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THE NATURE OF TRUTH:
POSTMODERN OR PROPOSITIONAL?
Robert L. Thomas
Professor of New T estament
Ernest R. Sa nde en laid a found ation for a contemp orary concept of truth
that was uniq ue amo ng evan gelica ls with a high view of Scripture. He proposed that
the conce pt of inerran cy base d on a literal metho d of interpretation was late in
coming durin g the Christian era, ha ving its beginning among the Princeton
theologians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He ruled out their
doctrines related to inspiration because they were based on rational thinking which
he taught was absent from earlier Christian thought. Subsequent evaluations of
Sande en’s work have disproved his assumption that those doctrines were absent from
Christianity prior to the Princeton era. Yet well-known Christian writers have since
built on Sand een’s founda tion that excludes rationality and precision from an
interpretation of Scripture. The Sandeenists criticize the Princetonians for
overreacting in their re sponse to mo dern ism, for their use of literal principles of
interpretation, for defining propositional truth derived from the Bible, and for
excluding the H oly Spirit’s help in interpretation. All such criticisms have proven
to be without foun datio n. Th e Prin ceton ians w ere not with out fa ult, but their
utilization of common sense in biblical interpretation was their strong virtue.
Unfortunately, even the Journal of the in erran tist Evange lical Th eological Society
has promoted some of the same errors as Sandeen. The divine element in inspiration
is a guarantee of the rationality and precision of Scripture, because God, the
ultimate author of Scripture, is quite rationa l and p recise, as proven by S cripture
itself.
*****
Several words related to an evangelical quest for truth have gained a
negative connotation . Among them are the two word s “rationality” and “precision.”
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Since I used both words in a positive way in a recent article,1 I was co mpe lled to
search for the so urce o f this negativity. My probing took me into the clash between
a group I will call the Sandeenists on one side and the defenders of the nineteenthand early twentieth-century Princeton theologians on the other. In the former case,
truth is ill-defined, in step with the postmodern tempo of today; in the latter, the truth
is propositional and stable.
Foundation for a Contemporary Concept Laid by
by Ernest R. Sandeen
Ern est R . San deen H imself
The campaign endorsed by a number of evang elicals bears a remarkable
similarity to one initiated by E. R. Sandeen three o r four d ecad es ago . W hy such a
battle continues to arise is a deep mystery, because the foundations laid for
discrediting the so-called Scottish Common S ense Realism—i.e., rationalism—o f the
Princeton movement have themselves been so thoroughly discredited. The work of
Sandeen on fundam entalism 2 has received much attention, both from tho se who buy
into his theory partially or totally an d from those who have shown the grievous
shortcomings of his theory. Sandeen contended, “Mo st twentieth-century Fundamentalists and ma ny twentieth-century historians have mistakenly assumed that
Protestantism possessed a strong, fully integrated theology of biblical authority which
was attacked by advocates of the higher criticism. As we shall see, no such theology
existed before 18 50.” 3 He developed a theory that the millenarian—m ore com mon ly
known today as dispensational premillenarian—literal method of interpretation of
Scripture was essentially the same as that introd uced into evangelicalism through the
Princeton doctrine of the Scriptures, and concluded, “Both Princeton and the
millenarians had staked their entire conception of Christianity upon a particular view
of the Bible base d ultima tely upo n eighteenth-century [i.e., Enlightenment] standards
of rationality.” 4
In the process of developing his theory, Sandeen raised three o bjec tions to
conclusions of the Princeton theologians: their doctrine of verbal inspiration, the ir
doctrine of biblical inerra ncy, and their view that inspiration applied only to the
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original autograp hs. 5
That such doctrines based on rational thought did not exist until the late
nineteenth century has be en soundly re futed a numb er of times since Sandeen
published his work in 1970. Woodbridge and Balmer have shown that Sandeen’s
version of the history of biblical authority in the Reformed tradition is misconstrued,
that his po rtrait of the d octrine of biblical autho rity at nineteenth-century Princeton
Theological Seminary is misleading, and that his separation of the Princetonians’
teachings about the infallibility of the original autographs from the wider context of
American and European evangelical thought is erroneous. 6 Contrary to Sandeen’s
theory, W illiam W hitaker in a 1588 publication and William Ames in 1624, 1627,
and 162 9 publicatio ns defended a R eform ed position of biblical inerrancy. 7
Nineteenth-century Princetonians did not play a major role in formulating the doctrine
of inerrancy in the original autographs, and they did not neglect the role of the Holy
Spirit as Sandeen contended. Rather, non-Presbyterian scholars are the ones who
exerted major influence in this area.
Furthermore, Princetonians such as Charles Hodge did recognize the role of
the Holy Spirit in attesting the authority of Scripture.8 Princeton’s position on the
