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as will be seen below, Henry does not fall prey to the charge of the heresy 

of “propositional paraphrase.”

�e Bible as Propositional Revelation

Henry defends the propositional nature of divine revelation. He claims, 

“!e controversy between Protestant orthodoxy and neoorthodoxy 

focused with special intensity on the issue of the propositional or non-

propositional character of divine disclosure, that is, on whether God’s 

revelation is rational and objectively true, or whether God’s revelation is 

noncognitively life-transforming.”224 In a book titled, �e Word of God 

and the Mind of Man, Ronald Nash defends the propositional nature of 

divine revelation too.225 Nash surveys the cognitive aspects of proposi-

tional language and revelation.226 In particular, he addresses the claims 

of David Hume, Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schleiermacher, and Albrecht 

Ritschl.227 He also surveys the “assaults on propositional revelation” from 

Karl Barth, Paul Tillich, and H. Richard Niebuhr.228

In chapter four, titled, “A Defense of Propositional Revelation,” Nash 

uses Aristotle’s Square of Opposition in order to frame the discussion of 

the propositional nature of divine revelation.229 He writes,

Applying Aristotle’s Square of opposition to the four possible po-

sitions on the issue of cognitive revelation, we get the following:

(E) NO REVELATION IS 

PROPOSITIONAL

(O) SOME REVELATION IS 

NOT PROPOSITIONAL

224. Ibid., 3:455. 

225. Nash, �e Word of God and the Mind of Man. 

226. Ibid. 

227. Ibid., 17–34. 

228. Ibid., 35–41. 

229. Nash notes, “For convenience, Aristotle named the four kinds of propositions 

the A, E, I, and O propositions. He also had names for the logical entailments that can 

exist among propositions. For our purposes, the only relationship we need to consider 

is that of contradiction, the relationship that exists between A and O, and between the 

E and I propositions. When two propositions are contradictory, it follows that if one 

is true, the other is necessarily false; and if one is false; the other is necessarily true.” 

Ibid., 43. 

(A) ALL REVELATION IS 

PROPOSITIONAL

(I) SOME REVELATION IS 

PROPOSITIONAL
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For the purposes of our discussion, the view stated by the O 

proposition is unimportant and will be ignored. !e three posi-

tions we have to consider are those represented by the A, E, and 

I Types.230

From the previous chapters of his book, Nash claims that “. . . the view 

expressed by the E proposition (No revelation is propositional) express 

the dominant theory of revelation in contemporary nonevangelical Prot-

estant theology. It is the form in which the skeptical legacy of Hume and 

Kant appears among their present-day theological heirs.”231 Nash also 

notes it is clear some aspects of divine revelation assume forms that are 

not propositional.232 For example, God is revealed in divine acts such 

as the Exodus and the Resurrection. Nash makes this claim to distin-

guish between a revelatory event (which cannot be a proposition) and 

an accompanying interpretation (which is able to be put in propositional 

form).233

Nash goes on to claim that position (A) All revelation is proposi-

tional, is not the evangelical position. He makes an important observa-

tion, claiming,

!e evangelical doctrine of propositional revelation should be 

understood then as a contradictory of the neo-orthodoxy thesis 

that no revelation is propositional. !e contradictory of this 

E proposition is the I [proposition], namely, some revelation 

is propositional, some revelation conveys cognitive informa-

tion. Basic to the evangelical position is the claim that we can 

have cognitive information about God. Since a proposition 

is the minimal vehicle of truth, the information about God is 

contained, in this view, in divinely revealed propositions. Note 

again that this position does not claim that all revelation must 

be cognitive or reducible to human language. It asserts only that 

some revelation is cognitive and has been expressed in human 

language. !at some revelation is personal and noncognitive 

and that some revelation (such as God’s revelation through 

His mighty acts in history) is compatible with the evangelical 

position.234

230. Ibid., 44. 

231. Ibid. 

232. Ibid. 

233. Ibid., 44–45. 

234. Ibid., 45–46. 
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Nash claims the classic evangelical position is: (I) Some revelation is 

