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Editorial Introduction
Dear Readers,

Welcome to our Fall 2016 issue of Concordia Theological Journal. First, a 
comment on our publication schedule and timing. After a rather uncertain “reboot” 
of our journal, we are nearly back on our planned schedule of two issues each 
academic year. I’m hoping to have a “normal” routine established by the end of this 
academic year. 

In this issue, we have a wide variety of articles, again ref lecting the expertise 
as well as the varied interests of our Theology faculty. I am especially pleased that 
we have three contributions by members of our Philosophy Department which has 
expressed continued interest in this journal. Our first article by Roland Cap Ehlke 
demonstrates his academic interests and gifts in the area of history, particularly 
as he provides ref lections on the English Reformation for our consideration. 
Thomas Feiertag’s understanding of missions is again expressed most clearly in 
this historical article on the Mediterranean culture of early Christianity. Theodore 
Hopkins also has a heart for missions and ecclesiology as evident in his article on 
Christology. We are pleased to have a contribution by John Warwick Montgomery, 
while he served Concordia as Research Professor for a couple of semesters, in which 
he uses his legal expertise to engage in a critique of higher criticism. Jonathan 
Mumme’s article on Holy Absolution brings us back to pastoral care and the need 
for a Lutheran understanding of God’s grace in Christ. Stephen Parrish, another 
member of our Philosophy Department, brings to light some of the recent arguments 
for the existence of God in a unique way. Finally, Charles Schulz has explored an 
interesting image, the hand of God, as it is evident in several unique depictions from 
a number of ancient iconographic sources.

As in the past, we have a good set of book reviews for the consideration of our 
readers. I thank Dr. Jeffrey Walz, PhD, Professor of Political Science, for accepting 
my request to review On Secular Governance (see Book Review section). We will 
continue these reviews, particularly in the next issue as we enter the quincentennial 
of the Reformation, featuring books about Luther and the Reformation.

I wish to express my appreciation for the support and encouragement from 
the Theology Department as we continue this academic publication. It is an act of 
service to the Church and the world as we fulfill our University commitment.

Timothy Maschke Editor
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WjĄjhyntsx ts ymj  
English Reformation

Roland Cap Ehlke

Perhaps no single country has so affected the life of modern Protestant 
Christianity as has England. Paralleling the worldwide expansion of the 
British Empire, English has become the international language, and no 
book has received such wide circulation as did the King James Version of 
the Bible. It was through the efforts of William Carey, an Englishman who 
become known as the father of modern missions, that in the nineteenth 
century—the great “mission century”—Protestant Christianity would enter 
its most expansive period of international growth. 

While Germany is known for its scholarly theologians, English divines 
and philosophers have spearheaded major trends of modern thought, such 
as eighteenth-century empiricism and deism. Affected by the spirituality 
of their times, English writers—whether Shakespeare in drama, Milton in 
epic poetry, the Romantics in lyric poetry, Dickens in the novel, or Woolf in 
feminist themes—have inf luenced the public around the world. 

To set the stage for this remarkable story, we go back to the time of 
the English Reformation. It is impossible to capture the many and complex 
strands of this history in a single work, much less in an essay of this sort. 
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reigns of the last four Tudor rulers, Henry VIII and his children, Edward, 
Mary, and Elizabeth. 

A. Henry VIII (1509-47)
On the eve of the English Reformation, the Roman Catholic Church in 

England was a powerful institution, with some 12,000 monks and nuns in a 
population of 3 million people. The church also owned a quarter of the land 
and was a part of everyone’s life: “Men with tonsures, a shaved patch on the 
top of their heads indicating their religious calling, were a very visible part 
of any community, a sign of the ubiquitous presence of the church.”2 No one 
would have guessed that this solidly Catholic country was soon to break 
with Rome.

Moreover, its ruler was a staunch defender of Roman Catholicism. 
Henry VIII was surrounded by a court of which Erasmus of Rotterdam 
said, “[There are] more men of learning at the English court than in any 
university.”3 The king soaked in much of that learning, and amid the turmoil 
following the dissemination of Luther’s Ninety-five Theses in 1517, he 
became a defender of Catholic orthodoxy. England forbade the importation 
of Lutheran books, and Cardinal Wolsey held two “well-publicized book 
burnings.”4 In spite of that, Luther’s Babylonian Captivity of the Church 
(1520) did manage to get into England and into the hands of Henry. With its 
attack on the church’s sacramental system, the book struck at the heart of 
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Rather, he says, English Roman Catholic spiritual life was vigorous and the 
shift toward Protestantism was not inevitable.9 

In either case, there were other factors that help explain why there was 
no outcry against Henry. Three of them bear mentioning. For one thing, 
there was historical precedent for controversy and reform, and medieval 
Catholicism was not so monolithic as is popularly supposed. Doctrinal 
discussion and debate were ongoing activities, at times leading to change 
and acceptance, at other times to charges of heresy and suppression. 
One of the notable English examples was John Wyclif (†1384), who had 
translated the Bible into English and called for changes. Moreover, perennial 
pilgrimages to Canterbury and the shrine of Thomas Becket (†1170)10 were 
a constant reminder that English church-state relations had a less than 
perfectly harmonious record.

A second factor was the sheer strength of Henry’s personality. To set 
himself against pope and emperor, he had to have a strong will. Henry was 
confident of his control over the English clergy, and he appointed Thomas 
Cranmer as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1535. As second in command to 
Henry, Cranmer (1489-1156) felt conscience bound in his loyalty to the 
ruler. He was agreeable to Henry’s reform and in doing so “was largely 
responsible for shaping the Protestant Church in England.”11 It seems that 
most people were either comfortable with Henry’s changes—which, as we 
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in England. He also entered four more marriages. Anne was accused of 
adultery and treason, imprisoned in the Tower of London, and beheaded. 
The next day, Henry married Jane Seymour, who died shortly after bearing 
him a son, Edward. Next came Anne of Cleves, a German princess, whom 
Henry divorced. Wife number five was Catherine Howard, who was 
executed for adultery. Catherine Parr, a supporter of reformation, was 
Henry’s last wife. When the willful defender-of-the-faith-turned-reformer 
died, his passing was “unwept, unhonored, and unsung.”13

Just how Protestant was England at the end of Henry’s reign? That 
question is not unlike asking how solidly Catholic it was at the beginning. 
Again, there is debate. Many Catholic doctrines and practices remained in 
place. Yet, again, the picture is more complicated. Had Henry been devoted 
to Catholic doctrine, it is unlikely he would have left his son in the hands 
of Protestant protectors. This fact insured the transformation of English 
Catholicism into Anglicanism. 

B. Edward VI (1547-53)
Edward VI was only twelve years old when he succeeded his father. 

His reign is more the story of his tutors or advisors than of his own views. 
Along with Cranmer, Nicholas Ridley and Hugh Latimer played significant 
roles, as did the continental Reformers Martin Bucer from Strasbourg, Peter 
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as a sacrifice. 15 These articles, largely the work of Cranmer, became the 
basis for the Thirty-Nine Articles that under Elizabeth would definitively 
shape Anglican theology. 

With the death of the young king 34 Tc -aMCID 7.7(i4(9(, b)-7.9(e)5)5.85(W)c.85(6)2.4(514.9(l)o.7(i514.9(s)6.7(i-13 5.6(i)-22 1)42(5)4(i515)3g)-13)(t)-2,.9(y t)-18.2(h)09(me)-12.-t)-30.9(e5(l)7.8(e)-12.-t)3e1. 
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exiles who had escaped to Geneva during Mary’s reign returned. Back also 
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Even with the publication of the first Book of Common Prayer 
under Edward, the service retained Catholic elements, such as the 
commemoration of the Blessed Virgin and prayers for the dead. 18 And 
after years of Protestant teaching, one minister reported in 1559 that most 
of his parishioners still believed “that a man might be saved by his own 
well doing” rather than through the work of Christ.19 In much of England, 
Catholic practices such as Easter communion persisted, with only 1.3 
percent of the eligible population of London not partaking in 1603.20 

Well beyond Elizabeth’s time, English Catholics kept their faith. Some, 
the “church papists,” outwardly conformed and attended Protestant services. 
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arguments.”23 Nevertheless, several scholars, notably Neelak Tjernagel, have 
carefully researched the issue and found otherwise.24 

In spite of Henry’s desires to the contrary, Lutheran ideas had been the 
first to infiltrate across the Channel. Several key factors linked England 
and Germany in the early years of the Reformation. That common interest 
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Well into Henry’s reign, then, scholars had been interested in Lutheran 
ideas and developed their worship services in English, just as Germans were 
worshiping in the vernacular. For a time, Thomas Cromwell urged Henry 
to join a federation with Lutherans, but Germans would not condone his 
divorce, and he was not willing to accept the Augsburg Confession with its 
vigorous presentation of Lutheran doctrine. 

In 1540, Henry’s chaplain Robert Barnes and secretary Thomas 
Cromwell were executed (for political more than theological reasons), 
thus dissipating much of the impact that Lutheranism might have had in 
England. Tjernagel comments, “When Barnes died England lost its most 
effective opponent of the Zwinglian and Sacramentarian tendencies which 
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the words, and demanded what figure of speech was involved.32 What lay 
behind this stalemate at Marburg was the issue of rationalism over against 
an acceptance of the words of institution. The position of Zwingli and his 
followers has been expressed in the words, Finitum non est capax infiniti—
that is, the finite is not capable of containing the infinite. The tendency 
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in Geneva. Upon returning to Holland he became a prominent pastor and 
professor until he felt conscience bound to side with the heretical—that is, 
anti-Calvinist—side of a debate concerning the doctrine of predestination. 
In order to understand his doctrines and his inf luence on Calvinism, it 
helps to grasp the three basic views of salvation as espoused by Calvinism, 
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teaching and developed the famous five points of strict Calvinism, with the 
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of The Arminian Magazine. 
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made an impact in America. The evangelist Charles Finney took Arminian 
theology to new levels with his high pressure style of having people make 
decisions for Christ. 

