ASPECTS OF THE SOTERIOLOGY OF KARL BARTH
Fred H. Klooster
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two separated from each other by the section on the Church. Furthermore, it is in
IV/1 that Barth discusses justification and faith; in IV/2 sanctification and love; and
in the still to appear IV/3 that he will discuss calling and hope.
That Barth's integration of soteriology and Christology with hamartiology and
that one's view of sin also influences one's ordo salutis. Barth's position, however,
involves much more than this simple but significant observation. One might say that
the whole of Barth's theology comes to a head in the doctrine of reconciliation. As
Barth says himself, the theologian is here "at this centre of all Christian knowledge.
To fail here is to fail everywhere. To be on the right track here makes it impossible
to be completely mistaken in the whole."Io It is imperative, then, to take into account
Barth's view of revelation, God, predestination, creation, man, sin, etc., in order to
understand the doctrine of reconciliation. At the same time it is important to see
the place and significance of the "soteriological" elements within the entire frame·
work of the doctrine of reconciliation. To fail to do this will involve misinterpretation of Barth's unique position and confuson for the evangelical theologian.
That Barth's integration of soteriology and Christology with hamartoliogy and
ecclesiology involves more than dogmatic procedure is evident if one compares the
Church Dogmatics with the Systematic Theology of Charles Hodge. Hodge is a Re·
formed theologian who interestingly brings together in one major locus entitled
"Soteriology" all of these significantly related matters: the plan of salvation (predes·
tination), the covenant of grace, the person and work of Christ, the ordo salutis (vo·
cation, regeneration, faith, j llstification, sanctification), a section on ethics (exposition
of the Law), and concludes with the means of grace (the Word, sacraments, and
prayer). The amazing difference in real content should be obvious to anyone who
studies Hodge and Barth carefully.ll

It seems to me that, in the relation of soteriology and Christology, one has a
remarkably clear indication of what the "Christocentric" approach of Karl Barth in·
volves. In spite of the appeal of the term, Barth's "Christocentric" approach involves
a unique position, remarkably different from historic Reformed theology. The Christ·
ology which takes up the first major section of each of the parts of volume four, is
the crucial section each time. Barth says: "For it is there--and this is true of every
aspect-that the decisions are made. There is no legitimate way to an understanding
of the Christian life than that which we enter there. As I see it, it is by the extent to
which I have correctly described this that the book is to be judged."I2
The main lines of Barth's Christology will indicate its relation to his soteriology.
Barth speaks first of Jesus Christ as "very God." This means the "state" of humiliation, i.e., the humiliation of God, and the priestly office. To this Christological aspect
is linked the justification of man. Next he speaks of Jesus Christ as "very man." This
means the "state" of exaltation, i.e., the exaltation of man, and the kingly office. To
this Christological aspect corresponds the sanctification of man. Finally Barth speaks
of Jesus Christ as "God-man." There is no state correspondin~ to this aspect, while
the prophetic office is involved. And to this Christological aspect corresponds the
final objective element in soteriology, calling.l 3 I cannot develop here the critique
of this Christology, but I consider it basic to an evaluation of Barth's soteriology.14

H. The Relation of Justification and Sanctification
We have noted above that Barth's comprehensive doctrine of reconciliation in·
cludes two sections which may be called objective soteriology and, subjective soteri·
ology. At this point we shall turn to the elements referred to as objective soteriology,
i.e., justification, sanctification, and calling. To anyone acquainted with the usual
Reformed ordo salutis the listing of calling at the end of this trilogy is at once arrest·
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objectively, all are justified, sanctified and called. But ... not ... all, ... hear,
perceive and accept and receive all that God is for all.... To those who have noi
been touched in this way by the hand of God, the axiom that Jesus Christ is th(
Victor is as such unknown. It is a Christian and not a general axiom; valid generally
but not generally observed and acknowledged."21
We turn now to the other "moment" in the one divine act, sanctification. "Th{
divine act of atonement accomplished and revealed in Jesus Christ, does not consisl
only in the humiliation of God but in .and with this in the exaltation of man. Thm
it does not consist only in the fact that God offers Himself up for men; that He, thE
Judge, allows Himself to be judged in their place, in this way establishing and pro
claiming among sinners, and in defiance of their sin, His divine right which is a~
such the basis of a new right of man before Him. It does not consist, therefore onl)
in the justification of man," says Barth. "It consists also in the sanctification whid
is indissolubly bound up with his justification, i.e., in the fact that as He turns te
man in defiance of his sin He also, in defiance of his sin, turns man to Himself. The
reconciliation of man with God takes place also in the form that He introduces as c
new man the one in relation to whom He has set Himself in the right and whom Hc
has set in the right in relation to Himself. He has introduced him in the new form 0:
existence of a faithful covenant-partner who is well-pleasing to Him and blessed b)
Him,"22 Sanctification thus concerns reconciliation from the standpoint of man'!
conversion to God objectively performed by God.
