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The central tenets of postmodernism need to be discussed and met on their own 

merits. However, it is important that we also realize how this approach affects other 

areas of thought. One vital area is that of systematic theology. Since postmodernists 

have a different idea of truth, the results of their philosophy are magnifi ed in theology, 

which deals with the ultimate truths of God and our faith.

TWO APPROACHES TO THEOLOGY

In past centuries Christian theologians have sought to defend 

their beliefs by appeal to their recognized authority. For 

Protestants, that authority has been the Bible. For Roman 

Catholics that authority has been the Bible plus the tradition 

of the church. In both cases it was clear to all exactly what the 

theologian was basing his teachings upon. It was assumed 

that any student or critic of that theologian could check 

his conclusions by following his argumentation from the 

authorities he used.

Charles Hodge compared the theologian to a scientist. Just as the scientist gathers 

data from his observations of nature and formulates his theories to account for that 

data and make it into a system, so the theologian gathers the facts stated in the Bible 

and organizes them into systematically arranged propositions.

The duty of the Christian theologian is to ascertain, collect, and combine all the 

facts which God has revealed concerning himself and our relation to Him. These 

facts are all in the Bible.1

This procedure assumes that the statements of the Bible are more or less clear to all 

students of the Bible, and that they have the same meaning to these students. In other 

words, proposition X in the Bible meant X to the author of the biblical book, meant 

X to a Christian preacher in Syria in the fourth century, and means X to the modern 

theologian in America. In fact, what the Holy Spirit intended to be revealed was X. This 

constitutes revelation–propositions mean the same thing to God as they do to us. This 

type of thinking today is called modernism. For those of us in fundamental churches, 

modernism has had a different meaning–the rejection of the fundamental truths 
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RTB has released Fuz Rana’s latest book, The 

Cell’s Design–How Chemistry Reveals the Creator’s 
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to irreducible complexity, discussing over a 

dozen remarkable features of the cell that point 
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Barking Up the Wrong Tree

This Salvo Magazine article discusses 

how some theists, like Francis Collins, are 

embracing the notion of common ancestry. 

The authors state it is important to ask the 

right questions because there are good 

evidential reasons to question it. Go to 

http://discovery.org/a/5431.

Multiple Mutations Needed

Much has been made of a study by Richard 

Lenski claimed to show the evolution of a key 

innovation in E. coli. Michael Behe comments 

on this study on his blog at http://www.

amazon.com/gp/blog/A3DGRQ0IO7KYQ2.

Great Leap Forward

This ChristianityToday article discusses the 

dazzling growth of Christianity in China, from 

3 million in the 1970s, to an estimated 54 to 

130 million. If true, this is one of the largest 

growth spurts in the history of Christianity. 

Go to http://www.christianitytoday.com/

ct/2208/may/19.22.html.   

Chistian Compassion and Muslims

This Focus on the Family article challenges 

Christians to look beyond the horrifi c events 

in the Islamic world and see the situation for 

what it is: an amazing opportunity to share 

the love of Christ. Go to http://www.family.

org/faith/A000004208.cfm.

Darwin and Hitler

The movie Expelled has been criticized for 

linking Hitler to Darwinism. In this article, 

Benjamin Wiker maintains the connection is 

undeniable. Go to http://www.humanevents.

com/article.php?id=26346. 

Whatever Happened to Sin?

This Breakpoint article discusses how pop 

culture downplays the notion of sin and how 

some sins no longer draw condemnation. 

People still believe in sin he maintains, they 

just need to be reminded of the biblical 

doctrine of sin. .Go to http://www.breakpoint.

org/listingarticle.asp?ID=7650.
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of Christianity. This understanding goes back to the “fundamentalist-modernist” 

controversies of the early twentieth century. However, in its current usage the term 

now refers to those who believe that propositional statements carry truth which is 

valid for all cultures, that there is such a thing as permanent, objective knowledge 

which can be communicated in words.

