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The Body-Soul Discussion:
Historical Matters
and Hermeneutical Principles

by Robert E. Grossman

The discussicn of the existence and nature of the
human “‘soul”” in recent Reformed teaching and
writing is one that has several antecedents in the
history of theology. While the central line of or-
thodoxy in the Christian church over the centuries
since the Lord’s ascension has held to a teaching
of a bipartite (body/soul) nature of man, labeled
“*dichotomy,’’! there have also been a number of
challenges to this teaching. In addition to this
generally accepied dichotomist teaching about man’s
constitutional nature, the Christian churches have
with few exceptions held to a continued conscicus

Robert Grossman is Professor of Church History
and Ministerial Studies at Mid-America Reformed
Seminary, Orange City, lowa.

existence of the “*soul’”” of man after physical
death.? .

The current discussion about the existence of the
soul, like those of the past, finds its importance not -
only in attempting to settle a matter of biblical doc-
trine, but is also concerned with the larger issues
of ontology and hermeneutics. Our part in this
discussion will be to examine these two major issues
and then turn briefly to the more focused question
of the constitutional nature of man. Before enter-
ing in upon the direct discussion, however, I find
it necessary to give some account of the historical
background of the present discussion. In this way
readers will be better informed and better able to
judge their own responses and declarations.

Since the time of the Protestant Reformation two
major groups within Christendom, the Anabaptists
and the Seventh Day Adventists, have denied the
continued conscious existence of human souls after
death. The Reformation provides a useful starting
point for this consideration because those
movements found within Protestant Christendom,
even speaking quite broadly, seek to ground their
teaching in Scripture rather than in a priori
philosophical principles, as was often the case with
medieval speculative theology.

Both the Anabaptists and the Seventh Day Adven-
tists adopted a literalistic hermeneutic which, when
applied to biblical passages that speak of death as
“sleep,’” results in the idea that the soud, if it con-
tinues to exist after death, does 50 in an unconscious
condition. The Anabaptists and Seventh Day
Adventists, however, point also 1o other data in
Scripture in support of their position, data which
we will discuss below in connection with the more
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recent questions about the constitutional nature of
man.

Our critical evaluation of present-day ‘‘Reformed
antidualism’” is presented here not as a judgment
or condemnation of those who hold it, but rather
as a challenge to them to reconsider their own prin-
ciples and methodology in the light of our com-
monly confessed Reformed philosophical and
hermeneutical heritage.

Reformed
Anti-Dualism

The twentieth century has seen from within
Reformed circles a mew challenge to the
dichotomistic view of man’s constitutional nature.
Beginning in the carly 1920s,? certain followers in
the train of the renewal of Reformed teaching in-
stituted by Abraham Kuyper sought to work out the
principles of a consistently Calvinist philosophy.
These men included Herman Dooyeweerd and D.H.
Th. Vollenhoven, later joined temporarily by K.
Schilder, and partially by H.G. Stoker in South
Africa and C. Van Til in the United States. These
men sought to apply as a central idea in this neo-
Calvinist philosophy Abraham Kuyper’s declaration
that there is not an inch in the whole of temporal
life of which Christ, as Lord of all men, does not
say ‘‘mine.””?

In seeking to follow Kuyper’s world-embracing
viewpoint, however, Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven
soon found themselves convinced that Kuyper’s own
efforts in this direction, especially politically, had
“run aground in the scholastic dualism of nature
and grace, leaving the ‘natural sphere’ of life and
konowledge to the natural light of human reason. .
. .""5 Turning against this leftover “‘dualism’’ in
Kuyper, Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven soon found
themselves also rejecting Kuyper’s agreement with
the common Christian dichotomistic view of man.*
In essence, the body-soul dichotomy was seen as
a manifestation of the Greek dualism which had in-
fected Christian teaching for centuries. Thus Kuyper
and many other post-Reformation thinkers are seen
as sclidlastic adherents of a dualism that views the
spiritual, intellectual, and unseen world as higher,
while it views the physical, temporal, and seen
world as lower.’

Although the contemporary companions of
Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven varied in their will-
ingness to follow the path of rejecting all duality
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with respect to human constitution, a number of
their students seem to have made this a crusade.
Peter Steen, for example, criticizes Dooyeweerd
himself for having ““fallen into accommodation with
the nature-grace ground-motive,”” for, among other
things, speaking ‘‘of the heart or soul at death as
leaving this life and going into eternity.”’# John
Vander Stelt also seems to take this tack by mak-
ing his first criticism of Abraham Kuyper a flat
statement that ‘it is impossible to harmonize the
biblical understanding of man and an anthropology
which is dichotomistic.”’®

On the other hand, Klaas Schilder, who was at
first associated with Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven
in the Association for Calvinistic Philosophy, but
later resigned, holds that it is impossible from a
biblical perspective not to speak of “‘dichotomy™’
in some sense. Thus, while Schilder also wished to
stress the radical unity of the bodily and spiritual
aspects of man’s constitution, he notes that even
Vollenhoven spoke of the ‘‘putting off of the body™
and of ““the ‘reunion’ of the soul with the body.’"*?

