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defends his theory of religious language in his chapter titled, “A �eistic 

View of Language.”

A �eistic View of Language

Similar to his view of epistemology, Henry appeals to the Bible in order to 

ground his knowable concepts of God and the world, and also for the lan-

guage it uses about them.96 One debated topic amongst linguists pertains 

to the origin of language.97 Following the trajectory of Gordon Clark, 

Henry believes because the Bible does not o!er a de"nitive account on 

the origin of language that a theory of linguistic origins is speculative in 

nature.98 For Henry, the implications of this are as he says, “�e notion 

that human language originated in sense experience—as many evolution-

ists claim—not only lacks scienti"c con"rmation but also cannot explain 

the nature and function of language, nor does it account for the origin 

of the idea of God.”99 Henry like Clark, taunts theistic evolutionists who 

accept some form of Adamic creation yet tend to explain language as an 

evolutionary development.100

Like both Augustine and Clark, Henry’s explanation of verbal com-

munication is that a rational theistic God stands behind humanity in 

time and is the ground for all thought behind language.101 �is does not 

mean God created all words; however, he did create some words.102 In-

stead, as Henry claims, “In the theistic view, language is possible because 

of man’s God-given endowment of rationality, of a priori categories and 

of innate ideas, all of which precondition his ability to think and speak. 

Since every mind is lighted by the Logos or Reason of God, thought 

stands behind language.”103 Furthermore, he adds, “�e gi# of human 

speech and language, in brief, presupposes the imago Dei, particularly ra-

tionality. Logic is indispensable to human thought and to human speech. 

Without the law of contradiction no signi"cant speech is possible; even 
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attempts to refute the law of contradiction would have to be formulated 

in intelligible language that presupposes it.”104 �ese two comments by 

Henry indicate according to a theistic view of language, due to the imago 

Dei, humanity was fashioned in such a way so that human beings could 

speak from the moment of creation, and there is an internal connection 

between thought, language, and the Logos of God.105

In order to explain a theistic view of language, Henry develops 

twenty one di!erent statements. �ese are not, however, to be taken as 

precise declarations like his "#een theses. Instead, they consist of some 

very short pronouncements, while others are much more elaborate. Op-

erationally, at this point, Henry begins to utilize the second step of his 

presuppositional method. �e "rst step consists of critiquing opposing 

views by showing them to be inconsistent or contradictory. �e second 

step is to demonstrate the superiority of the Christian worldview’s abil-

ity to account for the relevant data under consideration. �is subsection 

seeks to establish Henry’s position by accomplishing two tasks: First, due 

to the importance of this subsection for Henry’s method each statement 

will be listed. Second, these statements will be explained in order to bet-

ter understand Henry’s view of language and how it a!ects his cognitive-

propositionalist method of hermeneutics.

1. God appears in the Bible from the very beginning not simply as 

the sovereign God who acts but as the living God who speaks, and 

who declares his purpose before he acts (Gen. 1:3–29; 1:26). Even 

the conversation within the Godhead at the creation is depicted in 

linguistic propositional form: ‘Let us make man in our image.’106

�e importance of this "rst statement is its insistence on the “living God 

who speaks.” �e next phrase “who declares his purpose before he acts” 

sets Henry apart from event-oriented approaches to theology. It shows 

God is able to communicate in words that are separate from the events 

they record. Furthermore, it shows Henry’s commitment to the classical 

theist’s insistence on God’s omniscience.107 Since God knows all things, 

104. Ibid., 3:390. 
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he can make de"nite verbal pronouncements about those acts before they 

take place. Finally, from the very beginning God spoke about the created 

universe in propositional form, especially declaring the importance of 

the image of God for humanity.

2. God’s word in the creation of the cosmos is not cryptic, paradoxi-

cal or super-rational, but takes the form of intelligible, orderly 

sentences, e.g. (cf. Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24).108

Henry goes on to quote Karl Barth who agrees that in the creation account 

the Bible makes some declarations about epistemology and the nature of 

the intellect. Henry includes this statement to insist on the cognitive as-

pects of revelation, including propositional revelation. He also endeavors 

to stand against neo-orthodox theologians and phenomenologist’s who 

consider the Bible to be non-cognitive, paradoxical, and event-oriented. 

�ese theologians reject the evangelical insistence on the Bible as cogni-

tive and propositional revelation.