One is struck by Barth's failure to give specific treatment to other usual element:!
of the ordo salutis such as regeneration and penitence, e.g. But all these are to bl
comprehended within the single term "sanctification." "What is meant by sanctifica
tion (sanctificatio)," says Barth, "might just as well be described by the less commor
biblical term regeneration (regeneratio) or renewal (renovation) or by that of con
version (conversio), or by that of penitence (poenitentia), which plays so importan
a role in both the Old and New Testaments, or' comprehensively by that of disciple
ship which is so outstanding especially in the synoptic Gospels. The content of al
these terms will have to be brought out under the title of sanctification. But then
is good reason to keep the term sanctification in the foreground, It . . . shows us a
once that we are dealing with the being and action of God ... that God is the activl
Subject not only in reconciliation generally but also in the conversion of man to Him
self. Like His turning to man, and man's justification, this is His work, His lacere
But it is now seen and understood, not as his justificare, but as his sanctificare." 23
We have now seen that while justification involves this one thing "that God ai
the Judge establishes that He is in the right against this man, thus creating a ne\l
right for this man before Him," sanctification involves "quite another that by Hi:
mighty direction He claims this man and makes him willing and ready for His ser
vice."24 This sanctification, which Barth considers to be objectivtj and accomplishe(
in and with the exaltation of the man Jesus, is also universal in its scope a;:. alread;
noted. Not only God's verdict, but also His direction or sanctification has been pro
nounced over all, and to that extent all are sanctified as well as justified.

Ill. The Relation 01 Faith & Love to Justification & Sanctification.
We have seen that Barth distinguishes objective soteriology from subjectivj
soteriology. We recall also that these two are separated in each part-volume by l
section dealing with the Church. Thus in Barth's treatment of reconciliation the sub
jects faith, love, and hope are the last to be discussed. Although this fits consistentl;
into the significantly constructed plan of the Church Dogmatics, it is here that Ollj
clearly notes Barth's anti-Schleiermacher polemic. 25 Whereas the religious conscious
ness is first and most significant for Schleiermacher, its place is not only last bu
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to the fact that God is for him; that he must acknowledge and recognise and con·
fess this; that he must place himself on this ground and walk on it without hesitation
or vacillation; that he must be satisfied and rej oice and constantly return to the
fact that he may un deservedly but quite indisputably be the child of God. This living,
active reception is faith; the faith of the Christian community, and in and with it the
faith of the individual Christian. Christianity consists wholly in this reception and
therefore in the act of faith."2 Barth's uniH~rsalistic strain is absent in his discussion
of faith. It is in "the man Jesus in whom the reconciliation of the world with God
has taken place. There is no man who does not belong to this man, who is not His
brother. But this is true of the Christian in a very special way because his human
existence has been altered and re-determined by the fact that what is true of all men
is no longer concealed from him but revealed to him; because he, a man like all others,
may live in the knowledge that he belongs to Jesus, and live in a very different way
from those who do not have this knowledge. That God has reconciled the world with
Himself in Jesus Christ is not merely true for each individual Christian personally,
as it is for all men, but is acquires shape and form in his existence. It is given to
him actually to live in communion with Jesus Chrst, in and with Him. In this way
and to this extent he receives and has his own specific part in the reconciliation which
has taken place in Him."33
When above we quoted Barth as saying that Christianity "consists wholly in
this reception and therefore in the act of faith," the word "wholly" must be allowed
to stand but it must not be taken to mean "exclusively." For there is also the element
"love," as well as the third element "hope." Love corresponds to sanctification and to
the Christological axiom of the exaltation of man in Jesus Christ. Note again the
comprehensive statement introducing this final section on "The Holy Spirit and
Christian Love."