Schilder holds that it is not the idea of dichotomy
per se that is the problem with some Christian and
also some Reformed teaching, but rather that what
is said about the dichotomy is rooted in an unbiblical
ontology of body and soul as separate ““parts™ of
man’s constitution.!’ With Dooyeweerd and
Vollenhoven, Schilder speaks of the soul as the
“heart” or “‘the center of man’s existence.”
However, Schilder also says that it is not entirely
incorrect to speak of soul and body as **higher” and

" ““Jower”’ aspects of man much as one might speak

of the “‘right’* and *‘left’”” of some single object
without denying the unity of that object.'? It is
perhaps partially for this reason that Vollenhoven
found occasion in 1962 to discuss the ‘“philosophical
background of K. Schilder’s scholasticism.”’!?
In this historical background we find first of all
a very powerful desire on the part of these Reformed
philosophers and theologians to shed any ideas that
might be tainted with a Greek dualistic ontology of
the constitution of man. Certainly this is a laudable
desire, and we need to credit Dooyeweerd and
Vollenhoven as much as anyone for pointing out
certain elements of such dualism in the writings of
many authors, including those of solid Reformed
persuasion. For example, the notion that the
physical aspect of man is a prison house for the soul
is apparent even in Calvin’s description of the deaths



of Christ and Stephen as being ‘‘when the soul is
liberated from the prison of the flesh, God is its
perpetual keeper.’’!4 There can be no question that
Calvin also thinks of the body and soul as separate
parts of man’s constitution when he avers that *‘the
proper seat of his image is in the soul.”’'s

As we look at Dooyeweerd, Vollenhoven, and
their earlier followers, however, we see in the se-
cond place that they are not entirely of one mind
as to what their antidualism implies even for the re-
jection of the dichotomistic view of man’s constitu-
tional nature. Not only is Schilder a case in point,
but Cornelius Van Til, who highly respected and
often agreed on fundamental principles with
Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven, speaks openly of
body and soul in the traditional sense,!® Further-
more, gccording to the testimony of Schilder and
their own followers, Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven
do not entirely rid themselves of making a distinc-
tion between body and soul, a difference which
allows for the possibility of separation between them
at death. :

Thirdly, some of the younger followers of
Dooyeweerd and Vollenhoven seem to have made
an inviolable principle of their rejection of all possi-
ble traces of dualism or dichotomistic language. In
this way they seemn perhaps to have transformed an
important critical insight into a fundamental
philosophical principle that reads all thought and ex-
istence in terms of its own viewpoint, They hold
to an anthropological monism based upon an on-
tological and epistemological antidualism.!7 T will
contend below that in doing this, they have
reinstated the medieval notion of philosophy as the
foundation, or at least arbiter, for theology and the
other sciences, and have introduced 2 hermeneutic
that distorts the historic Reformed understanding of
the primacy of Scripture.

We believe that it is exactly this inviolable anti-
dualism that accounts for the broad-based criticism
and sometimes outright rejection of Abraham
Kuyper’s historic Reformed convictions by such
neo-Dooyeweerdian writers as those mentioned
above,'® as well as for their radical rejection of any
notion of a dichotomy of body and soul.

The Duality
of Reality

As we turn now to the larger questions raised in
the current body-soul discussion, especially that of

ontology, I believe that it is necessary to point out
the fundamental duality of all of reality as it is con-
fessed by Christians. Now I realize that I have
already loaded the issue by claiming that the duality
of reality is “*confessed by Christians.”” Never-
theless, I am convinced that there lies here a fun-
damental axiom that all Christians, including our
opponents in this particular discussion, take for
granted.

What I mean by the “‘duality of reality”’ is that
as Christians we confess that behind the physical
world of sight, touch, hearing, etc., there stands the
spiritual reality of God as Creator and Sustainer of
all that is seen. This fundamental idea is written

A new challenge to the
dichotomistic view of man
has arisen from within
Reformed circles during this
century.

large upon every page of Scripture, is clearly stated
in so many words on a number of occasions therein,
and is confessed by the church in its confessions.
Without our confession of this *‘two-layered”” view
of reality,!” we simply jest when we talk about
*God.” '

"What is implied and meant by this observation
is that the Bible itself requires a certain metaphysical
understanding of reality. Thus, while the Bible is
neither a philosophical nor metaphysical treatise,
we cannot escape certain metaphysical implications
of what it does teach. The central teaching of Scrip-
ture about God and the universe he has created can
mean nothing more or less than that God does exist
and that the physical universe finds its unseen source
in him. Now, whether we state these truths in the
language of philosophy, in the propositional form
of everyday declarations, or in the language of
Scripture itself, these are the issues with which
philosophy seeks to deal, and they are issues with
which theology seeks to deal.

That the Scriptures reveal a two-layered view of
reality can be seen in texts which speak about God
the creator as distinct from his creation.?® This
teaching of Scripture is commonly called the
*“transcendence’’ of God.