3. +e use of words as symbols has divine precedent: ‘And God called 

the light Day, and the darkness he called Night’ (Gen. 1:5; KJV; 

cf. 1:8, 10).109

�e key phrase from this short statement is, “�e use of words as sym-

bols.” �e Oxford Dictionary de"nes the word “precedent” in this way, 

“Previous case or legal decision, etc., taken as a guide for subsequent 

cases or as a justi"cation.”110 Within the legal "eld, if something takes 

“precedence,” it typically is understood that a previous legal case is the 

guide for a later legal decision. Henry’s use of “precedent” in this section 

is quoted from the Genesis account in which God uses actual words to 

communicate symbols. God does not use non-cognitive, non-linguistic, 

or evocative, modes of expression. In the present day, many theologians 

maintain the symbolic nature of the Genesis account.111 Henry would re-

mind them that from the very beginning, God used words when he could 

have used symbols in the Genesis account. For Henry, due to the nature 
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of a theistic God and the way he relates to humanity through cognitive 

revelation, God from the very beginning used words as a precedent for 

the rest of his special revelation.

4. +e valuational use of language also has divine precedent: ‘And 

God saw that it was good’ (Gen. 1:22, 28; cf. 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 

31).112

Henry o!ers no further comment on this statement. �e only insight 

gleaned from it for the present research purposes is Henry taught God 

valued propositional language and set as a precedent that it was a noble 

way to communicate about the good creation.

5. God’s address to man does not di1er in kind from the Word of 

God spoken in humanly intelligible statements in the creation 

of the universe (cf. Gen. 1:28–30). Man is divinely addressed as 

hearer and doer of the understandable word of God.113

A di!erence of kind insists that inherent between two beings is at least one 

property that distinguishes them. For example, the property of speech is 

what distinguishes the cognitive abilities of humanity from animals. In 

this instance, Henry claims there is no di!erence of kind between God’s 

use of language to address Adam in the Garden and from the rational 

Word of God spoken to humanity. �e purpose of this declaration is 

two-fold. First, it emphasizes that man is both a hearer and a doer of the 

Word of God.114 Second, Henry claims, “�is continuity between God’s 

word spoken in the formation of the cosmos and of man, and his com-

prehensible instruction of man, re=ects the larger biblical emphasis that 

the universe was created in anticipation of God’s coming in human =esh 

and that the redemptive sacri"ce of Christ was decreed in eternity (cf. 

Rev. 13:8).”115 �e key word from this quote is “continuity.” Henry does 

not want to divide the Word of Truth wrongly. Instead, he a>rms there 

is a necessary continuity of kind between the propositional and personal 

Word of God.

6. Already in Eden and prior to the fall, God addressed special reve-

lation to Adam both in the form of explicit moral commandments 

112. Henry, GRA, 3:391. 
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(Gen. 2:16–17) and in the expression of his intention concerning 

human marriage (Gen. 2:18, 21–24).116

Henry elaborates on this statement saying, “Even on the basis of the 

original creation, therefore, God addressed Adam not solely by general 

divine revelation given through nature and conscience, but also in special 

revelatory disclosure of his purpose, verbally articulated.”117 �e impor-

tant concept is “verbally articulated.” From the very beginning, prior to 

the fall, the Bible records that God spoke to Adam not through mystical 

paradox or through unintelligible events, but through cognitive, verbal-

propositional revelation.

7. Adam was divinely enlisted to name the animals (Gen. 2:19) 

over which the Creator had given his dominion (Gen. 1:26, 28), 

and this naming of the living creatures was accomplished in the 

presence of God. Adam understood that names are designated 

referents symbolizing nature and purpose.118

According to Henry, in the Garden metaphysics in=uenced the mean-

ing of language.119 �is is evident by the fact that Adam named animals 

according to their “nature.” Within classical realist philosophy, the term 

“nature” refers to the “whatness” of a thing. Daniel J. Sullivan notes that, 

“Still a third name, nature, is used to designate what we mean by essence; 

nature is essence considered as the principle, the source, of the operations 

or activities which the thing (nata, born) to produce.”120 Henry elaborates 

on the functional aspect of essences claiming, “�is is indicated by his 

[God’s] remarks about the naming of Eve: ‘She shall be called Woman, 

because she was taken out of Man’ (Gen. 2:23, KJV), ‘And Adam called 

his wife’s name Eve; because she was the mother of all the living’ (Gen. 

3:20, KJV).”121 �ese types of comments indicate Henry believes there is 

such a thing as “human nature” that contains both men and women.122 

�ere is not just an ad hoc idea framed by individuals to say, “�ere are 

just men and women, but there is no such thing as metaphysics or human 
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nature.” Moreover, it indicates that Henry believes ontology informs both 

epistemology and language, the language of the Bible included.

