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(2) ( Continued from previous page) 
Emil Brunner, The Letter !&. Romans, London, The Lutterwort.h 
Press, 1959, P-:s7, writes: Ilot a double decree ( predestination) 
one leading to eternal lite and the other to etemal damnation 
this passage teaches just as litt1e as aqy other part ot Hol1 
Scripture." 

C .K.Barrett, 22.. cit.,P. 185, writes: Il Mercy ••• is the key­
note ot chapters 9-11." In an observàtion ot special interest 
to readers of Barth, he writes: Il It is important to. recall 
here that the seed of Abraham contracted till it becaœe ultimately 
Christ ( see 6.11). This means that election does not take place 
( as might at tirst appear from Paul's example) or 
tortuitousl1j it takes place and only in Christ. '.L'hey 
are e1ect who are in himj they who are e1ect are in him ( ct. 
Ga1atians 3.29). It is fai1ure to remember this that causes 
confusion over Paul's doctrine ot election and predestination ." 

F.F.Bruce, 2,2. ill,., p. 190, CODDDents on this passage as a 
who1e: " It is a pit Y that in sane schoo1s ot theological . 
thought the doctrine ot election has been tormulated to an 
excessive degree on the basis ot this preliminar,y stage in 
Paul's present argument.without adequate account being taken 
ot his turther exposition ot God's purpose in election at the 
conclusion of the argument ... 

Sandal" and Head1am, 2E. m., pp. 249- 250, comment on this 
passage as tollows: .. The Jew believed that his race was 
joined to God bl" a covenant which nothing could dissolve, 
and that he and his people alone were the centre God's 
action in the creation and government ot the world. This idea 
Paul combats. II Paul broadens his Jewish conception ot e1ection 
in these chapt ers : .. The world, not Israel, ls the tina1 end 
ot Gad' s action. Thi's is the key to the exp1anation ot the 
great ditticu1ty ot the rejection ot Israel. 1I 



KARL BARl'HIS DOCTRINE OF ELlOOTIQN CONPARED TO THE TEACHING OF THE 

W&C)TJl[RSlm OONFESSION OF FAITH 

It is probable that the classic expression of 

the doctrine of p~dest1D&tion in' the EDglish - speaking world 

is iound in !!!! Wgstmiefte r Confession 2!~. The importance ot 

this Confession in the Reformed Churches, and in Chr1stendcm. in ge.neral, 

has been very great indeed. It is, however, cClllllan lmowledge that. the 

Confession gives great prOlli.nence to the doctrine of predestination. 

The place of that doctrine within the' Confession has sub8equent~ 

given the Retormed Churches a certain iiuge in the e;yes ot the world 

that is ( l believe ) less than desirable. It is not untrue to sq; 

that Dl8lJ1' people outside of the Refomed Churches k.no'N' thiâ and 

little more about them. It becaaes, theretore, urgent for members , . 

ot the Reformed Cburches to make a modem asse.Bllent ot predestination. 

It seau tll.at a uaetul vay ot doing this is to maJœ a compariaon ot Barthie 

teachings vith the ConteBsion. 

While the Calatession continues as: the subordinate 

standard ot several BetoNed Churches, it must be admitted that the 

relation of Dlinisters to that standard is' increasingly' tenuous. The 



• 

• 

115 

Confession is c1ear~ seen as a standard vbich ia subordinate to 

Scripture and through this open door 118DT. pl'Obabq the majorit7,0f' 

Canadian Presbyterian ministers ~h 01Ù1' too eager~. A contemporary 

study' of' the Confession widely in use in both Knox College and The 

Presbyt.erian College goes to the explicit length of' asserting the 

f'ollowing: 

The awesome doctrine of' the' double decree' or • double predestination,' wbich has o.t'l;en been regarded as t he distinctive f'eature of 1he Retormed Faith, is no longer he1d b7 the Preebyterian Churches in ttle . f'Ol"lll in whioh it is set f'orth in this chapter. (1) 

M1' own experience withiD The PresbyterianChurch in 

Canada decidedly coincides vith that opiDion. But noœtheless the tact 

remains that tlrl,s Confession remains as our 01Ù1' subordinate stan~ 

For these reasons it is dif'f'icult to cODYe,1 the precise importance of' 

comparing Barth's news ~th that of' the Confession. In. a vq it is so 

very important. But in another var it is to enter a battle which very 

f'ev indeed seem interested in f'ighting. 

Barth emphatio~ places himselt within the general 

Ref'or.medposition because of' that traditlon's clear and uncaœp~sing 

emphasis on the sovereignt7 of' grace. On tbis matter he hearti~ 

embraces the Ref'ormed tradition expressed in Calvin and virtually aU 

of' the classic Retormed Confessions. Barth and ~ Westminister Confession 
~ ~ are in strong accord that election le of' God's tree choice. 