We see this two-layered reality presented in Scrip-
ture also in such instances where the material and
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spiritual worlds are placed alongside each other as
distinguishable entities. In Hebrews 11:3, for ex-
ample, we are told that the *‘worlds were framed
by the word of God, so that the things which are
seen were not made of things which are visible”’
(NKJV). Here the source of the visible world is
declared to be nonvisible. God refuses to be placed
in a test tube, and yet he himself declares in Scrip-
ture that his presence is not only involved in crea-
tion, but also in the continving existence of the
universe (see Heb. 1:3). If there is a proper place
for Luther’s *“in, under and through’* language, it
is perhaps here, in describing that unseen spiritual
power of God as he upholds and superintends the
universe he has created.

On the basis of this biblical teaching the Reformed
confessions speak of God as a ““spiritual Being”’
who is also ““‘invisible’’ (Belgic Confession, Arti-
cle 1). They also, of course, teach on the basis of
Scripture that God is triune, that he is three per-
sons in one God (Belgic Confession, Article 8;
Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 8). Further-
more, this spiritual being created the material
heaven and earth ““of nothing,”’ that is, of no pre-
existing matter (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day
9; Belgic Confession, Article 11). The Belgic Con-
fession also speaks of the Father as the ‘‘cause,
origin and beginning of all things visible and invisi-
ble. . . .”" Thus the Reformed Confessions also
speak of the duality of reality—the material world
on one hand and the spiritual one on the other,
distinguishable but related in a very particular way,

The way in which the Creator and the created
aspects of reality are related is also clear in Scrip-
ture and confession. Involved in the above discus-
sion is the notion that the material world is created
by and is dependent upon the spiritual God. It is
not the other way around. Therefore we may speak
of God, as do the Scriptures, as the ‘‘higher’
reality.?! Furthermore, we find revealed in Scrip-
ture the existence of a created spiritual world which
cannot be apprehended by the physical senses. By
this revelation we are called to confess a further
duality in- reality, a duality of the spiritual and
material in created reality. Now, while this is far
from proving the existence of a separable spiritual
part of man called *‘soul,”” it does tell us that it is
not in line with biblical teaching to deny the soul’s
existence on the basis of an antidualist supposition

about the nature of created reality.
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There are, of course, other dualities in reality,
which also need to be understood in terms of biblical
teaching. The human race, for example, is compos-
ed of males and females, indeed the race began with
one of each. Because male and female are distinct
and distinguishable parts of humanity, there has
often in history been a tendency for males and
females to treat each other as somehow less valuable
and even less human than themselves. It is in-
teresting in this light that while the Bible teaches
that the distinction between man and woman is never
to be confused, it begins with a clear statement of
their radical unity and equality as human beings
made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27). For light
on the wrongness of confusing male and female note
especially the Old Testament legislation forbidding
the wearing of the other sex’s clothing (Deut. 21:5)
and Paul’s admonitions concerning the length of hair
as a necessary distinguishing feature of male and
female appearance at worship (1 Cor. 11:4-15). The
point here is that the radical unity of the female and
male as participants in everything that it means to
be human does not in any way destroy or diminish
their distinctiveness as two, but not one or three,
sexes, each of which has its particular role.22

Now, while God and his creation do stand over
against each other as distinct entities and we must
guard against pantheism or the confusion of the
Creator with the creature in any way,?? this does
not imply that the created spiritual world is
somehow “‘higher” than the created material world
either ontologically or ethically. Christian thought
and language has often been influenced by pagan
philosophies which teach such a hierarchy, par-
ticularly in their view of the constitution of man.
The Bible, however, teaches that the spiritual and
bodily aspects of man are equally created, and
equally involved in sin and salvation.

Genesis 1 declares again and again that created
material things are ‘‘good.”” Genesis 2:7 depicts the
creation of man’s material aspect just as clearly from
God’s special activity, as is the spiritual aspect
which constitutes him a *‘living soul.”” As we will
see below, the Bible distinguishes between man’s
body and spirit,?* but it does not set them over
against each other in an hierarchical scheme, either
ontologically or morally. An important point here
is that that which may be distinguished is not always
to be seen in terms of antagonism or hierarchy. Du-
alities exist that can be made into false dichotomies,



but confessing duality does not ipse facto mean we
have engaged in false or unbiblical dualism.

