


“Once more, Bavinck speaks today through Parker’s well-presented
translations focused on the essence of Christianity. Bavinck’s study of
Christianity is suited to the contemporary landscape as much as it was
in the early twentieth century. As Bavinck shows, the most important
question is the same as that of every generation: ‘What do you make
of Christ?’ Bavinck compellingly demonstrates that the confession of
the apostolic tradition, of the Christ of history as the Christ of faith, and
of the resurrection as the destiny of humankind, remains at the center
of theology and ministry even in an increasingly apathetic age. For
these reasons, this volume is an excellent addition to the Anglophone
Bavinck corpus and will be widely enjoyed by both the theologically
interested Christian and the curious skeptic.”

—Cory Brock, Assistant Minister
St. Columba’s Free Church, Edinburgh

“‘Who do you say that | am?’ This is the question that Jesus asks his
disciples and that pervades the New Testament. It is also the question
Herman Bavinck endeavors to answer in this short work. In What is
Christianity? Bavinck walks through a concise, accessible, and erudite
answer to this ever-pressing question. Bavinck demonstrates his vast
knowledge in a method that is approachable for anyone. This work
will prove to be a valuable resource for anyone who aims to answer
the question Jesus posed not only to his disciples but to every person.
Parker is to be commended for his work in giving us this gift. His trans-
lation is as profound yet as readable as the original.

—Cameron Clausing, Lecturer
Applied Theology and Missional Engagement
Christ College, Sydney

“Another work by Herman Bavinck is available in English, and the timing
could not be better. We face what Bavinck faced—how to speak intel-
ligently and compellingly to Christianity’s ‘cultured despisers.” Bavinck
argued that the ‘basic ideas of Christianity’ correspond to and address
the ‘ineradicable needs of the human heart” We need to read this
work carefully and ask how we can speak to our world in a way just as
clarifying and convincing.”
—Tim Keller, Chair
Redeemer City to City, New York City



“To those grappling with secularization and contemporary questions
concerning Christianity and the church, this short work is remarkably
relevant. In a time when contemporary engagement tends toward
polarization or indifference, Bavinck brilliantly demonstrates what it
means to be rooted, irenic, and faithful. Bavinck invites us to find our
ground in faith in Christ as we engage in the complex realities of con-
temporary ecclesial and social life. Through it all, the book reminds us
of the beautiful reality of what it means to find one’s life in Christ. This
translation brings another wonderful gift from Bavinck to the English-
speaking world.”

—Gayle Doornbos
Assistant Professor of Theology
Dordt University, Sioux Center, lowa

“If you are looking to engage and critique culture faithfully and thought-
fully with both your head and hands, then this newly translated work
by Herman Bavinck is a must-read. From the premise that modernity,
and subsequently postmodernity, has ‘outgrown Christianity,’ Bavinck
reminds us that the Triune God of Christianity so masterfully described
in his Reformed Dogmatics remains the only one who can provide rest
for our restless souls. Greg Parker’s translation of this simple, yet con-
victing, work is timely and needed as an apologetic for those outside
the church and a balm for those within. Tolle Lege!”

—Dan Hoffstetter, Pastor
Redeemer Bible Fellowship Church
Topton, Pennsylvania

“Many of us are convinced that while Herman Bavinck wrote from a
nineteenth-century context, he speaks with marvelous clarity to our
twenty-first century. This fine book confirms that conviction, and we
are indebted to Gregory Parker Jr. for making it accessible to us in the
English-speaking world. In a time when we are regularly presented
with a free-floating Jesus—disconnected from the apostolic witness
to his teachings and deeds—Bavinck compellingly points us to a very
historical Jesus who was also the heaven-sent Savior and Lord!”

