
Chapter 2

Karl Barth and N.T Wright’s Methodology

 Karl Barth and N.T. Wright, as we have seen, both reject the subjective approach to 

the  doctrine  of  ‘justification  by  faith’  typically  displayed  within  mainstream 

evangelicalism. For both Barth and Wright, faith (in God acting through Jesus Christ) 

is the realisation in the present that sins have been forgiven and the covenant has been 

restored. For Barth, however, this justification was achieved for all humanity in the 

death  and resurrection  of Jesus the God-Man whereas,  in  contrast  to  this,  Wright 

argues that justification is the shorthand for saying that it is by faith alone that people 

can recognise that they are a member of God’s covenant community and can have 

confidence that they will be vindicated in the future. 

Karl Barth’s Theological Method

In this chapter we shall look at the theological method of Karl Barth, sketching out in 

brief some of the main contours of his approach while showing and illustrating how 

these have been used in his doctrine of ‘justification by faith’. In contrast to New 

Testament Scholars, Karl Barth does not simply bring to his readership the results of 

historical-critical exegesis but adopts what we may describe as a theological method. 

This theological method acts as a lens through which he engages with ecclesiastical 

tradition and interprets the biblical text. Mary Cunningham, who herself has written 

extensively on Barth’s theological method, comments, 

Yet both his choices of texts to interpret and his ways of handling these texts 
are  driven by his  fundamental  theological  commitments,  The result  of  this 
tight  interweaving  of  dogmatic  and  biblical  interpretation  is  a  kind  of 
theological  exegesis  that  elicits  the opprobrium of  technical  scholars  while 
offering  fresh  and  captivating  insights  into  the  Christian  message  that  are 
designed to serve the preaching of the Church.1

 
 Barth’s  theological  method  can  be  described  under  the  headings  of  (i)  Creative 

Subordination (ii) Ecclesiological Interpretation (iii) Trinitarian Interpretation and (iv) 

Christological Interpretation. 

1 Mary Kathleen Cunningham What is Theological Exegesis: Interpretation and Use of Scripture in 
Barth’s Doctrine of Election (P.A USA:Trinity Press, 1995) 78
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i) Creative Subordination: Barth’s Use of the Bible  2     

From the earliest days of Barth’s theological pilgrimage in his pastorate at Safenwil, 

where he was struggling with the textual basis for preaching, the bible has been the 

norm for theological reflection3. For, as Barth saw it, all dogmatic proclamations must 

be “measured against an impassable and unchangeable standard discoverable in the 

Scriptures.”4  In a moment of self-reflection Barth once remarked that “If I understand 

what I am trying to do in the  Church Dogmatics, it is to listen to what Scripture is 

saying and tell you what I hear.”5  

For Barth the Bible, in a strict sense, is not a revelation from God, but is best seen as 

that of being a witness to God’s revelation in his living word, Jesus Christ. In his later 

years  Barth  summarised  his  Church  Dogmatics  in  a  series  of  lectures  entitled 

Evangelical Theology.  In a chapter entitled ‘The Witnesses’, Barth describes the role 

of the biblical writers: “They are the witnesses of the Word. To be more precise, they 

are  its  primary  witnesses,  because  they are  called  directly  by the  Word to  be  its 

hearers, and they are appointed for its communication and verification to other men.”6

This can be illustrated diagrammatically,

Reader     Text of Bible (functioning as a witness)  The Revelation of God

 (History)

2  Karl Barth Church Dogmatics: Prolegomena to Church Dogmatics, Volume 1 Part1 (Edinburgh: 
T&TClark, 1936) 816. From hereon called CD I/1: For primary details of Barth’s use of Scripture see 
CD 1/1/88-84, CD 1/2/457-740. For secondary sources see in particular Geoff W. Bromiley ‘The 
Authority of Scripture in Karl Barth’ in ed. Carson and Woodbridge Hermeneutics, Authority and 
Canon (IVP, Guernsey, 1986) and Francis Watson ‘The Bible’   ed. John Webster The Cambridge 
Companion to Karl Barth (Cambridge University press, Cambridge) 257-71. Although an older book, 
McConnachie The Significance of Karl Barth (Hodder and Stoughton, London 1931) powerfully 
indicates the liberation which Barth brought to many in Europe and America, who previously had lost 
faith in the Bible due to liberal-critical scholarship, yet now could return to the text as the place where 
God spoke.
3 “It was in the Bible that Barth began to look for the solution to his problem of how a man could speak 
the word of God to the Congregation.”  John Bowden Karl Barth (SCM Press, London 1971) 28 
4 Karl Barth trans. Douglas Horton The Word of God and the Word of Man (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1957) 241
5 D.F. Ford ‘Barth’s Interpretation of the Bible’ in ed. Sykes Studies of his Theological Method 
(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1979) 55
6 Karl Barth Evangelical Theology: An Introduction ( Michigan: Eerdmans, 1963) 26
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The  reader,  in  reading  the  text  of  the  Bible,  is  pointed  by  the  witnesses  to  the 