Nevertheless, the Scriptures do show, as does
general revelation, that the spiritual aspect of
man rules the body, that there is a hierarchy of
function, and, as I will further argue below, that
there is a conscious continued existence of the
human spirit after its separation from the body in
death.?3

Dealing
With Duality

There have been those in the history of theology
and philosophy who have attempted to handle reality
by separating questions of ontology, from questions
of “*faith.’” This is done in several ways. The fun-
damentalist approach which denies the importance
of this world as a place for serving God in favor
of the “‘spiritual’’ values of salvation and eternal
life is quite popular even today. This view is ex-
hibited in the widespread idea that religion is a
private matter to be exercised in home and church
but never in public. Indeed, much of the argument
against traditional Christian moral practices in socie-
ty is based on the correlative idea that morality, be-
ing a religious value, is a purely private matter. This
truncated version of Christianity has rightly been
dubbed a ““world-flight mentality.”” 1t is neither
biblical nor compatible with historic Calvinism’s
emphasis on the whole of life being a service of
God.

and creation is that of Thomas Aquinas who held
that a common body of knowledge is available to
all men through reason, while another body of
knowledge is available only through faith. Thus the
Christian’s knowledge of reality consists of two
distinct parts which are to be added to each other
for total knowledge, but between which there ex-
ists a true dichotomy. In this view faith speaks only
to religious questions, while reason (and in an up-
dated Thomism, experiential evidence) speaks to
questions of material reality. Thomism was, of
course, adopted as the official episternology of the
Roman Cathelic Church by the Council of Trent and
it has a good deal in common principially with the
world-flight mentality of fundamentalism. It is this
Thomistic nature-grace dichotomy, which sets
- nature and grace over against each other as separate
realms, that Calvinist philosophers and theologians,

A second way of dealing with the issue of God

inclu}iing those mentioned above, have found to be
so lacking in consistency with the principle of liv-
ing all of life before God.

An interesting development in recent years has
been the adoption of Thomistic epistemological
dualism by certain teachers in Reformed educational
institutions who wish to maintain a biblical faith con-
cerning salvation while at the same time adopting
an evolutionary model of the physical world. An
outstanding exponent of this new ‘‘Reformed
Thomism®’ is Howard Van Till, who has recently
become well-known for his outspoken acceptance
of the Big Bang and evolutionary theories of the
origin and development of the universe. Van Till

A two-layered view of

reality is revealed in texts
from Scripture that speak
about God the creator as
distinct from his creation.

is very honest and open in his description of the rela-
tionship between the Bible and science. The Bible,
he says, may legitimately be asked questions only
about ‘‘external affairs.’’ These include questions
of status, origin, governance, value, and purpose.
Questions of property, behavior, and history, on the
other hand, are ‘‘internal affairs,”* which belong ex-
clusively to the realm of natural science.?s

" Van Till thinks that when the Bible mentions mat-
ters of history or states of affairs, these are only
the “‘packaging’” in which the covenantal purpose
of Scripture is contained. These packaging materials
may be discarded without damaging the covenan-
tal message in them. In fact, according to Van Till,
it is not only possible but necessary to separate the
“‘contents (the trustworthy teachings of God) from
the vehicle and the packaging. Neglecting that
separation would be as foolish as attempting to eat
a granola bar without removing it from its wrapper
or, more absurd yet, without distinguishing it from
the truck which delivered it to the store.”’?” The
delivery truck metaphor reveals jyst how far re-
moved Van Till believes the message of the Bible
to be from the words that convey it.

Apart from the serious problems in Van Till’s
view of Scripture and the arbitrariness with which
such a view weighs down the possibility of exegesis,
I observe here a nature-grace dichotomy no less
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deformed and dangerous than that developed by
Aquinas himself. It is deformed because it again sets
nature and grace over against each other as separate
realms, especially as regards epistemology. It is
dangerous because it makes natural science the ar-
biter of what the Scriptures may legitimately say.
Any ““fact’” reported in Scripture that does not fit
in with the latest scientific conclusions is relegated
to the trashheap of *‘packaging.”’ Scripture, on the
other hand, may never act as arbiter for science;
no investigation, theory, or conclusion of science
that contradicts an idea presented in Scripture can
be challenged by mere packaging. The result is that
when the Bible speaks of the createdness of the
universe, that createdness involves nothing more
than a faith-relation for Christians to add to the con-
clusions of natural science. We point out that if
“‘creation’’ does not say something about the ac-
tual physical nature of the world, it becomes an
empty term, no matter how religiously we use it.

A third method for dealing with the duality of
reality is seen in the methodology of the Reformed
antidualists. While we have seen some difference
of application of the principle of anti-dualism among
these people, there is doubtless also a fundamental
agreement in methodology among them. 1 have
already given some account of their thinking, and
will engage them at particular points below, but we
must see at this point that they are proposing an
essentially antidualist view of reality as a means of
dealing with certain issues of ontology and
epistemology. It is exactly this strictly antidualist
view which I believe illegitimately limits their will-
ingness to apply the historic Reformed hermeneutic.
However, all of us would be far better served if
these antidualists would be as open and complete
about what they do hold as they are about that which
they criticize.

Now it seems to me that the only right way to
deal with the two-layered reality of God and the
universe he has created is to maintain the old
Reformed teaching of the primacy of Scripture.
Nature and grace may not be set over against each
other precisely because Scripture teaches that the
same God who created all things outside of himself
is the one who by grace restores that creation to
himself through Christ. Nature and grace are indeed
two aspects of reality, distinguishable because God’s
_ Word points them out, but inseparable as aspects
of God’s plan for the universe. With Augustine I
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conclude that election is the ‘‘mystery of history.”
Election is not separated from history in the life of
the universe but is worked out in that very history.
The recipients of God’s grace are tentatively
distinguishable by their confession, but only the end
of history will declare infallibly who are wheat and
who are tares.