—Richard J. Mouw, President Emeritus
Fuller Theological Seminary



“Bavinck is the timely voice needed in our current cultural context of

polarization, fear, and outrage. Greg Parker brings to life this accessible
and theologically rich work, translated for the first time into English.
The resource and wisdom it provides for pastors, teachers, growing
Christians, and uncertain seekers is invaluable. Speaking to both intel-
lect and heart, Bavinck winsomely summarizes the whole of Christian-
ity, instructively utilizing the Scriptures and history to force the reader
to grapple with ‘What do you make of Christ?’ ”

—Douglas Tharp, Senior Pastor
Cornerstone Presbyterian Church
Center Valley, Pennsylvania

“Bavinck’s brief work introducing Christianity shows that Reformed
theology and ecumenicism can go together. Here, Bavinck surveys the
Christian faith from its origins in the biblical witness, through its devel-
opments and debates between East and West, Roman Catholicism and
the Reformation, to its place within the modern world. Accessible and
illuminating, the book provides an antidote to nonhistorical and one-
sided descriptions of Christian faith, offering a winsome vindication of
Reformation theology even as it locates it within the broader unity of
the Christian church. We owe Greg Parker much for his labors to bring
this delightful introduction to an Anglophone readership!”

—Nathaniel Gray Sutanto
Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology
Reformed Theological Seminary

“Much scholarly attention has been drawn to Herman Bavinck’s Re-

formed Dogmatics, Reformed Ethics, and other well-known addresses.

In fact, his writings consist of many pamphlets and short papers that

have not been spotlighted yet carry much of his thought. This book is

one of such underexplored writings. Gregory Parker’s lucid translation

and meticulous editorial work make this book highly valuable. In this

little book, we are invited by Bavinck to meditate on Jesus Christ as

the center of Christianity and on the Triune God as the heart of the
Christian faith.”

—Ximian Xu

Postdoctoral Research Fellow

Theology and Ethics of A.l.

University of Edinburgh
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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

Herman Bavinck (1854-1921) was a Dutch Reformed theo-
logian, ethicist, statesman, and Christian. His published writing
spans several fields: theology, pedagogy, ethics, psychology, biog-
raphy, sociology, and so on. By the turn of the twentieth century, he
was one of the best-known theologians in the Netherlands, particu-
larly on account of his four-volume Reformed Dogmatics.' His work
continues to be published and read today in multiple languages.

This volume contains two works by Bavinck. The first, “Chris-
tianity” (Het Christendom), was originally published in 1912 in a
series titled Great Religions (Groote Godsdiensten).” This series had
the explicit purpose of providing the Dutch public with an intro-
duction to the primary features of the various religions of the early
twentieth century. This book can be viewed as one of Bavinck’s
contributions to discussions oriented around “the essence of
Christianity;,? which was a popular theological discussion at that
time. “Christianity” is also a prime example of Bavinck’s widening
theological horizon, alongside other writings such as Guidebook
for Instruction in the Christian Religion.* In both works, Bavinck
remained a consummate Reformed theologian, yet his approach
to engaging religious and theological conversation in the public
sphere took on a more ecumenical focus.®

Following “Christianity” is Bavinck’s 1883 essay “The Chris-
tian Faith” (Het Christelijk Geloof ). This shorter piece is reflec-
tive of Bavinck’s early developments of a theological system and
contains many features that are characteristic of Bavinck’s more
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mature work: that is, clear cultural observation, concise theologi-
cal insights, and a system attuned to development. Moreover, it is
explicitly creedal. Many of the salient themes of both “Christian-
ity” and “The Christian Faith” can be traced to his magnum opus
Reformed Dogmatics and then to Guidebook for Instruction in the
Christian Religion. It is Christ-centered and yet articulates a triune-
arc to the Christian life: all things are from, through, and to the Tri-
une God. In “Christianity;” he writes of Christ as Christianity itself,
and in “The Christian Faith,” he describes Christ as the center of
all its knowledge and faith.

Readers may see a natural progression to move from reading
about the phenomena of Christianity to considering more closely
its essence. In “The Christian Faith,” he fleshes out the basic con-
tours of the content, character, and foundation of Christian belief.
The reader is introduced to Christianity as a religion that orbits
Christ within a cosmic triune system.

We might juxtapose this compilation of Bavinck’s work, What
Is Christianity?, with Rowan Williams’s book of the same title.” The
archbishop of Canterbury from 2002 to 2012, Williams is a highly
esteemed Anglican theologian. Both Williams and Bavinck are
internationally recognized theologians who have garnered atten-
tion for their irenic, erudite, and doxological/theological spirits.

