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Some recent Philosophical Theology 

By PAUL HELM BA, Lecturer in Philo
sophy in the University of Liverpool. 

The lack of interest shown by conserva
tive Evangelicals in the philosophy (If 
religion is perhaps not hard to under
stand. A number of factors have con
tributed to this - a distrust of apolo
getics as a method of presenting the 
faith, a belief in the unhelpfulness or 
impossibility of constructing a natural 
theology, and a suspicion - or more 
than a suspicion - that the sort of 
philosophy done in this country at 
presen t (generally called ' analytic' 
philosophy) makes any positive link-up 
between theology and philosophy im
possible. This article is an attempt to 
remedy the neglect by showing that 
philosophy as such is not dangerous, 
and that the problems Evangelicals have 
regarded as lying in the wasteland be
tween the two disciplines have an in
trinsic and obvious importance. 

LOGICAL POSITIVISM AND ITS 
AFTERMATH 

Since the 19308, philosophical theology 
in this country has taken the form of 
an elucidation and discussion of what 
are in fact a number of standard re
sponses to one problem, that of justify
ing theological utterances in the face of 
the critique of logic,al positivism. Posi
tivism is a science-inspired thesis about 
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meaning, and claims that utterances or 
expressions that are neither truths of 
logic (and hence true in virtue of the 
meanings of the constituent terms of the 
utterance) nor descriptions of empirical, 
and hence verifiable or falsifiable, states 
of affairs, are literally meaningless. 
Clearly, theological utterances, along 
with utterances in morals, for example, 
are candidates for the positivist's axe, 
since it is obvious that they are not 
covertly tautologous expressions such as 
, blue socks are blue', nor do they des
cribe states of affairs that are conclusive
ly verifiable by sense experience, such 
as ' the fireplace is made of Westmorland 
stone '. 

How then is religious language to be 
saved? One obvious move is to deny 
that such language describes anything, 
and hence that it is mistaken to call re
ligious statements 'true' or 'false'. 
Instead, religious utterances are said to 
express the utterer's intention to lead a 
certain sort of life (Braithwaite),1 or his 
point of view (Hare),2 Another ap
proach has been to admit the force of 
verificationism, but to save the des:rip
tive nature of religious language by 
making use of the notion of 'eschato
logi~al verification' (Hick, Crombie);3 
the Idea that though the states of affairs 
that religious language purports to des
cribe cannot be conclusively verified 
here and now, this will be possible' at 
the end', Yet another way is to claim 



that religious assertions are complemen
tary to other sorts of assertions, such as 
the assertions of natural science; both 
describe the same phenomenon - an 
event or situation - but from differing 
points of view, each viewpoint being 
irreducible, and autonomous, having its 
own criteria of meaning and truth. Thus 
an experience could be described in 
term~ of neurophysiological events, or as 
a 'conversion', the one description 
complementing the other, and neither 
being , better' or ' more basic' than the 
other (Mackay).4 

Students of the philosophy of religion 
will be familiar with work done along 
these lines; the issues raised are impor
tant and troublesome. Yet it would be 
a mistake to think that philosophy and 
theology must always be suspicious of 
each other. To show how philosophy 
has been used to the advantage of our 
understanding of revealed truth and not 
merely destructively or as a tool of 
Christian apologetics, I want to discuss 
two recent books, Sense, N Ollsense and 
Christianity by Dr Hugo Meynel\,5 and 
The Logic of Self-Im'olvement by Dr 
Donald Evans.6 

'SENSE, NONSENSE AND 
CHRISTIANITY' 

The author's aim in Sense, N Ollsense and 
Christianity is to illuminate the logical 
status of traditional Christian belief by 
setting it off against the various reduc
tionist theologies that have cropped up 
III the history of the church as attempts 
to reduce or translate the apostolic 
preaching of the cross into terms be
loved by the philosophical fashions of 
the day. These attempts to reduce the 
doctrines of historic Christianity (from 
Hegel to Schleiermacher to Bultmann, 
and including the Robinsons and van 
Burens) have one feature in common, 
namely, the conviction that the truth or 
falsity of the propositions of Scripture 
is irrelevant to their value; the message 
of Scripture is ' a more or less dispens
able means to, or oblique expression of 
present religious experience or moral be
haviour or existential self -understand
ing' (p. 136). 