Human adoption of this perspective on reality is
completely dependent upon the truth of the written
Word of God. Nothing in nature declares it; indeed
everything in nature requires some interpretive ex-
planation if the full truth about it is to be known.
It is my contention that such an explanation can
legitimately come only from the authority of God
himself. The historic Reformed view of the perfec-
tion of Scripture as the necessary, authoritative, suf-
ficient, and perspicuous Word of God, which in-
terprets all of reality to man, is the only foundation
upon which we can stand if we are to engage in an
epistemology that is consistent with reality.

The assumption here is the primacy of Scripture,
of special revelation as interpretive of general
revelation, not because the two are set over against
each other, but because they have different purposes
in God’s plan. General revelation is also necessary,
authoritative, sufficient, and perspicuous, and it is
part of God’s total revelation to man no less than
is special revelation. However, general revelation
has a different purpose in God’s plan than does
special revelation. General revelation is to be in-
terpreted throngh the spectacles of special revela-
tion, not the other way around. This is because
Scripture as word-revelation is by nature inter-
pretive, while general revelation needs interpreta-
tion to be understood properly. It is also true
because the noetic effects of sin darken man’s
understanding so that he naturally misinterprets all
revelation, and only special revelation is salvific.2®

Thus Scripture has a true primacy in revealing
God to humanity. On this view the content of Scrip-
ture is all important. Scripture functions truly as
spectacles only when what it says about reality is
taken seriously. The idea that Scripture somehow
conditions man’s viewpoint without telling him ac-
tual truths robs us of the very corrective ability
Scripture has as ‘*spectacles.”’??

There is then an epistemological duality, but this
duality becomes a false dichotomy when general and
special revelation are set over against each other,
not when they are viewed as two aspects of the



overall revelation of God. The point here is very
important for our whole discussion; we may point
out dualities in reality, even dichotomies, but it is
only when we set certain parts or aspects of a duality
over against each other in a deceptive (or deceived)
way that we become dualists in a dangerous sense.
The answer to diversity is neither monism nor par-
ticularism but seeing that all things cohere in God.
God who is one, is also three; he is Tri-unity. From
our human perspective this is a mystery, but accep-
ting this mystery enables us to also accept the diver-

sity in creation without attempting to make either.

it or the unity of creation our god.

God has presented to us a universe of diversity
in which he has declared in the Bible that all
things are created by and find their enity in him.
1t is then up to him to tel! us which things, things
such as good and evil, should be set over against
cach other, and which things should not. How-
ever, even these things cohere in God, who can
call the tree by which man fell the “‘tree of the
knowledge of good and evil.” What all of this
means is that man has not yet outgrown his
dependence upon God for existence and upon God’s
revelation for knowledge.

Another conclusion of the above discussion is that
while we must avoid false dichotomies, the duality
of reality requires the rejection of any kind of
monism as a fundamental principle of ontology or
epistemology. God cannot be reduced to creation
and God’s knowledge cannot be reduced to the same
qualitative category as that of human knowledge.
Furthermore, the material world cannot account for
the spiritual world, and especially its Creator, God.
Indeed, the spiritual God is given as the biblical ac-
count for the material as well as of the created
spiritual world. Now, while all of this does not yet
prove the existence of the human soul as a separable
aspect of man’s existence, it does awaken us to the
fact that duality is not itself to be rejected upon a
priori philosophical grounds.

Body-Soul,
The Hermeneutical Question

Assuming that all of those involved in the pre-
sent discussion wish to answer the question of the
existence of the soul on the basis of Holy Scriptures,
the issue becomes one of ascertaining what they say
by the application of sound hermeneutical prin-
ciples. When we look into the history of the inter-

pretation of Scripture on the issue of the existence
of the soul, we find that there have at times indeed
been conflicting hermeneutics at work. Therefore
we need to be sensitive to the possibility that such
differences might be at least a part of the occasion
for the present challenge to the dichotomistic view
of man.

I have already noted the literalistic hermeneutic
of the Anabaptists and Seventh Day Adventists,
which leads to their conclusion that the soul is but
the ““life force” of the body and that it dies with
the body. As pointed out, these sects tie this con-
ception of the “‘soul”” with the biblical use of the
word “‘sleep’” to describe death to produce the doc-

Scripture calls us also to
confess a duality of the -
spiritual and material in
created reality.

trine commonly known as ‘‘soul-sleep.’” I know of
no evidence which would indicate that the Reformed
antidualists with whom we are having this discus-
sion give such a literalistic explanation of the
passages which speak of death as sleep. At the same
time, I caution them at this point because their
statements that Scripture does not teach dichotomy
sometimes seem to indicate that they would accept
it only if they were shown a passage that used the
word “‘dichotorny”” for man or mentioned body and
soul as “‘parts” of man’s constitutional nature. If
this is true, it imposes a kind of negative literalism
on those with whom they disagree.