revelation (unveiling) of God in history.

However, in Barth’s thought, the bible is not strictly the Word of God but when read 

in  faith  and  with  the  Spirit’s  guidance,  “becomes  God’s  Word.”7  The  bible,  in 

contrast to some fundamentalist approaches, is not simply a collection of theological 

truths, but is the place where the living voice of God is heard.

 The text of the bible should always be allowed, in Barth’s view, to speak anew to its 

present day readership,

the canonical text as a text already possesses the character of a free power, and 
the Church need do nothing except, after every exegesis promulgated within 
her, were it the very best, make clear to herself anew the difference between 
text and commentary, and let the text speak anew for itself without restriction, 
in order that she may experience the lordship of this free power and find in the 
Bible the partner or opponent which she must find in it (the text), if she is to 
take the living succession apostolorum seriously.8

This can also be represented diagrammatically,

Reader (with Spirit and Faith)   Text of the Bible   The Revelation of God

(acting as the word of God)

The reader, enabled by the spirit and faith, is confronted with the revelation of God 

when the bible becomes the word of God. This means then that the reader according 

to Barth should have a  spirit of subordination and obedience to the text. 

The necessary and fundamental form of all scriptural exegesis… must consist 
in all the circumstances in the freely performed act of subordinating all human 
concepts, ideas and convictions to the witness of revelation supplied to us in 
the Bible.9

It is necessary that we understand that this subordination is a radical departure from 

most biblical interpreters for it requires in the reader to have ‘spiritual skills’, as John 

Webster comments,

Such  a  hermeneutic  is  radical  indeed:  it  replaces  suspicion  by  consent;  it 
makes historical reconstruction a mere preliminary; it requires spiritual skills 

7 CD I/1 124.  In pp. 98-135 Barth puts forward his definition of the Word of God. Preaching and 
Scripture become the word of God, only in as much as the living Word of God, chooses to speak 
through them. 
8  CD I/1/120
9 CD I/2/715
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of the interpreter. Once again, Barth cannot be understood unless we see how 
drastically he is revising the task of Christian Theology.”10….. “In spelling out 
his attitude, Barth is concerned to identify something much deeper than simply 
exegetical technique. What is required of readers is that they be shaped at the 
most fundamental level by the miracle of divine speech which encounters us 
through the text.  To be a true reader of Scripture is to be governed by the 
mystery of the sovereign freedom of substance; which scripture denotes. This 
‘substance’ in all its spiritual dimensions presses the reader to be a particular 
kind of person.11

The task of biblical interpretation, in adopting a position under the biblical text, is to 

no longer see the text as an object to be studied, but is that of being gripped by the 

subject, the revelation of God. As Barth says, “It is rather a question of being gripped 

by the subject-matter, really gripped, so that it is only as those who are mastered by 

the subject matter, who are subdued by it, that we can investigate the humanity of the 

word which it is told us.”12 

It  is  perhaps  best,  however,  to  describe  Barth’s  view  of  scripture  as  creative 

subordination as Barth uses the text of the bible in a creative way using a variety of 

interpretive  techniques.  He  can  be  contrasted  with  those  who  in  discussing 

‘justification by faith’ would limit themselves to a repetition of Paul’s argument in 

Romans or Galatians.  Amongst other ways of using the text of the bible we see in his 

discussion of reconciliation a reliance not only on the Pauline texts but on (a)narrative 

and the (b) Psalter .