8. As Satan’s mouthpiece, the serpent uses human speech to cast 

doubt on God’s verbal disclosure of his purpose and will: ‘Yea, 

hath God said, Yea shall not eat of every fruit of the garden?’ 

(Gen. 3:1, KJV).123

Henry retorts to a theological position in order to explain the breakdown 

of language. According to Henry, “�is maneuver is doubly confusing, 

since it extends the prohibition to ‘every fruit’ of the garden and puts in 

doubt the divine prohibition and the actuality of divine speech.”124 In this 

section, Henry quotes Satan and Eve, who both exhibit disobedience and 

moral rebellion towards the command(s) of God. He summarizes this 

statement with his theological response claiming, “�e pattern of moral 

doubt and revolt here outlined as its parallel throughout fallen human 

history, and notably involves a distortion of language.”125 Evidently, for 

Henry, the breakdown of human language is a result of human rebellion 

towards the clear verbal commands of God.126 By logical extension, he 

believes the distortion of language in the Garden is a sign of moral rebel-

lion. Henry also considers the breakdown of language by philosophers 

of language and hermeneutics to be a result not of pristine academic 

theories, but of human rebellion to the God administered gi# of human 

language given to communicate divine propositional truth.127

9. A3er the fall, God’s address to man overtaken in moral disobedi-

ence (Gen. 3:8–9) is heard fearfully by Adam because of his sin 

and a bad conscience (3:10-12).128

�e important phrase is, “A#er the fall, God’s address to man . . . is heard 

fearfully by Adam. .  .  .” Henry’s philosophy of language claims that sin 

a!ects communication from God to humanity. Due to his interpreta-

tion of the Genesis account, Henry believes sin does not completely 

destroy humanity’s ability to receive and respond to divine revelation in 
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propositional form. �e fall may have corrupted human language, how-

ever, it did not destroy human language.

10. God’s expanding revelation of his name and will, including his 

redemptive purpose, is divinely shaped in written form—from 

‘the book of the generations of Adam’ (Gen. 5:1, KJV).129

Henry includes this statement in order to a>rm the superiority of writ-

ten revelation to oral traditions. Henry claims, “�e inspired writings 

authoritatively summarize the content of God’s general revelation and 

expound his special revelation; merely oral tradition would have been 

more vulnerable to the accretions of legend and myth.”130 Furthermore, 

he adds, “�e written revelation captures in objectively permanent man-

ner the disinstinctives [sic] of God’s verbal disclosure from the beginning. 

It prevents God’s special once-for-all revelation from being submerged 

into ongoing history and from being absorbed into general or universal 

revelation.”131 �ese comments together summarize Henry’s insistence 

upon three important tenets: First, divine revelation is incompatible with 

the concepts of myth or legend.132 Second, God’s revelation consists in 

the written propositional revelation of the Word of God, not oral forms 

or source documents that in=uenced the Scriptures. �ird, there is a dis-

tinction between special revelation and general revelation.

11. +e Bible indicates that the diversi4cation of human tongues 

took place at a point later than man’s beginnings. It indicates 

that human beings at the beginning had a universally intelligible 

language, and that the subsequent confusion of tongues was as-

sociated with the promotion to priority status of humanistic and 

materialistic concerns (Gen. 11).133

�is statement by Henry indicates he believes the text of Scripture teaches 

there is one type of logic underlying human language, not a plurality of 

logics. �e reason for a plurality of languages stem from human rebel-

lion, not social diversi"cation or the conventional nature of language.134 
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Furthermore, Henry goes on to describe the necessity for literal truth and 

the factuality of the historical biblical data. He remarks,

It is clear that neither the biblical writers nor the central biblical 

characters viewed the biblical drama as unrelated to spiritual 

truth and human history. Some modern secularists view the 

Bible as an impressive literary work shaped by a series of writers, 

and not intended, any more than the Homeric poems are, to give 

factual information or literal truth. Some would add that the 

Bible is a sublime myth providing the categories and forms for 

Christian self-understanding. �e biblical writers would have 

deplored recent notions that their statements are in no sense 

factual but only emotive, or that they present only ‘convictional’ 