In his book, Williams approaches Christianity through three
angles: the practices of Christianity, the faith of Christianity, and
the fruit of Christianity. Alternatively, Bavinck’s “Christianity” is
split into six sections: the question of Christianity, the Jesus of
Christianity, the confession of Christianity, the diversity of Chris-
tianity, the rise of modernity and Christianity, and the respite of
Christianity. Bavinck’s method is historical. He guides the reader
through church history from the Gospels to the turn of the twenti-
eth century considering the nature of Christianity.

The first section leads the reader into the main theological and
religious question of the day, “Who is Jesus?”® This includes an
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introduction to the Quest for the Historical Jesus, which sets the
reader up for the implicit argument of the book: Those who reject
the phenomena of Christianity ultimately turn away from its es-
sence, and the denial of Christianity, even in its various forms, is an
ultimate rejection of the one person who binds it together—Jesus
Christ.” As Bavinck writes in his Reformed Dogmatics:

Those who truly accept the apostolic witness trust in Christ alone for
their salvation; and those who put their trust in Christ as the Son of
God also freely and readily accept the apostolic witness concerning
that Christ. The two together, subjectively speaking, constitute the

essence of Christianity.'’

Bavinck’s argument concludes that the historical Jesus is the Jesus
of the Gospels. In other words, these apostles recorded in the Scrip-
tures a dependable account of who Jesus is. The great early church
theologian Augustine makes a similar argument in Book XXII of The
City of God. He writes about the incredible nature of the pagan world
being persuaded by the lowly Christians of the world, who believe in
the amazing resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. On account
of the educated of the world being persuaded by the unlearned, Au-
gustine argues that it necessitates a harder look at the miracle these
men enact. In other words, the phenomena of rapid church expan-
sion requires that we reevaluate the person of Jesus. In the more
philosophical language of phenomena and essence, Bavinck lifts this
argument from the pages of Christian history."!

In the second section, Bavinck recapitulates the life of Jesus,
beginning with John the Baptists heralding of the coming Messiah.
Bavinck attempts to bring together the overall unity of Scripture
with the unfolding of one story from the Old Testament to the New
Testament. The diversity of the various Gospel accounts does not
conflict with the trustworthiness of Scripture and is rather a compi-
lation of distinct testimonies of faith. One can also see a glimmer of
Bavinck’s ecumenical focus echoing Ephesians 4:4-6.'> Concerning
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the congregations that were originally ministered to by the apostles,
he writes:

They all had one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of
all, above all and in all; and one Spirit, by whom they were all built
together on the foundation of the apostles and prophets into a dwell-

ing place of God."

Truly, this ecumenical emphasis is also present in Bavinck’s Re-
formed Dogmatics. There, he does not consider the unity of the
church to be rooted in the “institution” of the church but rather
the unity of the “organism.”** Indeed, “unity” is the first of five
attributes of the church, which is founded upon the headship of
Christ (Eph. 1:10; 5:23). Through the one Spirit, (1 Cor. 6:17-19;
12:13; 2 Cor. 12:18; Eph. 4:4), believers have fellowship with Christ
and with one another. This unity is primarily spiritual in charac-
ter, composed of the unity of faith, hope, love, and baptism (Eph.
4:3-5). According to Bavinck, that which unites Christians is far
greater than that which separates them."

In the third section, Bavinck begins to unfold the growth of the
Christian confessions by walking through the history of Christian-
ity with the development of the Nicene Creed, which was further
fortified at Chalcedon against attacks. He walks the reader through
the development of Christian doctrine from the early church
through the Reformation.

