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God. Melancthon wrote about it in his most important dogmatical work, which he called

Loci Communes, i. e. fundamental notions, This book can be considered as the first Pro-

testant dogmatic theology. It has an interesting history, which here is recalled briefly,

since it is important for the matter under hand.?

As a very young man Ph, Melancthon(1497~1560) came to Wittenberg (1519) to be-

come a professor of philosophy. Here he came strongly under the influence of M. Lut-

her. The result was, that in his Loci Communes(lSZl) he tried to give a systematic

~ survey of the main points of Luther’s thoughts. It is remarkable that this first edition
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did not contain a doctrine of God. Melancthon declared that we had better adore the

: mystemes of the Godhead mstead of examining them. In
“the influ

the same context he rejected

uence of the Greek phl]osophers Plato and Ar;stotle Whlch undermined the Chr-

1st1an doctrme 2

In this re]ectlon Mel ancthon shows himself to be a good pupil of Luth-

“er, ‘who also speaks very negatlvely of philosophers.?®

But this all is radlcally changed in the third, final version(1543). Since 1527 Melanc-
thon

was no longer under the dlrect influence of Luther, because he accepted a post as

professor in Jena Also he went back to his ph]losophlcal studles Now the Loci Co-

mmunes contain an extensive treatment of the doctrine of God,

A reminiscence of the first edition is the warning that with

the being of God we must
not judge on the basis of human thmkmg, but out of the Word of God. However, this do-

1) The followmg is. based on F. Loofs, Leitfaden zum Studium der Dogmengeschzchte, Halle 4. 1906,
pp. 782 ~794, 842 863.
: a; Quotations in: Loofs, p. /84

.3) Quotations in:R. Seeberg, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschzchte /I, Darmstadt 6 1959(reprmt of the
4. edition) , p. 75 f. : SR

Young; E. J. “The Messzamc Propheczes of Damel Delft Umtgevem] van Keulen, 1954
| . The Prophecy of. Daniel. ,,.,G,rand;.ﬂ,Rap}ds:Eerdmans,h1953i. e
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es not imply that all human knowledge has to be excluded from the doctrine of God. He k oy, o ‘ : : o
ply ge ; partly general,” while they acknowledged the Trinity could only be known from scriptu-

places Plato’s definition of God and the definition of the Church side by side. The di- o re.®

fference between the two is:Plato’s definition is mutilated, while that of the Church is . . ;
Now I want to point out that Melancthon’s view of the natural knowledge of God has

complete. Plato describes God as “an eternal mind, the cause of all that is good in Na- results in ¢ . )
$ in two respects, firstly concerning the content, and secondly concerning the or-

ture.” This description is so ingeniously constructed, that it is hard to tell what is mi- ~ der of the doctrine of God

ssing. The first part(“God is an eternal mind”) includes the fact that God is a being . . )
Concerning the content: Philosophical knowledge about God is included in the doctrine

who is spiritual, intelligent, eternal. The second part(“the cause of all that is good in

of God. Natural knowledge of God can be true knowledge. To make sure it was  ture

na ture”) ma inta i[lS that Od iS true, gOOd, I‘igh eous, h a.l ighty founde[ Of all good thi k v W W -
, h ( ; t nOWledge, one had to gi e pI‘OOf that lt i i i
the m as in acCordance lth SCrIpture. But as Me

ngs and of the whole order in Nature, and of the human nature ordained to a certain or- lancthon was convinced there exists true natural knowledge about God, especially with
t]

der,x e.to a certain abedience. Although all these things are correctly said of God it .
& & some Greek philospohers, he freely used it in his doctrine of God.