The Episcopal Church is the American version of Anglicanism. In 1789, 
the first edition of the Book of Common Prayer according to the Use of the 
Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America appeared. 

On the rest of the worldwide front, it suffices to mention but one name, 
that of William Carey (1761-1834). Fired by the scriptural injunction to bring 
the gospel to all the world, this cobbler and self-made missionary set out 
for India in 1793. In so doing, he ignited a century of missions that would 
surpass all others: “His spirit was contagious, and it was his vision more 
than any other that excited the whole international Christian community 
to a world missionary endeavor. His ideas and his model of missions in 
India . . . spearheaded the greatest advance of missions in the history of 
Christianity.”49

D. Intellectual Developments
Earthly institutions, including the church in its various outward forms, 

have the tendency to age and become rigid, and then begin to break down 
and decay. Within the Christian Church in England, several tendencies we 
have noted were to become dominant as time went on. 

From the days of Henry VIII, the English Church was closely bound 
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arose not only among the philosophers, but found roots in the legacy of the 
radical reformers as well, and resulted in a “massive outburst of popular 
skepticism between 1640 and 1660.”51
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derived from a Christian faith which set a high store on personal integrity, 
hard work and a dedication to the general welfare of mankind.”53 

For many people today, allusions to empire and religion in the same 
breath bring to mind everything they find wrong with the world. It is 
striking that England’s chief claim to fame in the late twentieth century 
should fall into the hands of a pop music group called the Beatles, one of 
whom would envision in song a world bereft of nations and of religion: 

Imagine there’s no countries
It isn’t hard to do
Nothing to kill or die for 

And no religion too
Imagine all the people
Living life in peace . . . 54 

For others of us, this is not the solution. Rather, it is a matter of what 
kind of religion we have and what kind of nations we build. Like the British 
Empire, the Christian Church in England is but a shadow of its former self. 

Roland Cap Ehlke is Professor of Philosophy at Concordia University 
(Wisconsin) where he teaches philosophy classes and specializes in Adult 
Education courses in literature and history.

53 Lawrence James, The Rise and Fall of the British Empire (New York: St. Martin’s, 
1994), 169-70.
54 John Lennon, “Imagine,” Bagism: John Lennon Discography, <http://www.bagism.
com/lyrics/imagine-lyrics.html#Imagine>



26 2016 | Volume 4:1

Christianity’s Dance with Culture:  
Formation of Christianity within a 

Mediterranean Context
Thomas E. Feiertag

Introduction
 The church finds itself in a battle with an ever changing culture that 
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have had support from some among the Jewish leadership, his agenda for 
Hellenistic enculturation far exceeded the openness of most of the Jewish 
population.”2 The Jews responded by longing for both political and spiritual 
freedom. The main concern of the more spiritually minded among the Jews 
was, “How might the Jews remain faithful as God’s people while under alien 
rule?”3

 As oppressive as Epiphanes had been, things appeared to be worse 
when the Romans took command of the area in 63 BCE. They seemed more 
intolerable because the “Romans were an aloof, administrative group. They 
had a particular purely regulatory feeling concerning the local populations, 
there was no fellow feeling at all.”4 The Jews and Romans were poles apart 
culturally speaking. As a result, the Jews continued to long for some sort of 
Messiah-liberator. 

 Non-Jews of that era and area were likewise looking for some sort 
of savior-god. They longed for a deity who could appear to them in the f lesh 
with a human personality.5 These non-Jews had become bored with Greek 
and Roman polytheism. “Disenchantment with traditional religions also 
existed among Greeks and Romans. The reality or relevance of the official 
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long before these ascetic practices had become an end unto themselves. 
They were not as fulfilling as anticipated. The Romans and other non-Jews 
were looking for something else. The time was right for Christianity and 
its promise of freedom and peace, not from death, but through death. They 
saw “resurrection as God’s vindication of the faithful not from but through 
death.”9

II. Jesus And The Local Cultures
 John 1:14 tells us that “The Word became f lesh and made his 
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Jesus was able to adapt to the culture, but was also able to change it for His 
godly purposes. With the Shelichim Jesus was willing to retain what worked 
within Jewish culture. 

It is estimated that during the time of Christ there were 54 million 
people in the Roman Empire. About 4.5 million of these were Jews.15 They 
needed a way to remain in contact with their culture.

To stay in touch with Jewish settlements throughout the world, 
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III. The Apostle Paul Reaches Beyond Jewish Culture
The Apostle Paul is called by secular scholars the second founder of 

Christianity. He is said to be the one who took the small sect knows as 
“The Way” beyond the confines of Palestine into the heart of the Roman 
Empire. “(Paul) developed certain basic theological concepts for stating the 
spiritual effects of Jesus on the lives of his followers, concepts that enabled 
Christianity to win the Gentile world.”20

Reaching beyond the Jewish culture into the multi-cultural Roman 





32 2016 | Volume 4:1

Christ. These people yearned for relief from suffering and looked for an 
escape through a new life. Paul played on this need as he reached out into 
these cultures. He often presented apocalyptic themes with a final judgment 
and resurrection from the dead. God’s people could be vindicated by simply 
dying.34 

 Paul willingly went along with a new form of communication to 
keep in touch with established congregations and student pastors. Just like 
everyone else in those cultures, Paul wrote letters. This was new in the 
sense that there are no letters found in the Old Testament.35

 Paul’s strategies were very effective in these cultures. But there 
were trials and tribulations that came along with these successes. “The 
Christians considered themselves in the world but not of it.”36 They 
participated in many activities just like the people around them. However, 
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How Christology Shapes 
Ecclesiology and Missiology

Theodore J. Hopkins

All theology is Christology.1 This basic dictum of theology states that 
Christ is the center of how we understand God—the only-begotten One 
reveals the Father (John 1:18).2 It goes further than this too; the person of 
Jesus is not only the revelation of God but also the revealer of the church 
and the Christian life. In fact, all topics of theology derive from and entail 
the person and work of Jesus Christ. In other words, the person of Jesus 
stands at the center of all theology. To use the traditional imagery of the 
body of doctrine, perhaps we can imagine that the “body” of the body of 
doctrine is the body of Jesus Christ. Christology, then, is no mere single 
teaching among others; it is the teaching, which is at the center of the 
church’s preaching, praying, and mission because Jesus himself is the center. 
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the home.3 These topics appear largely as self-standing theological ideas. 
To be sure, Christ is the crucified and risen Lord and Savior of the church, 
and his word is the word present in the church, but Christ stands primarily 
as a formal—rather than material—center of the locus on the church. Thus, 
the loci of Christology and the church often seem as if they are just separate 
topics in theology rather than in close organic connection.

Stephen Pickard, however, has shown how two “natural ecclesial 
heresies” are ref lections of the Christological and soteriological heresies 
of the early church.4 Pickard demonstrates one way in which Christology 
affects ecclesiology. Ecclesiology veers into problems and heresies when it 
fails to ref lect proper Christology. Pickard calls the first ecclesial heresy 
“sacred inf lation,” or “the ungrounded church.”5 By this, Pickard means the 
church which builds itself up and inf lates itself to the level of the divine. 
The church becomes ungrounded as it constructs its own foundation, 
focusing inward on its hierarchy, structures, and authority as its internal 
basis. When the church raises itself to the realm of the divine, it loses its 
human face so that the human struggles, sinfulness, and proper humility 
of the church are overshadowed and even ruled out by the ideal church. 
The human church is transcended by the perfection of a community that 
represents God, standing in his place in all things.6 In terms of mission and 
relationship to the world, the inf lated church appears as an ivory tower, 
the place for all right answers. Such a church has nothing to learn from 
culture or the world; the church is the place where everyone needs to go 
in order to find answers, not to have questions. In such a church, there is 
no repentance nor any mission dynamic. In Pickard’s language, “The basic 
f low of information and energy will be from Church to world with minimal 
recognition that the world will have anything significant to contribute to 
the being and action of the Church.”7 The inf lated church, like Icarus, has 
everything that it needs on its own.

Pickard calls the second “natural ecclesial heresy” the “desacralized 

3 Heinrich Schmidt, The Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lu(s)-6.
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ecclesial” or the “disappearing church.”8 This is the human church no 
longer oriented to God or grounded in Him and His work. In this heresy, 
the church is just like any other human community, such as a social club or 
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The church’s self-inf lation, then, is rooted in a docetic Christology with 
Manichean tendencies. The disappearing church—desacralized ecclesia—
is “an embodiment of an Ebionitic Christology” with a “deeply Pelagian” 
culture.12 In the same way that Christ is not qualitatively different from 
other people for an Ebionitic Christology, the church is no different from 
other communities. In addition, Christ does not come to make all things 
new, but to help humanity on its chosen path of enlightenment. Thus, the 
church disappears into the culture, perhaps with a role to play as soul of the 
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centrality of for: “To know Christ is to know his benefits.”14 According to 
Melanchthon and the Lutherans, there is no objective knowledge about Jesus 
Christ; to know him truly in faith is to know him as one who is and has 
worked pro me, for me. Hence, Lutherans have argued that justification is 
the “article on which the church stands and falls.” Without for, Jesus is not 
our Savior, and there is no church.