inerrancy of the original autographs was not innovative as Sandeen contended , but
rather reflected a wider context of Reformed thought and the position of other
Christian communions from Augu stine to C alvin to W hitaker to Ames. 9 On the basis
of so much misinformation in Sandeen’s work, Wo odbridge and Ba lmer call for a
thorough revision of Sand een’s work b ecause of the way it has misled so many
people.10
Ronald F. Satta follows a different path in demonstrating fallacies of the
theory defended by Sandeen, the the ory which included the proposal that the
evangelical community in America truly possessed no well-defined doctrine of
bibliogy—including inerrancy—until the later stages of the nineteenth century. 11 He
responds to the three majo r comp laints of Sandeen against Charles Hodge and B. B.
Warfield, the first of which pertains to verbal inspiration. Sandeen held the doctrinal
teaching that the very words were inspired was nascent, but Satta shows conclusively
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that the doctrine was ancient, extending all the way back to the ea rly fathers.12 Nex t,
Satta responds to Sandeen’s contention that later Princeton scholars altered the
emp hasis of Cha rles Hodge’s theology when they taught that the inspiration of the
Bib le depended on inerrancy. 13 Here he shows that, contrary to Sandeen, Hodge used
the terms “infallible” and “inerrant” interchangeably, meaning that H odge’s
successors merely continued the teaching of their mentor.14 Sandeen’s third alleged
innovation by Princeto n Sem inary was to focus on the non-extant original autographs
so that no one could ever prove the existence of an error in Scripture.15 Satta
responds to this aspect of Sandeen’s accusation with five obse rvation s: (1) this theory
confuses preservation of the text with its inspiration; (2) Hodge and Warfield would
not have appealed to this phenomenon if it was really new; (3) this focus on the
autograph was vital to their defense of Scripture; (4) if this was a calculated “dodge”
by Princetonians, it would not leave the Bible impregnable to attack; (5) inspiration
of the au tograph wa s not new to Reform ed theology. 16
Sandeen concludes the section of his discussion on this subject with an
interesting statement: “Both conservatives and liberals worked at the theological task,
but the Princeton pro fessors’ insistence that they we re do ing nothing new, while
creating a unique apologetic which flew in the face of the standards they were
claiming to protect, cannot be judged as a historically honest or laud able p rogra m.” 17
Here is a classic example of the pot calling the kettle black. If anyone has distorted
historical data and cannot be judged as “historically honest or lau dab le,” it is
Sandeen. That is why it is inexplicable that so many contemporary evangelicals for
supp ort of the ir hermeneutical escapades are looking to Sandeen’s theory about the
invention of rationalism through installing Scottish Common Sense Realism at
Princeton Seminary in the middle-to-late 180 0s.
Examp les of Sandeen’s Influence: the Sand eenists
J. B. Rogers and D. K. McKim. Despite his “at best” careless or “at
worst” dishonest handling of historical data, Ernest R. Sandeen has beco me a hero to
a numb er of we ll-known writers. J. B. Rogers and D. K. M cKim refer to his work
frequently in their discussions of the authority and interpretation of the Bible. Like
Sandeen, they trace a doctrine of the scientific inerrancy of the Bible to Princeton,
spec ifically to John Witherspoon who became president of the College of New
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Jersey—an earlier name for Princeton College.18 Witherspoon began a conservative
tradition that was very influential in America, they say, and commended “Scottish
common sense philosophy as rationally more acceptable” than rationlistic deism.19
“Witherspoon had unb ounde d confidence in human reason,” they write.20 He held
that reason and Scripture were always in harmony with the principles of Scottish
realism.21 Witherspoon’s influence continued when Princeton Seminary was
founded.22
Rogers and M cKim parrot much of the same perspective as Sandeen when
dealing with Charles Hodge. 23 They portray Hodge as co nstantly changing his
position on matters of inspiration because of opposing scientific theories that arose,
theories such as Darwinism. Their concurrence with Sandeen’s approach surfaces
when they cite his works regarding Archibald Alexander’s emphasis on the
importance of reason in combating deism.24 They also cite him extensively, stating
that Hodge was wrong when claiming that Princeton theology offered nothing new
regarding the doctrine of inspiration that had not been held since the beginning of
Christianity. 25 They cite Sandeen again in criticism of W arfield’s d efinition o f his
inductive approach. 26 Either intentionally or unintentiona lly, Rogers and McKim
have used the work of a d iscredited historian as— at least in part—foundational for
their own position, thereby discrediting themselves also.
G. M . Marsden. G. M . Marsden has relied heavily on Sandeen’s work in
his attempt to define fundamentalism.27 Basically, he approves of Sand een’s
historical analysis of late nineteenth-century de velop ments regarding the inspiration
of the Bible.28 Marsde n cites Sandeen frequently, portraying his work in a positive
light almost exclusively, though sometimes differing with him on lesser points. He
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concurs with him in allowing the strong influence of common-sense philosophy on