A clear and instructive discussion of 
reductionism in theology prepares the 
way for Meynell's own contribution, 
which is an attempt to answer the 
question, If the mysteries of the Christ
ian faith are not to be reduced in any 
of the historically-famous ways, for the 
reasons given, what states of affairs can 
be said to validate the faith, and, more 

weakly, what states of affairs are com
patible with the faith? Note that, while 
this question is verificationist in tone, 
it is vastly different from the positivist's 
questions. The point is not: 'Do theol
ogical utterances meet with the require
ments of the verification principle?'; 
but assuming their meaningfulness, and 
acknowledging their ultimate mysterious
ness the question nQw is: 'In virtue of 
what facts are they true?' (' facts' here 
are to be understood as 'states of 
affairs that are taken to validate '). For 
the reformed Christian these facts will 
be identical with the statements of 
Scripture; for the Roman Catholic the 
range of facts will be wider. We can 
now go on to ask how different the 
biblical account would have to be for 
a particular statement or a particular 
claim to be invalidated. Thus the veri
fication principle becomes internalized, 
and becomes a tool for a rigorous ex
amination of the faith in the light of 
the statements of Scripture. 

Because religious mysteries are myster
ies they have a character all of their 
own; they differ from those states of 
affairs that can be 'immediately and 
fully explained ... and from sheer non
sense' (p. 170). Meynell goes on to 
suggest an application of this to various 
doctrines, for example to Christology, 
inspiration and miracles. What facts 
would be inconsistent with our belief in 
the inspiration of Scripture? i.e. What 
states of affairs would invalidate such 
a belief? Here one could quarrel with 
Meynell's view that' It is clearly not of 
importance for the traditional Christian 
faith that all the stories (i.e. biblical 
stories), which take a historical form 
should be an accurate record of fact' 
but only those' on which the Church's 
doctrine explicitly lays weight' (p. 181). 
Yet it is certainly the case that certain 
historical events are more crucial than 
others for the validation of the faith; 
certain are necessary, e.g. the resurrec
tion of Christ; certain are only peripher
al, e.g. the fact that Balaam's ass spoke. 
However, even from this the value of 
Meynell's thesis is clear, for he does not 
ask a general question about the rela
tionship between our belief in God and 
our experience of the world (as Profes
sor Flew does, for example») Instead 
Meynell asks a series of particular ques
tions modelled on this but differing sig
nificantly in so far as radically different 
canons of validity and invalidity are 
assumed - in the one case sense ex
perience, in the other the assertions of 
Scripture. 
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What value has all this? First, it pro
vides a sharp reminder that if our faith 
is not to be reductionist in character 
there must be certain states of affairs 
that would invalidate it. A faith that 
is compatible with any conceivable states 
of affairs (for example compatible with 
anything having happened in history) or 
that indulges in 'conversion by defini
tion ' (' humanists are really Christians ') 
is a faith that has reduced the proposi
tions of Scripture to the worship of one 
or more values - intellectual idolatry. 
Second, from a methodological point of 
view, it forces us to look at Scripture 
positively; it calls us to re-examine the 
biblical foundations of our faith, chal
lenging us to show what cash-value the 
utterances of dogmatics have when look
ed at from the point of view of their 
biblical basis. And in doing this, we 
are only carrying forward an approach 
that is essentially biblical and apostolic, 
for when Paul wrote 'If Christ be not 
risen, then is our preaching vain, and 
your faith is also vain . . . if Christ be 
not raised, . .. ye are yet in your sins' 
(1 Cor. 15: 14-17), he was indicating a 
state of affairs the absence of which 
would have invalidated faith, one which 
would have made a difference, and a 
crucial difference, to the validity of the 
gospel message. (Compare, in a similar 
way, the tests laid down for discerning 
false prophets, Deuteronomy 13: 1-3.) 