(a)Narrative Theology: For Barth, as we have seen, the death and resurrection of Jesus 

is the place where God judges and pardons sinful humanity.  In the section entitled 

‘the Judge, Judged in Our Place’13 Barth uses the bible to show that Jesus is the judge. 

He does this in two ways, first he gathers together a group of ‘proof texts’14 (Romans 

5:6, 1 Peter 3:18, Hebrews 7:27) only commenting briefly on what they say. These 

comments stick closely to the plain meaning of the text.

10 John Webster  Barth: Outstanding Christian Thinkers Series (Continuem, London, 2000) 65
11 Ibid.  67
12 CD I/2/470
13 CD IV/1/211-283
14 CD IV/1/224
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Secondly, however, and this illustrates the creativity of Barth’s approach, he turns to 

the narrative of the synoptic gospels15.  He breaks the narrative into three sections. 

The first section, from the beginning of Jesus ministry up till his arrival in Jerusalem, 

reveals  “One (Jesus) who is  absolutely superior to them, exalted above them, and 

fearfully alone.”16 The second section, which leads up the Jesus’ death, contains very 

few sayings of Jesus which, according to Barth, means, “Jesus no longer seems to be 

the subject but the object of what happens. His speech is almost exclusively that of 

silence  and  His  work  that  of  suffering.”17 This  illustrates  for  Barth  a  ‘complete 

reversal’ and the trial of Jesus illustrates the theological point that “those who are to 

be judged are given space and freedom and power to judge. The Judge allows himself 

to be judged.”18 The final part of the story is the resurrection which “tells us that God 

acknowledged this Jesus of Nazareth, the strange judge who allowed Himself to be 

judged, by raising Him from the dead.”19

 

We see here that Barth uses the biblical  narratives theologically,  for the narratives 

themselves contain important theological insights.  Barth is aware that “up to our day 

they [synoptic  gospels]  have often been estimated less highly (even by Luther)  in 

comparison  with  Paul  and  John  as  mere  ‘history’.”20 Yet  Barth  breaks  with  this 

tradition and frequently uses this narrative method throughout his Church Dogmatics  

and within  his formulation of the doctrine of ‘justification by faith’. Amongst other 

references to narrative he uses the stories of the temptation of Jesus,21 of Jonah,22and 

of  Job23 in  his  discussion  of  justification  by  faith.  These  are  used  to  bring  out, 

respectively, the theological points that Jesus was willing to hand himself over to be 

judged,  that salvation is not achieved but is comprehended in faith., and, in the case 

of Job, that “God acknowledges with a supreme reality the one who, even though he 

may do it all to humanly, dares indefatigably to acknowledge Him.”24

15 CD IV/1/224-228
16 CD IV/1/225
17 CD IV/1/226
18 CD IV/1/226
19 CD IV/1/227
20 CD IV/1/224
21 CD IV/1/259-272
22 CD IV/1/540
23 CD IV/1/572
24 CD IV/1/572
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 David Ford, in an essay entitled ‘Barth’s Interpretation of Scripture’, seeks to defend 

his thesis that “he [Barth] uses one dominant approach which provides the structure 

for  the  argument  and  much  of  the  content  of  his  whole  theology.  This  is  his 

interpretation of certain biblical  narratives.”25  I  agree with Ford that this is a key 

method  used  throughout  his  Church Dogmatics,  however,  I  would  say that  Barth 

displays a pluralistic approach to scripture which means that he is not bound by one 

method  (narrative)  but  freely  draws  on  a  range  of  methods  including  that  of  his 

regular usage of the Psalms.

 

(b) The use of the Psalms

Perhaps it will come as a surprise to us to note that in his discussion of justification 

Barth, out of all the books of the bible, uses the Psalms most frequently, often simply 

drawing together a range of ‘proof texts’ from the Psalter to illustrate a point which he 

has previously discussed.  Barth uses these ‘proof texts’ to teach us that God is the 

judge of sinful man26, that God is gracious27, that confidence can be placed in God28 

and that justification takes place in the midst of sin29.   As well as ‘proof texting’ 

Barth also engages in a lengthy exegesis of  Psalms 32 and 51 to bring out the point 

that justification begins in the confession of sin, for it is in this act that he gives “God 

the right against him” and can move forward “to the completion of justification.”30  

For Barth, the doctrine of justification is not simply the result of the exegesis of some 

of the key Pauline texts but is to be found throughout the whole of scripture. We see 

then, for Barth, that the scriptures are a unified witness to the reconciliation achieved 

in Jesus Christ, this means, therefore, that the theologian is not simply bound to the 

Pauline or Jacobite texts but is free to draw from the full range of the canon.