views of inspiration at Princeton and regard ing the role of the reaction against deism,
Darwinism, and other outgrowths of the Enlightenment as the causes of those view s.29
Never, however, does he directly point out Sandeen’s radical misuse of historical
data.
James Barr. Another who fell victim to the influence of San deen is James
Barr. Sandeen’s influence on Barr is reflected in Barr’s statement, “Sandeen argues,
to me con vincingly, that the fundamentalist leadership came from exactly the same
social groups as the liberal leadership came from .” 30 This is one of Barr’s repeated
references to Sandeen’s work. Regarding the doctrinal stream of fundamentalism,
Barr writes,
It is a reasonable comment, therefore, to say that the fundamentalist conception of truth
is dominated by a materialistic view, derived from a scientific age. This stress on the
accuracy of the Bible in its material-physical reporting separates modern fundamentalism
entirely from the older theology, such as the theology of Luther and Calvin, which it illinformedly claims as its own forebear. It is possible to argue further that the chief
doctrinal stream accepted in fundamentalism, the Princeton theology of the Hodges and
Warfield, took its method expressly from the analogy of natural science, and that natural
science as seen in a traditional Newtonian mould.31
He ad ds,
They [i.e., conservative evangelicals] have no right to shrug off Ramm unless they are
prepared to alter the doctrines of scripture and principles of interpretation upon which
Ramm’s reasoning is based and which he is logically following out. Conservative
evangelicals have to face the fact: by the doctrines of inerrancy and methods of
interpretation upon which they insist, they are bound if they are honest to come up against
exactly these questions.32
Regarding fundamentalism’s view of Scripture, Barr opines, “[T]he
fundame ntalist position has not been a non-philosophical or anti-philosophical one,
but one built upon a strong and clear philosophical position, in which a very
pow erful, indeed a practically unlimited, role was accorded to reason in the vital
matter of biblical interp retation.” 33
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M ark No ll. Another followe r of Sande en is Ma rk No ll. Noll writes,
“Critics of Sco ttish Common Sense P hililosop hy regularly condemn its advocates for
being naive, for— that is— failing to recognize ho w thoroughly all human perceptions,
even those of Scripture, are colored by local cultural circumstances.” 34 Noll
app arently concurs with Sandeen’s criticism. He adds, “[T]he Princetonians, as much
as they sometimes appeared to deny it, were in fact children of their time, particip ating in the grand intellectual movements of their d ay.” 35 Regarding the rift between
fundame ntalism and the P rinceton theology, Noll’s opinion is,
Fundamentalists believed in the Bible, Modernists in reason, but the Princeton theologians
had believed in both. . . . In sum, as American Protestants entered the 1930s and
Fundamentalists and Modernists went their separate ways, the institutions of the Princeton
Theology had ceased to exist and its convictions had been scattered to the winds.36
In noting the effect of culture on the Princeton theologians, N oll contends,
“If a modern evaluator mu st render a negative ju dgm ent of tho se innovations, the
judgment must fall as much upon that culture as a whole as on the Princetonians by
themselves.” 37 Noll’s respect for Sandeen is reflected in these words: “In this modern
controve rsy over the Princeton conception of the Bible, Sandeen, Rogers, and McKim
have successfully made the point that a conception of S cripture which was tho roughly
at home in the intellectual world of the nineteenth century may not answer every
legitimate question in the second half of the twentieth.” 38
Alister M cGrath. Alister M cGrath numbers among those who have bought
into Sand een’s b ogus theory. 39 McG rath confuses secular logic with biblical logic.40
He also writes, “There is a tendency within evangelicalism to treat Scripture as simply
a sourcebook of Christian do ctrines, and to overlook, suppress or deny its narrative
chara cter,” 41 as he speaks disparagingly of deriving propositional truth from
Scripture. He adds, “There is a tendency to regard spirituality in terms of understanding the biblical text—that is, to reading it, making sense of its words and ideas, and
understanding its historical background and its meaning for tod ay. The emphasis
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continues to be on reaso n.” 42
Again, he takes a negative view of the rationality of Scripture as he says,
“W e need to p urge rationalism from w ithin evan gelicalism .” 43 Regarding apologetics
McGrath writes,
On the basis of the highly questionable assumption that ‘everyone agrees [on, sic] what
is reasonable,’ the rational credentials of the Christian faith are set forth. This approach,
however, has shown itself to be deeply flawed in two respects. First, it assumes that the
appeal of Christianity is purely rational; second, it rests upon a network of universalizing
assumptions which fail to relate to the strongly particularizing environments in which the
gospel must be proclaimed at the global level.44
Regarding evang elism he notes, “It is a trave sty of the biblical idea of ‘truth’ to
equate it with the Enlightenment notions of conceptual or propositional correspondence, or the derived view of evangelism as the proclamation of the propositional