• THE LOGIC OF SELF
INVOLVEMENT' 

Dr Donald Evan's book, The Logic of 
Self-Involvement. is of a very different 
character. He treats religious language 
(in this case, the language of Scripture 
itself, as opposed to confessional or 
credal utterances) in a way exactly paral
lel to that in which R. M. Hare or Pro
fessor Nowell SmithS have dealt with 
the language of moral discourse; he 
looks, that is, at the uses to which re
ligious language is put in the context 
in which it was uttered. Thus, in a 
specifically biblical context he tries to 
see what, if any, are the logical peculiari
ties of classes of biblical statements. 
Since this procedure is parasitic upon 
Scripture, it is quite compatible with be
lieving acceptance of its statements, 
even though in practice what Evans him
self has to say may be thought to be 
inconsistent with this underlying theo
retical principle. 

Evans takes as his starting-point some 
work of the late J. L. Austin9 on what 
Austin called performative utterances. 
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Austin is the first to have made clear 
that the logical status of expressions of 
the form 'I promise to do so and so ' 
is markedly different from that of 
ordinary statements having a straight 
descriptive character. such as, 'Jones 
built the house'. At first sight, 'I 
promise to do so and so ' may seem like 
a description of something, my promise 
perhaps, or my intention to promise. 
But it is in fact a verbal action - hence 
the label performative. In the appro
priate circumstances (for example, the 
speaker must not be joking or saying 
the words in his sleep) the saying is the 
doing. When J say, 'I promise', I do 
not describe anything; I act. In saying, 
I do. This is one example of a whole 
class of expressions which Evans dubs 
, self-involving'. for unlike' Jones built 
the house', such expressions carry defi
nite implications for the speaker's 
future behaviour and beliefs. 

In part I of The Logic of Self
Invoh'emellt Evans is concerned to map 
out - in some detail - the concept of 
a self-involving utterance. This pre
liminary study. which is heavily indebted 
to Austin's pioneering work, enables us 
to classify with precision the various 
ways in which language may involve a 
spectator in something more than a bare 
assent to a factual state of affairs (p. 34). 
In part 11 of the book Evans applies this 
notion to the language of Scripture, par
ticularly those statements that are con
cerned with creation . 

The discussion throughout is long and 
involved, and it is impossible to give an 
adequate summary of the detail, or of 
the numerous insights Evans brings out. 
A few examples must suffice to show the 
detail, and the relevance of this work to 
biblical studies. 1 n the first, largely 
philosophical, half Evans follows Aus
tin in classifying performatives into 
(1) COllstatives. These are performative 
utterances of which it is possible to ask, 
, Is this true or false?' Examples would 
be, 'I warn you that Brown is danger
ous', 'I report that business is expand
ing' where 'Brown is dangerous' and 
, business is expanding' are the descrip
tive and hence fact-stating components 
of larger self-involving utterances. (2) 
Comlllissives. These cannot be true or 
false, only fulfilled or unfulfilled, e.!? 
'I promise to return the books to
morrow'. Commissives are especially 
important in Evans' subsequent appli
cation of this analysis to religious lan
guage. (3) Exercitives, used in the exer
cise of authority, as in, 'I appoint you 
Governor of Kenya'. (4) Behabitives, 



used to imply certain attitudes, as in ' I 
apologise for my behaviour '. 

It is the purpose of these apparently 
trivial distinctions to be used to illu
minate features of language that have 
been overlooked, and so (for Austin at 
least) to correct philosophical errors that 
have arisen due to a neglect of their 
special logical character. Evans works 
over this ground very thoroughly in the 
first part of the book, as did Austin him
self in his posthumously-published lec
tures How to Do Things with Words. 
But how can this help in our understand
ing of Scripture? 