Samuel Wells, however, has recently challenged the dominion of ‘for’ 
in Protestantism with another small word, ‘with.’ While ‘for’ remains an 
important, even essential, word for theology, as Lutherans have always 
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principle” and “the criterion of justification.” For Peterson, these emphases 
have to be complemented, especially with pneumatology, in order to 
understand the church as a real community.26 While Peterson is right to 
notice the ecclesiological deficit in Forde, Wells’ analysis reveals a more 
important aspect of the problem.27 Neither Christology as such nor an 
over-emphasis on Christology causes Forde’s ecclesiological minimalism; 
rather, a Christology captured by the working-for model is the main culprit. 
When Christ is understood in terms of the working for model, the mission 
of the church as a community in and with the world has no foundation. The 
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entails a church that is present in a neighborhood, attends to the people 
and the virtues of the place, recognizes the mystery of community, delights 
in the gifts of all, encourages participation with each other, creates 
partnerships, enjoys and cherishes each other, and is caught up in the glory 
of God, the glory of the cross (258–65). Whereas the working for model 
offers few resources for how the church lives its mission in the world, the 
ministry of Jesus Christ opens the way to a church not only for but with the 
world.
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Testament higher criticism from my Tractatus Logico-Theologicus.6 This we 
shall do in the following:

3.3 Do not “assured results of modern biblical criticism” destroy the 
force of the foregoing argument for the soundness of the New 
Testament documents?
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higher critic is a subjective one, dependent on the critic’s views as to 
what constitutes a consistent literary product.

3.34121 It appears that what the critic is actually saying is that, were she 
to have written the book in question, she would not have written it 
that way; but perhaps that is why, in the ways of Providence, higher 
critics were not chosen as biblical authors.

3.342 Higher critical method has been weighed in the balance and found 
wanting when used to establish the authenticity of writings in other 
scholarly fields.

3.3421 Ugaritic scholarship discarded prior efforts to find multiple 
authorship on the basis of variation in the use of divine names 
(Cyrus Gordon).

3.34211 “If we applied the criterion of ‘Divine names’ to Ugaritic, Egyptian, 
or Arabic texts, we should see that the principle was not valid. I 
could multiply examples for all other criteria of the documentary 
hypothesis” (E. Yamauchi).

3.3422 Classical scholars, having attempted to locate multiple authors and 
establish the redaction of the Homeric poems, now conclude that 
“if the Iliad and the Odyssey were not written by Homer, they were 
written by someone of the same name who lived about the same 
time” (H. Caplan).

3.34221 “The chief weapon of the separatists has always been literary 
criticism, and of this it is not too much to say that such niggling 
word-baiting, such microscopic hunting of minute inconsistencies 
and f laws in logic, has hardly been seen, outside of the Homeric 
field, since Rymar and John Dennis died” (H. J. Rose, Handbook of 
Greek Literature from Homer to the Age of Lucian).

3.3423 Efforts to show the redaction of the English ballads were given up 
because the time span was considered too short for such a process 
(John Drinkwater, English Poetry); yet “no Gospel section passed 
through such a long period of oral tradition as did any genuine 
ballad” (McNeile and Williams, Introduction to the Study of the 
New Testament).

3.3424 C. S. Lewis (essay on “Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism”) 
pointed out that interpreters of his Narnian Chronicles had not in 
a single instance been successful in isolating his sources, even 
though they were his contemporaries, employing the same language 
he used; Lewis then wondered why biblical critics, working with 
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material two thousand years old and in ancient languages, think that 
they can succeed in a parallel endeavour.

3.3425 “The game of applying the methods of the ‘Higher Criticism’ to the 
Sherlock Holmes canon was begun, many years ago, by Monsignor 
Ronald Knox, with the aim of showing that, by those methods, one 
could disintegrate a modern classic as speciously as a certain school 
of critics have endeavoured to disintegrate the Bible” (Dorothy 
Sayers, Unpopular Opinions).

3.343 Forgeries of sculptures (Scopas) and paintings (Mondrian) have 
been purchased—at staggering cost—by major museums, such as 
the Getty and the Centre Pompidou, as a result of relying on experts 
who have employed stylistic arguments for attribution, rather than 
objective, scientific analysis of paint and compositional material.

3.35 L
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baptised higher criticism can be productively employed in New 
Testament scholarship?

3.361 This viewpoint partakes of the classic failing of “the curate’s egg”: 
the fact that a minute portion may not be bad does not warrant 
eating it.

3.362 If a methodology is fundamentally f lawed—as is higher criticism by 
the inherent subjectivity of its analysis—it must be rejected per se 
and not employed selectively (G. Maier; E. Linnemann).

3.363 If, on occasion, the results of a bad methodology are not themselves 
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3.3741 Parts one and two of Goethe’s 
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3.392 In most instances, the critic is not aware of the definition of a 
logical contradiction, namely, two incompatible states of affairs, one 
of which cannot logically exist at the same time or place, or under 
the same conditions, as the other.

3.393 Is it a “contradiction” when the Gospel of John records that Jesus 
cleansed the Temple early in his ministry, whilst the Synoptic 
Gospels speak of a cleansing of the Temple at the end of his 
ministry? Only if one assumes that there was one, and only one, 
cleansing; but that is not required by the language of the texts.

3.3931 Considering the condition of the Temple at the time, might we 
wonder why Jesus did not clean it out every Sabbath?

3.394 We have already noted that it is a fundamental principle of 
responsible literary criticism always to give the benefit of doubt 
to the writing; this principle is honoured only in the breach by the 
higher critics of the New Testament documents.

4.63 . . . One must reject the documentary criticism of the Old Testament, 
which 
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unavoidable that the higher criticism has long since 
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courtroom (unlike the subjective opinions of liberal theologians) societal 
health squarely depends.

John Warwick Montgomery was a Distinguished Research Professor 
of Philosophy, Concordia University Wisconsin (2014-2016). He is also 
Professor Emeritus of Law and Humanities, University of Bedfordshire, 
England; D.Théol. (Strasbourg, France), LL.D. (Cardiff, Wales, U.K.). He 
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Holy Absolution:  
Reformational Turn and 

Evangelical Lutheran Treasure
Jonathan Mumme

Introduction1

“Lutheran” and “Reformation” – the adjective and the noun stand 
in close proximity, the former a description first of doctrine, then of 
a confession, and finally of a particular communion; and the later the 
historical event that led to this doctrine’s formulation. There is no 
“Lutheran” without the Reformation, without a historical situation of 
such import that the stability and finally visible union of the western 
church would be paid as the price to retain such teaching. Lutherans who 
are Lutherans without the doctrine that gave rise to the adjective are at 
best schismatics, or worse a sort of church club or religious association 
that lacks reason for its existence beyond willful self-preservation and –
perpetuation. Thus, when we discuss, and celebrate, the Reformation, we 
are not celebrating something ancillary to our identity, but rather something 
essential. The Festival of the Reformation commemorates a point in history 
when the Gospel, having been obscured in much of the late medieval 
western church’s teaching and buried under a host of its abuses, came 
again to clearer light – again: Lutherans never, ever claim to be something 
new, but rather of a piece with the church before and the church of all 
ages, confessing its teaching over against error and practicing its faith in 
contradistinction to abuse. To say “Lutheran” is to say nothing other than 
“Christian” as defined by a moment in history when “Christian” had been 
becoming decisively unclear and came to clearer light again. 

 The word “reformation” signals a turn. Wherein did that turn 
consist? When did it happen? This great turn of early modern history had 
by any accounts to do with the turn of a man, a German Augustinian friar, 
city preacher, and university professor – Martin Luther. The date set for 

1 For the contents of this article I am indebted to the research of my Doktorvater, 
Oswald Bayer, to the Rev. Dr. Gottfried Martens for a module on Luther”s doctrine 
of absolution taught at the Lutherische Theologische Hochschule in Oberursel, 
Germany in the Spring Semester of 2003, to Bishop Dr. Jobst Schöne of the 
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the celebration of the Reformation marks the day that Luther posted his 
95 Theses,2 an action that was to set ecclesial balls rolling and political 
dominos falling in a way that he himself could little have imagined. The 
posting of the theses can perhaps mark a turning point in history, but what 
of the turning point of the man who came to be the articulator of a clear 
confession of the Gospel at that juncture in history? Things like that don’t 
happen just by setting out for a stroll to the local billboard. 

 I
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point, then that seems to be early in the summer of 1518.4 Not only does 
this mean that the decisive reform of the future “Reformer” had not yet 
taken place when he hung his 95 theses on the door of the Castle Church in 
Wittenberg on October 31, 1517, but that the picture is more complex than 
that of Luther as the individual reading his Bible, alone, which is at best a 
caricature of the preacher of Wittenberg’s city church and professor for Old 
Testament at its university, who had already attained three academic degrees 
in theology. This turn of Summer 1518 can be marked in the way Luther 
comes to understand the relationship between the word (verbum) and faith 
( fides). Reformational – turning-point – is the insight that faith is born of 
and sustained by the promissory and efficacious oral word of God, a word 
spoken most concretely by the priest to the penitent in holy absolution. 
This means that reformational turn of the Reformer that stands behind the 
historical turn of the Reformation so existential for Lutherans, has to do not 
simply with individuals reading their Bibles, much less some sort of direct 
or immediate relationship with God, but rather with the Gospel coming 
clear of the Law in the mediate word of Holy Absolution and then in the 
sacramental system of the church. The Reformation was, if you will, born in 
the confessional. 

Historical Background
If we are speaking of Reformation, as Lutherans, we are speaking at 

the very least of the clear word of the Gospel as absolution being put into 
the ears of sinners, of a word that effects what it says and gives what it 
promises. 