On the other hand, it is worthy of note that
Reformed antidualists do express strong preference
for the understanding of nephesh and psuche as
referring to the life force of man, or to the whole
man, while they deny the possibility of its reference
to a separable spiritual existence that might be
viewed as a part of man. In this they have at least
a prima facie agreement with the Anabaptist
understanding of the biblical texts in which these
words appear.*® The problem with this is that while
Scripture does indeed use “‘soul’” with varied
reference to man, including the whole man, the an-
tidualists seem to discount entirely those references
in which a spirit of man might well be in view as
a separable aspect of his constitution. Berkhouwer,
for example, does not even mention Matthew 10:28
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in his book on man as the image of God, even
though he is at great pains to deny the dichotomistic
view of man’s nature.

When we look into the Reformed confessions for
information on the hermeneutic by which their con-
clusions were reached, particularly on the issue of
body and soul as the constitutive elements of human
nature, we find two sources of information, one
direct, and the other indirect. Of the Reformed
creeds, only the Westminster Confession directly
describes a hermeneutic. In Chapter I, Article 6,
we read, *“The whole counsel of God concerning
all things necessary for His own glory, man’s salva-
tion, faith and life, is either expressly set down in
Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence
may be deduced from Scripture . . .”’; and in Arti-
cle 9, ““The infailible rule of interpretation of Scrip-
ture is the Scripture itself. . . .”".

Two points may be made about this hermeneutic
which are important for our discussion here. First,
the hermeneutic expressed in the Westminster Con-
fession accepts a certain kind of literalism, but also
goes beyond it to accept teachings which are the
‘““good and necessary consequence’” of biblical
statements. This Confession’s literalism accepts
those things ‘‘expressly set down in Scripture.’” No
one should have a problem with this. When Scrip-
ture says *‘Christ died for our sins,”” or, *‘God
created the heavens and the earth,”” we take it to
mean what it says and to say what it means. At the
same time we do not deny, but find it necessary to
point out that such a “‘literalism’’ does not imply
that Scripture does not use parables, anthropomor-
phisms, metaphors, and hyperbole. In other words
we take Scripture literally for what it means to say,
not literalistically for anything the words might ex-
press without reference to their context or particular
mode of use,

That a Reformed hermeneutic includes receiving
things ‘‘deduced by good and necessary conse-
quence’’ needs emphasis in our discussion, The doc-
trine of the Trinity is a good example of the use of
this principle. The Bible nowhere uses the word
“trinity,’” nor dees it say that God is ‘*three-in-
one.”” Nevértheless, on the basis of speeches that
place Father, Son, and Holy Spirit on a par, that
argue for the deity of the Son and of the Spirit, that
call forth the same honor for the Son and the Spirit
as for the Father, and so on, the church has con-
cluded, and we believe, that God is indeed the Holy
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Trinity. This is important because it is this princi-
ple that is also operating in the traditional exegesis
of such texts as Matthew 10:28 and Luke 23:43.

Since Christ says in Matthew 10:28, *‘And do not
fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.
But rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul
and body in hell,”” traditional exegesis has deduc-
ed by good and necessary consequence that there
is a soul which is not destroyed by destroying the
body. In the same way, because Jesus tells the con-
fessing thief on the cross, ““Today you will be with
me in paradise,’’ traditional exegesis has deduced
by good and necessary consequence that the spirit,
or soul, of this man would indeed find a continuing
and conscious existence with Christ, since it is quite
obvious that his body would soon be quite dead.
These are not farfetched conclusions from the
statements Christ made; they are sober and logical
implications.

These conclusions are in fact similar to the one
Christ himself made on the basis of God’s use of
the present tense when speaking to Moses at the
burning bush about Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
This, Christ held, proves that these patriarchs were
alive and well in the presence of God many years
after their physical death; ‘‘God is not the God of
the dead, but of the living,”” he concludes (Matt.
22:29-32). The church stands on good ground when
it carefully exegetes the particular words, grammar,
and implications of biblical language.

The second implication of the Westminster
hermeneutic, particularly as expressed in Chapter
I, Article 10 of the Confession, is that we must sub-
ject our teaching to all of Scripture. If Scripture is
to interpret Scripture, we may not use it as a
smorgasbord, picking and choosing here and there
for our evidences for what is “‘biblical.”” We have
noted already Berkhouwer’s failure to comment on
Matthew 10:28. When he does include Luke 23:43
in his discussion, he allows that Scripture speaks
of the reality “‘of the communion with Christ which
is not broken through death,’” but concludes that
there is no analyzable solution to what happens to
man at death so that “‘the ‘in-between state,’ too,
is God’s mystery.”"3! Here we face'a subjective kind
of exegetical minimalism which refuses to deal with
the implications of biblical statements which might
interfere with our own conclusions.

