) inaugurates the kingdom of God, a reign deriving from God’s presence.2 John’s move was identical. He proclaims the descent of God with the New Jerusalem and thereby paints a picture of the kingdom in full: ‘but the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it’ (Rev. 22.3). God’s descent forms the witness of his people now as well. Because of the Incarnation, God’s people proclaim ‘Emmanuel’ even though the reality of God’s full presence is not known until John’s vision comes to pass.

Theology takes on the dual nature of John’s witness. Witnessing to the descent of God in Christ, the theologian must also detail the life and society formed by this presence. The dual nature of the theologian’s witness is properly developed in the category of grace. Grace entails God’s self-giving to his creature and the fellowship generated through that self-giving in Christ and the Spirit. Paul can therefore say, ‘For through him (Jesus) we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God’ (Eph. 2.18–19). Paul highlights adoption and redemption in Christ as the foundation of grace (Eph. 1.2–7) and then names his apostolic calling within that redemption as grace as well (Eph. 3.1). Grace is the unity of the presence and call of God because they are united in Christ. It is in Christ that the presence and call of God are known, and in Christ where they are perfected (Col. 1.15–23). Just as Christology and grace are interwoven in orthodox Christian theology,3 so are doctrine and the formation of redeemed Christian existence, namely ‘the Christian life’.

The Christian life in dogmatic key

‘The Christian life’ is theological shorthand for redeemed human existence in communion with the triune God through union with Christ in the Spirit. That is, it names the temporal experience of God’s eternal purposes for fellowship as they are realized in human beings according to God’s grace. To state it yet another way, to address ‘the Christian life’ is to speak about the character of reconciled and renewed human existence. God’s gracious purpose to conform fallen people to the image of Christ takes shape and fulfils itself in time and space; this is the Christian life.

Putting it this way points out the rich doctrinal nexus within which the doctrine of the Christian life is situated. While the primary reference of ‘the Christian life’ is the lived experience of Christian identity, as a doctrinal locus it stands dogmatically related to other areas of Christian witness such as the doctrines of the Trinity, creation and providence, Christ, the church and the final consummation (to name a few). Being so related, the doctrine of the Christian life is informed and illumined by a whole series of theological claims about God, such as his relation to created reality, his reconciling works and the human activities which arise from them. In turn, those other doctrines are likewise informed and illumined through the doctrine of the Christian life. Our approach thus articulates a theology of the Christian life in terms of the whole of the Christian confession rather than just one dimension.

The upshots of developing a theology of the Christian life ‘in dogmatic key’ are several. First, it trains us to keep the doctrine of God (theology proper) always in view when talking about the Christian life. It ensures that the doctrine of the Christian life does not float free from the doctrine of God, a drift which quickly depletes emphasis upon the origin of the Christian life in God’s gracious initiative4 and its dependence upon God for its final fulfilment.5 The theology of the Christian life found here thus seeks to show that God’s grace is found not merely at the foundation of the Christian life or at its end, but that every facet of the Christian life is suffused with God’s gracious self-giving. Second, because this doctrine is so closely related to moral theology and ethics, it is a temptation to make the practices or activities of the Christian life the primary or sole focus. This approach portrays a truncated image (and, as we suggest below, it risks detaching practices from the gospel).6 It merely attends to the outward signs of redeemed life and not the character and purposes of the One who established and perfects it – not a brute causal force, but the God of grace! Third, the same holds for the category of ‘spirituality’. Developing a theology of the Christian life primarily on its terms alone risks isolating it from the distinctly Christian resources made available from a more explicitly doctrinal approach.7 Finally, delineating the Christian life principally in terms of one closely related doctrine – such as justification, common among Protestant accounts – may portray the Christian life without the depth and richness available from the vantage point of its relationship to the dogmatic whole. To say this another way, addressing the Christian life puts us in the vicinity of the doctrines of justification and sanctification, but without attending well to its wider dogmatic connections the Christian life risks being over-determined by those doctrines which lie ‘closest’ to it. For example, though the doctrine of justification witnesses to the forensic realities of Christian existence, on its own it fails to relate the Christian life to the full spectrum of God’s revealed nature and actions, nor does it necessarily indicate the outward practices fitting to justified existence.