For grace to be sovereign it must also be f'ree. This is the. great 

point of' agreement between Barth and the Canf'ession. 

But the dif'terences soon are ~ too evid.ent. Vlrtually 
f'ran bis opening paragraph Barth is detelDlined t 0 Pl'Ocla1m: e1ection as 
Gospel, indeed the SUIIl of' the Gospel. Election. f'or· bill :11 seen .as 

(1) George S.Hendry, The Westminster Confession !2!: Tod&.John KiIox Press, Riohmond, Virginia, 1960, p.Sl. 



• 

• 

light and not as darlmess, as joy, and not as gloom. And indeed, this 

ia t he a~mosphere ot hia exposition ot the doctrine. It was because 

ot such an atmoaphere and because ot his insistence an the primacy 

ot g race that Ber1.<Quwer could write ot l!!!. Trlumph .2! Grace !!! ~ 

Theo1ogY 2! ~~. But it seems tbat the exact reverse la, true 

ot the Confession • While it c1early' speaks ot grace; the a1omosphere 

is one ot gloom. and dread: Il The, rest of manld.nd God was pl.ease~ 

according to the unsearcha,ble counse! of his own will ••• to. pass 

by and to ordain them to dishonour and wrath for their stD:,and to the 

praise of his glorious justice " (I~I, 7). 

It is generally thought that the Confession teaches 

double predestination. Whi1e it is true that 1ts posltion.CQllles ,~ery 
"". ,1 

close to that and indeed t he end result is tantamount to double pre­

destination, nonetheless, strictly speald.ng~ one bas t 0 admit that 
, . :(1) , . 

it does not teach t~at doctrine. It does not speak of reprobation 

and goea only' so far as to speak of Il ••• others fore-ordained to 

everlasting death " (~II~2). But that ia indeed strong enough for the 

modern reader. The contrast between this view and that ot Barthls ls 
" .. : . 

very great~;. The whole thrust ot his theor;y of Il double predestination" 

is exactly the reverse of this. For him Christ ls the one who bore the 

rejectlon of the rejected. And w~le it is clear that he,does not espouse 

universalism or the doctrine of the apokatastasls his the~r,y n~verthe1ess 

(1) Phill1p Schaff, !!!! Creeds 9! Christendom, Vol~IJ lIew York, Harper~ 
1931~ p.770~couments: "It doee not teach ••• that Go$l, eternally 
foreordained men for sin and aa.nat10n; ~ut it does't,ach that out 
of the tallen mass of corruption God elected a definite numbe.r ot 
men to salvation and ,1 passed b,y the rest leaving th~'to the just 
puniehment tor their sine ~:! This 1s severe and harsh epough, but; 
very,ditterent tram a deoree ot eternal reerobation WhiCh tenn 
oocurs nowhere in the Cont~ss10n." 
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brings bi.a as close to those views as it is possible to come without 

actu.aJ..lT adopl;ing them. 

The Confession speaks ot predestination not under that 

heading at all, but rather under the ;,I.:tJ..tlo· .. Of God's Eternal Decreea." 

Tbis is a.,st accurate heading tor it brings us to that which is reall1' 

at the heart ~ the Calvinist doctrine ot election and that whicb Barth 

sees as beiDg virtuall.y' the main toe ot his own theory. While Barth may 

not baYe sutficiently appreciated that even forthe Calvinist position 

electioD is of grace yet tbere is still reason for believing that his 

attack an the hidden decrees and hence on the Uonfession is well-tounded. 

Again. the criteria are biblical. Barth' s position in ess,ence i~ that 

the Conteasion and all positionswhich.argue fo~a hidden decree are 

unbiblical.. He develops this by assessing tbe biblical Interpretation 

of the rol.e ot Christ in election.WhUe our conclusion was· that he goes 

too far in see1ng Jesus as .. Electing God and Elected Man," his argu. -

ment tbat there is DO other decree apart trom that of Je~us Ubrist is 

both convincing and biblical and indeed 1s convincing because i t is 

biblical. Be reaches back to the supposed primal decision ot God 

which presuaably constitutes the basie ot election and dsœands to know 

1t Gad bas a.u;r other will than his will in Christ. He dlaims that Christ 

!! God1s decision, and develops stronglY and dec1sively the viev that 

grace meaus tbe grace ot God in Jesus Christ. l regard tbe"Confess10n's 

separation of the decree ot God trom Jesus Christ as the bli'sic error 

~ot o~ in its doctrine ot election but in tbe entire approach to the 

Christian Faith. This, more than anything else, l beli~ve, accounts tor 
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the part:l.cularl;v cold tone one finds in it • 