To speak of “reform” is to speak of what was before, and there had been 
much. God alone forgives sins; as far as hamartiolgy went the Pharisees and 
Scribes were solid theologians.5 It was their Christology that was deficient. 
The fact that divine judgment and divine forgiveness are spoken from the 
mouth of man hangs on Jesus Christ, on the one person in whom divine and 
human natures are joined. There exists that which we have come to call 
“Holy Absolution” because he himself entrusted the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven to Peter and the other apostles to be exercised in the church.6
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This treasure is inestimable – so precious and powerful that it creates 
the various vessels in which it has been contained and delivered through 
the intervening centuries. That is to say that there is no divinely mandated 
form under which the binding and loosing of sins has always gone on in 
the church;7 rather we observe different forms arise out of and be revised 
against our Lord’s mandate that such binding and loosing be going on. 

The ancient church, living in an era of persecutions before the 
Constantinian shift, had a rather rigorous practice of penance, which by 
the third century had developed into a system of public penance and later 
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of confessors in the burgeoning mendicant orders, which become a target for 
the criticism of many reformers.

Throughout the history one observes twists and turns that can be read 
as evidence of a divine gift being pulled under the workings and rubrics 
of the Law. In the New Testament the word that comes to be translated as 
“penance”, poenitentia, is μετάνοια. The related verb, μετανοέω, means to 
change one’s mind; it indicates an about-face in regard to how one thinks 
and feels about something. But as the terminology makes its way into Latin 
and the practice of a Latin-speaking church the controlling terminology 
pulls in another direction. “To repent” or “to change one’s mind” (μετανοέω) 
comes to be “to do penance” (poenitentiam dare). Traced back to its root, 
poena – “punishment”, that penance meant to undergo punishments. And 
indeed this very thought, albeit in various forms, informed the penitential 
practice of the church in late antiquity and throughout the Middle Ages: 
one did penance; one underwent some of the punishment of sin now 
rather than endure it all in the life to come.11 It is not without reason that 
the whole of what we now in English-speaking Lutheran circles refer 
to as “Confession and Absolution” was simply called “Penance.” This 
synecdoche is very telling; the conscience- and life-burdening aspect was 
chosen as the shorthand for referring to the whole. The rubric of the Law 
is the controlling thought, the Oberbegriff. Christ’s atoning work was not 
forgotten, and yet “satisfaction” was used to refer to what sinners did in 
regard to their sins; they made satisfaction for them; their actions evened 
the accounts, at least in part. If one were expected to make satisfaction for 
sins one might wish a set up circumstances in which fewer sins rather than 
more were likely. Many chose a life of asceticism, or later the regulated 
monasticism of the cloister, as a means of eliminating or at least controlling 
the passions. As always happens when burden becomes too great, personal 
and systemic means of burden alleviation arise. Tangibly, strict measures 
of penance or satisfaction came to be commuted; what could have taken 
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According to this theology salvation comes by way of self-condemnation 
and -humiliation, the only surety of salvation being in the experience of its 
opposite: “God remits guilt to no one unless at the same time he humbles 
himself in all things … .”14 “Christians should be exhorted to be diligent in 
following Christ, their head, through penalties, death, and hell; And thus be 
confident of entering into heaven through many tribulations … .”15 

 T
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any such notions. To rely on one’s own sorrow in order to be sure of one’s 
standing before God is nothing other than a backward way of making God’s 
word and faith dependent on one’s own work, disguised as it may be under 
a mask of humility and self-denigration. In other words, Luther recognises 
that the sinner is building himself up by beating himself up. Following 
the typical differentiation of lesser punishment (poena) and greater guilt 
(culpa) Luther states in regard to the latter: “The remission of guilt does 
not rest on the contrition of the sinner nor on the office or power of the 
priest. It rests rather on the faith in the word of Christ, who says, ‘Whatever 
you loose, etc.’ [Mt 16:19].”25 This mandate of Christ from Matthew 16 is 
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Luther states, “So long as you do not approach deceitfully,30 the authority of 
the keys works through the word and mandate of God a certain and infallible 
work.”31 
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… Do you think he is not bound who does not believe the binding 
key? He shall certainly learn in due time that the binding key was 
not of no avail, nor did it fail, because he did not believe [it]. Thus 
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 If the Luther that we encounter in the summer of 1518 looks a bit 
foreign to us we may blame that fact on nearly 500 intervening years of 
history. Confession and absolution f lowered, as did many things, during 
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you, you in particular, you alone, forgiven for the failings, shortcomings, 
and blatant wrongs that weigh on you? How many of us might be willing 
to talk with our pastor about a problem, perhaps seek him out for a bit of 
advice and a prayer, but would never dream of puking the darkness of our 
existence out before him to be seen for what it is, and forgiven? How many 
Lutheran congregations have regular times set and published for private 
confession and absolution – without hiding the divine reality as some subset 
under a jargon of “counseling” or other more Protestant-ly palatable tags? 
In the theology of the late-medieval western church sacramental grace 
belonged to those who did not place an obstacle in the way of its working.36 
In the practice of the modern Lutheran church, what obstacles do the 
clergy put in the way of this work of grace, simply by making people ask 
for private absolution if they want to have it, as if it were something extra, 
rather than the bread and butter of what Christ means every Christian to 
have, regularly? Reformation begins at home. 

 But the message of this lecture, as it closes, is not, “Private 
confession is Lutheran, so go confess,” although that is true. Nor is it, “Hey 
pastor, hurry up and implement this in your congregation,” although that’s 
not a bad idea. As Luther’s own Large Catechism teaches us, there’s no 
bringing this gift under a “Hey, do this,” or “You gotta do that,” and still 
have it be the gift it is.37 The best that can be done is to extoll the gift for 
what it is.

 For that I’ll take a little impetus from the Augustinian friar of 
Wittenberg, who going with his theses to the Castle Church’s door ended 
up going somewhere he never imagined. How about imaging, for a moment, 
someplace you’d perhaps never go? Imagine, for a moment, going to 
confession and being absolved: Imagine silence. Imagine stillness. Imagine 
the gentle light of candles. Imagine the freedom to be still. Imagine looking 
at yourself. Imagine honesty, about you, about who you are and how you 
are to others. Imagine honesty about what you are not. Imagine kneeling. 
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the only wounds in the room. Imagine him saying, “This crap, your crap, 
all that you just said, it’s mine now.” Imagine him laying his hand on your 
head. Imagine him making the sign of his cross over you. Imagine your 
beating yourself up over; your trying to squeeze sorrow out of yourself 
done. Imagine going from heavy to light. Imagine crying the best of tears. 
Imagine standing. Imagine the world a new place. Imagine going free. 

 Just imagine what a turn that would be!

Jonathan Mumme is Assistant Professor of Theology at Concordia 
University (Wisconsin) where he teaches Lutheran Confessions.
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Coming into Existence, the 
Universe, and God

Stephen Parrish with J. W. Wartick, a former student

Arguments for the existence of God continue to intrigue both 
philosophers and theologians. One argument which is increasingly 
considered by both, yet which is fairly unknown, has roots in medieval 
Islamic scholasticism—the Kalam cosmological argument. The Kalam 
Cosmological Argument (KCA) is usually expressed something like this:

(1) Whatever comes to be had a cause of its coming to be.

(2) The universe came to be.

(3) Therefore, the universe had a cause of its coming to be.1 

It should be noted that granting both (1) and (2) may establish the 
existence of a cause of the coming to be of the universe, but does not by 
itself, establish the existence of God. More argumentation is needed for that. 
The next step in the argument is to argue that the cause of the universe’s 
coming to be is God, or at least a god. We shall keep things simple by just 
referring to this set of options as God. Let us add another step here to make 
this plainer.

(4) The universe came into existence, and the cause of the universe’s 
coming into existence is God. 

Perhaps the majority of the discussion of the KCA has been about (2), 
the concept that the universe necessarily had a beginning in time, while less 
has been focused on (1), and the related issue of (4). Two additional points 
need to be made here.

First, when we say that the universe came into existence, we will 
normally mean that it came into existence ex nihilo, without being composed 
of any previously existing matter or other “stuff.” There is a possible 
exception to this, however, as will be shown below, and that is, if the 
universe is caused by the physical “stuff” of another universe.

Second, we say what is meant by the word “universe.” Some have 
defined the universe as everything that exists. This definition is misleading. 
According to this definition, if there were a transcendent God, he would 
still necessarily be part of the universe. We think that most people, theists 
or not, would not include such a God as being part of the universe. So, 
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(7a) One may believe that the universe came into existence ex nihilo 
without any cause contingently.

(7b) One may believe that the universe came into existence ex nihilo 
without any cause necessarily.

These three strands of (5), (6), and (7), each with a subdivision, seem to 
be the only alternatives to theism. We shall examine them one by one.

Taking the last (7b) first, we think we have an alternative that may be 
dismissed without much consideration. If something came into existence 
necessarily but without an external cause, it could only be because of an 
internal necessity. In short, it would have to be a necessary being. But if 
it were a necessary being, then it would necessarily exist and could not 
come into existence. So, by definition (7b) seems impossible and may be 
dismissed.

(5b) may also be quickly eliminated, though for a different reason. (5b) 
is indeed contradictory to (4), but not to theism. Some theistic philosophers, 
such as Aquinas, have argued that God could have created the universe 
eternally, though in fact he didn’t. (5b)’s real opponent is (2), which we will 
not discuss in this paper. 

Before going on, we should explain what we mean by “absolutely 
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attack on (4) from two opposite directions. (8) argues that it is impossible 
that the universe had a beginning, (which not only attempts to rebut (4) but 
also (2), (6) and (7)), while (10) argues that it may have had a beginning, 
but without a cause, which thereby excludes the possibility of the universe’s 
being caused by a deity. 