is not enough It must be added how God revealed H1mself So the defmltlon of the Ch-— Concerning the order:The treatment of the being and attributes of God procedes 1
ecedes that

llrch ls more Cornple‘e. 0 lS a Spli‘l ual bel g, 1n llg nt te na'l r g ?
d te e s f y th n h p
(;_ t n ] . lel Ch 1an l(llOWled b t must
l e r true OOd P ? g O ll[e l rinit Vlelall(; (o] Slalﬁed that llle Spe C risfia g€ apou God u

hteous, compassxonate, totally free, with boundless power and wisdom, eternal Father, who be added h
ed to the more general knowledge. Then it is only natural that the Trinity should

from etermty begot his Son as his image;and the Son, being coeternally the 1mage of

be treated after the being and attributes of God. In this way the Trinity is only loosely

‘the Father; and the Holy Sp1r1t who proceeds from Father and Son

. , . . .
connected with God’s being and attributes, since people can have true knowledge of

When we compare the two descriptions of God Melancthon gave, it becomes clear that

, . . . ..
God’s being, without knowing the Trinity. Soon after Melancthon, the Trinity was no lo-

in the part concernmg God’s bemg and attrlbutes only ‘slight addmons are given in the

nger included in the description of God, but became a separate subject. The integration

, ‘Church defxmtlon, whlle the seoond part of the Church defmltlon about the Trmity, is f the Trinity i ]
, e of the Irinity in the being and attributes of God became a serious problem.?

I

‘There is no need to go into the theories, that were invented to explain how this

rentxrely new.? Apparently Melancthon held the view that heathen phllosophers knew much ~

about the being and attributes of God, but nothmg about the Trmlty Of course that does

not mean that the revelatlon in Scrlpture about God’ s bemg and attrlbutes is superfluo- na-

tural knowledge in man could develop. Important for us is that the conviction that natu-

us. Only Scrxptural revelatlon gives absolute certamty But in the case of the belng and 1k lod .
ral knowledge existed, was thought to be based of Scripture. Especially four texts we-

attrlbutes of God Scrlpture must only confirm what is already generally known. . .
re considered decisive:Acts 14:15 .;17:26 f.;Rom. 1:18 f.;2:14£19 Therefore I shall

Mela.ncthon is 1mportant, ot only because he wrote the first Protestant dogmatm the- exami b
~examine these texts. Do they prove, that outside Scripture there is some knowledge a-

o
ology He can be consxdered the teacher of the new generatlon of Reformedtheologlans bout God, that can be used in describing God ?
Hxs v1ews on the doctrine of God were generally ‘accepted by them. Lutheran as well

In Acts 14:17 Paul says to the inhabitants of Lystra, who think him and Barnabas to

as (:alvlnls th t}\eologlans CO“SI e |
h k l d bout ( ;()(I g G eek gOdS tlla (Jod dld not leaVe Il]nlself W
d red t e nowle ge a 2 ltll()ut WillleSS, mn that Ile dl.d gOOd a“d

gave us rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling our hearts with food and adn—

ess.” Paul teaches us here that God did not hide Himself, but showed Himself, HIS hand

: e
..4) The Latin text in:C. H Ratschow, Luthe'rzsche Dogmatik zwischen Reformation und Aufklirung 1
Giitersloh 1966, p. 35 . : !
‘) Ratschow concludes ‘that, concermng the content, the difference between- the natural knowledge
“and the revealed truth consists “only” of the matter of the Trinity. p. 33: S ali il
" 6) Loofs, p. 792:, “Melanchthon ist der Schulmeister des neuen Theologengeschlechts geworden”.

i 7) The Lutheran theologians in: Ratschow,p 29 f. :the Calvinistic theologians in:H. Heppe, E.Bizér;
Die Dogmatik der evangelisch-reformierien Kirche, Neuklrchen 2..1958, p. 38. i

) Ratschow,p 84 Heppe Bizer, p. 87. g

 9) The necessity of this connection was generally acknowledged Ratschow, P 59 f

10) Ratschow, p. 32,
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can be seen in the harvest of each year, and in the food of each day. But does thatim-

ply, that those heathen had some true knowledge about God, even before Paul came to
b

the
preach the Gospel ? That is not meant. On the contrary, Paul had to preach to them t

living God, to whom they should turn(vs. 15).