Consider the utterance, 'God is my 
Crea tor', as a type of a certain class of 
statements in Scripture. On the face of 
things it is on a par with 'Lee is my 
hairdresser', or 'Ed wards is my solici
tor'. and so on. But uttered in the 
appropriate circumstances, this is not 
just the recognition of a certain objec
tive state of affairs. The utterance has 
important implications. For example, it 
shows that the speaker acknowledges the 
Lordship of God, and consequently sees 
himself as a creature of God, and a 
steward of God's gifts. and this in turn 
has implications for his attitudes and 
conduct in many concrete situations of 
his life and witness. In this way, the 
speaker is involved or 'caught up' in 
the utterance. 'In the biblical context, 
if I say "God is my Creator", I 
acknowledge my status as God's obedi
ent servant and possession, I acknow
ledge my role as God's steward and wor
shipper, I acknowledge God's gift of 
existence, and I acknowledge God's self
commitment to me. This act of acknow
ledgement includes both Behabitive and 
Commissive elements' (p. 158). 

For another illustration, take expres
sions such as 'God reveals His glory in 
His creation'. In these expressions the 
speaker not only commits himself and 
expresses a certain attitude. but also 
passes a verdict coinciding with the ver
dict of Scripture. 'Tn saying, "God 
reveals His glory in His creation", I do 
not merely assent to a flat statement of 
fact, I express an attitude which involves 
an onlook. This expression of onlook 
includes not only Behahitive and Com
missive elements, but also a Verdictive 
element. In deciding to glorify, T de
cide that He is glorious. My utterance 
is an unofficial Verdictive; it is an agree
ment with what I take to hc an official 
Verdictive: the! verdict of God Himself, 
expressed by men of religious authority' 
(p. 197). 

A last example: according to Scrip-

ture, to know God is to acknowledge 
Him; this knowledge is a form of action. 
'When a man "knows" God, he 
acknowledges Him; and when God 
" knows" a man, He acknowledges the 
man '. So a man can be bidden to 
, know the Lord' ((Jer. 31: 34). (Com
pare Calvin in the Institutes, I. 2: 'We 
cannot with propriety say there is any 
knowledge of God where there is no 
religion or piety:) Thus,' I know the 
Lord' is not like' I know the milkman' 
or 'I know my twelve times table'; to 
know the Lord entails other conduct of 
a certain specific sort. 

These are just a few instances of the 
insights in this book. Perhaps they are 
insights that tend to confirm our pre
vious reading of Scripture, but this is no 
bad thing. In any event, they are the 
product of the use of the findings of 
modern philosophical research in the 
illumination of the logical structure of 
biblical language; not to redllce the 
statements of Scripture, to devalue them, 
but to illustrate their unique character. 

Analytic philosophy as sllch is not 
anti-religious; it can be used construc
tively and painstakingly. When it ;s 
done in this way and in this temper, it 
can be a useful help to theology and to 
our understanding of revealed truth, as 
it can be also to politics or to natural 
science. 

Notes 

1 R. B. Braithwaite, An Empirical 
View of the Nature of Religiolls Belief. 
(Eddington Memorial Lecture. CUP, 
1955.) 

2 R. M. Hare, 'Theology and Falsifi
cation' in New Essays in Philosophical 
Theology, edited by A. MacIntyre and 
A. G. N. Flew. (SCM, 1955.) 

3 John Hick, 'Theology and Verifica
tion' in Tlleolo!:}' Today, XVII, 1, April 
1960. l. M. Crombie. 'Theology and 
Falsification' in N ell' Essays in Philoso
phical Theology. 

4 D. M. Mackay, 'Divine Activity in 
a Scientific World' in Faith and 
Thought, Vo!. 91, No. 2. 

.i Sheed and Ward, 1964. 
6 SCM 1964 . 
7 A. d. N. Flew, 'Theology and Fal

sification' in New Essays in Philosophi
cal Theology. 

8 In The Language of Morals (OUP. 
1952) and Ethics (Pelican, 1954). 

9 See his posthumously published lec
tures, How To Do Things With Words 
(OUP, 1963). 

15 