 (9) agrees that the universe had a cause of its coming to be, but that 
the cause was something other than God. By (6a) and (6b) we will mean 
the theory that the universe, our physical universe, was brought into being 
by another physical universe or some other physical entity or entities. 
For example, if our universe came out of a “white hole” from some either 
universe, or perhaps was caused by some relativistic quantum field vacuum 
state (which presumably existed eternally) out of which our universe 
randomly sprang, these would be coherent with (6a) or (6b), even though in 
these two cases the universe in which we live did not itself exist forever. 
This cause would be either necessary (6a) or contingent (6b). This is the 
exception to creation ex nihilo that was mentioned above. We will examine 
these options one by one.

With (5a), we have the proposition that the universe has existed 
necessarily from eternity, which entails that it is impossible that it came into 
existence ex nihilo. Either it has always existed, or else was caused to be, 
perhaps by another universe, with the “stuff” that was the beginning of our 
universe, somehow coming from the earlier one. 

One way to challenge (4) would be to embrace (5a) and some form of 
everlasting physical material. It could be held that it is absolutely impossible 
that something could arise out of nothing, and that since physical objects 
exist, the matter out of which they are composed is necessarily eternal. 
There are several ways that this could be expressed, but one way would be 
to argue that the concept that something comes into existence without any 
prior existing materials would employ the law of the conservation of energy 
(LOTCOE).

The law of the conservation of energy, also called the first law of 
thermodynamics, can be simply defined as, “[T]he fact that energy can be 
neither created nor destroyed.”3 
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there is constant conjunction. With constant conjunction, the law of gravity 
really comes down to the fact that material objects are consistently drawn to 
each other. Things fall down when they are released, and there is, granting 
Humeanism, no DEEPER explanation for this. If there is no reason why 
certain things always happen in a certain manner, then there is no logical 
problem with their happening in a different manner. 

There are alternative theories to the constant conjunction thesis wherein 
there is some sort of necessity to natural laws. As David Papineau writes, 
“The alternative, non-Humean strategy rejects the Humean proposition that 
laws involve nothing more than constant conjunction, and instead postulates 
a relationship of ‘necessitation’ or nomic necessity which obtains between 
event-types which are related by law, but not between those which are only 
accidentally conjoined.”5 

 The problem with this is that in spite of the fact that in these 
theories natural laws are necessary, rather than merely constantly conjoined; 
the source of the necessity is not revealed. That is to say, if the necessity is 
nomic but not logical, the question arises as to why there is necessity. It is 
one thing to say that there is necessity involved, it is another thing entirely 
to explain why there is necessity involved. Absolute necessity cannot be had 
on the cheap: one must have a reason why something is necessary. By the 
nature of absolute necessity, for something to be necessary means that its 
denial entails a contradiction.

If some law L has nomic but not logical necessity, there is no 
contradiction in denying it. E.g., there seems to be contradiction involved 
in thinking that the speed of light, or the force of gravity or the strong 
nuclear force be other than they are. In which case, the question may still 
be rationally asked as to why the laws of nature apply to the universe, or 
even why they apply to any particular event in the universe. Is proclaiming a 
purely nomic necessity really anything more than saying that events happen 
with constant conjunction, and that not only do they do this, but they must 
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secondary level. In naturalism, there is only one level of concrete reality. 
Given naturalism, why does the universe have the laws that it has, or any 
natural laws at all for that matter? It cannot be because there is a deeper 
level of reality (e.g., God) that causes them. Abstracta in Plato’s heaven do 
not seem to do the trick either. For one reason, they are usually considered 
to be acausal. Whatever possible world is instantiated is therefore 
instantiated by chance. If there is no necessity in the laws or in the universe 
themselves, then they are contingent. 

Further, it has long been taken for granted that the law of the 
conservation of energy is true. Indeed, it has a status as one of the 
fundamental principle of physics. However, the LOTCOE is not considered 
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We could then move the argument from physics to metaphysics. That 
is, instead of using LOTCOE, one could instead employ the concept that 
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see where there is one. So the burden of proof rests on the denier of creation 
ex nihilo.

Finally, the denier of creation ex nihilo may press the point and argue 
that while one may establish that individual entities may need prior existing 
materials for their coming to be, it is unclear how it may apply to the 
universe as a whole. Graham Oppy argues thus, “Nothing in experience 
bears on the question of the causal antecedents of objects that begin to exist 
at t+0 [the beginning of time, ex nihilo].”11 Such a counter-argument places 
emphasis on the distinction between something’s coming into existence in 
the universe as opposed to the universe’s coming into existence as a whole. 

The problem here is that there seems a priori no reason to think that 
creation is absolutely impossible. To give a positive reason for thinking that 
creation ex nihilo is possible, we will present the following argument. 

Suppose that there are N number of fundamental particles in the 
universe. Whatever number N might be, it seems arbitrary. That is, there is 
no necessity in the number of fundamental particles existing. N is no more 
necessary that N + 1, or N – 1, or any other number. However, if so, then it 
seems that the number of fundamental particles in existence is contingent—
there could have been more or less. And if this is true, then it follows that 
the existence of each particle is contingent—it might not have existed, and 
there might have been more particles in existence than actually exist. This 
being the case, it seems that having a purely contingent existence, they 
could come into or go out of existence. And it seems to follow, given this, 
that there is no reason in principle that the universe as a whole could not 
come into existence. 

One might argue that this commits the fallacy of composition. Even if 
all the parts of which the universe is composed are contingent, this does not 
automatically mean the universe itself is contingent. However, it seems that 
modal status is not subject to the fallacy of composition. If every entity of 
which the universe is composed is contingent, and there is nothing outside 
of the universe upon which it is dependent, where would absolute necessity 
be derived from? Nowhere, it seems. So (8) fails.

Moving to (10), there have been attempts to try to have the universe 
come into existence out of nothing, and for no reason. One of these is by 
the physicist Lawrence Krauss. Krauss presents his argument for the notion 
that a universe can indeed come from nothing. He writes, “[I]t is extremely 
significant that a universe from nothing—in a sense I will take pains to 
describe—that arises natural, and even inevitably, is increasingly consistent 

11 Graham Oppy, Arguing About Gods (New York: Cambridge, 2006), 149.
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caused itself to begin to exist. He begins with the assumption that the 
universe began to exist in a Big Bang singularity. A singularity entails the 
break-down of physical laws, with the result that even given a beginning of 
the universe in time, there is no first moment of time. He writes, 

[T]he universe causes itself to begin to exist in the sense that 
(a) each instantaneous state S is sufficiently caused by earlier states 
and (b) there are no instantaneous states that exist earlier than 
some finite number of equal-length, nonoverlapping intervals. For 
example, all of the states are such that each state is caused by earlier 
instantaneous states but no state exists earlier than 15 billion years 
ago.20

What Smith is saying is that for any instantaneous universe state (IUS) 
there is a previous IUS that explains it. Even though the universe is finite 
in age, there is no first IUS which cannot be explained by a previous IUS. 
Thus, for Smith, the universe is self-explanatory. By IUS what is meant is 
the existence and position of all the objects and properties that exist in the 
spatio-temporal universe.

The notion that the universe is self-explanatory has been challenged by 
Robin Collins,21 but we will take a different tack. This will be to challenge IUS
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We can think of two responses that Smith might make to this. The first 
is to say that the laws of nature are included in IUS1, and thus IUS1at t1 can 
serve as a full explanation as to why IUS2 follows at t2. The general idea 
is that all the entities that exist at IUS1 have natures, and because of these 
natures, IUS2 will inevitably follow. 
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the nature of the cause in question. And this is a central aspect of the (4), 
which we have been assuming.27 

However, it seems impossible that a cause could make a contingent 
object exist for a time without also further causing it to exist at every 
moment it does. Contingent beings do not have their existence as part of 
their nature. For them to exist, their being needs to be actualized at every 
moment they exist. And since they cannot actualize themselves, they need 
either a cause of their existence at every moment they exist, or else continue 
to exist, at every moment they do, simply as a brute fact. As stated above, 
the first alternative of a cause of their existence at every moment that they 
exist cannot be adopted by the naturalist, as there is nothing in a naturalistic 
ontology that can bring into, and maintain in, existence out of nothing. The 
second alternative of brute fact simply is a restatement of the problem.

Thus, acceptance of (10) entails that one must hold that it is more 
likely that 1/2^n (where n is the number of individual moments, however 
measured, from the beginning of time until the present moment, a number 
which has increased exponentially while one read this paper) is more 
plausible than terminating the randomness in a causal agent. One must 
accept that it is a miracle of chance that one continues to exist, that the 
objects with which one interacts continue to operate in ways one believes 
they will, and that the universe itself continues to exist from moment to 
moment. It is important to note that the belief in brute fact here is not 
merely holding onto a “naturalistic miracle” over a supernatural miracle; 
rather, for every moment that passes, the “naturalistic miracle” becomes 
even more improbable. Each moment that passes increases the improbability. 
On the other hand, the causal agent offers an alternative explanation which 
provides a rational basis for believing that things will continue to exist. 
Therefore, in order to maintain (10) one must give up rationality and cling to 
a vanishingly improbable principle of nearly infinite improbability. 

Now we come to the last alternative—that the universe was caused to 
come into existence by something other than God. For example, Stephen 

27 William Lane Craig, in his presentation of the KCA, concludes that the argument 
leads “to a personal Creator of the universe…” (William Lane Craig, The Kalam 
Cosmological Argument [Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1979], 152). Such a conclusion 
may be a bit ambitious, but it seems clear that from our previous discussion it is not 
unwarranted. The cause must be personal, for in order to overcome the brute cause 
objection, it must be capable of selecting for a certain state of affairs—that in which 
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Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow say, “Because there is a law like gravity, 
the universe can and will create itself from nothing”28 This statement is 
confusing, as it seems to say that the universe came into existence from 
nothing, but that there was also gravity that caused it to come into existence. 
For purposes of discussion, we will assume that they mean that gravity 
existed and brought the universe into existence.