The Postmodernist would disagree. He would argue that we understand propositions 

through a fi lter of our own culture, with the narratives and paradigms we receive 

from that culture. Therefore, what the biblical writer wrote and understood as X may 

well have meant Y to the Syrian preacher of the fourth century, and to the modern 

American theologian could very well mean neither X nor Y, but Z. Meaning is created 

in the mind of the reader; it is not a static quality of the writing itself. It is similar to 

the theory of relativity in physics–reality is different to observers in different frames 

of reference. The thinking of people in different cultures cannot be objectively 

understood by each other. When the biblical writer thinks and writes X, the modern 

theologian thinks he means Z. If the modern theologian were to write down his 

thought as Z and then magically transport that writing back to the biblical writer, 

he would not necessarily understand what he wrote as X, but would misunderstand 

what he meant, perhaps thinking it to be M.

The modern Christian theologian must take a position regarding this understanding 

or insight of postmodernism. If the biblical text means different things in 

different cultures, how can we share the same faith? Traditional theologians reject 

postmodernism, and assert that the Bible does indeed mean the same thing today 

as it did when written. What we need to do is study the text diligently, using sound 

exegesis to determine the original intent of the biblical authors, which would be the 

same as the meaning intended by God. The meaning derived would then be the 

revelation of God to us. Of course, Christian theologians recognize the requirement 

that they be illuminated by the Holy Spirit to properly understand and accept the 

teachings of Scripture. But this knowledge is possible, and available by the use of 

means. We are able to understand meaning from the text and if we have studied it 

properly, that meaning will be the same meaning understood by the author, and, 

in fact, the same meaning known by God. Traditional Christian theologians thus 

assert that the Bible is the revelation given by God to us and that we can collect and 

arrange its “facts” into a systematic theology, as Hodge claimed.

In our day there is a growing movement among evangelical theologians to move 

away from the traditional, “modernist,” philosophy. They say that postmodernism 

has indeed pointed out the correct state of affairs. Our knowledge is fi ltered by our 

culture, and the same text cannot convey the same meaning to different cultures. So 

how can we know what to believe? Postmodern evangelicals have found their answer 

in different categories of meaning. Instead of coming through static propositional 

statements, meaning in the Bible is conveyed primarily in narratives and stories. As 

people in the stories react to different situations, we are brought into their world and 

experience through them the revelation of God. The Holy Spirit thus can speak to the 

reader of Scripture; he uses the text of Scripture to produce the desired reaction in 

the mind of the reader. The Bible contains the foundation narratives of the people of 

God; what we need to do is align our own stories with those narratives, to radically 

change our paradigms of thinking, to obtain thus a new identity as the people of God 

today. Postmodern evangelicals are critical of the traditional approach, which, they 

say, “collapses the Spirit into the text.”2
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THEOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES OF POSTMODERNISM

A prominent evangelical scholar demonstrates how postmodernism 

affects theology. Stanley J. Grenz is a professor of theology and ethics 

in two schools in Vancouver, British Columbia, Carey Theological 

College and Regent College. As a voluminous writer he has applied his 

postmodernist thinking to a wide range of topics. Most helpful for our 

purpose is his Theology for the Community of God, a large work of nearly 

900 pages, in which he sets forth his postmodern evangelical theology. 

Grenz has become a leading exponent of this approach, and thus can 

be considered as representative of postmodernism’s infl uence on 

theology.

In examining this work, we must distinguish whatever differences we 

may fi nd between his views and those of the Reformed faith. Grenz 

is a Baptist and favors congregational church government. As with 

all theologies written by adherents to different denominations, there 

will be differences due to varying interpretations of Scripture. This has 

always been true in traditional theology. We need to distinguish these 

differences from those caused by the fact that he is a postmodernist. 

For, whatever the denominational beliefs of a writer may be, 

postmodernism itself will have an important impact on his theology.