propositional.235 He insists that evangelicals must communicate their 

belief in both the personal and cognitive aspects of revelation. Nash does 

not want people to believe the object of revelation is just some truth 

about God. Instead, it is God himself, revealed in both personal and 

propositional forms.236 However, the evangelical view of inspired special 

revelation in the text of Scripture is always cognitive and propositional.237

Henry agrees with each of these points listed by Nash.238 !is can be 

seen in the following quote, where Henry claims, “In stressing proposi-

tional revelation, evangelical theologians of the recent past have empha-

sized the intelligible nature of divine disclosure.”239 Henry opposes those 

who limit the value of propositions to moral judgments alone. In order 

to limit propositions they would have to undervalue or devalue the clear 

propositions of Christianity’s core beliefs. !is act of limiting proposi-

tions would include the series of propositions in 1 Corinthians 15 on the 

death, burial, and resurrection of Christ.240 Henry goes on to make an 

important comment about the propositional nature of divine revelation, 

suggesting,

When we speak of propositional revelation we are not, however, 

referring to the obvious fact that the Bible, like other literature, 

is written in sentences or logically formed statements. !e 

Bible depicts God’s very revelation as meaningful, objectively 

235. !e cross-roads between Carl Henry and Kevin Vanhoozer seem to meet 

at this point. In the introductory comments of this section, !ornbury pitted Henry 

against Vanhoozer because of their di<erent views of propositional revelation. Geisler 

and I also critique Vanhoozer at this point because his view of propositional revela-

tion. It seems like the essential di<erence between the two positions arises because 

both Henry and Vanhoozer a=rm proposition (I). However, they depart from one 

another at that point. Vanhoozer does not deny that the Bible contains propositional 

revelation. Vanhoozer lists his departure in these words, “Henry comes close to what 

literary critics call the “heresy of propositional paraphrase” when he suggests that 

the truth expressed in literary forms such as poetry and parable may be expressed 

in “declarative propositions” (GRA, 3.463). Even speech acts such as promising and 

commanding can be “translated into propositions” (p. 477). Such paraphrases and 

translations are necessary for Henry because “the primary concern of revelation is the 

communication of truth” (p. 477).” Vanhoozer, Lost in Interpretation, fn. 21. 

236. Nash, �e Word of God and the Mind of Man, 46. 

237. Ibid., 49–50.

238. Henry, GRA, 3:455–488. 

239. Ibid., 3:455. 

240. Ibid., 3:456. 
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intelligible disclosure. We mean by propositional revelation that 

God supernaturally communicated his revelation to chosen 

spokesmen in the express form of cognitive truths, and that the 

inspired prophetic-apostolic proclamation reliably articulates 

these truths in sentences that are not internally contradic-

tory. . . . !e inspired Scriptures contain a body of divinely given 

information actually expressed or capable of being expressed in 

propositions. In brief, the Bible is a propositional revelation of 

the unchanging truth of God.241

!is passage corresponds with Nash’s claims on the propositional nature 

of special revelation. Henry agrees with Nash by emphasizing that God 

has revealed himself in ways other than the text of Scripture (e.g., histori-

cal events and the mighty acts of God).242 For Henry, revelation is able 

to be communicated to fallen sinners. In fact, it is necessary for fallen 

sinners to have knowledge of revealed truths to receive salvation.243 How-

ever, to deny or diminish the cognitive and propositional status of divine 

revelation hinders an evangelical proclamation of the gospel.