An examination of the earlier Reformed creeds,
particularly the Three Forms of Unity, suggests that



a hermeneutic similar to that described by the
Westminster Confession was at work in their
writing, Not only do they express similar adherence
to the doctrine of the Trinity, but their view of the
constitutional nature of man, insofar as it is ad-
dressed, is similar. A very brief examination of the
biblical evidence adduced by the earliest editions
of the Heidelberg Catechism will serve to
demonstrate this to be true,

There are a number of references to man as
“‘body and soul”’ in the Heidelberg (Questions and
Answers 1, 11, 26, 34, 37, 76, 109, 118). In all
of these the assumption is that a man is composed
of a body and a soul, and the term *‘body and soul”’
is used generally to refer to the whole of the human
person. I will examine biblical evidence given for
the questions and answers most concerned with
human constitutional nature. My references are
taken from the third edition of the Heidelberg
Catechism of 1563, in order to demonstrate that the
Reformed hermeneutic was in operation in the
writing of this confession. The year 1563 was, of
course, the first year of the Catechism’s publication.

With reference to the sufferings of Christ in
Answer 37, the Catechism paraliels II Peter 2:24
with Isaiah 53:12 as proof that he suffered in both
““body and soul.”’ (Verses were not given in the
earliest German editions of the Catechism. They are
included in the Latin edition of 1563, which ap-
peared after the third German edition.) The passage
from Second Peter describes Christ bearing our sins
“‘in his own body,”” while the Isaizh passage says
that he “‘poured out his soul unto death.”” In syn-
thesizing the Bible’s teaching, the writers of the
Catechism took the implication of these staternents
to be that Christ’s human soul and body underwent
his suffering, their meaning being that Christ’s suf-
ferings were both spiritual and physical. Notice here
that they are synthesizing doctrine from what they
take to be the implications of the Bible’s statements.
They are applying the hermeneutic described by the
Westminster Confession and are using the word
*‘soul” to refer to the spiritual aspect of human
constitution.

When we turn to the Catechism’s question and
answer that gives its teaching on the intermediate
state and the resurrection of the body, we find again
that this Reformed hermeneutic of deduction is at
work. The first Scripture given in support of the
continued conscious existence of the soul after death

is noné other than Luke 23:43, which we have
discussed above. The second text mentioned in sup-
port of the same conclusion is Phillipians 1:21-23,
verses which by necessary implication, but not by
express statement, support the idea of continued
conscious existence immediately following death.
If the intermediate state remains a mystery to G.C.
Berkhouwer, it was not so to the minds of Ursinus
and Olevianus.

The purpose of all of this is to point out that there
truly is a difference in the hermeneutic applied by
the antidualists who follow Dooyeweerd and
Vollenhoven from that applied in the writing of our
Reformed creeds, If we are to make real progress

Scripture requires a view of
man’s nature that includes a
spiritual as well as a
physical aspect—aspects
that are different in their
essential characteristics.

in this discussion, we must face this difference
openly.3?

Before leaving the matter of hermeneutics, I think
another issue needs airing at this point, and that is
the tendency in recent years to stress word studies
at the expense of listening to what the sentences of
the Scripture say. The above-mentioned differences
in hermeneutic at Ieast to some extent grow out of
a methodology which assumes that if one can deter-
mine the meaning of a particular word, one can
determine what the text can or may be saying in us-
ing that word. Lexical and philological studies are
essential to sound exegesis and can be very helpful
inunderstanding a text, but they are only parts, not
the totality of exegesis. Using such studies, one must
go on to listen to what the sentences of literature
actually say. We cannot limit exegesis to lexical and
philological studies,

The antidualist position we have been studying
has tended to follow this word study method and
to deny that Scripture can say any niore than our
word studies allow, G.C. Berkhouwer’s work I have
cited on the issue is an example of this tendency.
Berkhouwer denies what the earlier Reformed
writers have posited about the soul of man because
word studies have been inconclusive in providing
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single succinet definitions of nephesh and psuche.
The conclusion that the intermediate state remains
“God’s mystery” rests on this kind of thinking.

Quite influential upon Berkhouwer and other an-
tidualists have been the word studies on nephesh by
J.H. Becker,*? and on psuche by J.N. Sevenster?
Their negative statements about prior Christian
teaching about the soul are often based on these
studies as well as upon the conclusion of
Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd that the “soul” is
similar to the heart and thus refers to the whole
man 3’ While these are excellent word studies, they
ought to be seen and used according to their own
limitations. I conclude that it is because of this
methodology that antidualists have often rejected the
older Reformed hermenentic of recognizing the
“good and necessary consequences of the statements
of Scripture.”” They seem to have traded in the old
grammatical-historical-theological method of ex-
egesis for one that places more credence on lexical
and philological studies.