Also, Grenz in many places seems to accept many conclusions of 

critical Bible study. For example, he seems to accept a late date for the 

composition of Daniel, the non-Mosaic composition of the Pentateuch, 

and the form-critical approach to the gospels. While this is a vital point, 

it is one shared by many critical scholars who are not postmodernists. 

So these issues will not be discussed in this article.

Stanley Grenz classifi es himself as an evangelical. Much of his theology 

agrees with classical theology, and clearly sets forth teachings accepted 

throughout church history. He also explains various heresies that have 

affl icted the church and exposes their false reasoning. This article will 

not discuss those areas in which our theologies agree.

POSTMODERNISM AND THE BIBLE

Traditional theology begins by determining the basis of its authority. 

The Bible is that authority; therefore, the doctrine of the Bible is 

foundational to our understanding of all other doctrines. For this 

reason, most Christian theologies begin with a discussion of how 

we can know about God, the doctrine of revelation. This involves the 

doctrine of inspiration, and the resulting authority of the Bible. The 

Westminster Confession of Faith begins that way, with Chapter 1, “Of 

the Holy Scripture.”

This approach Grenz says is wrong. “We cannot follow the lead of 

those theologians who set forth the inspiration of the Bible as the fi rst 

thesis of the doctrine of Scripture.”3 In fact, he places the doctrine of 

Scripture very late in his theology, under the topic of the Holy Spirit. 

Up to that point, he says that he simply is doing theology within 

the community of the church, and uses the Bible as the foundation 

document received by tradition from the church.4

Postmodernism places much of its emphasis on the culture in which 

we live. Grenz does this also. When he discusses the basis of our 

theological investigations, he lists three sources: (1) the Bible, which 

is “primary,” (2) church history, which is “instructive in our quest for 

a relevant theology,” and (3) the “thought-forms of contemporary 

culture.”5 While traditional theologies have based theology on the 

Bible, and have considered church history, postmodernism is different 

in emphasizing the “contemporary culture” as the third source of 

theology. Grenz goes on to explain that the modern culture contributes 

a foundational concept–the importance of our existence in community, 

and its defi ning our own identity and purpose.6 For this reason, Grenz 

organizes his entire theology around the theme of community.

As the greater emphasis shifts away from the text of the Bible to the 

understanding of the culture and community, the Bible’s place as the 

deposit of divine and absolute truth changes. Consistently with his 

presuppositions, Grenz states that the Bible’s inspiration is related 

to its theological and community purpose, and does not require that 

the Bible be correct by modern standards. “A person need not affi rm 

that the Bible is without error in all areas in order to acknowledge it as 

authoritative.”7

The Bible, according to Grenz, should not be treated like a collection 

of facts, but by entering into the “story,” we can receive the revelation 

from the Holy Spirit. So the Word of God (following Barth) is primarily 

Christ himself, and then the response is elicited by the Holy Spirit in 

our heart as we read the Scripture. “New Testament authors preclude 

us from making a simple one-to-one correspondence between the 

words of Scripture and the word of God.”8 He says, “Revelation is God 

disclosing himself and not merely cognitive truths or propositional 

statements.”9 Notice the word “merely,” as though cognitive truths 

are somehow a second-class knowledge. Actually, truth cannot be 

apprehended apart from cognition.

By slighting the propositional nature of the Bible, postmodernism 

opens the door to reject any of its statements in their plain sense, 

if the modern culture would not support that interpretation. The 

extent to which the theologian does this is limited only by his own 

circumstances and inclination. Grenz accepts many traditional 

Christian doctrines, but, as he admits, that is largely because of his 

own “community.” In setting forth the other doctrines of theology, he 

does reveal areas in which he has changed traditional theology to agree 

with the modern culture. We can only briefl y mention some of these.