Along with his focus on doctrine, he intertwines in his nar-
rative a description of the nature of the Christian life. We should
not side-step Bavinck’s dual emphasis of head and heart. For we
see here not only the activity of a theologian carefully articulating
the doctrinal side of religion, but also one who advances theol-
ogy’s true role of promoting the living of Christianity itself. Here,
he is critical of developments both in the Eastern Church (Greek
Orthodox) and the Western Church (Roman Catholicism), where
he believes doctrine has negatively impacted life.
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In the fourth section, his narrative of the history of Christian-
ity continues with the development of Protestantism as he distin-
guishes its forefathers—Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin, and Martin
Luther—from one another. In demarcating these three major play-
ers, he pays close attention to both doctrine and life, head and
heart, and theology and ethics. In this respect, Bavinck believes
that Calvin worked out the principles of the Reformation with the
greatest purity: “In principle, asceticism belongs on Roman soil,
Pietism can appeal to Luther, but Puritanism is a brainchild of Cal-
vin”'¢ This simple acknowledgement testifies to BavincK’s contin-
ued trajectory as a Reformed theologian, while being an advocate
for Christianity writ large."”

In the fifth section, Bavinck continues plotting the history
of Christianity, which brings him to the eighteenth century. The
Reformation brought with it the growth of various other ecclesial
movements, including the resurgence of Catholicism.'® A new set
of cultural issues for the church then arose through the rise of
Deism and Rationalism, followed by the birth of modernity. This
final section ultimately allows Bavinck then to address the newest
philosophical issues that were facing the church in his day.

In the concluding section, Bavinck briefly considers the com-
plexity of the nineteenth century, capturing the modern spirit in
what would later become known as the “secularization thesis” He
writes, “In a word, Christianity has had its time; we have outgrown it
completely, we are, insofar as we are modern cultural people, no lon-
ger Christians”" The modern human, however, is restless. Nothing is
easy for the Bavinckian soul. Therefore, Bavinck’s response to this is
threefold: (1) culture alone does not satisfy the human soul, (2) sci-
ence’s bravado has not been matched by its research, and (3) culture
continues to benefit only a few. In this respect, art turned back to-
ward symbolism and religion, science became more modest in its
claims, and religion did not vanish as many suspected it would. He
then returns to the central question: “What does one make of Christ?”
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If we return to our comparison with Rowan Williams, we can
shed more light on Bavinck’s work. In the first chapter of Williams’s
book, he entertains the unity of the church via its practices: prayer,
the centrality of the Scriptures, the sacraments, and the life of the
Christian.” Throughout history, these various practices or forms
can be found in nearly every Christian church, although they all
to some degree include teaching that is distinct for them in these
practices—as Bavinck illustrates through various traditions regard-
ing, for example, the sacraments. Whereas Williams observes the
phenomena of religious practice, Bavinck observes the historical
phenomena of the church. Both paint a picture of a church where
there is the potential for unity.*!

Bavinck and Williams are also both concerned with the rela-
tionship between faith and life, dogma and ethics, and creed and
deed. Williams’s final section concerns the payoff of Christianity:
that is, does it make any difference if someone believes in Jesus
in this world? Bavinck, on the other hand, is concerned with the
existential wrestling of the heart. While Bavinck and Williams nu-
ance their answers differently, the Christian church is by and large
united in its response to the question, “What does one make of
Christ?” Bavinck believes that the Triune God is the only one who
can provide rest for humanity’s restless souls, and this is his ulti-
mate answer.

Readers may also notice that the Augustinian theme of the
restlessness of the heart pervades “The Christian Faith” In both

“Christianity” and “The Christian Faith,” we are directed to find our

rest in the Triune God who is both transcendent and immanent,
who providentially oversees all things, yet who knows the number
of hairs on our heads. In this God, salvation is certain, which ush-
ers into our lives not a peace or rest that is far-off, but a rest, joy,
peace, and satisfaction that believers can experience even now.

If you are a Christian, this volume might be a helpful reminder
of the confession of faith that you share with all other Christians:
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There is “one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and father of
all” (Eph. 4:3-5). If you are not a Christian, this book will provide
you with a condensed retelling of the history of Christianity and
the overarching unity of the Christian faith: the essence of Christi-
anity is the person and work of Christ.*

But most importantly, it leaves all readers to wrestle with the
all-important question: “What do you make of Christ?” Alongside
Williams, Bavinck ultimately claims that the God of Christianity—
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—is the only one who can meet the
needs of the human heart. It is the confession of this God that is at
the heart of the Christian faith.”