The presentation ot the Confession also does not 

really allow for h\Jll8ll treedcm despite verbal protestation., to the 

contrar,y. V~rball,y it speaks of the libel"ty or contingency .ot second 
causes ( III,l),but the tacts ot its approach to those thinge which 
constitute h\lllan treedOla b.l1.· .. th. wrda. The Confession asserts that 
man has lost the abUity ot will to 8D1' spiritual good accOllpaoying 

salvation ( XI,3). In the chapter an " ot Eftectua! Calling " we read 

that Il TJ:ds effectua! caU is of God la free and special grace &lone, 
not fran anything at al1 foreseen in man, who is altogethe~ passive 
therein, until being quickened and renewed b,y the Ho~; Spirit • • • .. 
(XII,2). 

(1) 
Barth &lso protests against synerg1811l. HA speaks ot 

(2) r 
hisview of election as embracing irresistible grace. But the portrait 
of man that emerges in bis writings is not that of an autcmaton who is 
incapable ot decision. In spite of bis position with reg~d to synergl.sm 
we have already noted that in a tater edition of the Doseaticshe allowa 
for faith as a human reaponse and J'et attempts to retain ~e sovereignty (3) ~ ot grace. This is also clear in bis attempt to d~scribe the .detel'Dlina-
tion ot the rejected. They exist in the sphere ot Godls no~-wil1ing. 
Judas 1 act of betray&l vas indeed his action but was yet oye~ruled by 

(1) Barth states: Il Th~re is no SJIlergiSll ot &D1' ld.nd in tpe histor,y of Jesus Christ's election, tor in this hiatory neit.her the sin ot man nor the prayer of man cau play the part of ah autonomous rqster,y, as man 1 a decision camplementar.v to Gad i s Il (p~194). (2) Barth speaks of Il ••• the irresistible divine grace ot Jesus Christ " (p.477). , -(3) In Church Do)matic8, IV,l, ~.cit., he writes that taith is a " tree human act " (p. 7,7). - . 
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God. At the point at which he was DIOSt in rebellion against- God, 

at that moment he IIOst !ully accOillpliahed the will of God. 

Thus there is a certain ~ement with Barth and the 

Confession, but the end rasult genuinely does ditfer. For Barth, grace 

is sover~ign but there is considorable evidence that he se~s man as alive 

and parti:cipating in" faith .• SCIlle mq wish to argue -~ a, wa have 

already ~uggested - that this is inconsistent on bis part. But the 

point, at this juncture, l's that the concern is present in~,Barth ,and 

absent in the Confession. There is here an area of real contrast. One 

JIl&7 well ask if Barth sutficiently allows for the deve10PJll!'llt of a 
. (1) \ 

viable doctrine of man. Material for debate on both sides of that 

question seem to be there in his writings. But the ~odern,re~~r 

will probably not even allow that there is room for debate of t,he 

same question with regard to the Confession. While admit,teaJ,y Dl,odernity 
" 

is not the sole criterion of theo10gy~ yet it must be ackno.wledged that 

the Confession presents us vith what can only be termed a qu"stioq~le 

doctrine of man. At any rate , here is a point of cClltrast. 

1 

(1) The reader will recognize that we are now considering Bart~an 
anthropology. In this regard l would quote twica fram Arnold 
Cœe~ s An Introduction ~ Barth' s Do~tics ~ P~eachers, 
Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, ~J. On pages. 151-152 
he writes the following: Il The relativ1zing of his·tor,y ~n the 
Dosmatics assumes its most problematic form in the" placing. of 
a question mark over the reality of man as a responsible subject 
distinct .tram God. In fact, the adequacy of Barth 1 S anthropOlogy 
will probably be the main point around which the uncertainty 
and debate will revolve for sane time into the future. He has 
franklY admdtted that he approached the prob1eœ of cre~tion with 
some reluctance •••• Il On p.4J2, Canelmtes: ", ~IS Spirit 
does not operate mechanically or by infusion toward man, but God 
deliberately preserves a distance fram man so that 'there c~ be 
dialogue, intercourse, and drama between them." 
The first q~~ation indicates the fact of debate on this matter; 
but the second,! l believe, indicates that t he contrast between 
Barth and the uonfession is a real one. 
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The Confession in the ver.r ACt ot stressing the 

freedom ot divine grace inadvertantly brings into question God's own 
treedOlll: :r l!.)'! GOd fram al1 eternit)" did ••• ordain whatsoever cOlles 
to pass n(IIl,l). Barth, on the other band, strongly' objects to a 

mechanical exposition of the will of God. He endorses Peter Barth's 

" ." contribution in this regard to the Congres International de~heo1ogie 
(1) 