POSTMODERNISM AND GOD

The doctrine of God, according to Grenz, developed in the history 

of Israel from that of a tribal warrior God which was stronger than 

other gods, to the one God, Yahweh, to the universal God of the New 

Testament.10 The Holy Spirit led the people of God to respond to their 

history with this developing idea. Consequently, we know God, not 
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through ontological propositions about him derived from the Bible, but 

by meeting him in encounter. Grenz acknowledges his debt to modern 

thinkers such as the neo-orthodox Emil Brunner and to “the new 

communitarians and those who are exploring the role of narrative in 

identity formation. . . . We know that we have encountered God in that 

we have been brought to share in community.”11

The discussion of the Trinity also depends heavily on the idea of 

community. Grenz makes the foundational nature of the Trinity to 

be not holiness, but love, which is personifi ed in the Holy Spirit.”12 

By rejecting the idea of some kind of essence other than love, Grenz 

disputes the earlier defi nitions of the Trinity, which sought to defi ne the 

being and attributes of God. He also rejects the impassibility of God 

(his unchangeableness) as an import from Greek philosophy.13 With 

the modern philosophy of community, he insists that the unity of the 

godhead is simply the common bond of love, which is the Holy Spirit.

By adopting the modern idea of Jürgen Moltmann and Wolfhart 

Pannenberg, Grenz rejects the idea of God’s foreordaining all events 

in the past and being static through time, to the God that will exist 

in the future. In many places in his theology, Grenz invokes this idea 

of “future reality” to defi ne present reality. We and God are defi ned 

by what we shall be. Thus he can say, “The traditional discussion of 

God as a being is no longer helpful.”14 The classic attributes of God 

(omnipresent, omniscient, omnipotent) are not present, static truths 

of God, but only become true at the end of time. These terms are 

“doxological,” not “propositional truths concerning the static divine 

essence.”15 Grenz refuses to allow that the present state of affairs is 

according to God’s plan and purpose.16 Thus his postmodernism 

leads to a denial of several doctrines of the Reformed and biblical faith 

concerning God.

POSTMODERNISM AND THE CREATION

God’s plan leads to his ultimate desire, the new heavens and new 

earth. Grenz sees his activities in creation and providence as seeking 

to bring about that plan, though somewhat thwarted and delayed by 

his creatures’ sin. Only in the end will he be totally sovereign. “At the 

eschaton God’s rulership, and with it his deity, will in the fi nal and 

fullest sense come to be.”17 God desires community, with himself 

and with his renewed creation. That is the driving force of his actions. 

How does postmodernism view the sovereignty of God then? Grenz 

asserts the terms, but redefi nes them so as to make them “future-

oriented,” meaning that it works out in the end, but that God has not 

foreordained the present situation.18

The apex of God’s creation is the human race. Again Grenz turns to 

modern thought to form his doctrine. He uses the modern concept of 

anthropologists that humans are unique because of their “openness to 

the world.” This concept provides the framework for the contemporary 

understanding of humanity.19 When Grenz discusses the creation of 

the fi rst humans, he leaves open the possibilities that God created 

them directly or that he used biological evolution; he says that our faith 

is not affected by that debate.20 Man, he says, was created free, not 

subject to Calvinistic determinism, or to determinism determined by 

his essence as human. We are “autonomous or self-determining.”21 In 

an even more controversial conclusion, Grenz follows recent research 

and thinking to say that humans do not possess an immortal soul 

as a substance that exists after death. Rather, at death, they cease to 

exist, as God withdraws the “life principle”; they will be restored at the 

resurrection. The classic teaching of the soul is, he says, the result of 

“Greek” thinking from Plato and others, and is contrary to the Bible 

and to modern understanding.22 Humans’ being in the image of God, 

then, is not a statement about our make-up, but rather refers to our 

being God’s representatives on the earth, taking care of God’s creation 

in his place.23

In his discussion of angels, the postmodern approach again is seen. 