Henry spends a considerable amount of time discussing the claims 

by neo-orthodox theologians such as Karl Barth, Paul Tillich, and Shu-

bert Ogden, who a=rm the non-cognitive “aspects” of revelation. !ese 

aspects have already been considered in the present research. So a more 

narrow discussion of Henry’s view will better allow for it to interact with 

the contemporary dialogues in hermeneutics. !is narrow discussion will 

focus on the relationship of cognitive-propositional revelation to words 

and the various genres of Scripture.244 Henry’s position is summarized in 

the following quote. He writes,

241. Ibid., 3:456–457. 

242. Ibid. 

243. Ibid., 3:460. 

244. Vanhoozer claims, “Carl Henry was absolutely right to stress the cognitive 

content of Scripture and doctrine over against those who sought to make revelation a 

noncognitive experience. Is it possible, however, that in so focusing on biblical content 

he, and other conservative evangelicals, have overlooked the signi>cance of biblical 

literary form? We shall return to this point below. !e immediate point is this: of all 

theological traditions, evangelicals must respect the nature of the biblical books they 

interpret. It is no service to the Bible to make a literary-category mistake. At least on 

this point, I agree with James Barr: “Genre mistakes cause the wrong kind of truth 

values to be attached to the biblical sentences.” !e dialogue between conservative and 

emergent evangelicals could be helped by a recognition of the cognitive signi>cance 

of Scripture’s literary forms. To interpret the Bible truly, then, we must do more than 

string together individual propositions like beads on a string. !is takes us only as far 
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By its emphasis that divine revelation is propositional, Chris-

tian theology in no way denies that the Bible conveys its mes-

sage in many literary forms such as letters, poetry and parable, 

prophecy and history. What it stresses, rather, is that the truth 

conveyed by God through these various forms has conceptual 

adequacy, and that in all cases the literary teaching is part of 

a divinely inspired message that conveys the truth of divine 

revelation. Propositional disclosure is not limited to nor does it 

require only one particular literary genre. And of course the ex-

pression of truth in other forms than the customary prose does 

not preclude expressing that truth in declarative propositions.245

For Henry, genre declarations do not determine the truth value of the text 

of Scripture. Kevin Vanhoozer, however, disagrees with Henry’s view of 

propositional revelation. Gregory Alan !ornbury explains Vanhoozer’s 

critique, claiming,

Vanhoozer wants to move theology away from a ‘cognitive-propo-

sitional’ method and toward a genre-informed approach, it is still 

hard to see how one escapes the inevitable return to the sentences 

that describe a state of a<airs in which some thing or attribute is 

predicated of a subject, linked by the verbal form ‘to be.’246

Vanhoozer departs from Henry’s view by labeling himself as a “modi>ed 

propositionalist.”247 In a subsection of an article with the heading titled, 

“!e cognitive contribution of literary forms: the literal sense is the liter-

ary sense,” Vanhoozer claims, “!e form of what Scripture says is not 

merely incidental to its truth. I am thus a modi>ed propositionalist. I 

recognize the cognitive signi>cance not only of statements and proposi-

tions but of all the Bible’s >gures of speech and literary forms.”248 He goes 

as fortune cookie theology, to a practice of breaking open Scripture in order to >nd 

the message contained within. What gets lost in propositionalist interpretation are the 

circumstances of the statement, its poetic and a<ective elements, and even, then, a 

dimension of its truth. We do less than justice to Scripture if we preach and teach 

only its propositional content. Information alone is insu=cient for spiritual formation. 

We need to get beyond “cheap inerrancy,” beyond ascribing accolades to the Bible to 

understanding what the Bible is actually saying, beyond professing biblical truth to 

practicing it.” Vanhoozer, Lost in Interpretation, 100. !ornbury con>rms these com-

ments in his book. See, !ornbury, Recovering Classic Evangelicalism, 106–109. 

245. Ibid., 3:463. 

246. !ornbury, Recovering Classic Evangelicalism, 108. 