language that re=ects merely an inner perspective not necessar-

ily related to external and transcendent realities. Biblical faith 

depends on the historical reality of certain persons and the his-

torical factuality of certain events and a speci"c interpretation 

of their meaning.135

�is quote by Henry is a reminder of his insistence on the necessity of 

literal truth and the Bible’s historical factuality. He also distances himself 

from any type of existential notions of the biblical text revealing “self-

understanding” or evocative convictional language. Henry addresses the 

importance of a biblical hermeneutic when he uses the phrase, “and a 

speci"c interpretation of their meaning,” to communicate the idea that 

there is only one true meaning of the events recorded in Scripture (which 

is the divine interpretation of those events). For example, when Christ 

died on the cross, there arose many interpretations of the event from the 

Jews, Romans, disciples, and unbelievers. However, the only true inter-

pretation of the event is the one recorded in the canonical Gospels.

12. God’s personal address and verbal call to the inspired prophets 

o3en involved a vision and at times even physical shock (cf. Dan. 

10:8–9; Ezek. 3:15), but there was no loss of self-consciousness or 

absorption into the Godhead.136

Henry discusses the authors of Scripture in this statement, in particular, 

that God addresses the prophets in meaningful language, which they un-

derstood and communicated to the nation of Israel.137 He claims, “Almost 

135. Ibid. 
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without exception the prophets heard and received divine revelation in 

words; visions were not complete until there was a word from God (cf. Isa. 

6:8). . . . It is not too much to say that the prophets understood Yahweh’s 

revelations and word-revelations. Divine word-revelation is presupposed 

by prophetic proclamation and supplies its themes and content.”138 Henry 

does not deny the revelational aspect of visions or encounters with God; 

however, according to his interpretation of Scripture, a theistic view of 

language insists on the superiority and necessity of verbal propositional 

revelation above experiential and event oriented approaches to revelation.

13. +e prophetic call gives rise to a new literary form, notes von Rad, 

namely, the account of an exclusive call in the 4rst-person singu-

lar (ibid., pp. 33–34; cf. Amos 7–9; Isa. 6; 40:3–8; Jer. 1; Ezek. 1–3; 

Zech. 1:7–6:15; 1 Kings 19:19–21).139

For Henry, the biblical writers were not restricted to the literary forms 

of their day. �ese literary forms were de"nitely utilized, however, they 

should not be considered shackles that bind the authors of Scripture to a 

particular use of that genre, or from creating a new type of literary form 

such as the “"rst-person singular.”140 �e importance of this statement is 

the biblical writers are not required to follow the writing styles of Jewish 

Apocalyptic literature or Greco-Roman biography because through the 

prophetic activity of God during the inspiring act of Scripture, the act 

of inspiration allows for the authors of Scripture to develop and utilize 

new literary forms. In addition, even if the writers of Scripture happen 

to utilize a particular literary form, such as Greco-Roman biography, the 

divine activity from the prophetic call protects the text of Scripture from 

factual or historical error regardless of the =exibility of a particular genre.

14. When the writer of Hebrews declares that God ‘has spoken’ (1:2), 

he does not employ a high-sounding metaphor to designate a phe-

nomenon wholly other than verbal communication.141

Henry explains this statement by claiming, “As the epistle [Hebrews] as a 

whole elucidates, the writer believes completely in God who speaks and 

conveys information and gives instruction. In contrast with false gods; 

which are lifeless and wordless, the God of the Bible is a personal agent 

138. Ibid., 3:392–393. 
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who rules, acts, speaks and enters into mind-to-mind relationships.”142 

For Henry, a theistic view of language insists upon the cognitive and 

propositional nature of divine revelation.143 In fact, to deny this aspect of 

divine revelation is to equate the text of Scripture with the “lifeless and 

wordless” false gods. He claims, “In both the Old Testament and the New, 

Yahweh is the speaking God who initiates conversation with his human 

creation, who since and despite the fall has gone to astounding lengths 

to renew the conversation interrupted by sin.”144 God could overcome sin 

through amazing acts or astonishing events, but, as Henry remarks, “. . . 