In Rom. 2:14 f. Paul writes that “the Gentiles, who do not have the'law, do by nature

al
the things contained in the law”. This passage can not be used as proof of-a - natur

knowledge of God. The subject Paul deals with in these verses is not whether the hea-

thens know God, but-whether they know the law of God.?

In Acis 17:22 f. Paul’s famous speech to the philosophers of Athens (vs. 18 :Epicure=

- quoting Greek poets, Epimenides and ‘Aratus(vs.28). Does not that mean that Paul a

X - e T ¥ L) 0 . * iy 't u_
knowledges some knowledge in non-Christian cultures ? But we need not go into thatq

they did not know God. -

ilosophérfs too, do not know God.

rize Paul’s argument in four points.

things. And not only in the creation, also in the preservation of the world does Go

‘ i : ul’s
ans and Stoics) is recounted. Attention has always been focused on the issue of Pa

estion here. 1 want to draw attention to the much overlooked fact that Paul emphatica~

lly states that the Athenians had no knowledge about God. No less that three times is

this said2? The theme of Paul’s sermon is:The unknown God (vs.23).. He whom ... thek

Athenians worship without knowing Him, Paul declares unto them(vs.23). The former

e i i scri i f ignorance (vs.30), for at that = time

liferof;the: Athenians:is- doscribed a5 th times-of ig B = creeping things” (vs.23). That is what they speak about, think about, and that is

Acts 17 can not be used as a proof that the heathen have some knowledgé abkout God. they profess to believe. It is a foolish thing to do, considering the know
cts

Ral[)e]’ ”[e contirar ‘Hl' Fa”[ S es a e ea en that incluade the eathen 1~ 3 1011, But man:is fe) p
g Vs h h h 5 and h C S h h h , p corrupnt.
i at t t th i l d h Ve(l f[‘om creat

3 : “ . a=
The most important text with respect to our subject is Rom.1:18 f- We can summa-'

1. God reveals Himself to all people (vs.19). That does not mean that everything ‘co—‘k:
ncerned Go& is revealed, Paul limits that general revelation to Gods eternal power and

[y . i i B X
Godhead. They are clearly to be seen from the creation of the world (vs.207. Indeed’,‘

e s —————
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poetically expressed in Ps. 19:“The heavens declare the glory of God;and the firmam.

ent shows his handwork,” a text that is also sometimes quoted in the discussion around.

this subject.

2. From this man not only can derive some knowledge about God, he actually recieves

some knowledge. Paul teaches that which may be known of God is manifest in them (vs.

19). The invisible things of Him (i. e. his eternal power and Godhead) are clearly seen,

being understood by the things that are made (vs.20). Although God can not be seen,

everyone who sees around himself in this world can not fail to recognize the power,

the more-than-human greatness of the creator of all this. That is why the people  of
this world are to be blamed. When they know God, they glorified Him not as God

21). The heathen really have some knowledge of God.®

(vs.

3.. But people do not want -that knowledge. They try not to think of it They hold the
truth in unrighteousness (vs. 18). They push aside the knowledge they have in their

minds. People can deny what they do not want to know. They deny this knowledge, be-
cause they will not acknowledge such a God, nor worship Him. Instead, they make their
own god, and worship these. Thus doing, “they changed the glory of the incorruptible

God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and

what
ledge they deri-

and this corruption becomes most evident in the

-religious attitude -of mankind. Anything a heathen says or writes about God, bears the
mark of his pushing aside his knowledge of the true God, and of his foolish behaviour to

:ymake God like(a part of) himself or of another creature,.

4..That is why they are without excuse (vs.20).  They cannot say, either now or at

the eternal judgement: “We did not know”, For they did know, but they did not want to.