The metaphor of a many-faceted crystal is useful for picturing our approach. Each facet of a crystal is interconnected to other facets on every side; none stands alone. Looking through any one facet, all at once we see the basic structure of the whole and we gain the unique perspective of the particular facet through which we look. On the approach of this volume, the ‘crystal’ is the expansive and interconnected whole of the Christian faith, and we ‘turn it’ in order to look through the doctrine of the Christian life. Thus, all at once we view this particular doctrine and the basic structure of the whole. The approach has at least two advantages. First, it prevents us from developing this doctrine on the terms of whatever might be currently popular or faddish. Rather, just as one facet of a crystal is connected to all those around it, the doctrinal approach we adopt trains us to develop a theology of the Christian life through the complex and beautiful interrelationships within the Christian witness.8 Second, the metaphor of a crystal also reminds us that a theology of the Christian life is not concerned only with redeemed Christian existence, but with the God of the Gospel, the God of grace who establishes its very possibility and brings it to perfection. In other words, though we gaze through this particular facet, the Christian life, we must not forget that we see through it to the basic structure of the whole, not a crystalline matrix but a person, the God of grace who sanctifies the Christian life.9

We could also describe the approach in terms of three different ‘logics’. David Kelsey suggests that theological inquiry typically proceeds according to its focus on one or more of the following three questions, and for each question a particular logic is fitting.10 The first is the logic of belief and concerns who God is and how he relates to us. The second is the logic of coming to faith, or apologetics, and concerns how we move from unbelief to belief. The third is the logic of the life of faith and asks about what we do as Christians. Kelsey argues that each is entirely legitimate in its own right but that problems ensue when they are conflated.11

Confusion of the first and the second logic, belief and apologetics, was Barth’s steady concern for fear that the logic of belief would be ‘distorted in some way by its conflation with an apologetic logic’.12 Some other system (rational, moral or religious) comes to determine what constitutes Christian belief rather than what is internal to itself. Similar problems arise, Nicholas Healy argues, when the first and third are confused, the logic of belief and practice. This conflation risks unmooring ethics from the Gospel with moralism as the quick result, ‘much the same as a moral theology, ethics, or account of the Christian life insufficiently determined by the logic of belief’.13

With both risks in mind, the approach of this volume proceeds from the logic of belief and seeks to allow the following three elements of Christian witness to shape its theology of the Christian life: who God is, how he relates to us as Father, Son, and Spirit, and the end towards which he draws men and women in the Spirit. Barth calls these the three main ‘assertions’ of dogmatics: ‘He is the one who created heaven and earth, and on earth and under heaven man. He is the one who reconciles to Himself the man who as a sinner has become His enemy, and in man the world. And He is the One who, from the danger and conflict in which man must still stand here and now, will liberate him for eternal life, redeeming and making him perfect in the final act and revelation of his love.’14

It should not be thought, however, that a theology of the Christian life according to the logic of belief hovers above the church’s lived existence, some ephemeral construction that never touches the ground. To the contrary, a theology of the Christian life must have the ethical shape and form of the church always in mind; the church’s dailyness must never slide out of view. To maintain the dogmatic orientation of the Christian life to the triune God while also retaining focus on the practical shape of redeemed existence is the task at hand. We want neither to reduce the doctrine of the Christian life to rationality, to a theory or idea, nor diminish it to merely practices or church culture.

What this volume provides, therefore, is a theology of the Christian life oriented around the triune God of grace. This means coordinating the triune God, his reconciling, justifying, redemptive, restorative and otherwise transformative action with those practices of the Christian life emerging from it. The doctrine of the Christian life which emerges is grounded in the self-revelation of God and oriented towards the witness of the church, the body of people called into being by Christ and given life through the Spirit. Redeemed life – the life which is given to fallen creatures that we call ‘the Christian life’ – is not life that we make for ourselves but life that we receive as unmerited gift, grace. In this sense grace names the movement of God for the redemption of fallen creation. Grace thus serves to organize the doctrinal and practical material in this volume and to highlight their interconnection. It is a modest retrieval of classic theology in which doctrine and practice are grounded in the self-revelation of God, and oriented towards the life of the church in worship and mission. The four parts in this book are organized to facilitate this approach, and when taken collectively they come together as a collaborative exercise in Christian dogmatics.

Life and reason sanctified by grace

Coordinating the doctrine of the Christian life to God’s economy of salvation and the practices which are fitting to redeemed existence is not one option among many. Rather, we suggest, this coordination between doctrine and life, belief and practice is integral to life within the movement of God’s Spirit. Within the dynamism of the Spirit’s formation, doctrine and life are pulled together in the broader picture of grace. In this sense, grace names the self-giving nature of God and his movement in the Spirit to draw believers into fellowship and sanctification. Thus, the theology of the Christian life developed here attempts to mirror the broad movement of God’s saving action – the fellowship of the triune God turned outward in self-giving in Son and Spirit and the calling of his people to fellowship and mission.