[God] has chosen the instrumentality of a human tongue to convey his 

redemptive message.”145

15. +e Bible is the authoritative narrative of God’s verbal message to 

mankind. It is not a written record of all that God has spoken.146

Henry does not believe Scripture contains all God has spoken. How-

ever, divine inspiration has recorded what is permanently true for the 

community of faith.147 �e purpose of the inspired text of Scripture is 

as Henry claims, to “.  .  . set forth the content of general revelation in 

objective form and do so alongside the good news of God’s special grace 

pro!ered to repentant sinners.”148 Richard Palmer claims silent reading is 

a modern phenomenon and the purpose of the Bible was to be read aloud 

as the oral word in contrast to the written Scriptures. Henry responds to 

Palmer by pointing out that having a written record of the Bible preserves 

what God has spoken; hence, Scripture can be proclaimed and the value 

of hearing the written Word experienced. Furthermore, even Jesus and 

the apostles appealed to the written text of the Old Testament in their 

oral proclamations. �ese appeals never hindered but heightened the 

power of their proclamations.149 Henry comments that, “Palmer, in other 

words, is promoting a special theory of revelation and hermeneutics.”150 
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He believes Palmer’s view of hermeneutics downplays the cognitive and 

written form of Scripture. Henry responds to Palmer’s view claiming,

But how can the Bible appeal to the whole man if it does not 

appeal also to the rational faculty? Why cannot biblical language 

communicate conceptual information? �at, precisely, is what 

it indeed claims to do and does do. If valid, Palmer’s premises 

would drain Scripture of most of the values it has historically 

held for Judeo-Christian religion, and would do so on the basis 

of an arbitrary theory of hermeneutics. To identify the language 

of the Bible as a call to a reality to which the speaker and hearer 

creatively contribute, as an event-shaping power that modi"es 

existence, and not as a statement about the real nature of things 

or the communication of objectively valid information, re=ects 

the in=uence of modern existentialism.151

In his response, Henry insists on the superiority of a theistic view of lan-

guage to proclaim objectively the Bible as God’s authoritative message to 

mankind. He taught that appeals to non-cognitive revelation drain the 

Judeo-Christian Scriptures of truth value in order to uphold an “arbi-

trary” view of hermeneutics. Henry believes twentieth-century word-

theology represents this type of hermeneutical method. �eir emphasis 

on dialectical-existential revelation and its repudiation of conceptual 

verbal and historical revelation di!erentiates it from historic evangelical 

orthodoxy.152

Henry appeals to James Barr to discuss those who depreciate the au-

thoritative narrative of the written text by allegorical interpretations, thus 

canceling the evangelical insistence on the cognitive and verbal status of 

the Bible. Barr opposes those who quote 2 Corinthians 3:6 talking about 

151. Ibid., 3:394–395. 

152. Note, the use of the word “conceptual” in this context does not mean that 

Henry a>rms a form of conceptual inspiration. He clearly believes more than the con-
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believes in plenary verbal inspiration. Henry says, “Twentieth-century word-theology 
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toric evangelical orthodoxy were its association with dialectical-existential emphases, 

and its repudiation of conceptual-verbal and historical revelation. �is modern theol-

ogy of ‘the Word,’ as it presumed to call itself, espoused a “Word-revelation” alleged to 

be personal and internal. Carl Braaten describes the many recent views that revelation 

is God’s direct address to man as ‘an avalanche of rhetoric’; Barth’s ‘Word of God,’ 

Brunner’s ‘personal encounter,’ Gogarten’s ‘I-thou relationship,’ Bultmann’s ‘kerygma’ 

are but some of the formulations that neglected historical (and we would add, cogni-

tive) concerns in their summons to faith and truth (History of Hermeneutics, 25).” Ibid. 
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how the letter kills and the Spirit gives life in order to justify spiritual-

izing interpretations of Scripture. Barr remarks that 2 Corinthians 3:6 

addresses the operation of the Jewish law as opposed to the Spirit, not a 

form of allegorical interpretation.153 Henry quotes Barr in order to state,

�e Bible’s linguistic form does not cancel real meaning; it is 

simply the means by which its meaning is conveyed. ‘�e verbal 

form of the Bible does not stand in contrast with its meaning,’ 

Barr adds, ‘but is the indicator of that meaning.’ While Barr does 

not accept the doctrine of verbal revelation, he concedes that ‘it 

is therefore not unreasonable that the older theologians spoke 

about inspiration as ‘verbal’’ (p. 178).154

From this quote, it is evident Henry’s use of Barr serves to illustrate that 

historically, evangelicals have a>rmed special revelation is both cogni-

tive and verbal, and all who deviate from that position are turning away 

from classic evangelical Bibliology.