The intention that Paul has in introducing the subject of the heathen knowledge of God

: & o ; ; ) - L
this world. from the stars to the atoms, reveals to us the power of Him, who made
3

13) S. Greijdanus, De brief van den apostel Paulus aan de

make his Godhead known. The whole world shows the mark of its M’ak’er. The skame: §s

11) A recent discussion of this passage in:J. Douma, Natuurrechi, een betrouwbare’ kgzdks 7, Grpn g

43 Do Ke Wielenga; Paulus en Aratus, in:De akker is de we.-rekl, Amks’t‘erd:ks.km‘ 1971’;?.,167 26.
_ the. vi;é.y " Popma and  Wielenga reject, that Paul agrees with the poets; he quotes.

+ By
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vangeli ? in het ni tament, Franeker, p
12) K. J. Popma, Evangelie conira evangelie. Joden en Grieken in het nieuwe les

> gemeente le Romek, I, Amsterdam 1933,
a. L. translated “noumena» (vs. 20) as if it were a condition: If they are understood. He seems to

deny that the heathen recieve some knowledge of God. His opinion may .be caused by a justifia-
ble reaction ‘to an optimistic view ‘of the knowledge about God among ‘the heathen. Yet we

can
‘not agree with him. In vs. 21 “gnontes” can not be translated as a condition, Paul states the

fact that they know  God: The heathen could not be blamed if they did riot really know God. See for
“this J. van Bruggen, “Is God onbemind omdat Hij onbekend is ?”, article in De Reformatie, 46

(1971), p. 386. The' conditional translation- of «

noumena’: should be rejected as unlikely, and il
~fitting in this context. : o
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. . ’ ) d K
is to show why the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness “an
is to

unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness.t? -
Now the question must be answered if Christian theology can use the heathen nf)w—d

‘edge of God. For that purpose we must distinguish between the knowledge they reczeged

from creation about God(see (2) above) and the knowledge they thought up about o

The former is true knowledge, but it stays hidden deep in their hearts.
of

(see (3) above).

The latter is brought into the open, but that is not true knowledge, it is the zjesult
their sinfulness, and shown clearly their foolishness. The writings of the phllosopherz
outside Christianity belong to the second kind of knowledge. Therefore these can not be
used in the Christian doctrine of God.

‘During the ages the aoctrine' of God'has' been influenced by philosophers, especially by

e € OSOpheI S I lato an to I ju i PERN R . 23 alS()
th GI‘ ek phll opl S IR ] d.ArlS tle. AS a«ul S 'judgeﬂle“t in E{.Om 1 22
. - oW ;
f s to them we must tl‘y to remove the traces Of thelr lnf]uence. Ihe fouowulg se-
reier iy
| ere. tha i bee“ fou“d d- t
S P i D ces W}L L S h ,t;lnflue““cce ha] S Dt Oor Can b‘e ) f()un . A
~rves-to - -point out.some 13. - e

he same. uume y h ph pnic g Py
i t .1t ma be(:ome Clear that 1[050 h al kno“rled e 1S in fact not a e[

but an 1mped1ment to the doctrine of God. .
a-
1 In the doctrme of the Trinity. Of course, traces “of phxlosophlcal influence willm :
ed th-

‘inly be found in the doctrme about the being and attributes of God, as the Reform
ini ' ould want

eologians wanted to base the doctrine of Trinity on Scripture alone. But I wou

‘ “ ”q doctrine of God. Thereis a
‘tor draw: attention to .the use of the word “mystery” in the ;

remarkeble change in the use of this word. While in the first edition of Melancthon’s

formed
Locz Communes the whole doctrine of God was considered a mystery, in later Re

dogmat‘l‘ca}' the‘o‘l‘ogles: itis on‘ly‘ used with respect to the Trinity.!? Bu.t does: %lf()t ‘sZchdgaV

use imply \thakt«the\’ Trinity is more mysterious than the being and attributes ok o ’.f‘

This use of “mystery” can be set against the background of the natural knowledge o“