Concerning the Translation

BavincK’s original work contained no footnotes or endnotes.
All of these have been provided by the editor with a twofold pur-
pose: (1) to provide citations to the works of various theologians,
historians, philosophers whom Bavinck references; and (2) to fur-
nish the book with Scripture references to those passages for which
Bavinck offers no citation.

Other editorial notations to be aware of include the addition of
chapter divisions in “Christianity” and the inclusion of the original
Dutch pagination in brackets. The occasional word is placed in a
bracket as well. Although these words are not original to the text,
they should facilitate a smoother reading experience.*
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REVIEW OF “GROOTE GODSDIENSTEN:
SERIE II, No. 7. HET CHRISTENDOM
DOOR DR. H. BAvINCK”

It is no small task which Dr. Bavinck has undertaken, to tell in
sixty-two small pages all that Christianity is, and that, in a series
in which it is brought into comparison with other “great religions.”
He has fulfilled this task, however, in a most admirable manner. His
method is, first, to point out what all Christians are agreed upon;
and then to give an historical account of Christianity in its origins
and in its progressive manifestations in the great forms of the Or-
thodox Eastern, the Romish, the Lutheran, Reformed Churches,
with further descriptions of the forms it has taken since, in Ana-
baptism and Socinianism, and the New Protestantism rooted in
the Enlightenment. His plan thus resolves itself into an informal
sketch of the historical development of Christianity. This sketch is
written with remarkable grasp of details and an equally remark-
able power of synthesis. We cannot imagine how the work could
be done better.

B. B. Warfield
The Princeton Theological Review (1913)
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THE QUESTION OF CHRISTIANITY

[3] It may well be a precarious undertaking to provide in a
mere handful of pages a description of Christianity that is some-
what sufficient. The richness of [Christianity] is already in inverse
proportion to the limitations of the available space. Christianity is
areligion which, apart from its beginnings in Israel, has existed for
more than eighteen centuries and has in this time gone through
a very important history, taken root among various peoples and
in distant countries, and has now spread to more than a third of
mankind. However, anyone who gave a short and therefore unsat-
isfactory account of this history would have accomplished only a
small part of the task that had been assigned to him in describing
Christianity.

For Christianity has an objective side in doctrine and church,
in worship and church government. But it also penetrates subjec-
tively into the human being himself; into his mind, heart, and con-
science; and there it cultivates a new world of ideas, conditions,
and dispositions which are difficult to know and to describe. And
from within, the Christian faith again extends to all areas of human
life, exerts its influence in all spheres, and leaves [4] its mark on all
elements of culture. A description of Christianity that would be
satisfactory in any way would have to take into account this inner
power and do justice to this hidden, spiritual activity.

This difficult task could perhaps be accomplished today if there
were some agreement on the matter itself—that is, on the origin
and essence of Christianity. But precisely the opposite is true. From
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the beginning, different ideas about the nature and character of
Christianity were formed; within and alongside the official church,
all sorts of groups and sects arose which held a different view of
Christianity from that which the majority held. This process of dif-
ferentiation continued throughout the Middle Ages, expanded still
further during and after the Reformation, and has had such a dis-
integrating effect at the present time that not only do hundreds of
churches and sects stand side by side, but practically every thinking
person has his own opinion about the Christian religion. Every-
thing that seemed certain in the past is now being questioned, and
this doubt is spreading ever wider; not a single word, not a single
event reported in the New Testament remains untouched. In recent
years, people have even denied and disputed the historical exis-
tence of the one after whom Christianity was named. It is obvious
that a short description of Christianity cannot meet all the above
requirements and cannot discuss and judge all the views expressed;
it must be content to give a brief and clear account of the origin and
development of the Christian religion.

It cannot be objected that in the series Groote Godsdiensten,
the Christian religion is treated by someone who was born and
raised in it himself, and [5] who therefore considers a certain view
of this religion to be the right one or at least the most correct one.
Whether he describes Christianity from a Roman, Lutheran, Re-
formed, or any other Christian point of view, Christianity is for
him always a religion in which he has a personal interest. He is not
indifferent to it and does not look at it objectively, but he is at the
center of it and thinks and lives from it. And this is ultimately the
case with all who bear the name of Christian; they all consider that
the truth of their conception of Christianity more or less concerns
the peace of their hearts, the comfort of their consciences, and the
rest of their souls. Even those who answer the question “Are we still
Christians?” in the negative are by no means above this personal
interest, but it works in another direction and drives them to op-
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pose Christianity; the side of deniers also has its fanatics. That is
why it is fortunate that impartiality is not the same as indifference;
hate blinds but love often makes things clearer to see.