16. +e fact that the Bible is completed in more than one language 

evidences that the confusion of tongues does not frustrate the ver-

bal promulgation of God’s word.155

Following his opening address, Henry goes on to argue two points about 

language and the plurality of languages.156 First, he uses the actual text of 

Scripture to defend the cognitive aspects of the Bible.157 �ose theologians 

who argue for a plurality of logics based upon a diversity of cultures have 

to deal with the fact that the Bible is written in both Greek and Hebrew, 

yet it provides a single type of logic in propositional form.158 Second, 

Henry argues it was by sovereign choice that Hebrew and Greek were the 

languages God chose to make the “literary deposit of his revelation.”159 

He goes on to say, “[T]his choice was not made, however, by either the 

Hebrews or the Greeks; the gospel is in fact ‘a stumbling block to Jews 

and folly to Greeks’ (1Cor. 1:23, NEB).”160 Henry quotes Kenneth Kantzer 
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to contend that God chose to use both human language and speci"c lan-

guages (e.g., Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic) to communicate the gospel. 

However, in the "nal analysis, the Bible is written in the common forms 

of these languages to communicate the gospel to the common man.161

17. Yet the language of Eden had served as an instrument of revela-

tion long before the prophets wrote in Hebrew.162

Henry’s seventeenth statement is written to discuss two issues. First, he 

attempts to communicate the fact that languages come into and out of ex-

istence. Typically, whenever a language is no longer spoken, it is labeled 

as a “dead language.” Henry remarks that language is a diverse phenom-

enon because there are not only a “thousand tongues” but various other 

forms of communication and symbols like sign language, phonetic lan-

guage, diplomatic language, journalistic jargon, just to name a few. One 

could also add emails, text messaging, and twitter. However, Henry asks, 

“�e only question that must ever confront the task of translation is this: 

do the words truly express and serve the truth of divine revelation?”163 

Henry answers his question by transitioning to his second issue. Henry 

notes that numerous heresies have arisen because the church has failed 

or lagged to translate the Bible. He claims this was the case with both 

the Nestorians in the early church and Roman Catholicism during the 

Middle Ages and the Reformation.164 Henry addresses the need for re-

spectable Bible translations and notes that not all translations are of equal 

value. Henry points out that, “Every translation is a reduction; something 

of the original is inescapably lost, though a good translation will actually 

preserve the original meaning.”165 He believes having a mastery of the 

biblical languages is a necessary pre-requisite in order to have a faithful 

translation of the Bible (in particular, one that captures both the biblical 

content and idioms). Henry points out that not all translators agree about 

methodology, however, he suggests,

Biblical translators are divided into champions either of what 

Eugene Nida calls ‘formal equivalence’ (literal rendering) or 

‘dynamic equivalence’ idiomatic translation (Toward a Science 

of Translating, p. 159). �e current passion for contemporaneity 

161. Ibid., 3:396. 

162. Ibid. 

163. Ibid., 3:397. 

164. Ibid. 

165. Ibid. 
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re=ected by some paraphrases tends to raise needless questions 

about the propriety of idiomatic translation but, as Beekman 

emphasizes, the fact that the New Testament was written in 

koine Greek supplies the highest precedent for remembering 

that the language of revelation and translation is to be the lan-

guage of the common people. �e reading of Scripture ought to 

be anything but drudgery.166

One could only wish that Henry made stronger declarations at this point 

about the relationship between theistic language and Bible translations; 

however, he did not. It seems like he favored some type of middle posi-

tion, one that is faithful to the biblical text, yet is also able to include 

the idiomatic aspects of language and is easily accessible to the common 

reader. Nevertheless, Henry believes a faithful translation of the Bible is 

one that rightly conveys the cognitive status of the Scriptures as divine 

revelation and preserves the truth value of the autographic text.

18. Jesus Christ stands at the center of biblical language not only as 

the Word or Logos of God to whom the inspired writings bear 

witness, but as the Redeemer and Judge to whom human beings 

are answerable for their speech and communication.167

Henry paints Jesus Christ as the “Lord of language” in this section. He 

quotes Jesus who promises to judge each person for their careless words 

(Matt. 12:36–37; 16: 13, 14). Henry remarks that, “Jesus’ words bear on all 

our words, verbal and written, and on everything to which they testify.”168 

For Henry, theology deals with the visible and invisible, the sacred and 

the sinful, the judgment of sinners and the bliss of heaven. He comments 

that “. . . nowhere in human history have these and their related themes 

been addressed with greater verbal power than by the incarnate Word.”169

In e!ect, Henry attempts to relate one’s view of the propositional 

Word of God to the personal Word of God. If a person is going to down-

play or disregard the propositional text of Scripture, he is by logical exten-

sion making those same pronouncements upon the Word of God made 

=esh. However, Christ the Word, judges men for their words about both 

the propositional and personal Word of God. In the elliptical sense, this 

a!ects Henry’s hermeneutic because he believes those who downplay or 

166. Ibid. 

167. Ibid., 3:396–397. 

168. Ibid., 3:398. 

169. Ibid. 
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diminish the propositional Word of God are in e!ect, making the same 

pronouncements upon the Word of God made =esh.