Really, Hawking’s and Mlodinow’s statement is amazing, since it 
apparently is a serious attempt to show how the universe could begin 
without God. Let us try to show the problems with it. First, taken literally, 
the statement is blatantly self-contradictory. Something cannot create 
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[L]et “N” be the property of necessary existence; and let 
“S1”,…,”SN” be the essential properties of the INITIAL STATE 
of the INITIAL SINGULARITY. If we suppose that objective 
chance is operative in causal reality from the INITIAL STATE 
of the INITIAL SINGULARITY, then we can suppose that that 
is sole absolutely (metaphysically) necessary state; all parts of 
causal reality other than the INITIAL STATE of the INITIAL 
SINGUALIRTY are absolutely (metaphysically) contingent.30

In short, Oppy holds (or at least theorizes) that the initial state of the 
universe was necessary in the strongest sense of the word. It was absolutely 
necessary, and everything else in the universe, either necessary or 
contingent, came from this necessary initial state.

But does the existence of a necessary physical entity make sense? We do 
not think so. For something to be absolutely necessary, to deny it entails a 
contradiction. And from the denial of the existence of a physical initial state 
of the universe, no contradiction arises. Indeed, it is difficult to see how a 
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only God of all concrete beings can be consistently thought of as absolutely 
necessary. It appears that a contingent being cannot explain the coming 
into existence of the universe, for its coming into existence would have 
to be explained, and the continued existence of the universe would be 
unexplained. Further, the concept of a necessarily existing physical entity 
seems incoherent. So, all other alternatives to God’s creating the universe 
fail.

The proposition (4) has been the focus of our defense. It has been argued 
that there are three ways to deny (4); one may deny the possibility of the 
universe’s coming into existence (8), or that something other than God was 
the cause (9), or one may hold that the universe began merely as a brute 
fact (10). Against (8) it has been shown that it is not absolutely impossible 
for the universe to begin to exist, and that one would have to argue for a 
metaphysical principle in which the only way for anything to come into 
existence is via prior material objects, which has itself not been established. 

Against (9) it has been argued that no natural entity can plausibly 
account for the coming into existence of the universe, or for its continued 
existence. Although we have not covered every possible rival, we think that 
from the principles we have developed, they can all be answered. 

Against (10) it has been contended that two ways of supporting 
this contention have failed. Furthermore, it has been argued that (10) is 
vanishingly improbable in comparison to (4). If that is the case and (2) is 
sound, then it follows that the universe had a cause of its coming to be, and 
that cause was God. 

So, both (1) and (4) are vindicated. Not only are those established, 
but the notion that God must be a continuing cause of the universe is also 
vindicated.

Stephen Parrish is Professor of Philosophy at Concordia University 
(Ann Arbor) where he teaches several courses in Philosophy. J. W. Wartick, 
a former student, assisted with portions of this article.
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The Hand of God  
Comes to Mount Sinai

Charles Schulz

Among the early icons housed 
at St. Catherine’s monastery at 
the foot of Mt. Sinai, only one 
seems to depict the Deity directly. 
In the sixth century icon of the 
Virgin between St. Theodore and 
St. George, an open hand appears 
from the center top of the frame. 
[See the very top of illustration1] 
From the hand a solid white 
cone of light rays extends to the 
nimbus of the enthroned Virgin 
directly below. In her lap, she 
embraces the Christ Child and at 
her sides the two saints stand as 

able sentries. In the space between, both behind and above these foreground 
figures, two ethereal angels turn themselves to gaze up beyond the divine 
hand. The divine hand thus provides the central dynamic element of the 
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Such symbols retain their propriety only within these contexts. Apart from 
the incarnate Son, God provides no other absolute images of himself.2 
Christians understand God to be invisible and thus “imageless” in his divine 
nature.3 In the second century, Justin the Apologist argued that God was 
without shape. More specifically, Aristeides contended that God was not 
“composed of organs.”4 In this icon, since the Second Person of the Trinity 
sits on the lap of the Virgin, there remains no other divine Person to whom 
the hand might appropriately belong.5

In addition to this initial problem of an appearance of a divine hand 
per se, the icon also raises the question of its function and meaning in this 
particular work. The hand appears from heaven and bestows rays of light 
toward the Virgin Mother and Child. Certainly, the gesture expresses divine 
favor and benediction. But further implications of the image can only be 
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divine punishment.8 Later writings extol creation and its beneficial ordering 
as God’s handiwork.9 The uniquely Hebraic understanding of salvation as 
divine intervention in history on behalf of God’s people could naturally be 
explained as the deeds of God’s hand. Thus, the biblical narrative references 
to God’s hand multiply in the story of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt10 and 
with respect to both her contemporary history and her future consummation.11 
The image of the divine hand expands from specific acts of intervention to 
include the connotations of “divine grace,” God’s nearness to his covenant 
people.12 Isaiah 66:14 promises that “the hand of the Lord will be made known 
to his servants, but his fury will be shown to his foes.” This antithetical 
parallelism clearly equates the divine hand with blessing and favor. By the 
close of the Old Testament, the original tendency to associate the activity of 
divine hand with wrath and punishment has been completely reversed.

The divine hand can also indicate God’s relation to and activity through 
an individual. It would rest upon the prophets, such that their ecstatic 
experiences were akin to divine possession.13 Their words thus became the 
first-person speech of God himself.14
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Khirbet el-Kom, west of Hebron, a hand is carved below a grafitto inscription 
from the 8th-7th century BCE. One line of the inscription reads “Blessed be 
Uriahu by Yahweh.”19 

Old Testament theology links together divine activity and divine 
speech, for God’s speaking accomplishes His purposes. As a consequence, 
the “hand” as an instrument of activity also becomes an indicator of divine 
speech. Karl Gross aptly summarizes the Old Testament data: “On the basis 
of the hand’s ability to act and speak, the divine hand shows the work of 
God in Heilsgeschehen or his speech to his chosen one.”20 Moving from the 
literary to the iconographic history of the hand image, Jewish developments 
again remain a determining factor for later Christian usage. Although hands 
do appear as a Greco-Roman religious symbol for divine power, they appear 
independent of any narrative. Furthermore, polytheistic contexts required 
additional attributes and inscriptions in order to associate the symbol with a 
particular god or goddess. Only with the Judeo-Christian presupposition of 
monotheism does the hand as such come to represent God.21

Significant iconographic employment of the hand image in Judaism 
begins only in the Rabbinic period. In the second century, diasporal Judaism 
appears to have liberalized its employment of figurative motifs.22 Paintings 
and f loor mosaics begin to decorate the synagogues and, as mere decoration, 
could appropriate biblical imagery as well as symbols borrowed from the 
surrounding culture. The wall paintings of the synagogue in Dura Europos 
from the mid-third century provide a rich illustration of this development. 
In five biblical scenes, the hand of God appears as a disembodied element 
f loating in mid-air and playing a part in the scene.23 Two of the scenes [see 
below]—Elijah reviving the son of the widow of Zarephath and Ezekiel in the 
Valley of Dry Bones –link the hand with the life-giving power of God, who 
miraculously raises the dead.24 

19 Rachel Hachlili, “A Symbol of the Deity: Artistic Rendition of the Hand of God in 
Ancient Jewish and early Christian Art,” in Case Studies in Archeology and World 
Religion: The Proceedings of the Cambridge Conference, edited by Timothy Insoll, 59-
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Other scenes in which the hand appears include the sacrifice of Isaac and 
Moses at the burning bush [see below].25 Jewish artifacts, such as clay lamps 
and the mosaic of the Beth-Alpha synagogue, demonstrate the persistence of 
the hand image, particularly in relation to the sacrifice of Isaac. 

25 https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0e/Beit_alfa02.jpg
 as public domain. Accessed 11/30/2016
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Other instances from Judaism show the hand as a symbol of divine power, 
protection and blessing.26 
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Since seven out of the eight New Testament allusions to the (right) hand 
of God refer to the ascension of Christ,33 it comes as no surprise that the hand 
appears relatively early in portrayals of the ascension.34 A famous fourth 
century ivory plaque shows Christ grasping the divine hand which issues 
from the heavenly arc. [See illustration]

The Baptism of Christ and the 
Transfiguration also regularly incorporate 
the hand motif.35 

In both of these biblical stories, the 
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when alongside the image of the hand there appears a dove, the symbol of the 
Holy Spirit.45 The mosaic of the Baptism of Christ in the Cathedral baptistry 
in Ravenna already illustrates this tendency.46 The Rabula codex, dated 586 
CE, provides another example. A Palestinian ampulla combines a number 
of images to express the Trinity.47 It shows Christ suspended in mid-air on a 
throne supported by four angels. Below the throne a hand emerges, shining 
with rays of light. Below that, the Spirit descends as a dove to the praying 
Virgin and Apostles on the day of Pentecost. The ascension, the baptism of 
Christ, and the annunciation merge together. Another tendency, seen at the 
basilicas of Nola and Fundi, was to depict all three Persons of the Trinity 
symbolically, so that Christ is represented by a cross or a lamb just as the 
Father is expressed by a hand and the Spirit by a dove.48 In Byzantine art, the 
connecting ray of light, so often accompanying the descending dove, became 
an important element in later Byzantine efforts to express the doctrine of the 
Trinity.49 

Christian development of the image of the divine hand thus moves beyond 
the limitations of its appearance in Judaism. Although Christians, like their 
Jewish contemporaries, could employ the hand image to depict divine speech-
acts in the earthly realm, Christians also applied the image in non-narrative 
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The characteristics of the hand 
in this icon [see top of illustration] 
fit naturally into traditional Judeo-
Christian usage of the time. It is the 
right hand which is shown, the strong 
hand to indicate divine power. The 
right hand is also the hand of honor in 
Near Eastern culture, since unclean acts 
were to be performed with the left.50 
Iconographically speaking, God has no 
left hand, no unholy hand. As Christian 
images usually show the hand appearing 
from a blue or red cloud or arc, this hand 
emerges from a blue arc. The mosaic in 
the nearby apse of the Sinai monastery 
likewise shows a hand issuing from a 

blue arc.51 The icon shows the hand drawn slightly larger than the human 
hands below, though comparable in size to the angelic hands. This may follow 
Jewish practice, which usually drew the divine hand overly large. The gesture 
is open and pointing downward, a Jewish form not without other parallels 
in Christian iconography.52 The hand here emits a heavenly light toward 
the Virgin. Though such a direct beam of light has few parallels, rays like 
lightning bolts are often associated with the divine hand or the heavenly dove 
it sends forth.