correctness of christian do ctrine.” 45
Do nald Bloesch. Though his index shows no citations of Sandeen, Do nald
Bloesch is in tune with the temperament of the Sandeenists in downplaying
rationalism: “Scripture is authoritative by virtue of its relation to the living Word, not
by virtue of its truthfulness as such. This is beca use its truth is only understoo d in
relation to Christ by the work o f the Holy Sp irit, not because of any rationalistic
hermeneutic.” 46
Bloesch speaks disp aragingly of “the capacity of reason to judge the truth
of reve lation.” 47 He co ntinues,
The knowledge of faith is not an empirical objectifying knowledge but a knowledge in
which we are lifted above reason and sense into communion with the living God. . . .
Historical research can show the historical probability of certain events happening, but it
can give only approximate, not final, certainty. The ground of certainty is not what reason
can show or prove but what faith grasps and knows as the human subject acted upon by
the Holy Spirit in conjunction with the reading or hearing of the biblical word.48
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He continues, “In seeking understanding, faith must be on guard against making its
cardinal doctrines too clear and distinct (à la Descartes), since this serves to undercut
or deny the mystery in revelation.” 49 Among the “heresies on the right,” he includes
dispensationa lism and hyperfundamentalism, with the explanation, “Even the doctrine
of sola Scriptura, understood in the Reformation sense, exists in tension with the
current evang elical stress on person al religious exp erience as well as the fund amentalist appeal to arguments from reason and science in supp ort of total biblical reliability.” 50
Bloesch is opposed to basing the authority of Scripture on the inerrancy of
the writing and then supporting inerrancy with canons of scientific rationality.51 He
denies that the B ible is fallible or untrustworthy, but wants to limit the Bib le’s
infallibility to matters of faith and practice.52
John M . Hitchen.53 A recent piece by John M. Hitchen started my search
for the beginning of this evangelical disdain for “ratio nality” and “precision .” In his
discussion of “What It Means to B e an Evangelical Today,” Hitchen takes his cue
from John Stott’s three evangelical priorities: “the revealing initiative of God the
Father, the redeeming work of God the Son, and the transforming ministry of God the
Ho ly Spirit.” 54 In commenting on “The Authority of God in and through the
Scriptures—T he Revealing Initiative of God the Father,” Hitchen remarks, “Proper
attention to the role of the Holy Spirit in illuminating the Scriptures for the believer
will move us beyond wood en, rationalistic approaches to inspiration and
revelation.” 55 He cites approvingly the statem ent of D onald Bloesch that disparages
revelation of right-wing, scholastic orthodoxy as “frozen into a propositional
formula.” 56 Hitchen co ntinues,
By recapturing the relevance of interpreted narrative for our identity and authority as the
people of God, and by allowing the Scriptures themselves to take the place of the
discredited assumptions of the Enlightenment worldview as our basis for what is credible
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and real in the world—i.e., as our plausibility structure—we can offer an alternative set
of interpretive keys for this otherwise meaningless contemporary society.”57
He speaks of “moving beyond a concept of truth that assumes that I can
define truth once for all in unchangeable propositions, such that anyone who
disagrees with my definition must, ipso facto, be in erro r.” 58 Hitchen’s underlying
message is that we take advantage of postmo dernity’s openness to an evangelical
alternative by freeing ourselves from “the abrasive, defensive dogmatism” that has
chara cterized the evangelical movement of the past. 59
As I read these words, I could not help thinking of the widespread revolt
among contemporary evangelical scholars against static bib lical inerra ncy and its
necessary counterpart, grammatical-historical hermeneutics. Phrases such as moving
“ beyond wooden, rationalistic approaches to inspiration and revelation,” “froz en in
propositional formula,” “recapturing the relevance of interpreted narrative,”
“discredited assumptions of the Enlightenment worldview,” and “moving beyond a
concept of truth that assume s that I can define truth once for all in unchangeable
prop ositions” recall the all-out war currently being waged against alleged Princetonian teachings that purportedly arose in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, teachings such as a rational approach to Scripture through following
“scientific” principles of interpretation and a clear-cut stand on biblical inerrancy
such as is currently professed by those who subscribe annua lly to the do ctrinal basis
of the E vangelical T heological Society.
Respon se to the Sandeen ists
Sandeen and His followers seem to raise at least four issues regarding
developments at Princeton at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of
the twentieth century. (1) One is the alleged overreaction of Princeton scholars in
response to modernism that was arising in various forms at the time. They paint the
picture of a group who went to an unneeded extreme in order to refute abuses of
biblical teaching through an undue attention to science rather than Scripture. Their
preunderstanding of correct doctrine caused them to turn to the philosophy of