247. Vanhoozer, Lost in Interpretation, 107. 

248. Ibid., 107–108. 
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on to note, “Yet I [Vanhoozer] resist the temptation to dedramatize—

to de-form!—the biblical text in order to abstract a revealed truth. My 

approach to theology—call it “postconservative”—does not deny the 

importance of cognitive content, but it does resist privileging a single 

form—the propositional statement—for expressing it.”249

From these quotes, it seems like the distinction between Vanhoozer 

and Henry is in their view of the relationship between truth statements 

and the various genres of Scripture.250 Henry a=rms truth is objective 

and that the various genres of Scripture do not diminish the truth value 

of propositional revelation.251 Vanhoozer claims Henry’s view diminishes 

the richness of the canonical form of Scripture.252 However, it seems like 

Vanhoozer’s “modi>ed propositionalism” and use of speech-act theory 

modi>es not only the propositional status of divine revelation, but the 

plenary cognitive status of Scripture too. It does this by downplaying a 

correspondence view of truth and diminishing the relationship between 

logic and propositional revelation.253

In the third volume of God, Revelation and Authority, Henry iden-

ti>es John L. Austin’s book, How to Do �ings with Words (which is a 

primary text used by speech-act theorists, such as Vanhoozer), as a con-

ventionalist theory of language.254 Speaking of Wittgenstein (who is a 

pivotal conventionalist philosopher of language), Henry claims,

He [Wittgenstein] therefore warned against assuming what the 

cognitive meaning of words is, or even that they intend a cogni-

tive meaning. Consequently, his followers operated on the dic-

tum ‘don’t look for meaning, look for the use’ and concentrated 

on the use of words rather than on the traditional sources of 

meaning, and considered them human instruments that take on 

249. Ibid., 108. 

250. Ibid. 

251. Ibid. 

252. !ornbury, Recovering Classic Evangelicalism, 114. 

253. Geisler and Roach, Defending Inerrancy, 140–144. 

254. Henry, GRA, 3:445. !ornbury raises the question, “Can Speech-Act !eory 

Be Deployed in Service to Religious Epistemology?” !ornbury, Recovering Classic 

Evangelicalism, 103–104. !ornbury does not believe speech-act theory can be recon-

ciled with classic cognitive propositionalism. He also believes Vanhoozer’s speech-act 

method undermines classic cognitive propositionalism. Paul Helm agrees with !orn-

bury at this point, citing the numerous ways Vanhoozer’s method incorporates the 

axioms of post-modernism: Helm, Faith, Form, and Fashion, 71–262. 
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the meaning and with which people invest them. And extremely 

important work in this area was John L. Austin’s How to Do 

�ings with Words.255

Henry >nds it commendable on the part of these philosophers of lan-

guage they desire to clarify the sense in which words are used.256 He 

believes, however, these philosophers err in their insistence that the 

basic philosophical task is linguistic analysis. Henry warns that the er-

ror of Wittgenstein and Austin-like approaches is found in the fact that 

some of them detach meaning from the locus of thought and correlate 

it with sense-factors or linguistic units.257 In e<ect, every element of any 

proposition must be searched for “possibilities of meaning” in the “gov-

erning context of sense experience.”258 In fact, it is at this level Henry 

criticizes speech-act theory for its foundation in a non-cognitive view of 

language.259

Henry correlates Nicholas Wolterstor< ’s proposals of metaphysical 

God-talk and propositional revelation to speech-act theory.260 Henry ex-

plicitly addresses Wolterstro< ’s rules for distinguishing legitimate and il-

legitimate accounts of God’s >gurative speech in the Bible.261 He suggests,

Wolterstor< contends that God produced meaningful sounds 

not by uttering words, that is, by performing a language-act, but 

by a ‘speech-act’ which need not involve the use of words as we 

know them (ibid., p. 11). When the biblical writers ‘talked of 

God’s speaking, what they were talking of is God’s performing of 

various speech-acts (not language-acts)’ and ‘when they talked 

of God’s Word, what they were talking of is not the speech-

objects of God’s speech.’ Such divine speech-acts need not have 

involved any language-acts at all, he says, although they may 

in some cases have involved God’s ‘producing’ some verbal 

sounds.262

255. Henry, GRA, 3:445. 

256. Ibid. 

257. Ibid., 3:446. 

258. Ibid. 

259. Ibid; !ornbury, Recovering Classic Evangelicalism, 104–105. 

260. Henry, GRA, 3:446. 

261. Ibid., 3:409. 

262. Ibid., 3:410. 
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Henry claims Woltersto< makes these types of comments in order to 