While the individual elements of the hand composition and its context 
are not unusual, interpreting its meaning within the many-streamed tradition 
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words of the Nicene Creed. The image of the Virgin Mother is so closely 
associated with the incarnation that it is tempting to understand the light as 
the Spirit which “hovers over” the Virgin (Lk 1:35) to conceive the Christ 
Child within her. The iconographic link between the Spirit-dove and rays 
of light further supports this possibility. If the beam of light is allowed to 
indicate the Holy Spirit, whose illuminating function was well celebrated 
among the Church Fathers,55 then the icon comes to confess a fully trinitarian 
Christianity.56

One further resonance with the history of the hand image deserves 
mention. Weitzmann speculates that the icon was painted during Justinian’s 
reign “when the monastery must have received gifts from its imperial 
founder.”57 The fact that this icon with its rare depiction of the divine hand 
appears at Sinai might imply that the work was designed with this location in 
mind. The image of the divine hand appeared in relatively few iconographic 
contexts in early Christian art, but one of the dominant images was the giving 
of the law to Moses on Sinai. Christians of the Patristic period were also 
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Maschke, Timothy. Called To Be Holy In The 
World. Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2016. 355 
pages. $47.00 paper.

Review by Daniel Paavola  
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Helmer, Christine, ed. The Global Luther: A 
Theologian for Modern Times. Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2009. 326 pages. Hardcover with 
CD. $39.00.

Review by Timothy Maschke  
Judging from the number of publications about Luther and the 

Reformation over the past several years, this present assemblage of articles 
is just the tip of the iceberg. Christine Helmer (PhD, Yale), Professor of 
Religious Studies at Northwestern University, gathered a diverse group 
of international scholars to look at Luther from a variety of perspectives 
in order to provide provocative insights and contemporary applications. 
In the five major sections of this book, readers will explore a diversity of 
understandings and treatments of Luther’s thought, particularly in the area 
of sociological and political studies, although historical and theological 
issues do arise in several chapters. Helmer’s goal was to demonstrate the 
interdisciplinary and global impact of Luther’s writing and inf luence for 
contemporary society in an eclectic and worldwide context.

According to her introduction, Helmer challenges her readers (as 
she apparently did her collaborators) to “take intellectual risks” (1). As she 
notes regarding Luther’s own theological engagement with contemporary 
issues: “Life’s opacity to rationality, reality’s coldness, and God’s 
mysterious silence are described alongside glimpses of God’s undying love 
for human persons” (7) in much of Luther’s work.

Section one presents Luther’s “global impact” in light of literary 
motifs, intellectual, and liberation theology. Risto Saarinen’s “Luther the 
Urban Legend” describes similarities and differences in Luther’s conversion 
account to that of Paul and Augustine, Shakespeare and Kierkegaard. He 
notes that Luther’s “search for a merciful God is, in light of this affirmation, 
an anti-individualistic, cross-cultural and, finally, a global challenge” (30). 
Peter Hodgson looks at “Luther and Freedom” through a Hegelian approach 
as evidenced in the work of Martin Luther King, Jr. “Beyond Luther—
Prophetic Interfaith Dialogue for Life” by Munib Younan sees Luther as 
an initial resource before moving beyond him to a post-Luther view of 
liberation theology under the First Article of the Apostles’ Creed.

Observing Luther’s understanding of suffering, the authors in 
section two, “Living in the Midst of Horrors,” view Luther’s theology more 
in psychological terms or at least applications. James Jones’ “Luther and 
Contemporary Psychoanalysis—Living in the Midst of Horrors” is more 
psychology than Luther, but he does provide some insights on original 
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sin and several opportunities to apply Law and Gospel appropriately. 
Volker Leppin’s chapter is probably the best in the book as he discusses 
“God in Luther’s Life and Thought—The Lasting Ambivalence.” Leppin 
allows Luther to speak from his medieval European context to the twenty-
first century’s “dark sides of reality” (94). The next chapter in this 
section addresses “Suffering and Love—Martin Luther, Simone Weil, 
and the Hidden God,” by Krista Duttenhaver. Duttenhaver has produced 
an interesting comparative enterprise which demonstrated a perceptive 
recognition of Luther’s theology of the cross for contemporary consumption. 
Jacqueline Bussie affirms a Christian hope in a general way in her chapter, 
“Luther’s Hope for the World—Responsible Christian Discourse Today,” 
but she seems to have missed the Christocentric nature of Luther and the 
Christian faith both for the present and forever.

Noting that emotion and reason are “key dimensions of being 
human” (129) Helmer’s third part deals with “Language, Emotion, and 
Reason.” The chapters in this section provide a variety of experiences, 
including a related recording (included with the book). Birgit Stolt’s chapter 
on “Luther’s Faith of ‘the Heart’—Experience, Emotion, and Reason,” 
explores the profound linguistic and aesthetic/affective dimensions of 
Luther’s writings, giving a very positive and uplifting conclusion on 
“Luther’s experience-based spirituality” (150). Paul Helmer, Christine’s 
brother, provides a nuanced analysis of Luther’s worship music and 
“Catholic” heritage in the context of medieval and early modern devotional 
compositions. His recording of Luther’s hymn, Christ lag in Todesbanden 
is an interesting contribution. Hans-Peter Grosshans’ “Luther on Faith and 
Reason—The Light of Reason at the Twilight of the World” highlights “the 
differences in tradition, culture, human feeling, aesthetics, authority, the 
execution of power, religion, and how religion shapes morality” (173).

Luther’s “Theology for Today” is the focus for Part Four. For 
me, this was the most enjoyable of the chapters, perhaps because of my 
own broader theological interests, although this section is not without 
controversial issues. Theodor Dieter’s chapter (translated by Christine 
Helmer) deals with justification particularly by looking at Luther’s 
recognition of sin as being ‘curved in upon oneself,’ which can only be 
resolved by seeing Christ. Dieter notes, “No one can definitely reach the 
bottom of self-certainty by introspection. …[Thus,] Luther’s doctrine of 
justification has special relevance in view of the contemporary fascination 
with psychology” (201). Antti Raunio addresses the supposed passivity of 
Lutheranism’s social theology and reiterates specific aspects of Luther’s 
understanding of works as sanctification and Christian vocation, which 
grow out of an awareness of divine love f lowing through the believer to 
“actualize the personal good of the neighbor” (227). Luther’s “theology of 
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the cross” is explored by Ronald F. Thiemann as he seeks to address other 
religious traditions, particularly in the area of “truth.”

As the socio-political aspect of our global economy rises, so 
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Duty, Ronald W., and Marie A. Failinger, eds. 
On Secular Governance: Lutheran Perspectives 
on Contemporary Legal Issues. Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2016. 382 pages. $45.00 paper. 

Review by Jeff Walz  
There may be no better time than the present for a volume on the 

intersection between Lutheranism and current legal controversies. In the 
United States, the Supreme Court’s 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges decision not 
only recognized same-sex marriages, but has led to heated discussions of 
sexual orientation and rights in a host of public contexts. Globally, nation-
states likewise have been grappling with the legal contours of a plethora of 
social issues. Editors Ronald W. Duty and Marie A. Failinger bring together 
an impressive group of scholars – predominantly at Lutheran institutions 
– to try to sort out what the law says about a number of issues, and to dig 
into how Lutheran theology may intersect with these issues. Even as the 
volume makes a noteworthy contribution to answering these queries, it 
needed to provide a more cohesive Lutheran framework, a better integration 
of Lutheran theology with the issues, and be more intentional in suggesting 
how lay people may use “Lutheran thinking” to tackle these issues in 
today’s increasingly secular society (3). 

The volume was based on a 2014 conference at Valparaiso 
University’s Chicago location at the Lutheran School of Theology, which 
brought together the volume’s editors and authors “to bring more Lutheran 
voices to the pressing legal issues” in the United States and many English-
speaking countries (1). Perhaps the volume’s most impressive achievement is 
the tremendous diversity of issues and countries addressed by scholars who 
know the topics and nation-states they address. Rather than focusing on hot-
button issues like, for example, abortion and gay marriage, the contributors 
examine challenging and contentious legal issues that at times f ly below the 
scholarship radar: property, water rights, human trafficking, immigration, 
welfare, fiduciary duty, and military chaplains in the United States; with 
case studies from Denmark, Rwanda, and Nigeria. Internationally, Sven 
Anderson and Morten Kjaer’s chapter is a fascinating portrait of Denmark, 
where “the state is still legislator in all matters, including ecclesial 
ones,” unlike the situation in Germany and the Nordic countries (265). 
Domestically, Mary Gaebler’s chapter emphasizes the environmental 
consequences of overlooking interdependency in U.S. property law. These 



110 2016 | Volume 4:1

from a closer collaboration among editors and contributors. First, the 
book’s framework needed to be much stronger at the outset, so readers 
would have a better theoretical and theological point of departure. What 
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Posset, Franz. Unser Martin: Martin Luther 
aus der Sicht katholischer Sympathisanten. 
Reformationsgeschichtliche Studien und Texte. 
Gfsi 6;63 RÄsxyjw? Fxhmjsitwẍ [jwqfl LrgM 
& Co. KG, 2015. 177 pages. $36.00. Hardcover. 