Calviniste he1d in Geneva in 1936. For Peter Barth" ••• God . (2) 
has entered into a ~steriousl)" living relation to us men." Karl 

Barth Agrees that this is an improvement over a mechanistic inter-
(3) 

pretation of the divine will. For him, predestination" ••• did 
indeed happen in the bosaD of Cod betore 811 t~e, but for.this ver,y 

l reason it happens and happens again before every moment ot.time " 

(p.191). The tailure of Calvin and of Calvini8lll vas not in baving an 
insutficiently' deve10ped notion of the Il liv:l.ng Il factor of God's will. 

l 
. It vas rather Il • • • due to their non-adherence to the rule that the 

will of God as such., and therefore predestination" must be, sought and 
found only in the work of God., i.!' • ., in the core and purpofJe ot that 
vork., the name and person ot Jesus Christ Il (p.191). In other words 
God's decree is not bidden; it is Christ htœse1t. 

(1) See pages 188-194 ot the Church Dosmatic8. II,,2, t~r a dis~u88ion ot this matter. " . 
(2) ibid., pp.169~190. 
(3) ~ • ., pp. 190-191 • 
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Some would wish to argue that the Contession llmit • 

hlDDan treedOlll only' to those ,things whieh aeeOlllpany salvation. The 

will to good is not lost. The will to good vith re8ard to those th1ngs 

vhieh bring salvation is (n,3). 1t might even be pointed out - and 

eorreetly - that in eleetion Barth gives no role to ~ whatsoever, 

tor eleetion is a transaction within the Trinit y • And yet,as Barth 

goes on to explain how man is involved in that eleetion; through taith, 

elearly a dialeetical element, not alvays appreeiated a.s being. present 

in Barth, is stressed. The Confession bas within it 'a terri1)ing eonsiat­

eney. Within certain eras ot history tbis cOIlsisteney and this.logie 
c 

must have been overwhelmingly attractive. But th1s que8~i~.brings us 
j 

yet &gain to a matter whieh ve tind reeure with trequenct, ~ ~e~ 
1 , . 

the que~tion ot the role of human logic in an. interpretation of div1rie 
" . 

election.This:.;.Ye .. have·!al.read,- discussed withinthe tiret dhapteahni..<:J·;; 
.' , .' . 

ot this thesis. Barth 18 not Marly sc. ~erable a~ he~ appear,s.;on a 

tirst readil1$. On bibllèal, grounde, wbere1n we discover no parallel 

between' election ~nd reprobation, on grounds Gt a certain !'. higlu~r': 

logie" wherein one questions most seriously the application ot hllllan 

logie to revelation, and on grounds that the Bible speaks very, clearly 
l 

ot human involvement in the aet ot taith, we cao side w:lth.Barth's 
. . .'. t , 

interpretation more ealiily th~ that ot the Oonte8s.io~'.e, and m~tain 

th_t this is a point ot eontr~st. 

The Confessi,o.n" eontrary !to some popular no~.~~ns does 

speak ot eleetion .. in Christ. 1I Ve read ot Il taith in ChrilStn and 

.. redeemed by Christ .. in 11;I,6. In U1,5, ve speeitieally are tolà 

that the eleet are" eho'sen in Christ... Yet it cannot be àenied that 
'.' . 
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while the seeds of a slgoitlcaDt concept are present in these words, 