safeguard the Bible from dictation theories of inspiration.263 He notes 

that evangelicals are leQ with the di=cult question of sorting out what 

God actually was and is saying, from what belongs to the writer’s man-

ners of expressing what God is saying.264 Wolterstor< believes the answer 

is found in the distinction between the divine speech-act and the hu-

man language-act. Henry notes, “One, he [Wolterstor<] observes that 

deputized spokesmen oQen employ words not actually communicated by 

their superiors when they speak authoritatively for those who commis-

sion them. Second, he emphasizes that what really counts in virtually all 

speech is the speech-act achieved through the utterance of the words.”265 

Henry addresses both of Woltersto< ’s points.266

Henry speaks to the >rst point noting that Deuteronomy 18 cor-

relates the prophets’ task as more than a divinely commissioned spokes-

man. !e Bible does in fact charge the prophet to speak the very words 

of God. Henry recognizes that references to the “mouth of God” are 

anthropomorphic, however, the real debate is whether what the prophet 

says coincides with God’s actual words.267 Henry notes, “By his emphasis 

on divine speech-acts in distinction from word-acts, Wolterstor< does 

not intend to imply the noncognitive signi>cance of such speech-acts.”268 

Henry summarizes Wolterstor< ’s view, claiming,

He [Wolterstor<] emphasizes that what we really care about 

in all speech, whether human or divine, is the content of the 

speech-act except in cases where for aesthetic reasons we care 

about the very words. Our concern in communication is not 

with the mode or manner in which an assertion is made or a 

command given, but rather with what is asserted or command-

ed. Woltersto< contends, moreover, that just as human beings 

can perform speech-acts (by using gestures, works of art, etc.) 

without using language at all, so on many occasions God too 

may perform speech-acts without performing any language act 

at all. !e question arises, are not such representations of divine 

communication less appropriately applicable to the content of 

263. Ibid., 3:411. 

264. Ibid. 

265. Ibid. 

266. Ibid. 

267. Ibid., 3:412. 

268. Ibid., 3:413. 
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the scriptural revelation, and even to the universal disclosure 