One thing can somewhat console us in the face of all these
difficulties: the division in the understanding of Christianity is in-
deed great, but not so large that any further reasoning would be
superfluous and useless. There are indeed innumerable formula-
tions of the essence of Christianity: the Greek, Roman, Lutheran,
Reformed, etc., to which one can add those of Kant and Hegel, of
Schleiermacher and Ritschl, of Harnack and Eucken, of Green and
Caird, and many others.' Yet on several points, there still exists
agreement which should be gratefully acknowledged.

In the first place, there is no church or movement that wholly
identifies its view of Christianity with the original Christianity.” It
is true [6] that each party holds its own interpretation to be cor-
rect and defends it as such against all others, but nevertheless every
church and each movement distinguishes between the truth which
has appeared in Christ and the understanding which it has gained
of it and which it has, imperfectly and fallaciously, expressed in its
confession. The Roman Church is an exception to this, in that it
attributes infallibility to the pope and presents its doctrine as the
only true and absolutely correct interpretation of the gospel. But it
also distinguishes between Christ and the pope as his vice-regent,
between the inspiration of the apostles and the assistance of the
Holy Spirit, which the head of the church enjoys. In principle, no
one disputes the difference between the truth of Scripture and the
teaching of the church. This remark is not without significance in
regard to those who call their own personal interpretation of the
gospel the historical one, as distinct from the dogmatic one given
by the churches. Churches, too, have sincerely and earnestly desired
in their confession to give as pure an understanding of the gospel
as possible. Men like Harnack, for example, who reject this under-
standing and offer their own explanation also never succeed beyond



6 What Is Christianity?

giving an understanding of the original gospel, which in their view
is preferable to all others. Therefore, they do not substitute the gos-
pel for ecclesiastical teaching, but place a different conception of
the gospel beside that which is held in the churches. The dispute
is not over historical or dogmatic interpretation, but over the facts
themselves; that is, over what indeed was the original gospel.

Second, there is also great agreement that the question of the
essence of Christianity coincides with that of the original, real and
true [7] Christianity, and that to know this we must go back to
the Scriptures, especially to the New Testament. Besides, no other
sources are available. Josephus’s testimony about Jesus is critically
suspect and contains nothing new; the slanders spread by the Jews
since the middle of the second century to combat Christianity have
been welcomed by Celsus, Porphyrius, and more recently by [Ernst]
Haeckel, but are not considered in any serious study of original
Christianity.’ The short statements on Christ and the Christians
by Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny are in themselves important and
place the historical existence of Jesus beyond reasonable doubt, but
they do not increase our knowledge of early Christianity. And the
numerous apocryphal Gospels, which originated in Ebionite and
gnostic circles, reveal the desire to be able to say something more
about Jesus’ life other than what is reported in the four canonical
Gospels, and to support one’s own dissenting opinions with them
rather than to be used as real sources. Only a few of the sayings of
Jesus discovered in recent times may have flowed from his lips and
been preserved purely by tradition. Apart from these few sources,
we have no other sources for the knowledge of the life of Jesus
than the books of the New Testament, and even more so the four
Gospels, because what is mentioned in the other writings of the
New Testament about that life is relatively little and almost entirely
contained in the Gospels as well.

With regard to the authenticity, integrity, and reliability of
these canonical Gospels, a considerable struggle has been going
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on for more than a century and a half, and it is not to be expected
that it will lead to a universally accepted outcome in the near future.
But here are three [8] remarkable things.

