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CHURCH HISTORY AS A SCIENCE AND AS A
THEOLOGICAL DISCIPLINE*

Mr. President and Gentlemen of the Board of Directors:

It is with mingled feelings that I rise to address you

on this occasion. So strong, indeed, are some of the emo-

tions which the solemn business of this hour reawakens

within me, that it would be a sheer affectation on my part

not to allude to them.

At your earnest solicitation I have exchanged the chair

of Homiletics for that of Church History. In this con-

nection I can only say—but thus much I must say—that as

I was unable to make, so I have remained unable to review

this decision, without many a secret pang alike of regret

and of anxious solicitude. I should be untrue to myself,

as I certainly should appear wanting in my obligations

to your honorable body, if I should fail to take this oppor-

tunity of giving you the renewed assurance of my sincere

and grateful appreciation of the privilege of working for

three years in the Practical Department of the Seminary,

—

a service which many cherished testimonies have embold-

ened me to believe has probably been as useful as any

of equal length that I may ever render, and which memory
persuades me has been as happy as any that I have ever

been permitted to undertake.

But on the other hand, as I face the new duties to which

you have called me and to-day formally introduced me,

I find much comfort and inspiration in the conviction that

in your action I have heard the voice of the Lord,

* An address delivered in Miller Chapel on the occasion of indaction

into .the Archibald Alexander Professorship of Church History, Oc-

tober 13, 1914.
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his stand with Ewald and Delitzsch, Mr. Cannon has given us one

more attempt to interpret the book as it has come down to us. It will

rest with the individual reader to judge whether or not he has put

upon his key-passages a stress greater than they were intended or are

able to bear: is viii. 6, 7 the “grand ethical climax” of the poem? and

is the refrain in ii. 7, iii. 5 and viii. 4 the mark of the close of the

several cantos (acts), intended to “reflect upon and point the moral

of the section which they close”? In other words, is the theme of

the writer the praise of virtuous devotion in a woman whom all of

Solomon’s arts cannot render disloyal? or is this a mistake?

Princeton. J. Oscar Boyd.

The Religions Ideas of the Old Testament. By H. Wheeler Robinson,

M.A. Tutor in Rawdon College. Sometime Senior Kennicott

Scholar in the University of Oxford. New York: Charles Scrib-

ner’s Sons, 1913. 12 mo. pp. 245 (Studies in Theology, 75 cents

net per vol.)

This book is exceedingly well written, so well indeed, that one cannot

help regretting that it is inspired by the Wellhausenian theory of the

history of Israel’s religion. It is one of the best succinct expositions

of this theory that we have seen and exhibits to an unusual degree

the fascination which in virtue of its great unifying sweep the latter is

apt to exert. To be sure the author’s standpoint is that of a moderated

Wellhausenianism. This shows itself in two respects. On the one

hand he places greater emphasis upon the redemptive element in

Israel’s experience and does not so one-sidedly as the extreme advo-

cates of the theory are accustomed to do represent the ethical Mono-
theism as the exclusively valuable product of the development. On the

other hand the ethical nucleus in the conception of God is traced far-

ther back beyond the age of the great writing prophets, via Elijah

and Nathan to the time of the exodus. While this, of course, breaks

up to some extent the coherence of the scheme, it brings the position

somewhat nearer to the traditional view. But so far as the time of

Moses is concerned the incipient ethicizing of the conception of God
made out to exist is more apparent than real, amounting to no more
than the fact that Yahveh and Israel were joined together by a

free choice. How this implies the ethical character of the relationship,

unless it can be shown that the choice was inspired by moral motives,

we are unable to see. As to the other approach to the conservative

position, the greater emphasis thrown on grace and redemption, this

also falls short of a solid recognition of the redemptive backbone of

the Old Testament in the old accepted sense. All grace is free grace

;

the juristic conception of God is rejected on principle; no satisfaction

of the divine righteousness by penal suffering allowed, either as enter-

ing into the ritual of sacrifice or into the teaching of prophecy. Even
where, as in Isa. liii, the presence of the idea of a “vicarious” suffering

on the part of Israel for the Gentiles is recognized and at each point

where the exposition might seem to approach such an idea, the
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author takes special pains to warn the reader against identifying this

teaching with the forensic conception of the Protestant theology. Of
the reaction which has lately set in against the Wellhausenian con-

struction in the critical sphere the author does not seem to have felt

the influence. In his sketch of the Old Testament eschatologj% while

admitting Gressmann’s assumption of the preprophetic date and popu-
lar character of the ancient hope of Israel, yet the figure of the

Messiah is represented as the reflex-product of the experience of

Israel with the kingship.