The Holy Spirit is the quickening power in which J usus Christ places a sinful man
in His community and thus gives him the freedom, in active self·giving to God and his
fellows as God's witness, to correspond to the love in which God has drawn him to Him·
self and raised him up, overcoming his sloth and misery.3 4

While faith involved reception, love involves self-giving. This love corresponds
to the kingly office of Jesus Christ "in the exercise of which He the servant, as a
man like ourselves and among us, is exalted to be the Lord, who as such draws to
and after Himself and raises up in the power of God sinful man, the man who is slothful and miserable in His sin."35 It corresponds to "his sanctification, of his no less
gracious claiming and endowment and institution for obedience, work and servce."
And so this love involves "no less wholly and purely ... the decision for a definite
direction in the life-movement of man, and therefore of his breaking out in this di·
rection. In Jesus Christ a new man, the true man, has dynamically entered the human
sphere, not merely demanding conversion and discipleship, but in the quickening
power of His Holy Spirit calling and transposing into conversion and discipleship.
Christians, then, are the men in whom Jesus Christ, and in Him their own completed
sanctification, is revealed and present as their first·born Brother and subordinated to
Him as their King instituted from all eternity.... It is the act of a pure and total
giving, offering and surrender corresponding to this receiving ... Christian love."36
IV. Evaluation
This survey of some aspects of Barth's soteriology has already implied something of the kind of comprehensive critique which the evangelical theologian is
obligated to make. It is impossible to approach Barth's Dogmatics as one would approach Hodge or Bavinck or BerkhoE in order to make certain minor criticisms. It
should be obvious that Barth's soteriology involves an amazingly compact and intri·
cate structure which differs radically from historic Reformed theology. The evangel-

ical theologian would be doing injustice to Barth as well as himself, if he were t
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.. Let me. i~terject a comment here, lest the largely negative character of my
cntlque be mIsmterpreted. Even though I believe that an evaluation of Barth's sot .
ology in the .lig~t of Scripture and historic Reformed theology wiII end with a ;~~:
ma~Ily negatIve Ju~gment, I do not mean to say that Barth's theology can therefore
be .Ig~ored. !here IS a treme~dous challenge and stimulation in the study of Barth.
ThIs IS due III part to Barth s importance on the contemporary scene. But it arises
even ~ore from the fact that Barth, wishing to break radically with the liberalism of
Schlelermacher: claims to be .reviving ~uther, Calvin and Reformed theology in gen.
eral. But even I.f one must dIsagree .wlth Barth's claim, as I most seriously do, the
s~udy of"Barth IS extremely challengmg and rewarding. In the words of a recent re·
VIewer: Whenev~r we. 0I?en the book, we come across some aphorism, some epigram,
some paradox whIch, If It refuses to make clear and plain the thought of its author
challenges or teases the reader into re.examining the thought of his own mind."37 '
Although I cannot now set forth the comprehensive critique which is really
demanded, let me make a few observations. It is certainly! true that soteriology and
C.hristology are intimately related, as Barth repeatedly asserts. However, I am con·
~mced th.at Bar~'s ~hristol?gy doe~ no~ p.r0vide a genuinely biblical basis for the
mterrelatron whIch IS reqUIred. ThIs sIgmficant reservation which I cannot now
develop, must be borne in mind as the context for the followin~ points of critique.
First, it should. be noted that although soteriology and Christology are signifi·
cantly relate~, t~lere IS also good warrant for distinguishing them. The atoning work
o~ Je~us Chnst IS a complete, once·for·all satisfaction offered to God by C,hrist's sub·
stItutronary death .on .the cro.ss .of Calvary. Although this atoning work of Christ is
c?mplete, the app!IcatIon .of It IS n~t a! once completed. That is, Christ's work pro·
VI?eS the. all:suffi.clent baSIS for the Justrfication and sanctification of God's elect, but
thIS ?pplIcatIOn IS not. at once performed. Christ's work provides the solid basis for
~?tenolog~; but so~enology is not completed with the atonement. For Barth the
moments of sotenology are really one event and there is no real distinction between
atonement and soteriology.
Secondly, the Scripture certainly indicates that the application of Christ's corn·
pleted work does follow a certain order as indicated structurally in Romans 8'28-30
(caping, justification, glorification). It seems clear to me that the Reformer~ were
en.tIrely correct in int:rpreti~g the recurrent. Sc:iptu:al references to justification by
~aIt~ to mean. that faIth logIcally precedes JustIficatIOn in the ordo sallltis. We are
JustI~ed .by faI~h o.r t~roug? faith. This demands, I believe, that faith either precedes
or c.oIllcIdes WIth .Justrficat:on: ~nd a?ain it is a Scriptural demand to regard regeneratIOn as precedI~g or comcldmg WIth the first exercise of faith, (John 3:6 e.g.).