Body-Soul,
The Semantic Problem

As we observe the history of Christian teaching
on the constitutional nature of man, it is apparent
that the church has adopted the word “soul” to refer
to the spiritual aspect of man. Now, while there are
at least three distinct usages in Scripture for the
Hebrew nephesh and the Greek psuche, the church
generally has chosen one of those uses, namely, that
referring to the spiritual aspect of man, as the one
it uses in its confessions and most theological
writing. While this choice has sometimes led to con-
fusion and the importation of Greek ideas of “‘soul”
into Christian thinking, we hold that the church has
the right to use the word in this way.

It is legitimate to use “soul” in this way because
one of the biblical usages is reflected in this choice.
We have little doubt that the church and its
theologians have often read the one meaning of the
spiritual aspect of man’s constitution back into Scrip-
ture, which actually uses the words nephesh and
psuche in other ways. Writers have also been temp-
ted to import Greek ideas into the Christian doc-
trine of man. Beginning with the early Gnostics and
Manichees, we find numbers of dualist ideas which
set man’s spiritual aspect over against his material
one in ontological and ethical hierarchy. Bad use,
however, does not preclude legitimate use.

As a result of these problems, and in more con-
sistency with biblical usage, theologians like John
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Murray have preferred to use the word “spirit” rather
than “soul” in reference to man’s spiritual aspect .
Nevertheless, just as the Protestant churches have
used the word *‘catholic” with a meaning quite
distinct from its meaning to Roman Catholics, it is
the church’s prerogative to use the word *“‘soul” in
connection with the spiritual aspect of man since that
use is found in Scripture.

Man:
Body-Soul

We will not repeat the excellent work done on the
question of the unity of human nature by those who
continue to the hold the older Christian teaching of
dichotomy. John W. Cooper’s work, Body, Soul and
the Life Everlasting, cited at the beginning of our
paper, deals competently with many of the
philosophical and exegetical issues that have been
raised in recent years, also by the antidualists. John
Murray’s brief but careful articles on “The Origin
of Man™ and “The Nature of Man” in the second
volume of The Collected Writings of John Murray®
can serve as a selid foundation for further studies.

There is no question that the past history of
Reformed, as well as of broadly Christian, writing
has often shown the influence of false dualisms,
especially concerning the relationship of body and
soul. However, the entire rejection of the
dichotomistic nature of man seems to be an over-
reaction to these problems. We cannot escape the
conclusion that the express statements and implica-
tions of Scripture require a view of man’s nature
which includes a spiritual as well as a physical
aspect, and that these aspects are different in their
essential characteristics. The body is material in
substance, the “soul” is spiritual in substance®

The conclusion is that man is a unified creature
with a bipartite nature, As Murray concludes, “man
is body” and at the same time “man is spirit or soul,
as well as body.”"? Therefore man is body-soul. On
this supposition a human being is not complete
unless body and soul are united. At the same time,
both body and soul comtinue to exist after their
separation at physical death. “The body without the
spirit is dead,” however, and is subject to dissolu-
tion by natural forces unless preserved. The soul,
even while in the presence of the Lord, and thus
comforted, also longs for the resurrection of the
body and the completeness of eternat life (see Rev.
6:9-11), even as the body awaits release from its
slavery to corruption (Rom. 8:21).



e,

Conclusion

A number of conclusions have already been stated,
but I wish to summarize them in a general way,

First, one does not have to be an antidualist to
stress the radical unity of man’s constitutional nature.
Men like Murray and Cooper demonstrate this to
be true. While they hardly come out as an-
thropological monists and thus will perhaps not
satisfy the Reformed antidualists with whom we have
been interacting, theirs is a position stressing the
unity of human nature.

Second, we conclude that these Reformed anti-
dialists have transformed an excellent critical tool,
namely being sensitive to unwarranted dualisms, into
a positive foundation for a whole philosophy. It is
our further conclusion that such a philosophy can-
not account for the duality of reality, but indeed leads
lo a denial of essential Christian teachings.

My third conclusion is that these Reformed anti-
dualists have done exactly what they set out not to
do; they have made philosophy the arbiter of other
sciences. While their examination of the presupposi-
tions of the thinking of others is useful, they have
failed either to examine carefully their own presup-
posittons, or to grasp fully the implications of those
presuppositions. The result is a philosophy and
theology which reinstitute the medjeval methed of
reading the Bible in the light of philosophical prin-
ciples. I am convinced that antidualism as a
philosophical principle, rather than the actual ex-
istence of a false nature-grace dualism, leads to the
denial of the bipartite nature of man.

Fourth, this school of thought does offer criticism
to historical Reformed theology which needs to be
taken seriously. We who are Reformed have often
fallen into deceiving and deceived dualisms. Since
scholasticism has often been influential in the way that
theological questions have been posed, we should be
constantly aware of our roots, However, semper refor-
manda should not mean “everything is up for grabs.”
Wholesale rejection of the theological formulations
of the past will lead to chaos and the loss of faith.
Speaking the truth-in love should be our constant
mode of expression and method of seeking progress.

Fifth and finaily, we are not finished studying the
Bible. Philosophy and theology are only as compe-
tent- as the men who do them, but God speaks to
us in Scripture. Our task is to listen, listen again,
and keep on listening,
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