The main fault we have to find with the book is that it entirely

subjectivizes the process of revelation : all truth is the result of his-

torical experience, collective or individual. It is not the object of

communication on the part of God, but the precipitate of faith and

vision on the part of man. The objections which from the point of

view of the philosophy of revelation must suggest themselves against

this standpoint appear to be clearly felt and are admirably stated in

the concluding chapter by the author himself, who here as else-

where shows himself capable of clear theological thinking. The con-

siderations by which he seeks to invalidate them will hardly satisfy

the orthodox reader. If revelation is in its whole compass subjective,

and at the same time through its subjective emergence acquires the

character of relativity and fallibleness, no objective norm remains

b}' which its actual provenience from the mind of God and its degree

of authoritativeness can be tested. To say that all truth inherently

commends itself is no solution for a mind conscious of its own spiritual

inadequacy through sin in the noetic sphere. Xor do we think it in

accordance with the facts of the prophetic consciousness thus to sub-

jectivize the reception of truth. The author is fair enough to state

these facts correctly, but then refuses to be bound by the prophets’

own perception of them, and substitutes his own subj ectivizing psy-

chological interpretation. It is significant that in the bibliography at

the close of the volume Konig’s Offenbarungsbegriff, which upholds

the objectivity of revelation, to be sure in an extreme sense, is not

included, whilst the much briefer and more shallow treatise of Giese-

brecht on the Berufsbegabung of the prophets is named.

We wish the author could have spared the reader the hackneyed

assurance that through the new critical treatment and its conclusions

the Old Testament has not lost but gained in religious grandeur and

beauty. This may be so from the author’s own standpoint, but the

assurance is hardly necessary or intended for that. It is obviously

offered to allay the fears of the conservative reader. For this, however,

it is entirely beside the purpose. The conservative attitude toward the

Old Testament expects from it and finds in it something different and

something more than the modern religious consciousness. And because

the demands on our side are different, in a sense higher, the concern

about critical procedures and their results is differently affected and

far more easily aroused. From the writer’s subj ectivizing point of view

the genealogy of truth becomes a matter of minor importance and
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an attitude of unconcern in regard to criticism quite easy of attainment.

It is different with those who are accustomed vividly to conceive of

God as standing with his personal authority back of the whole process

of revelation at every step. With all their historical sense and psycho-

logical insight the critics might make a little more effort to project

themselves into the conservative position. Probably the reason why it is

so difficult for them to do this, is that they cannot conceive of the old

view about the inspired Bible in any other way than as an antiquated

position, which has lost all vitality in the sphere of practical religion.

But surely in this they are mistaken.

Princeton. Geerhardus Vos.

The Theology of the Gospels. By James Moffatt^ D.D., D.Litit. Yates

Professor of New Testament Greek and Exegesis IMansfield

College, Oxford. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1913. Pp.

xii, 220. 75 cents net.

Dr. Moffiatt at the outset finds it necessary to justify his use of the

term theology in connection with the Gospels, which so many at

present consider a refuge from all theology. He has sympathy with

this frame of mind and half apologizes to it for the scientific com-
pulsion he feels under to recognize in the Gospels the presence of this

unpopular ingredient. It is amusing that after some rather hard

words about the scholastic type of theology, he borrows from the

greatest of the schoolmen his charaoterization of what the ideal of

theology should be. The existence of theology in the Gospels is based

on the principle that the personal belief in Christ voiced in them
carries with it convictions of the early believers’ relations to God
and the world, convictions which are organic to the religious e.xperience.

For this theology a distinction is to be drawn between what was time-

conditioned and accidental and what was classical and fundamental,

and this applies not merely to the Gospel-tradition and the Evangelists

but equally much to Jesus Himself. There are elements even in Jesus’

teaching that cannot be incorporated into our world view and as such the

demonology and eschatology are specified. What the norm is for dis-

tinguishing between the accidental and the fundamental does not

become clear. The divine revelation made through Jesus Christ lies

back of the theology of the Gospels, but the term revelation receives

a very subjective coloring being made to consist in “the character and

purpose of Christ, His personality. His disclosure of the divine nature

in word and deed, the experiences to which His Spirit gave rise.’’ But

while this was undoubtedly essential to the theology of the Apostolic

age, it remains an open question whether Troeltsch is not correct

in maintaining that from the standpoint of modern theology

Christocentric views may be as logically superseded as geocentric con-

ceptions in cosmology or anthropocentric ideas in metaphysics. It all

amounts to this that the theology of the Gospels, even of Jesus, is not

the norm, but the reflection of religion and no objective standard re-

mains by which to regulate the religious consciousness.