Descartes and Cartesianism, which exalted human reason. 60 That led them into a
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faulty understanding of Scripture.
W hat the Sandeenists fail to recog nize is that all or at least almost all
advancement in orthodox doctrine throughout the centuries of Christianity have been
in respo nse to heresy. In that setting, to codify the doctrine of inspiration more
specifically was completely in line with church history. The Princetonians sough t to
correct errors imposed by the Enlightenment. Such is a credit to the Princeto nians
rather than a fault.
(2) Sandeen and company were also critical of principles of literal
interpretation, characterizing it by such expressions as “a wooden mechanical
discipline.” 61 W hat else could the “scientific princip les of interpretation” and the
“literal” interpretation that San deen refers to 62 be but grammatical-historical
hermeneutics espoused by the Princeton scholars? Sandeen felt that such principles
were too restrictive to allow for mysteries of the leading of the Holy Spirit in biblical
interpretation. In keeping with the postmodern spirit of not limiting interpretation of
a single passage to one meaning, Sandeen felt such as the principle of single meaning
to be an innovation of late-nineteenth century scholarship and not the traditional
Christian view.
His view was eventually deemed to be inconsistent with biblical inerrancy
as attested in the findings of the Council on Biblical Inerrancy in 1978, which
vouched for grammatical-historical principles as insep arable from inerrancy. 63 That
evaluation befits Sandeen’s intentions, one of which was to disprove the biblical
inerrancy espo used by the m illenarians and the Princeton scholars.
(3) In arguing against principles of gramm atical-historical hermeneutics,
Sand eenists rejected the principle of single meaning along the same lines they
rejected m odernism and em braced postmo dernism. In that spirit, Hitchen writes,
Proper attention to the role of the Holy Spirit in illuminating the Scriptures for the
believer will move us beyond wooden, rationalistic approaches to inspiration and
revelation. . . . This means moving beyond a concept of truth that assumes that I can
define truth once for all in unchangeable propositions, such that anyone who disagrees
with my definition must, ipso facto, be in error. . . . Postmodernity gives us as much right
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as anyone openly to present Gospel alternatives for national, societal, family and personal
living. 64
To embrace postmodernism is to dismiss all possibilities of defining propositional
truth from Scripture, because truth cannot be limited to what is defined by
grammatical-historical princip les.
Sandeenists neve r acknowledge that the
illuminating work of the Spirit is discernible only in light of what the Scriptures teach
when rightly interpreted in light of rational principles.
The impo ssibility of ob taining propositional truth is associated with the
claim that the “common sense” po sition is an outgrowth of the Enlightenment
worldview. Such a claim flows from an assumption that both modernism—stemming
from the En lightenm ent— and fundamentalism build on the princip le of be ing able to
define truth once for all in unchangeab le propo sitions,65 the difference b etween both
of these and postmodernism is that postmodernism disallows that propositional
stance. That comparison of modernism and fundamentalism is, of course, ridiculous.
In contrast to fundamentalism, modernism’s prop osition built upon a very loose
doc trine of b iblical insp iration, which allo wed all sorts of opp ortunities to question
the integrity of the text. Fundamentalism on the other hand held a high view of
Scripture that required a literal interpretation of the text. One can hardly say with a
straight face that the “common sense” approach is an outgrowth of an Enlightenment
worldview.
Since Sandeen’s approach leads inevitably to a more subjective approach
to interpretation rather than a grammatica l-historical one, it encourages a looser view
of narrative portions of Scripture. Hitche n expresses it this way:
The return to understanding Scripture as narrative offers a way to bring a fresh
presentation of an evangelical understanding of Scripture as God revealing himself
authoritatively while avoiding charges of absolutism and lack of respect for the historical
particularity both of the text and of our human contexts. . . . By recapturing the relevance
of interpreted narrative for our identity and authority as the people of God, and by
allowing the Scriptures themselves to take the place of the discredited assumptions of the
Enlightenment worldview as our basis for what is credible and real in the world—i.e., as
our plausibility structure—we can offer an alternative set of interpretive keys for this
otherwise meaningless contemporary society.”66
This prem ise allows contemp orary Christians to read their own situations into the text
at will, with no restrictions placed on the text’s meaning by authorial—human and
divine—intention. W hat humans deem as the illuminating work o f the Spirit is often
mere ly a huma n inclinatio n, unless it co incides with criteria yielded by interpretation
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of Scripture according to rational principles.
(4) A fourth issue raised by Sandeenism relates to how the Ho ly Spirit is
involved in the interpretation of Scripture. H ow can a person know whethe r he is
being led to a certain conclusion by a sp irit of error rather than by the Holy Sp irit?