25 D.F. Ford ‘Barth’s Interpretation of the Bible’ in ed. Sykes Karl Barth: Studies of his Theological  
Method (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979)  56
26 CD IV/1/535-536 where he uses 7 Psalms
27 CD IV/1/537  where he uses 4 Psalms
28 CD IV/1/570-573 where he uses 12 Psalms
29 CD IV/1/605-608 where he uses 18 Psalms
30 CD IV/1/577-581
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ii) Ecclesiological  Interpretation

Karl Barth, in calling his multi-volume work Church Dogmatics,  makes clear that for 

himself,  as  he describes  in  the opening pages of   Church Dogmatics  Volume I,1, 

“dogmatics is bound to the sphere of the Church, where alone it is possible to be 

meaningful.”31 The  task  of  doctrinal  formulation,  from  which  Barth  derides  his 

doctrine of justification,  does not simply emerge from an individual’s  engagement 

with the Pauline text but takes place from within a community of faith which already 

finds itself as a recipient of truth.  The Church, as Barth points out, functions under 

the presupposition that justification has in reality already taken place, for God, as the 

life  of  the  Church  bear  witness,  has  already  restored  fellowship  with  fallen 

humanity32. 

The task of the theologian, according to Barth, in regard to justification is to “answer 

the  question  of  this  presupposition”  which  makes  it  a  matter  of  “importance  and 

theological necessity”.33  Barth thus moves from an a-prior theological conviction, and 

then proceeds to explain and develop this in his engagement with scripture. 

As we have seen Barth does not take a neutral stance towards the bible but seeks, 

alongside his subordinationist stance, to read it in dialogue with the church of the past 

and present. Barth’s use of the bible is not simply the result of Barth being alone with 

his  the  text  but  is  an  interpretation  which  takes  place  within  a  community  of 

theologians  and  biblical  scholars.  The  theologian,  says  Barth,  should  honour  the 

church and its theological tradition as a child is commanded to honour its parents.34 

Within  his  presentation  of  ‘justification  by  faith’  we  see  Barth  entering  into 

discussion, amongst others, with Luther35, Calvin36, the Eastern Church37 and Roman 

Catholicism.38 However, for Barth, the authority of scripture comes over and above 

that of the Church. In his discussion of justification Barth does, and in this he sounds 

more like a new perspective scholar, criticise Luther for “too hasty identification of 

the biblical  situation with its  own, and therefore as a result  of its  own impetuous 

31 CD I/1/xiii
32 CD IV/1/ 518
33 CD IV/1/518
34 CD IV/1/585
35 CD IV/1/519ff,525ff,605,621ff,627f,642,
36 CD IV/1/617,622,624,628
37 CD IV/1/527,559
38 CD IV/1/623ff
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understanding of the failure to see many of the nuances, and the other aspects of the 

biblical  texts… Certainly in Galatians there were and are many more things to be 

discovered than what Luther discovered.”39  For Barth, church history, tradition and 

theology is to be seen as a guide to theological formulation, yet it is not an infallible 

guide and the final authority is still that of the bible.

iii) Trinitarian Interpretation

 

Barth, being more aware than most of his era, that the task of dogmatic formulation 

cannot  simply be read from the text, introduces his unfinished twelve-volume work, 

Church Dogmatics, with  a  two volume prolegomena entitled  The Doctrine  of  the 

Word of God. Prolegonema to Church Dogmatics.  Throughout these two volumes 

Barth seeks to discuss the doctrine of revelation which makes  theological  enquiry 

valid. Barth moves away from the anthropocentric model of revelation and, instead, 

argues that theology can only be possible if the triune God has revealed himself. The 