First, the attempt should be called a failure to explain
Christianity—as it is understood in the churches and expressed
centrally in their Christology—from Hellenistic or other alien in-
fluences in the second century. The New Testament writings, es-
pecially the four main letters of Paul, continue to oppose this and
cannot have originated in or after that time. As a result, it is now
generally recognized that the church’s Christology had its origins
in the first century. This then eliminates the reason for moving
the various New Testament writings to the second century; suc-
cessively, they have all been brought back to the first century. In
1897, Harnack said that there had been a time when the oldest
Christian literature was regarded as a tapestry of hoaxes and forg-
eries.* But that time is over. We are returning to the traditional
[view]. The chronological order in which tradition has arranged
the documents, from the letters of Paul to the writings of Irenaeus,
is correct in all essential aspects. And this judgment of the Berlin
professor has since been more and more confirmed and recognized
as correct.

Second, it has not been possible to excavate down to the bot-
tom of the New Testament as low and as deep as all the layers of the
earth until one arrives at the rocky foundation of reality. The slogan
“From Paul to Jesus, back to the Jesus of the Synoptic Gospels” has
proven vain, because the image of Christ is essentially the same in
all New Testament writings.” How would Paul have come by his
teaching about Christ? How could he, with this “falsification” of the
original gospel, have found acceptance among the congregations?
How could he, expounding his gospel to the apostles in Jerusalem,
have received from them the right hand of the [9] community (Gal.
2:2,9) if he had cherished an entirely different idea in this central
article of faith? There was a difference between Paul and some of
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his Jewish brethren, but this difference was limited to the conse-
quences arising from the gospel in regard to the Old Testament law
[Gal. 2:11-14]. But there was no difference concerning the person
of Christ, his life, death, resurrection, and return. All the apostles
agreed with one another; there was no question of a christologi-
cal dispute between them or in the earliest churches. Conversely,
the first three Gospels were written by disciples of Jesus just as the
Gospel of John and the Epistles of Paul were written at a time when
there were already many congregations and for an audience that
had already been taught about the person of Christ by the apostles.
They do not proclaim any Jesus as the Christ other than the one
preached by all the apostles and confessed by all the believers of
that time.

If, however, the earliest church, as far back as we can tell from
the sources, professed Jesus as the Christ, then only two explana-
tions remain: (1) Christ is the product of the church, or (2) the
church is the product of Christ. In the first case, we must imagine
that a group of religious people had existed for a long time, or that
as a result of social circumstances such a group had formed in
that time, who combined the various characteristics present in the
image of Christ in the New Testament from various Hellenistic or
Jewish, Indian, Babylonian, or Egyptian sources and applied them
to a Jesus [figure] who may or may not have existed. Although this
attempt at an explanation has found many supporters in recent
times, it does not seem daring to predict it has little prospect. For
[10] although it offers ample scope for fantasy, it has no basis in
reality. It leaves unanswered the questions as to what brought to-
gether this group of persons, from where, simple-minded as they
were, they derived the features of the figure of Christ, how they
were able to link them to such a harmonious image as we see in
the New Testament, how they came to think of all of them in a
certain man Jesus, the reason why they believed in the existence
of this Jesus, etc. The riddles are so numerous that no other con-
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clusion remains than this: without Christ, Christianity cannot be
explained.

And this is also a third point on which there is fairly general
agreement. There are many who have broken with Christianity
once and for all and who no longer care about the person of Christ.
But this indifference is also significant, for it tacitly implies the rec-
ognition that the Christ of the church is identical with the Christ of
the Scriptures, and that through reduction and criticism no Jesus
is to be found in the Gospels who still delights their hearts. Be-
sides, the whole attempt to explain the Christ of the New Testament
through pagan influences, which is attempted by many today, is
based on the same concession and is an eloquent vindication of the
church’s creed. Fortunately, however, not all those who reject the
Christology of Paul and John are pursuing this indifference. They
still value the Christian name and feel connected to the person of
Jesus. That is why they strive to give him an exceptional place in the
kingdom of God. They accept a special revelation of God in him
and believe that in his person and work he has a lasting significance
for the religious and ethical development of [11] mankind. Even in
this weak form, their confession serves as proof that the question of
the origin and essence of Christianity is identical with that of the
person and work of Christ. What do you think of Christ? This is and
remains the primary question in religion and theology.
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