Furthermore, t~e sI~ner who has been regenerated by the Spirit of God, justified by
~od through faIth, IS also called upon to be increasingly sanctified. This ordo sallltis
IS d~man.ded b~ ~criptur.e. While the objective basis for our justification and sancti·
ficatIOn IS Chnst s atomng sacrifice and resurrection, yet man IS not subjectively
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justified, and sanctified by this a~tion. (It must be remerbered .that for B~rth the
humiliation of God and the exaltatIOn of man are the facets of Chnstology whrch have
really replaced a substitutionary atoning death of Christ on the Cross.)
Thirdly, it has been noted that according to Barth justification is universal and
objectively true of all men. Here a further critique of Barth's view of predestination
ouo-ht to be set forth, for it is of course intimately related to the universal aspect of
ju~ific~tion. By ~is ow~ a~miss~on, Earth. reiects ~alvin's view of I?re~estir:ation.
The intImate relatron of JustIficatIOn and faIth m Scnpture cannot receIve Its nghtful
place in this view of Earth. Faith always follows justification according to ~arth and
in no sense is it the instrumental cause or agent. Here one sees how baSIcally ~n
chano-ed Barth's present position is from the views expressed earlier in the Romerbnef·
Alth~ugh Earth does speak of justification by faith, this only means a coming to
know afterwards that one is and was already justified. And even when Barth speaks
of forensic justification, again the term has been given a completely new me~n~ng.
Here one sees that Barth's conception of sin does not really reproduce the bIblIcal
seriousness of man's sin as guilt involving the transgression of God's law. And hence
the justification of which Barth speaks. re~lly means o?ly that ~o~ is r.ight. God is
right in the humiliation of God, and thIS nght of God IS called JustIficatron.
Fourthly, a similar critique of Barth's view of sanctfication must b~ made.
There is a measure of truth in asserting that sanctification includes regeneratIOn and
conversion. The regeneration wrought by the Spirit of God is indeed a major element
in man's sanctification. The ordo salutis in its usual Reformed conception does not
mean to say that each element is always chronologically posterior. Eut since regeneration is a sincrle act of God upon the elect sinner, and is basic to man's conversion
in faith and ;epentance, there is good reason for placing sanctification after justifi.
cation. Justification as a forensic act of God is a single verdict. But sanctification
must continue as the justified sinner seeks by using the means of grace to attain
greater conformity to the will of God. The righteousness of .Christ is imputed to hi~
so that he is clothed with the righteousness of God. But the hfe-long process of sanctIfication is obviously incompatible with such a view.
In the fifth place, objection must be raised to the subjective elements of Barth's
soteriology. Faith, love and hope were seen to be primarily ncetic. This is true mo~t
specifically of faith, but even love and hope are ~poken of as.th~ acceptanc~ of. God.s
direction and of His calling. In the case of faIth, as was mdlcated earher ID thIS
paper, o~e simply comes to know and acknowledge what he already is.- i.e., jus~ifi~d.
It is here, perhaps most pointedly, that one sees how inconsequentral the Ch.rlstran
life appears in Barth's theology. This, it seems to me, demands carefUL scrutmy on
the part of those who think Barth's theology has significantly changed. Although
Barth's theology has been characterized by the motif of the "triumph of gra.ce", it .is
clearly grace other than that which Scripture presents as the grace of G?d m Chn~t
Jesus. Man's sin is simply his failure to acknowledge what he really IS. And thIS
seems to be Barth's reason for speaking of it as the impossible possibility.
Finally, it is now evident why Barth's view of soteriology ta~es away the bi~lical
urgency for preaching and evangelism, eve~ tho~gh he has .gIven proclamat~on ~
significance quite different from that of the lIberalIsm of Schlelermacher .an~ RItschI.
The urgency of calling men to repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Chnst IS absent,
however. It has been rightly observed that neo-orthodoxy has not produced e~an·
gelists: Barth's theology has no motivation fo~ ~van~eli~m. ~ltho~gh there IS a
difference between the Christian and the non-Chnstlan, It hes chIefly ID the fact that
one knows he is justified and sanctified, while the other, equally justi~ed and sanctified, does not know it. And it is probably correct to say that he SImply does not

know it - yet. Even though Barth wishes to avoid the apokatasis, he seems incapable
of doing so within the context of his own theology.
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