Trinity  as  Revealer  (Father),  Revelation  (Son)  and  Revealedness  (Spirit)40 is  the 

presupposition for revelation41 and is, therefore, essential for the theologian’s task of 

formulating  Christian  doctrine  and theological  interpretation.  As Barth says,  ‘in  a 

dogmatics  of  the  Christian  Church  we  cannot  speak  correctly  of  the  nature  and 

attributes of God without presupposing that it is God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

of whom we are speaking.”42 It is made clear that Barth’s dogmatic constructions, and 

the way which he reads scripture, are to be understood in a trintarian manner,  for 

“there is no attribute, no act of God, which would not in like manner be the attribute, 

the act of the Father, the Son and the Spirit.”43   

This Trinitarian view is displayed in his discussion justification by faith. For in Jesus 

(Son) humanity is judged  and pardoned44, being declared righteous by the Father45. 
39 CD IV/1/622
40 CD I/1/339-431
41 Karl Barth recognises the uniqueness of this approach, “In putting the doctrine of the Trinity at the 
head of the whole of dogmatics we are adopting a position which, looked at in view of the history of 
dogmatics is very isolated.” CD I/1/345. It is interesting to note that Schleiemacher placed his doctrine 
of the trinity at the end of his dogmatics, thereby able to approach other dogmatic affirmations without 
explicit reference to the trinity. In contrast Barth places in the Prolegomena of his Church Dogmatics, 
and is thus able to describe all doctrines, including that of Justification, in a Trinitarian fashion.
42  CD I/1/358
43  CD I/1/415
44  CD IV/1/211-283, IV/1/528-568
45  CD IV/1/283-358, IV/1/528-568
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Humanity can come only come by the Spirit through faith into the realisation that they 

already stand justified.46 

We have seen that Barth is guided in his dogmatic formulation, and as we shall see in 

his interpretation of scripture, by an ecclesiological and Trinitarian hermeneutic. This 

can  be  contrasted  with  a  modernist  notion  of  interpretation  where  the  interpreter 

approaches the text from a neutral perspective guided by reason alone. 

Barth’s interpretation and doctrinal formulation does not begin with asking historical 

and linguistic questions of the text but must  begin with a knowledge of  who the 

triune God is. It is only then that the task of theological interpretation can take place. 

Werner G. Jeanrond describes this theological hermeneutical bias,

It is essential for us to realise that the hermeneutical question for Barth does 
not  arise  originally  from  a  conscious  methodological  concern  i.e.  how  to 
develop an appropriate  theory of text understanding. Rather the hermeneutical 
question entails for him the ultimate material question for theology, namely: 
who is God and who am I?47

iii) Christological Interpretation  48  

All Christian theology by its very nature includes reflection on the life and activity of 

the Son of God, Jesus. This is as true for N.T Wright who uses a more historical 

exegetical approach as it if for Karl Barth. However for Karl Barth, theology not only 

includes reflection on the person and work of Christ but must in fact begin with him. 

Theology  must  begin  with  Jesus  Christ,  and  not  with  general  principles, 
however better, or at any rate, more relevant and illuminating they may appear 
to be: as though He were a continuation of the knowledge and Word of God, 
and not its root and origin, not indeed the very Word of God itself….Against 
all the imaginations and errors in which we seem to be so hopelessly entangled 
when we try to speak of God, God will indeed maintain Himself if we allow 

46  CD IV/1/643-779
47 Werner G. Jeanrond Theological Hermeneutics: Development and Significance (Macmillan, London, 
1991)128
48  I have chosen to analyse Karl Barth’s christological approach separately from that of his trinitarian 
for two reasons.

i) For those who are unfamiliar with Church Dogmatics  it needs to be emphasised that 
Barth’s Christological interpretation is simply more than starting from the presupposition 
that the Son is part of the Godhead. 

ii) For  those familiar with Barth it is necessary to emphasise the Trinitarian aspect 
separately, as some have reduced Barth’s theology to a Christomonism and have not paid 
due respect to his Trinitarian approach to doctrinal formulation.    
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only  the  name  of  Jesus  Christ  to  be  maintained  in  our  thinking  as  the 
beginning and end of all our thoughts.49