While not denying the existence of angelic beings, Grenz spends much 

more time describing what he calls “structures of human existence.” 

These are personalized and provide a link between the biblical idea 

of angels and the modern idea of social structures.24 In this regard, 

his theology resembles that of Walter Rauschenbusch and the social 

gospel.

POSTMODERNISM, SIN AND SALVATION

Since the most important factor in God’s plan is community, sin 

is viewed, not as breaking Gods law (a term nearly absent in this 

theology, and used with a very limited meaning), but in terms of failure 

to sustain community. We do not need to accept Adam’s sin as a literal 

fact; it could be symbolic of early humans becoming alienated from 

God, each other, and the natural environment. We are trapped in this 

sin, not because our immortal soul is polluted (we have no such soul), 

but because we receive from our culture this alienation, which affects 

all parts of us.25 God considers us guilty only after we consciously sin; 

he considers us innocent until the age of accountability.26

When he discusses the person and work of Christ, Grenz leaves behind 

the traditional “Christology from above” and prefers the more recent 

“Christology from below.” That means that what we know of Christ is 

to be derived from our experience of him in history and in our lives, 

not from deduction from biblical theological statements. Jesus himself 

did not claim to be the Messiah, but became recognized as such after 

his resurrection.27 Our faith is based not on the assumption that the 

Bible is true, but on the historically verifi able facts of Jesus’ remarkable 

claims to be unique and his resurrection. Thus these facts, obtained 

through empirical study, lead us to put faith in Jesus, and thereby 

to accept the Bible as the book of his people. Grenz either denies or 

redefi nes many of the traditional theological terms describing the 

person of Jesus. For example, he does not believe Jesus preexisted in 

the classical sense; he denies any Christophonies in the Old Testament; 

he redefi nes preexistence to agree with his views.28



The atonement is viewed as the “covering” of all the sins of the world, 

so that God can forgive anyone who comes to him–an Arminian 

understanding of the universal atonement. Grenz considers the 

classic defi nitions of the atonement (ransom, satisfaction, penalty) 

as metaphors taken from the cultures of the times in which they were 

formulated.29

The Holy Spirit enables us to believe (Grenz at times seems to have 

a more Calvinistic approach to effectual calling, with regeneration 

producing repentance and faith30; but he never discusses 

unconditional election; so we wonder how the Spirit selects those in 

whom to work). But the abiding ministry of the Holy Spirit started 

at Pentecost, with the beginning of the church. There is a noticeable 

lack of discussion of the Reformed view that the church is under the 

Abrahamic covenant.

Grenz spends a great deal of space showing how contemporary 

thinkers have contributed to the correct understanding of 

conversion; the community of believers, in the same way as shown 

by contemporary studies in sociology, provides the convert with a 

new identity and value system. Our stories and narratives unite, after 

an initial “dialectic of disorientation and reorientation,” producing 

this new paradigm for the convert.31 The place of divine election and 

ordering of salvation is understood, not from a decree before the world 

was created, but as a goal that will become real in the last day; thus 

Grenz’s reliance on contemporary cultural thought produces a reversal 

in order of salvation.32

Following his Baptist position on the church, that the local church is 

central, with members being those who enter into a covenant with 

God and each other, Grenz applies his ideas to the church, declaring 

that it is not based on a past election, but on a future destiny (how 

one cannot fail to follow from the other is not suggested).33 Rather 

than building on the Reformed covenant of grace, or even the biblical 

Abrahamic and new covenants, Grenz fi nds the central constitution 

of the church a covenant arising from the people. This more man-

centered (he would say “human-centered”) approach is in keeping with 

the postmodern emphasis on man in his culture as autonomous from 

other cultures.