He can know only thro ugh wh at the B ible teaches. H e can know what the Bible
teaches only thro ugh rational principles of hermeneutics. As has been exemplified
all too o ften, a pe rson can ma ke the B ible say whateve r he wants it to say by erecting
his own set of interpretive p rinciples. W hat makes a set of principles wrong? Their
irrationality.
The objection comes often that rationality to the Western mind will not
coincide with rationality in other parts of the world. If one honors that type of
evasion, so ma ny different definitions of ratio nality would em erge that the B ible
would conflict with itself. Th e Bible itself builds on its own d efinition o f rationality,
and that is the rationality that has prevailed in countries where Ch ristianity and the
Bib le have had a prolonged impact on culture. The Bible is not an irrational book
and must be interpreted acco rding to rational principles. God is a rational being. The
Ho ly Spirit who inspired b iblical writers is rational, and His work must be treated in
a rational light. 67
The Princeton Theologians
The heavy focus in this debate on the Princeton theologians warrants a closer
look at the weaknesses and the strengths of these men.
Their Weaknesses
Sand eenists have faulted the Princeton theologians for concessions they
made to the E nlightenm ent. One of these conc essions was their attemp t to integra te
the Bible with the findings of secular science such as Darwinism. In this the
Sandeenists furnish a valid criticism.
For examp le, Noll charac terizes B. B . Warfield as a theistic evo lutionist: 68
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In the course of his [i.e., Warfield’s] wide scientific reading, he brought to a conclusion
A. A. Hodge’s earlier efforts to make peace between the Princeton Theology and modern
science. Eventually Warfield took special pains to transcend the antithesis which Charles
Hodge had perceived between creation and evolution. He wrote in 1911, “‘evolution’
cannot act as a substitute for creation, but at best can supply only a theory of the method
of the divine providence.” Evolution, that is, was one of the possible “interpretations” for
the “facts” of nature which did not violate the “facts” of Scripture.69
Barr majors in this line of criticism o f the Princetonians: “It is possible to
argue further that the chief doctrinal stream accepted in fundamentalism, the
Princeton theology of Hodges and W arfield, took its method expressly from the
analogy of natural science, and that natural science as seen in a traditional Newtonian
mou ld.” 70 He later adds,
Hodge [i.e., Charles Hodge] did not think there was any ultimate conflict between religion
and science. Theologians should learn the lesson of the Copernican revolution, and know
that it is unwise to array themselves needlessly against the teachings of science. One
should let science take its course, assured ‘that the Scriptures will accommodate
themselves to all well-authenticated scientific facts in time to come, as they have in time
past’. The wording, that the scriptures would ‘accommodate themselves’, is worth
noting.71
The Sandeenists were right in this criticism of the Princetonians. As I have
earlier expressed, evangelical Christians have no justification for integrating the B ible
with findings of such secular disciplines as science.72 In that kind of endeavor, the
Bib le is always the loser. Scienc e cannot be used to correct grammatical-historical
principles of interpretation.
Their Strengths
W here critics of the Princeton theologians stray from the truth, however, lies
in their insistence that biblical inerrancy is limited to matters of faith and practice.
They claim that the Princetonians in their emphasis on common sense relied upon
integrating their system with Scottish Common Sense Realism. Charles Hodge and
others of that school, however, maintained that a reliance on comm on sense in
interpreting Scripture was not something they had invented.73 In citing Hodge’s
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disclaimer, Sandeenists such as Rogers and McKim attribute a reliance on common
sense to the P rinceto nian reliance o n the Cartesian “Common Sense” philosophy. 74
Their charge against Hodge is unfounded, however.
As far back as the second century A.D., the church father Irenaeus used
common sense to defend the truthfulness of Luke’s reporting with the words, “It
follows then, as of course, that these men must either receive the rest of his narrative,
or else reject these parts also. For no person of com mon sense can permit them to
receive some things recounted by Luke as being truth, and to set others aside, as if he
had not known the truth.” 75 Irenae us, of co urse, came long before a Cartesian
approach to reason existed. T he fact is that Hodge himself rejected a purely
Cartesian approach to rationality when he c ited Rom 1:21-23 to show that human
reason and conscience are inadequate guides in relation to the things of God. 76
Descartes would never have endorsed such a position as that. surveys the entire
Christian era before Princeton to show that Christians used co mmo n sense to defend
the inerrancy of Scripture.77
Along with their assertions as to the reasonableness of Scripture, the
Princ eton theologians insisted on the pre cision o f Scripture. Otherwise, they could
not have advocated verbal inspiration of the same. An article antedating the
Princeton ians read as follows:
[T]he scriptures were designed to be translated into different languages, this made it more