Throughout Church Dogmatics Barth seeks to locate every Christian doctrine around 

the person and work of Jesus Christ. This is most obviously shown in his discussion 

of  election,  where  he  rejects  the  traditional  Calvinistic  formulae  of  the  decretum 

absolutum and replaces it with a Christocentric view of election, but is also displayed 

in his discussion of justification

Christology in the sense of a reference to Jesus Christ as the object and content 
and  therefore  the  formative  norm  of  justifying  faith  may  very  well  be 
described as the climax of the doctrine of justification….At one and the same 
time he is both the ontic and the noetic principle, the reality and also the truth 
of both justification and faith.50

Dogmatic Construction

Having  sketched  out  some  of  the  major  factors  contributing  to  Karl  Barth’s 

theological method, it is now necessary to offer, what I believe to be, the some of the 

major steps that Barth has taken to formulate his doctrine of justification by faith. 

Barth’s  theological method works, from my perspective, according to the following 

logic.

i) The Triune God is sovereign in the work of reconciliation. Humanity cannot 

contribute anything or negate this sovereign will. (Trinitarian) 

ii) The Triune God has chosen, in Jesus Christ, to save all. (Christological)

iii) Justification is understood, with its traditional ecclesiological interpretation, as 

functioning in the theological realm of soteriology. (Ecclesiological).

The Triune God has sovereignly(i) chosen to save all (ii). Therefore as justification is 
understood soteriologically(iii), all are justified.51

It is necessary, before offering some criticisms of Barth, to see how Barth arrives at 

the view that all have been elect in Jesus (ii). For it is this view which when coupled 
49  CD II/2/4f see also CD I/2/347 CD II/1/319,CD IV/1/17f, CD IV/1/21,  
50  CD IV/1/637
51  Barth differs then with both five point Calvinists and Arminian wings of evangelicalism. Five point 
Calvinists would agree with Barth that God is sovereign (i) but would contend that he has only elected 
some to salvation(not ii). On the other hand Arminians would state that God desires to save all(ii) but 
that God’s sovereignty can be resisted by the will of humanity(not i).
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with the sovereignty of God and a soteriological understanding of justification that 

leads to what some would describe as ‘universalism’, and what we have chosen to 

describe as soteriological objectivism. It is perhaps here in the realm of election that 

we see Barth’s most creative use of scripture and it is perhaps here also that we see 

the foundation to his whole dogmatic scheme. 

Barth’s Interpretation of Ephesians 1:4-5 and John 1:1f

Barth  discusses  his  view  of  election  in  Church  Dogmatics  II/2..  Traditionally  in 

reformed exegesis election has usually been understood as the sphere in which God 

has chosen to save some and to reject others (decretum absolutum). In contrast to this 

Barth says that in election we should begin and end with the name of Jesus Christ for 

there is no eternal decree of election outside of him, for all Christian theology should 

have Jesus Christ as its basis.

If we would know who God is, and what is the meaning and purpose of His 
election, and in what respect He is the electing God, then we must look away 
from all  others, and excluding all  side glances and secondary thoughts, we 
must look only upon the name of Jesus Christ and the existence and history of 
the people of God enclosed within Him.52

Jesus Christ is to be understood as both the subject and the object of election for he  is 

the electing God and the elected man.53 Barth focuses attention on Ephesians 1:4 and 

rejects the traditional interpretations that would lead to affirmation of the  decretum 

absolutum  and instead interprets the verse in such a way that election is given this 

Christological basis.
4kaqw;"  ejxelevxato  hJma`"  ejn  aujtw`/  pro; 
katabolh`"  kovsmou  ei\nai  hJma`"  aJgivou"  kai; 
ajmwvmou"  katenwvpion  aujtou`  ejn  ajgavph/, 
5proorivsa"  hJma`"  eij"  uiJoqesivan  dia;   jIhsou` 
Cristou`  eij"  aujtovn,  kata;  th;n  eujdokivan  tou` 
qelhvmato" aujtou`, 

 Barth rejects an interpretation which translates  ejn aujtw as ‘for Christ’ and, 

instead, understands it as meaning ‘in Christ’.  54   Barth does this by employing a 

method of theological interpretation which reads Ephesians 1:4-5 in the light of John 

1:1f, thus enabling him to establish that Jesus is both the elect and the elector. This 