19. In the twentieth century, ancient Hebrew and Greek ways of 

thinking have been depicted as radically di1erent from each other, 

and from this contrast scholars have drawn striking theological 

implications.170

Henry responds to what he labels as the recent “biblical theology” move-

ment in America.171 He criticizes it for believing there is a Hebrew and 

Greek way of “thinking.” Henry claims, “�ese contrasting views were 

traced to a basically di!erent approach to reality, and beyond that to a 

di!erent mind-set and conception of truth. �e Greeks, we are told, con-

sidered truth to be objective, discursive and rational; the Hebrews, on the 

other hand, regarded truth not as cognized nor to be re=ected upon but 

as personally experienced.”172 �is distinction is defended by claiming 

there are two di!erent types of language.173 For example, Henry notes, 

“�ese distinctions were variously supported. One approach contrasted 

the nature of the two languages: whereas Greek is essentially substan-

tival and adjectival, it is said, Hebrew (i.e. biblical) language is verbally 

based.”174 However, doubts of this view have arisen due to scholarly re-

search.175 Henry believes John Robinson’s work failed to document the 

Greek thought from the primary sources.176 He also claims,

James Barr’s +e Semantics of Biblical Language contended 

that the ‘biblical theology’ spokesmen were tendential in their 

selection of evidence and that the radical contrast of semantic 

170. Ibid., 3:398. 

171. Ibid. 

172. Ibid. 

173. Ibid. 

174. Ibid. Henry notes, “�orlief Boman’s book Hebrew +ought Compared with 

Greek expounded the dichotomy, and doctrinal research such as H. Wheeler Robin-

son’s Corporate Personality in Ancient Israel and John A. T. Robinson’s +e Body: A 

Study in Pauline +eology were thought to provide supportive evidence. �ose who 

propounded this contrast championed the Hebrew way of thinking; to express the 

biblical thought forms in Greek categories, it was said, would inevitably distort them. 

One result of this di!erentiation was to call into question the entire enterprise of dog-

matic or systematic theology, since it seemed to be based upon rational re=ection of 

the ‘Greek’ type.” Ibid.

175. Ibid. 

176. Ibid., 3:399. 



e p i s t e m o l o g y  a n d  l a n g ua g e 149

characterizations of the two languages could not really be sus-

tained. Barr’s linguistic research and exegetical study of pertinent 

biblical passages, both in the Old and New Testaments, noted 

the failure of such theologians to do justice to the biblical rep-

resentations of the nature of man and the character of truth.177

To further substantiate his claim and in order to add evidence to enlist 

a denial of the distinction between Hebrew and Greek ways of thinking, 

Henry quotes from William F. Albright and Bervard Childs (two promi-

nent scholars on the topic).178 �is trend amongst those who a>rm two 

di!erent minds is seen by Henry as a denial of the uni"ed logical structure 

of human rationale. �is is important to Henry’s hermeneutic because he 

believes that due to the imago Dei there is a single logical structure in hu-

manity. In addition, since all of humanity is created in the image of God, 

and since the image of God entails a universal character to the rational 

faculties, then there is no actual distinction between Hebrew and Greek 

thinking.179 �ere is only one kind of mind, rationale, and logic.

20. +e interpreter must ask not only if and how the New Testament 

writers were in5uenced by the Septuagint (the Old Testament and 

Apocrypha in Greek) but also whether the New Testament koine 

conveys nuances not found in classical Greek and carries new and 

decisively Christian meanings.180

In this passage, Henry is not trying to relate the New Testament’s use of 

the Old Testament.181 Instead, he investigates the notion that new mean-

ings of words have arisen due to their speci"c Christian use. He quotes C. 