This approach gestures towards a style of theological work that has in mind two temptations of contemporary theology. First, a great need exists to recover a form of dogmatics in which Christian rationality is grounded in the movement of the Spirit within the sphere of grace. As noted by John Webster,

Converted reason, reason made holy, is reason set free from wilfulness, illusion and anxiety, reason emancipated for the truth. The bonds of reason and holiness have been largely dissolved in modern Christian theological culture, partly because theology has generally conceded its critics’ claim that unformed natural reason is the only reason there is, partly because theology has been reluctant to believe that holiness can be predicated of intellectual (rather than only moral) acts.15

Said differently, Christian rationality is natural reason caught up in the divine economy of grace. Reason is not cordoned off from the sphere of grace, set aside from the work of the Spirit to make holy (sanctify) but caught up within it. The ‘graces’ offered by God to the Christian carry within them the call for faith to ‘seek understanding’ but the understanding which faith seeks occurs within the sphere of grace and thus reason’s own sanctification. As Webster puts it, rationality ‘set free from willfulness, illusion and anxiety, reason emancipated for the truth’. The apostle Paul had something like this in mind when he wrote to the Ephesians that they would be ‘strengthened with power through [God’s] Spirit in your inner being’ to ‘comprehend’ Christ’s expansive love (Eph. 3.16–18). The comprehension of which Paul speaks is no bare rationality but Spirit-fostered knowledge of ‘the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge’ (v. 19). As reason is caught up in the economy of grace, knowledge is not ‘surpassed’ in the sense of being undermined – a flight from reason to fancy or something like it – rather, Paul points out, in the love of Christ knowledge overflows ‘that you may be filled with all the fullness of God’.

These remarks are brief, but they suggest how the approach of this volume acknowledges the sanctification of reason. Christian rationality caught up in the divine economy of grace is reason diligently attentive to God’s self-presentation and set apart for service to the church. The sanctification of reason thus entails the serious and cheerful work of the theologian. In the form of Christian dogmatics, their service – regardless of its sophistication, either academic or lay – will be neither mere detailing of activity nor cataloging of doctrine. Rather, by attending to the doctrinal whole of the Christian faith they will attempt to situate their entire existence ‘within the frame’ of revealed truth known in Jesus Christ. The result will be a portrait of the Christian life characterized by the textures, nuances and subtleties of the Christian faith in toto.

Second, the temptation to accept unformed natural reason as the only reason possible is matched by the temptation to accept the hyper-specialization of the academy. Spirituality, the Christian life and Christian practice are all relegated to other disciplines and no longer flow from and speak back (prophetically) into theology. Rather than recognizing the death of spirituality when it is divorced from theology (and vice versa), the modern academy baptizes this separation with academic programmes and books in which theology and spirituality rarely collide (let alone mutually influence).16 People on both sides bemoan that ‘our theologians used to be saints and our saints used to be theologians’17 but helpful ways forward tend to fail on both fronts.

We seek to address these temptations by providing a dogmatic account of the Christian life in which doctrine and life, confession and practice are held together in the divine economy of grace. The approach is straightforwardly doctrinal – focusing the life of the Christian on the triune God who creates, elects, calls and redeems. This is the God of grace who gives himself in Jesus Christ and who catches people up in the movement of his Spirit of love.

Overview

The first part, ‘The gracious one’, grounds the loci that follow by orienting the approach of the whole to the doctrine of God (theology proper).18 A doctrinally expansive account of redeemed human existence thus requires careful elaboration upon the One who establishes, sustains and perfects the Christian life. God in ‘unimpaired unity yet also in unimpaired distinction’ is God the Lord, the Creator, Sustainer, Redeemer, and Perfector of all that is, seen and unseen.19 There is no god behind the Trinity, some undifferentiated deity to whom Christians direct their worship. God the Lord, revealed in Jesus Christ – ‘the exact imprint of his nature’ (Heb. 1.3) – is Father, Son and Spirit. It is this God Christians worship, and his eternally joyous life is the telos towards which Christian existence is drawn along by the Son and the Spirit. Only there will human beings find their ultimate happiness and fulfilment as they gaze upon the beauty of God as co-heirs with Christ (Rom. 8.15, 23; Gal. 4.5; Eph. 1.5). So it is to the doctrine of the Trinity we turn first.