52 CD II/2 54
53 CD II/2 94-105
54 CD II/2 112
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method  of  interpretation  seems  strange  to  those  schooled  in  more  traditional 

exegetical  strategies  as  the  prologue  to  the  gospel  of  John  does  not  seem  in  a 

‘common sense’ reading to be able to add any insight into the topic of election and 

predestination. Mary Cuuningham, in her book on theological exegesis, comments on 

Barth’s  interpretation of Ephesians  1:4-5 and John 1:1:f:  “By assuming that  these 

texts  offer a unified witness to election and hence reading them in tandem, Barth 

advances  an  interpretation  that  would  not  emerge  if  the  passages  were  simply 

examined in isolation from one another.”55

Barth reaches the following conclusions from his exegesis of John 1:1f,

• “oJ lovgo" is unmistakenly substituted for Jesus”56 

• All things were made by him (diÆ aujtou`) and without him (cwri;" 
aujtou) nothing was created that was created. The world was made by him 

(diÆ aujtou`). 

This exegesis is far from controversial but it does allow Barth to state that it is now 

clear  that all creating and saving activity of the Godhead is by Jesus Christ who is the 

eternal word. Jesus Christ, as the eternal Word made flesh, is both the elected and the 

electing God.

“If that is true, [exegesis of John 1:1 and similar passages] then in the name 
and person of Jesus Christ we are called upon to recognise the Word of God, 
the decree of God and the election of God at the beginning of all things, at the 
beginning of our own being and thinking… or to put it the other way, in this 
person we are called upon to recognise the beginning of the Word and the 
decree and election of God… We are not thinking or speaking rightly of God 
Himself if we do not take as our starting-point the fact that should be both 
‘first  and last’:  that  from all  eternity  God elected  to  bear  this  name.  Over 
against all that is really outside God, Jesus Christ is the eternal will of God, 
the eternal decree of God and the eternal beginning of God.57

Before returning to his exegesis of Ephesians 1:4 Barth draws attention to John 13:18, 

15:16 and 15:19 where Jesus elects his disciples. This election is not simply to be 

understood as ‘representational’ but as an act of ‘divine sovereignty’: 

The electing of the disciples ascribed to Jesus must be understood not merely 
as  a  function  undertaken  by  Him  in   an  instrumental  and  representative 
capacity, but rather as an act of divine sovereignty, in which there is seen in a 

55 Mary Kathleen Cunningham What is Theological Exegesis: Interpretation and Use of Scripture in 
Barth’s Doctrine of Election (P.A USA:Trinity Press, 1995) 20
56 CD II/2 96
57 CD II/2 99
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particular way the primal and basic decision of God which is also that of Jesus 
Christ.58

Barth returns to his exegesis of Ephesians 1:4-5 having establish that Jesus is both the 
subject and object of election. He is then able to flesh out in more detail what is meant 
by ‘in him’(ejn aujtw). As he explains:

‘In  Him’  does  not  simply  mean  ‘with  Him’,  together  with  Him,  in  his 
company. Nor does it mean only through Him, by means of that which He as 
elected man can and do for them. ‘In Him’ means in His person, in His will, in 
His own divine choice,  in the basic  decision of God which he fulfils  over 
against every man.59

For Barth, predestination is not to be seen as something which happens outside of 

Jesus Christ but as something which only happens because he is the electing and the 

elected.  Jesus Christ,  in Barth’s view, chose to come to save sinful humanity and 

therefore elected himself to represent humanity. It is here then, after briefly following 

Barth’s exegetical manoeuvres that we see that all are elect, which in turn leads to 

saying that all are justified.

 Summary

In  this  chapter  we  have  sought  to  examine  the  methodology  and  the  theological 

presupposositions of Karl Barth in regards to his doctrinal formulation of justification. 

We have been able to note that Barth is driven by a theological method which has, at 

its foundations a subordination to the text of the Bible, for in this text the voice the 

triune God revealed in Jesus Christ is heard. We have seen that Barth has significantly 

moved away from a traditional understanding of justification due to his interpretation 

of election.  We have seen that Barth allows, at times, the theological meaning of a 

text to become so dominant that the historical meaning is avoided. In the following 

chapter  we  shall  follow  the  work  of  N.T  Wright  who  seeks  to  read  the  texts 

historically.

58 CD II/2 106
59 CD II/2 116-117
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