F. Evans to substantiate the idea that biblical words have a subtle de=ec-

tion from their ordinary meaning.182 Henry proceeds to focus on Gerhard 

Kittel’s, +eological Dictionary of the New Testament.183 He disagrees with 

Bruce Metzger, who favors the idea that Christianity almost regenerates 

the nature and use of words, and favors James Barr and Stephen Neill’s 

assessment of Kittel.184 Henry o!ers these words of instruction, claiming,

177. Ibid. 

178. Ibid. 

179. Ibid. 

180. Ibid., 3:399. 

181. Ibid. 

182. Ibid., 3:399–400. 

183. Ibid., 3:3:400. 

184. Ibid. 
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Such comments on the regeneration of language have been criti-

cized . . . as a transference to linguistics of the soteric e!ects that 

Christianity imported to human life. Neill (p. 333–34) approves 

Barr’s criticism that Kittel’s impressive e!ort has a tendency to 

introduce theological presuppositions into linguistic studies and 

consequently to read too much into isolated units of language. It 

must not be forgotten that words, whether inside or outside the 

Bible, gain their precise meaning from their propositional con-

text, and that the meaning that words carry as isolated terms is 

conventional or customary rather than derived from the nature 

of words.185

�is quote summarizes a few key aspects of Henry’s view of language. 

First, he opposes the idea that Christianity somehow “saves” or “regen-

erates” language. Language has a speci"c nature, regardless of whether 

or not it is used in the text of Scripture. Second, Henry a>rms a realist 

understanding of meaning, and a conventionalist view of signs. A theis-

tic view of language opposes Wittgenstein’s conventionalist view of both 

meaning and signs. �ird, he a>rms that isolated words do not have 

meaning, nor do they just point to meaning. Instead, words "nd their 

meaning within propositional sentences. Another way of putting it is to 

say that words have potential meaning, whereas sentences have actual 

meaning.186

21. +e question whether other words may serve to transmit God’s 

special revelation can be answered both yes and no: yes, if they 

have the same meaning, irrespective of the language in which they 

occur—that is, if they faithfully translate the biblical words; no, if 

they are words from another world of thought, with no cognitive 

basis in revelational theism; and no, even when as human words 

they are formally or outwardly the same but are framed in a uni-

verse of discourse and meaning alien to God’s Word and hence 

hostile to biblical revelation.187

�is is Henry’s "nal statement on the nature of theistic language. In this 

comment, Henry a>rms that words are capable of transmitting the rev-

elation of God. He argues that all languages can transmit the revelation 

of God, insofar as they faithfully translate the original biblical words. 

185. Ibid. 

186. Ibid. 

187. Ibid., 3:400. 
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�is entails di!erent languages communicate the same propositional 

truth value. However, the translation fails if it communicates a truth 

value other than the cognitive truth value in the original propositions 

of Scripture. �e reason is because some thought patterns are alien and 

hostile to biblical revelation. For Henry, if a translation of Scripture com-

municates a hostile meaning, it also communicates a meaning hostile to 

the cognitive status of divine revelation.188 For that reason, Henry spent 

so much time discussing the relationship between linguistic analysis and 

propositional truth.

Linguistic Analysis and Propositional Truth

Henry evaluates linguistic positions that deny or devalue the cognitive 

signi"cance of propositional statements about God. In the early section 

of volume three, chapter twenty-six, Henry interacts with logical posi-

tivism, neo-orthodoxy, and kerygmatic theologies.189 While the present 

research has already discussed some of Henry’s criticisms of these three 

approaches, this section will only focus on his criticisms of language 

de"ned according to its “use.”190 �is view of language has traditionally 

been known as Ludwig Wittgenstein’s “conventionalist” theory of mean-

ing.191 �e reason for this narrow analysis is two-fold.

First, if the amount of time a scholar discusses a topic suggests how 

much importance he or she places on a topic, then Henry must view con-

ventionalism as an important topic for hermeneutics. �is is evidenced 

by the fact he spends more time in chapter twenty-six discussing conven-

tionalism (or language understood according to its “use”) than any other 

position. Second, a growing number of philosophers of language, and 

evangelical approaches to hermeneutics incorporate the discoveries of 

conventionalism into hermeneutics as epistemology and methodology.192 

188. Ibid., 3:401–402. 

189. Ibid., 3:441. 

190. �is chapter has already discussed conventionalism; however, due to the wide 

acceptance of this theory amongst evangelicals, that makes Henry’s assessment of it 

important and worthy of more elaboration. 

191. Norman L. Geisler in the Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics, de"nes 

conventionalism as “. . . the theory that all meaning is relative. Since all truth claims 

are meaningful statements, this would mean that all truth is relative.” Geisler, Baker 

Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics, 158. 

192. Vanhoozer, Is +ere Meaning in +is Text?; Vanhoozer, +e Drama of Doctrine; 