Chapter 1, ‘The triune God’, situates the doctrine of the Christian life against the backdrop of God’s own life. More specifically, it shows how theological reflection on the eternal generation of the Son and the spiration of the Spirit illuminates the origins from which God’s saving action arises and the destination towards which redeemed human existence is set. Far from a conceptual abstraction, the doctrine of trinitarian processions gives the Christian life its ‘distinctive character’ as trinitarian adoption. Indeed, it is into this gloriously complete life between the Father, Son and Spirit that the Christian is adopted. Regarding the Son, his eternal begetting from the Father stands behind his temporal sending to save, and his eternal filial relation to the Father is the life secured by our union with Christ. Likewise, regarding the Spirit, the eternal breathing forth of the Spirit (spiration) stands behind his application of Christ’s finished work. That is, when the Spirit takes residence in the hearts of believers ‘his eternal relationship with the Father and the Son begins to take place among us’. Indeed, through the enlightening and enlivening movement of the Spirit, Christians receive the Sonship of the Son (Rom. 8.15; Gal. 4.6).20 Thus, at the very outset of this theology of the Christian life, the doctrine of the Trinity is permitted to illumine Christian existence simultaneously ‘from above’ and ‘from below’. From ‘below’, the doctrine of the Trinity sheds light ‘upward’ from the temporal missions of the Son and the Spirit to show their telos in the completeness of God’s own life. That is to say, it illumines the ultimate end of the redemption and rescue they accomplish. From ‘above’, the doctrine of the Trinity sheds light ‘downward’ onto the works of the Son and Spirit illumining their origination in the eternal fellowship of the Godhead. One ready consequence is simply this: by indicating the eternal backdrop of the Christian life, its origin is thus shown to precede felt experience. Avoiding focus on felt experience goes some way towards protecting the doctrine of the Christian life from being swamped in preoccupation with the self or the benefits of liberation from sin. Together with trinitarian processions, the doctrine of election has the potential to exert the same salutary effect.

The doctrine of election (Chapter 2) is sometimes orientated primarily to the salvation of individuals. Though its scope overlaps individual redemption (hence historical debates going all the way back to Augustine and Pelagius), its scope includes more broadly the divine character, the mission of the Son, and thereby the mission of God’s people. In other words, the eternal origin and temporal expressions of God’s election reveals his character as faithful, his mission to bless, and his inclusion and enablement of the elect in that mission. The triune God of grace is the faithful One from all eternity, and in election he sets apart those – without merit or standing of their own – through whom his faithfulness is made known as blessing: ‘I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing’ (Gen. 12.2). God establishes a people, then invites and enables them to participate in his unfolding work of redemption. Culminating in Jesus Christ, the promise to redeem is fulfilled. He is the ‘perfectly faithful covenant God in person and the perfectly faithful human covenant partner that neither Israel, nor subsequently the church, could possibly be’. The doctrine of election thus orients the Christian, together with the rest of Christ’s body, towards its Spirit-enabled participation in the mission of the eternal Son sent by the Father.

When taken together the doctrines of the Trinity and election illumine the eternal backdrop of Christian existence (however partially and beyond comprehensive perception). This illumination ensures that the doctrine of the Christian life is oriented ‘beyond’ merely the temporal experience of being redeemed. Instead, it is oriented towards the Gracious One whose own life and purpose to redeem establishes both the possibility of Christian life and its ultimate end.

Chapter 3 turns to the doctrines of creation and providence. Here, the Christian life is seen within the context of God’s fashioning and preserving of the cosmos. Christian teaching about creation alerts us to the pure givenness of the created realm: as a gift of grace the universe ‘springs from the light of divine command’. Whatever else might be said about Christian existence that makes it appear other-wordly (ascetic strands of the Christian tradition walk this line), a properly ordered doctrine of creation gives no ground to such distortion. Redeemed life takes place in this particular cosmos, a created realm God calls ‘very good’, and one destined for redemption itself. Closely aligned to the doctrine of creation, the doctrine of providence extends the reach of the Christian confession about the gracious character of the universe’s origin through to its ongoing existence: the flourishing of the created order under God’s care is likewise grace. From this perspective, in our world of ‘amplitude, richness, and depth’ it is also a gift of grace that human life is given space for thriving. Under God’s providential care, ours is a world in which purpose, meaning, and beauty are to be found, even while sin (mysteriously) threatens. The doctrines of creation and providence thus extend
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