necessary that they should be written, at first, with peculiar accuracy and precision. Men
always write with exactness when they expect their writings will be translated into various
languages. And upon this ground, we may reasonably suppose, that the Divine Spirit
dictated every thought and word to the sacred penmen, to prevent, as much as possible,
errors and mistakes from finally creeping into their writings by the translation of them into
other languages.78
The Princetonians upheld the same view of the original writings of the Bible,
recognizing that later copying of the autographs would introduce errors into tho se
copies.
In their minds, the ra tionality and precision of Scripture were necessary
comp anions. They did not need to incorporate Enlightenm ent philosop hical tenets
into their understanding of the Bible, because the Bible itself dictates the need for
Spirit-guided reason in order to understand the precise meaning of the words
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originally penned.
The Truth about Rationality and Precision
The central issue for the Sandeenists has been the inerrancy of Scripture,
which of necessity is the counterpart of biblical rationality and precision. That raises
a serious question: Why have some evangelicals who profess to be inerrantists been
so ready to fall in line with the Sandeenists in questioning the rationality and
precision of the Bible?
What the Truth Is Not
Rationalism and precision go hand-in-hand with the inerrancy of Scripture.
Sacrifice rationalistic and precise understanding of the Bible, and you have opted for
an errantist understanding of the Bible. Y et, surprisingly, the lead article in a recent
journal of the inerrantist Evangelical Theological Society raises some of the same
issues as do the Sa ndeenists. 79 In the article, Joel Green reflects a disdain for a
number of the same objects as the critics of the Princeton theology. Four examples
of this similarity will suffice.
Green shows the same proclivity to emphasize the narrative portions of
Scripture and how these should shape the lives of Christians when he writes, “[T]he
bulk of Scripture comes to us in the form of narratives, rather than with a preoccupation with the rational essence of the faith, its dogmatic essentials, so characteristic of
theology in the mo dern perio d,” 80 and “[T]he notion of ‘inhabiting the world of
biblical narrative’ is important when it claims that ‘the story that mo st decisively
shapes our lives must be the biblical story.’” 81 That perspective strongly resembles
what Hitchen has written about “recapturing the relevance of interpreted narrative for
our identity and authority as the people of God.” 82 Instead of adopting the
proposition of biblical inerrancy, this approach to narrative highlights the practical
effect of Scripture on the lives of Christians.
Green also shows the same disdain for rationalistic approaches to revelation.
His words cited just above speak against “a preoccupation with the rational essence
of the faith, its dogmatic essentials.” That perspective strongly resembles that of
Sandeen who charged that Charles Hodge and Princeton Seminary “produced a
wooden, mechan ical discipline as well as a rigorously logical one” that did not allow
the witness of the Spirit to play an important role in biblical interpretation.83 For
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Green, this disdain for a rational approach to Scripture includes a ruling out of
traditional quests for objectivity in interpretation.84
Like the Sandeenists, Green also reflects a disdain for deriving propositional
truth from Scripture: “This means that the primary agenda of theological study of
Scripture would not be the construction of systematic theology, in the restricted sense
of organizing and restating the central pro positions of the biblica l witnesses.” 85 Such
is a position very much like that of Hitchen when he speaks of “moving beyond a
concept of truth that assumes that I can define truth once for all in unchangeable
propositions.” 86
Green also moves away from supporting the precision of narrative portions
of Scripture when he writes about the inadequacy of “foundationalism”:
In the environment that developed, in order for data to be “hard,” it needed to be
historical; that is, secure foundations for theological discourse were historically defined.
How much historical data would be required was a matter of debate, but, for example,
historical Jesus studies have been energized in the twentieth century through
attempts . . . to demonstrate that the church’s faith rests securely and squarely on the
strong pillars of what Jesus actually did and said.
This sort of foundationalism, formed deep in the superheated core of historical
positivism, has suffered from the tectonic movements in the philosophy of history.87
This view of interpreted narrative as distinguished from factual narrative is quite
similar to Hitchen’s description of “recapturing the relevance of interpreted narrative
for our identity and authority as the people of God, and . . . allowing the Scriptures
themselves to take the place o f the discredited assumptions of the Enlightenment
worldview as our basis for what is credible and real in the world .” 88 Such a view of
narrative shows a to tal disrespect for the precision of Scriptural accounts. 89
W hat the Truth Is
Give n its rightful place of p riority, the divine elem ent in the inspiration of
Scripture guarantees b oth its rationality and its precision, because the God of the
Bible is both rational and precise.