Review by Jason D. Lane  
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Tewes, Kevin. WHY GOD ALLOWS US TO 
SUFFER: The Definitive Solution to the Problem 
of Pain and the Problem of Evil. Chapel Hill, 
NC: Trinity Publishing Group, 2015. 136 pages. 
$9.00 paper.

Review by Gregory Schulz  
First, a word from God, who is referenced in the title of this book: 

“Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that 
we who teach will be judged with greater strictness” (James 3:1). We’ll come 
back to this apostolic admonition.

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, this book, from its hubristic title 
to its concluding unphilosophical postscript-ing of Soren Kierkegaard, ought 
to be ruled inadmissible to the discussion of the Problem of Evil. It is not 
serious. It is not philosophical. It is not theological. 

1. Not many of us should presume to write on the Problem of Evil. 
Let me put this in philosophic terms and in the words of the philosopher 
D.Z. Phillips. 

Philosophizing about the problem of evil has become commonplace. 
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example, in a chapter headed “God is All Wise”:
Is the experience of love so valuable that it outweighs our 

experience of pain, injustice, fear and death? … Consider the following 
example. A double amputee who lost his legs in combat asserts that he 
would not exchange his experiences of wartime friendship for the ability to 
undo the terrible suffering that he has endured as a result of his battlefield 
injuries (47).

It is not just those of us who minister to our injured veterans, but 
injured veterans themselves, including those who are men and women of 
faith, who find such a quasi-real-life anecdote obscene and unbelievably 
simplistic. For a real-life and deeply meditative and philosophical book 
on soldiers and their comradery and honesty in light of death, pain and 
suffering, there is J. Glenn Gray’s The Warriors: Ref lections on Men in 
Battle. The present book offers no solution to our honored veterans’ pain 
and suffering and questions about evil and suffering. No comfort whatever.

2. When you have a look for yourself (which I am not necessarily 
recommending), you will recognize that this book reads like nothing so 
much as a hand-me-down PowerPoint presentation of what is, to be sure, 
a central, perhaps even the central (agonizing and transgenerational) 
Problem for philosophy and theology. For example, the author lists the 
propositions that he believes constitute the logical structure of the Problem 
in his Introduction. But his list is an inexplicably idiosyncratic three-point 
outline. His augmented outline of the logic of the Problem is even more 
oddly skewed. His logical outlines are skewed toward his notion that pain 
is a necessary condition, allowed by God and also somehow generated 
by our “sinful form” of life, for us to be in a loving friendship with God. 
Inexplicably, his reasoning does not include the standard proposition about 
God’s goodness; only His raw power (5). 

The author does not seem to recognize the jarring effect of his 
idiosyncratic logical outlines up against even the brief, brief quotes from 
Hume(e a)-1.3(u)1.1(t)-1(n t)-18-22.2(n)-6.3(d)-tisition aMC  /S-2.54(or (i)-22.2(89)-18.7(n i4.1(a)-128.6(o)9.3(g)-17.4(i)8 o-3.9(, b)-5y G)-7.4(o)- m-11(s)-6.5(s)13.4(; o)e )9.7(e)356. 
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leaving us to wonder whether he was reading the philosophers he evokes 
during the years he spent studying the Problem that he tells us he alone has 
solved. 

At other times, the book reads like the product of an online keyword 
search for quotes by philosophers. But the quotes are never unpacked and 
the philosophers are often are – not misrepresented, exactly, but – never 
actually presented at all. For example, Alvin Plantinga’s freewill defense 
is mentioned disparagingly, apparently (the reader cannot tell). The author 
adverts to it by opining, “[A] more common reason why many people fail 
to understand the seriousness of the problem of pain is a false belief that 
a comprehensive solution has been provided by the so-called ‘free-will’ 
argument” (7). Plantinga is neither named nor cited. There is no evidence 
that the author has read him, or even caught the fact that Plantinga’s writing 
does not present his free-will defense as an answer to the Problem, but as a 
defense of the relative reasonableness of God’s visitations of suffering. Had 
the author read Plantinga – on whom he nonetheless seems to rely for his 
passing references to free-will in his book – Plantinga could have spared 
us all, author and readers alike, some grief. This self-proclaimed subtitle 
promises us readers The Definitive Solution to the Problem of Pain and the 
Problem of Evil, remember. But Plantinga carefully and helpfully teaches 
us, after explaining the difference between a Free Will Theodicy (that would 
be a philosophical way of justifying God in the face of evil) and a Free Will 
Defense (Plantinga’s more modest project of showing that the existence of 
evil is not inconsistent with God’s goodness), this pearl of wisdom in regard 
to the Problem:

[In] the present context [that is, the context of investigating the 
consistency of God’s goodness with the existence of evil] the latter 
[that is, a Free Will Defense] is all that’s needed. Neither a defense 
or a theodicy, of course, gives any hint to what God’s reason for 
some specific evil – the death or suffering of someone close to you, 
for example – might be. And there is still another function – a sort 
of pastoral function – in the neighborhood that neither serves.”2

In other words, the Problem may be treated not logically or philosophically, 
but pastorally, with the Word of Christ and the means of grace to comfort 
people in the midst of their suffering.

One more point regarding the author’s regular use of terms such 
as human free-will in the course of his alleged “definitive solution to the 

2 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
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Problem,” and his manifest failure to read the major philosophers that he 
spent years studying. The assumption that human freewill is essentially our 
human exercise of free choice is itself a relatively newfangled understanding 
of 
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in this world.4

3. 
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out in our laments to our Father in heaven.
It is wholly inadequate and trite to teach people that “God allows 

us to suffer” in light of His words to us, first in the Person of His dear 
Son Jesus Christ and secondly in His written Word and in the Sacraments 
that He has instituted in that Word. Have we actually read Job, as the text 
stands? Then there are the psalms of lament, the words of the prophets 
regarding evil, the Gospel record of the man blind from birth, Romans 8, 
and more.

Philosophy can and does help us not to be trite, in much the way 
that Phillips describes his own aim in his philosophical writing (xii):

[Not to serve as] an exercise in religious apologetics, or anti-
religious polemics. It does not seek to establish the proper response 
to the problem of evil. Philosophy possesses no criterion of its 
own by which this can be done, although it is concerned with the 
exposure of any conceptual confusion present in the responses that 
may be advocated.

This is why it is good to read the texts of philosophers who take 
the problem of evil seriously. I’ve mentioned above why it’s important 
to read and digest Plantinga’s actual text on the free will defense. For a 
second example, consider the concluding lines of David Hume’s Dialogs 
Concerning Natural Religion. These lines were written three days before the 
philosopher’s death. 
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Chapel Sermons
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September 23, 2016
Text: Epistle for Proper 20 (C Series)  

1 Timothy 2:1-7
CUW Campus Pastor - Steve Smith

“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, 
intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all people, for kings 
and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and 
quiet life, godly and dignified in every way. This is good, and it 
is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all people 
to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For there 
is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the 
man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all, which is 
the testimony given at the proper time. For this I was appointed a 
preacher and an apostle (I am telling the truth, I am not lying), a 
teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth.” (ESV)

Friends in Christ,

 Disclaimer: This is not a political statement or endorsement of any 
candidate. The Republican National Convention earlier this summer ended 
with the longest rambling acceptance speech of a Republican candidate in 
recent times. As soon as Donald Trump finished his speech, do you know 
what song was played? The Rolling Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What 
You Want”!

 A number of people thought it was ironic or hilarious or a political 
jab. Many people did not want Donald Trump to have the nomination but he 
got it. The Rolling Stones made a public statement that they didn’t want to 
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“Of course. He can do whatever He wants. God controls everything.”

 I find fascinating the verse in our text that reads, “God our Savior 
wants all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” 
God wants all to be saved and yet all are not saved! So apparently God 
doesn’t always get what He wants but maybe Donald Trump does…? I want 
to unpack that with you for a few minutes.

 These verses are in the context of Paul advising Timothy on 
propriety in worship—as they gathered. So he talked about prayer first and 
encouraged regular prayer for all people and for those in authority. Prayers 
are encouraged for a world where people can lead “peaceful and quiet lives.”

In the midst of our lives, we all carve out things we like and that we 
want like family and a career. We don’t always get the job we want or the 
spouse we want or the family we want. 

Professors don’t always get what they want…

Students don’t always get what they want…

Packers fans don’t always get what they want…

We don’t always get what we want because we are in a sinful world where 
we don’t naturally choose what’s best for us. Our sinful nature makes us 
want things—whether it’s selfishness or just feeding our desires.

 What God wants is what’s best for us, but he doesn’t force a 
relationship with Him upon us. That’s really the reason that God doesn’
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for our faith and life.

When we pray with our wills aligned more to God’s, we’ll find that 
we don’t always get what we want. But we get more than we deserve—a 
life filled with hope and promise and peace in the midst of all the difficult 
things we might want but don’t need.

 We want lots of things in life. But we really only need one—the 
mediator Jesus Christ—in whom we are saved and come to a knowledge of 
the truth. That’s what God wants.

 So, I don’t know who’s going to be president. But I know who’s in 
control of the world. And that’s the kind of world I want. In Jesus. Amen.
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Are you trying to get into a rhythm of making it all work? First, 
remember that you’re not God. A dose of humility makes us rely on Jesus to 
get through each day. But he has made us all “smiths” of a sort—with skills 
and abilities and words and actions that can be a vessel for people to see 
God and for us to know His love.

I pray that this year is one of looking to and receiving that which we 