The doctrine of postmodernism sees the church as “a community 

of memory and hope” which “fosters identity formation within 

believers.”34 Speaking to modern concerns (especially in left-wing 

academia), Grenz spends much time discussing how the church must 

be involved in social outreach, not as a means of preaching the gospel, 

but as an end in itself, showing God’s image.35 This teaching agrees 

with the social gospel emphasis of the early twentieth century. Rather 

than accepting Paul’s defi nition of the gospel (1 Cor. 15), Grenz, says, 

“The gospel is the announcement of the presence of God’s reign which 

establishes community. The community God is creating is a reconciled 

people who are concerned about compassion, justice, righteousness, 

and, above all, love.” Therefore we are to “become advocates of the 

wounded by attempting to foster structural changes in society.”36 This 

postmodern conclusion fi ts in well with the various “theologies” being 

promoted by liberal groups today.

Grenz fi nds in postmodernism a method of fostering ecumenism. 

Regarding the presence of the Lord in the Lord’s Supper, he seeks 

to fi nd a solution to the age-old division among Roman Catholics, 

Lutherans, Calvinists, and Zwinglians. This solution is found, he says, 

in recognizing the future orientation of the community. Jesus is present 

in the “perspective of the eschatological community.”37 This expedient 

appears to be inadequate, however, as it does not answer the points of 

controversy. Of course, postmodernists can cut themselves free when 

desired from the conclusions of other cultures!

THE ASSAULT ON THEOLOGY

Postmodernism offers a fl exible gospel. The theologian can cast 

biblical teaching in a way that agrees with the prevailing sentiments of 

the culture. With the culture being as hostile as it is to the traditional 

interpretations of the Bible, it is no wonder that some theologians are 

tempted to adjust those hard teachings. Thus theology itself is under 

assault, from those who sincerely claim loyalty to the Bible.

Our view of the Bible must be different. God is true and his word is 

true. The Bible is the word of God, not just its refl ection or people’s 

reaction to it. Truth is propositional, and does not change with 

changing cultures. God determines truth, and he has revealed it to us. 

The Bible is the revelation we have, and must be the sole source of our 

theology.

John Battle is president of Western Reformed Seminary in Tacoma. 

He holds a B.A. in Bible Languages and M.Div. & Th.D. in New 

Testament. He is an RTB apologist and Seattle Chapter member.
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Who Are We?

The Seattle Chapter of Reasons To Believe is a local extension of 

the worldwide, interdenominational Reasons To Believe ministry. 

We exist to support our parent organization and foster local 

involvement in the ministry. We serve the Puget Sound area and are 

composed of Christians of different ages and backgrounds. 

It is our conviction the same God who created the universe 

inspired the Bible. Therefore, what God says through His word 

must agree with the facts of nature. We reject the notion that 

science and the Bible are at odds and provide a scientifi cally-sound 

and Biblically-faithful alternative to Darwinism and young-Earth 

creationism. 

What Do We Do?

Our mission is to remove the doubts of skeptics and strengthen 

the faith of believers. We provide scientifi c, historical and 

philosophical evidence that supports the Christian worldview and 

helps remove barriers to a belief in God, the Bible and the Gospel 

of Jesus Christ. We carry out this mission by:

• Helping people access RTB and other scientifi cally and 

biblically sound resources.

• Bringing nationally-known speakers into the area to 

promote the scientifi c reliability of the Bible.

• Assembling a team of local apologists to address questions 

about science, the Bible and related topics.

• Working with teachers and homeschoolers to achieve a 

balanced approach to the teaching of origins. 

• Building alliances with local churches, ministries and 

groups to maximize the exposure of the RTB ministry.
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We welcome your involvement and support. For more information, 

contact us at seattle@reasons.org. Tax-deductible donations can 

be sent to: Seattle RTB, PO Box 99683, Seattle, WA 98139-0683. 

Questions? Get Answers.
Whether you are looking for scientifi c support for 

your faith or answers to questions about God, the 

Bible, and science, contact us at seattle@reasons.

org. You can also call the RTB hotline seven days a 

week, 5:00 to 7:00 PM at 626-335-5282.
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