84
Green writes, “I recognize that, in mapping this path, I have vacated biblical studies of the sorts
of claims to scientific, neutral analysis that have been its bread and butter” (“Practicing the Gospel” 391).
85

Ibid., 395.

86

Hitchen, “What It Means, Part Two” 102, 104-5.

87

Green, “Practicing the Gospel” 390.

88

Cf. quote cited by n. 66 above.

89

For other illustrations of evangelical abuse of Scripture’s precision, see Thomas, “Rationality,
Maningfulness, and Precision” 192-97; Robert L. Thomas and F. David Farnell, eds., The Jesus Crisis
(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1998) 17-27, 356-68. Evangelicals are all too ready to allow that the Gospels
contain only approximations of what Jesus said and did.

The Master’s Seminary Journal

20

Some of my earlier words about the rationality of God and of Scripture
clarify the difference between secular logic and biblical logic:
Two kinds of logic prevail in the world. Secular logic is to be expected among
humans who are outside the body of Christ, but that logic is inevitably self-centered
because of the blindness that fell on the whole race when Adam disobeyed God’s
command. The other kind of logic is biblical logic, the logic of reality because it is God’s
logic, a logic that appeals to man’s rational faculties enlightened by the new birth and the
illumination of the Holy Spirit. Scripture appeals to this latter kind of mind.
“Come now, and let us reason together,”
Says the LORD,
“Though your sins be as scarlet,
They will be as white as snow;
Though they are red like crimson,
They will be like wool” (Isa 1:18).
To the obedient child of God, those words make perfect sense, but to the disobedient
unbeliever they are utterly irrational.
To point out the blindness and irrationality of the unbeliever in the realm of biblical
logic is hardly necessary. The apostle Paul wrote, “[A] natural man does not accept the
things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand
them, because they are spiritually appraised” (1 Cor 2:14). The absence of the Spirit’s
illumination in such a person’s life renders the natural man helpless when it comes to
comprehending “the deep things of God” (1 Cor 2:10b) as found in His Word. That fact
is regrettable, but it is explainable. What is not explainable, however, is how those who
profess to be God’s children can attribute irrationality to the Scriptures. Yet such is
commonplace among today’s evangelicals.90
The logic of Scripture is ultimate reality because of the divine element that prevailed
over the human element in its inspiration.
Part of my earlier discussion of biblical precision is also relevant to the
denial thereof by the Sandee nists.
•

•

In Matt 5:18 Jesus said, “For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away,
not the smallest letter (i.e., yodh) or stroke (i.e., serif) shall pass away from the Law,
until all is accomplished.” In other words, neither the smallest letter nor the smallest
part of any letter will pass away from the OT until all is accomplished, i.e., until
heaven and earth pass away.
In Matt 22:31-32 Jesus said, “But regarding the resurrection of the dead, have you
not read that which was spoken to you by God, saying, ‘I am the God of Abraham,
and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead but of
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the living.” The Lord’s proof of a future resurrection resides in the present tense
versus the past tense of the verb: “I am” rather than “I was.”
In Matt 24:35 Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words shall not
pass away.” Jesus assigned a permanence to the words that He spoke just as He did
to the words of the OT.
In Gal 3:16 Paul recalls, “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his
seed. He does not say, ‘And to seeds,’ as referring to many, but rather to one, ‘And
to your seed,’ that is, Christ.” That Paul advocates a precise handling of the OT is
unquestionable. By inspiration of the Spirit the author cites the explicit significance
between a singular and a plural.
In Jas 2:10 the author wrote, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles
in one point, he has become guilty of all.” Our God is a God of precision. He is
interested in details. Showing respect of persons is in the eyes of the inspired writer
the one point that condemns a person as a breaker of the whole law.91

•

•

•

W ithout question, the B ible itself insists on the ultimate in precision for its contents,
because its Author is a God o f precision.
Therefore, the truth about truth is that it is both rational and precise,
therefore propositional, not postmodern. The myth that those conclusions resulted
from the Princetonians adoption of Enlightenment thinking is merely a smoke screen
for those whose inclination is to veer away fro m the ine rrancy of Scripture. That so
many evangelicals who profess to be inerrantists are buying into Sandeenist principles
is sad. Principles that are inconsistent with biblical inerrancy have no place on an
inerrantist agenda.
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