God. Being and attrlbutes of-God are in that case not so much of a mystery, becagsg

they are at least partially accessible for human understanding. i be‘
I do not mtend to dispute that the Trinity is a mystery. But that applies: to the

« rehe
i and attributes‘ o well. Both are reﬁealed to us, and both are beyond our comp j

e

f draws attelmon to t}]lS

*4 H Ise]’kll()f Ch'] zsteluk GEIOOI, Nuketk 19;3 p. ;9

15; ﬂl}s Century e 8 L. Berkhof Systematw Jheology, MlCh]gan 4
See -note ; bUt also Snn in g ‘ 1949

p. 89.
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nsion. Al

ccesible to our understanding than th

knowledge. First tl

treated, and then the specific Christian knowledge, the Trinity, is added, As this

fication derived from Aristotle, and is used to distinguish between a species and an
dividual. The spécies‘ is defined by the being, e. g.

aterial.
individual attributes, e,

is a stone and it may be black or brown.

The same classification is used witl
culties. - There is no species “
other attributes than He has. A man is al
God would not be God akn‘y more,

therefore said that all God’s attributes were essential.’?

16) F. Pieper, Christliche Dogma ik I, St. Louis 192

-.wing against the method to treat first the doctrine of Go

17) Heppe, Bizer, p. 45 f.

~NATURAL KNOWLEDGE OF GOD. ?

imited use of “mystery” would unjustly imply that God’s being ‘is more a~

e Trinity. Instead we could apply this word to g >

we know about God.

2. The order in Melancthon’s description of God is a result of his theory of natural
hat which is more generally known, God’s being and attributes, is

argu-

ment is not valid, this can no longer be the reason for maintaining this order in the do-

ctrine of God. This order must be decided on the basis of other considerations.!®

3. A third remark concerns the classification being and atiribuics. This is a classi-

in-
living or not-living;material or imm-

The 1nd1v1dua1 is distinguished from other individuals of the same species by its

g-round or square, black or brown, honest or dishonest. A stone

But it would nolonger be a stone if it were

. e € . . “ . 3
ing. So living belongs to being”, but a colour is only an “attribute”.

n respect to God. But it has'always caused diffi-

God”, for there is only one God. And He can not have

But

if He were unjust. The classical Reformed theologians

ways a man, be he righteous or unjust.

But in fact that disposes of the

use of this dis}inction in the doctrine of God. We would do better to remove the rema-

4, p.524 simply declares that he placed the Trinity
before the being and attributes, not as if that would be the only possibility, but to exclude the

possibility of a natural theology, H. Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek II, Kampen 4, 1928, p.
119 f. states that, if the treatment of the attributes of God before the doctrine of T
ported to climb from natural theology to revealed theology,
trine of God, it should be rejected. Then he gives some ar
treated first. J. Kamphuis, Katholieke Vastheid, Goes 1955,
ts, without choosing a different order.

ties op Dr. H. Berkhof’s

rinity pur-
and from there to the Christian doc-
guments why the attributes should be
p. 179 f. opposes Bavinck’s argumen-
G. C. Berkouwer, “Doctrina de Deo”, in:Weerwoord. Reac-
Christelijk Geloof , Nijkerk 1974, p. 109 remarks that opposition is gro-
d (in general) and after that the doct-

rine. of Trinity. He refers to two articles by K. Rahner:’ Uber “den Versuch eines Aufrisses ei-

~ner Dogmatik”,in: Schrzften zur. Theologze I, Zurlch Koln 1954 p-9 £ ;and “Theos im Neuen Te-

stament”, in op. cit.p. 91 f.
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ins of this old philosophical scheme.”®

4. Another matter is the possibility to know God. It is mostly treated at the beginning

of the doctrine of God. Philosophers have written about the impossibility of knowing