theT lIere not aUoved to gl"UIf. The wrds are there, but the concept 

as a developed idea 1Ihich 1IIIderglrda and structures the, doctrine ot 

eleotion :lrs not to be ~0UDd. For Barth, of course, the concept ot 

election-II in Cbri~· ta the Ye17 kq to hisunderstan!i1n&.of the 

doctrine. 1 •• 

Virtua1.l7 Hel'7 page 01 Barth' s w riting on elect.ion breathes 

the spirit of ccapassioD éIId light and JOT. Election is. good news, 

a. CS pel , for hiIIl. ID the usential.ly' sombre atmosphere of the 

Oonfession election ia quite as threatening as it is reasslU"ing. ,If 

one is of the elect th_ the doctrine comes as llght. But even then 

it appears that aSS1U'8DCe or one's election 1s regarded as. uncertain 

and it would be dist.ressi.lr8,to Bq the least,to contemplate how lJWJ1' 
r 

m&y' have been n pused br.- 'lima the atmosphere is a Poiut"ot contrast 

as. welle For Barth, it is ligbt. For the OonfessionJthe~ eno impression 

is that ot a shadov --perbapa 1d.th strealcs of light here and ther.e -

but ahad~ nonetheless. ODe,perhaps unupeçted, ray of light is the 
l 

Oonfession la viev ot lntaata who die at b1rth or shortly af'ter Qirth. 
, 

In XII,3, we read: - .Bl.ect iDtauta, dying in infancT, are l'egenerated 

and saved 'b7 Ohrist tbraa&h the Spirit, who worketh when • where and 

how he pleaseth. 50 also are all other elect pers ons who ~~ incapable 

of being outwardly called b,y the ainist17 of the werd." l.his, is 

consistent with the CanlessioD's UDderstanding of the ~ivipe decrees. 

Yet even here one vonders about the non-elect infants who die and the 

non-elect persons who ter nal p8,JChological or secial rea.ons do not 

i. 



• 

• 

or cannot hear the Gospel. As more and more the Church comes tG. live 

with the insights of the social s~ences,ps1Chological and,seciological 

determin~ta et belief are freely admitted. : But. if these anal1'ses 

apply tobelief J they apply also to unbeliet .' '1'his simple thought seems 

to have occurred to surprisingly tew people, and yet its rel~vance to 

one' s dectrine of election ia of great imp.rtance. These, "fter all, 

are the insights of today •. These, as well as our interpret~tion, ~f 

the Scriptures will determine our doctrine of election, for the issue 

is just that which Barth states: can we believe the doctripe and in 

what fom? The modern reader will fim the Confession' s gQ~tn.lJe 

quite simply unbelievable becauae it clashes with too manYt.insights 

that the social scientists have brought to bear en thé psyçhology of 
. . 1;, 

belief and unbelief. Perhaps not.hing is 50 ebjecticmable il1 the COD­

fessionlthan i~s .. very cold att~tud.e tG) the fate of the no~el~ct. At 

the very' peint At, which it should 

abatract theology:: 

evinee concerD~~t reClort.s,.~o 

The rest ot ~nd, Gad was pleased, accordin$ to the uns~a~ch~ble 
COUDS el ot bis cam will, whereby 'he eJttendeth or ~tholdeth mercy 
as he pleaseth, tor the glor.y of his sovereign power over ~s cr~atures, 
to pass .by, and to ordain them t. dishonour aild wrath ~or th~ir sin, 
to 1ï~e praise ot his glorious justice. ( 111,7). . 

But '\;he sombre atmesphere is quite rightly analyaed by Barth as its 

separation of the decrees trom God's decision in Christ. Here the 

Contession can be me.t on' its ownground, that ot Scripturalinterpre~ 

tation. We, have alreaqy given reasons 8upporting Barth andcontradicting 

the Contession. 

The last contrast between Barth and the Confession to which 

we ahall refer is that the latter almost·tetall1 re8tr~ct8 its conception 



of predestination to individuals. Barth speaks of election in Ohrist 

tirst, then the election of the camilunity, and ~ lastly of the 

election of the individual. The root of this clear contrast ldll 

probably go back to different interpretations of Raaans 9 - ll. 

The Bible provides little evidence that will permit a solely or even 

a primarily individualistic interpretation of election. Ve have already 
(1) 

given reasons for rejeeting a narrowly individualistic approach to eleetion. 

(1) It is intriguing to note tha:t a study prepared by The ~cles of Faith 
Conmdttee of The Presbyterian Church in Canada totally accepts Barth 1 S 

recœstruction. The s tud1', never official~ adopted, was prepared . 
in t11e 1940ls and is obtainable in An Historieal Digest of the Wor~ 
!u Articles 2! Faith, 1942 - 1967, ~he PresbyteriaïîChurch, in ëâiiada, 
;0 w,ntord Drive, Don Milla, Ontar1o. l should want to criticize the 
atudy for accepting Barth in an almoat uneritieal fashi9D_ Oe~ 
there is this 1,0 the atudy: that here we have an example of a cClllDittee 
almost tota~ dominated by the thought of Barth on a given subjeet. 

~t ia of interest that the Confession 2! 11J!!L of the United Px-eabyterian 
Chureh in the United States eontains no, reterenee at ~l to F.dest~~io .. 
though, being structured by the them.e of reconciliatiœ, Many of the 
purposea of election are present. Th~t is, œe coUld euily m~tain 
that we are elected ,to be part of Godls reconeiling ccmnunity. HOW8Vef 
the silence of the ~OI'lfeasion El. 1967 o~ this subject st,ands in total 
and utter contrast with the position .ot II!!. West§.uster Contess1sn 2! 
Faith _ . . .. 
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