God. H. Bavinck made use of philosophers, and especially I Kant in his argument conc-

erning the unknowability of God.’® But this has rightly been contested.?” That God can

not be fully understood is not a conclusion drawn by reasoning. If this were so the ba-

sis of this doctrine would always be a theory of knowledge. But it is from  Scripture

e cannot fully understand God. In other words:God has revealed  that

have true knowledge about God

that we know w
we. cannot fathom Him." So we can be sure both- that we

and that we will never be able fully to comprehend Him. There is a methodological  qu=

We must not start. the doctrine of God with ‘the unknowability,

estion connected to this.

but with the knowability of God,? because He has‘ revealéd Himself. He also has reve-

aled, that we never can fully understand Him, so this has to be treated later on in . the

doctrine of God.
oncept of being has been connected. -

5. Concerning the being of God. very ofter a ¢
_God explained his name as:1 am that I am (Ex.3:14). Thomas A-
which

with the name Yahweh
quinas combined this name with the Aristotelian description of the highest being,

must ihi?itselff'be,:im‘m'obilei and unchangea

ble.?? But then all kinds of difficulties arise. How

can God hate a
lian image of God is far from the living, active  God in.Scripture. Ex.3:14 does notte=
ach us a God who is the (

as He is,in t

gyp .29

‘6. This can be connected witt

this is a ¢

nd loveshow can God change from blessing to-wrathful ?. The Aristote- h
~urch. What non-Christians believe concerning (4

h ng GOd.
Yy g
the IIVI hl every IeS]}e(1 “Ie ha\/e a wron (:()ll(:ept ()1 (;()d alld Of ]ilS a.*“lbut

highest) Being. Here God reveals Himself as the God that is
es.

hat He keeps his earlier promises, and therefore saves his people .from E-
i . : . are common in a. certain time in a certain

have about God from themselves.

th the spirituality of God. In classical Reformed theology

onsequ‘e‘nce‘ ofxth‘e: ‘fact‘jt‘hat; God_is: the highest Being. Two kinds of beingare

18) H. Bavinck, p. 87‘f.‘,dc<éS“n6t distinguish between being and attributes. He treats only the attrib-
utes, which he calls determinations of Gods nature.’ : :

19) ‘Bavinck, p. 14 f. : e s
20) 'F. H. Klooster, The Incomprehensibility of God in the Orthodox Presbyterian Co

21) Against Bavin )
- owed by the knowability. The u‘se‘Qf‘philbs‘dphérsﬂsééms to ‘be interrelated with this order. -

29) On this theme in Thomas, see e. g. P. den Ottolander, Deus immutabilis, Assen 1965, =

14,p. 195 f.
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2 who “starts part” I of his Gereformeerde Dogmatiek with the unknowability, foll-

23] For a more Scriptural approach ‘to the inchangeability of God, see J. Kamphuis. op. cit. On Ex. 33
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guished:material and spiritual.” Since in the ancient phﬂosophiéa]
rit is a higher kind of being than matter, God necessaril

. has t - .
is unbiblical, as the Bib] y has to be spirit. This theory

e d i iori
: oes not teach us this superiority of the immaterial being, Tl
) e n | . The
cept of God’s spirituality should be based on Scripture, e g. Joh. 4:24
,e. g Joh.4:
7. The idea of ’s 1i i e
God’s righteousness, which worried Luther so much, was the Arist
; ristote-

N ¥ -
l]a“ ldea. IlghteOUSHESS 1s to give ever one hlS OwWn. If God Should give us What we de

serve, we all would recieve the d
eath-pe
penalty. Luther hated the word about God’s rig-

' But how can then the G
ospel be called 3
unto salvation, if in that Gospe ot o e

hteousness in Rom. 1:17%

I this righteousness of God is revealed? God’s righteo

usness i1s not On]y Conllected W”].l |Ud ement over Smners but a]SO W]Lh bal\/a“()n. mnce
g A 3 S S

AIIS totle dld not kllOW' t]le 11\/1“ GOd a-”d hls r heOUoHeSS hh; dehl“tlon Of ri IlteOUS
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