of God to the mind and conscience of mankind, than to the 

universal divine revelation in nature contemplated as a work of 

cosmic beauty and activity of God? Yet even here Scripture aQer 

all focuses on the mental or cognitive penetration of revelation 

(Rom. 1:20). Would a divine ‘speech-act’ in Wolterstor< ’s sense 

adequately inform us of justi>cation by faith?269

So, how does Henry respond to Woltersto< ’s claim that the Bible does 

not always express God’s Word? Henry believes Woltersto< ’s emphasis 

on “internal structural considerations” is a nebulous criterion o<ering no 

objective principle for distinguishing where the sacred writers do and do 

not say precisely what God says. Consequently, there is no way to ensure 

the divine truth of Scripture.270 Henry claims, “It seems arti>cial to insert 

any contrast between God’s utterance and Scripture if all of Scripture is 

identi>ed as his outbreathing (even if the divine initiative does not frus-

trate the freedom, vocabulary range or stylistic peculiarities of the hu-

man writers).”271 In another place he writes,

!e pedantic distinction between divine speech-act and divine 

language-act is not particularly signi>cant for Christian theol-

ogy because the Word of God is normatively given only in its 

inspired form. .  .  . !e New Testament discloses no governing 

principle for distinguishing the voice or speech of God from 

divinely conveyed truths linguistically expressed.272

In brief, Henry maintains that the biblical doctrine of inspiration involves 

a concursus in which God’s speech and human language express the very 

Words of God in the words of man, thus achieving an identity between 

what the prophet says and what God says.273

Furthermore, Henry critiques Woltersto< ’s second distinction 

between speech-acts and language-acts. He rejects Woltersto< ’s claim 

that evangelicals should not insist on revelation in propositional form 

because God’s communication includes various commands and expres-

sions of consolation, and hence, more than propositions.274 It is worth 

269. Ibid., 3:413–414. 

270. Ibid. 

271. Ibid., 3:424. 

272. Ibid., 3:423–424. 

273. Ibid. 

274. Ibid., 3:416; 3:477. 
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o<ering Henry’s full response to Woltersto< because Wolterstor< ’s claim 

is similar to Vanhoozer’s. Henry claims,

In common philosophical parlance today, a proposition and a 

command (imperative) are no doubt viewed as two entirely dif-

ferent things. Commands are not said to be true or false and 

are oQen treated today simply as noncognitive uses of language. 

But the commands and promises of Scripture are only a subsid-

iary problem; in no way do they undermine the essential claim 

that the primary concern of revelation is the communication of 

truth. Even though commands are not expressed in valid propo-

sitional form, they nonetheless yield cognitive inferences: ‘!ou 

shall not kill!’ implies at very least that to murder is wrong. 

Moreover, while imperatives are neither true nor false, they 

can be translated into propositions. ‘Rise and eat,’ for example, 

can be expressed as ‘God said to Peter, ‘Rise and eat.’’ As for 

aesthetic or other experience, it, too, can be expressed proposi-

tionally insofar as it has objective cognitive content or includes 

moral obligation. Even if, as it sometimes happens, meaning is 

conveyed in abbreviated exclamations or by bodily motions, or 

even in shorthand of some kind or other, these symbols can be 

transcribed quite easily into everyday sentences.275

!erefore, Henry claims speech-acts can be translated into propositions 

because the concern of revelation is the communication of truth.276

Nash and Henry claim the evangelical position is “Some revelation 

is propositional.” Henry also notes that by propositional revelation evan-

gelicals insist that God expressed himself in the form of cognitive truths. 

In that sense, Henry claims all of Scripture is cognitive. Applying Aristo-

tle’s square of opposition to possible positions on the cognitive status of 

Scripture, there are four positions:

(E) NO SCRIPTURE IS 

COGNITIVE.

(O) SOME SCRIPTURE IS 

NOT COGNITIVE.

275. Ibid., 3:478–479. 

276. For Henry, there is only one kind of truth. For that reason, the various genres 

of Scripture do not present di<erent types of truth. However, it seems like Vanhoozer 

is claiming there are various kinds of truth and that the plurality of literary genres 

present the various kinds of truth.

(A)ALL SCRIPTURE 

IS COGNITIVE.

(I) SOME SCRIPTURE 

IS COGNITIVE.
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In principle, Henry claims the evangelical position is (A)” All Scripture 

is Cognitive. According to Henry, speech-act theorist’s claim, “Com-

mands are not said to be true or false and are oQen treated today simply 

as noncognitive uses of language.”277 Henry is charging speech-act theo-

rist’s with denying the plenary cognitive status of Scripture by a=rming 

position (O): Some Scripture is not Cognitive. He believes that while not 

all commands or imperatives are in propositional form, they nonetheless 

yield cognitive inferences.

Does this mean that Henry falls prey to Vanhoozer’s charge that 

he commits the “heresy of propositional paraphrase”?278 In one sense, it 

seems to be yes, and in another sense, no. Clearly, Henry claims speech-

acts can be translated into propositions because the concern of revelation 

is the communication of truth. However, since he believes all of God’s 

propositional revelation is cognitive—in that it conveys rational infor-

mation—Henry is merely translating one form of cognitive linguistic 

information into another cognitive (propositional) form. It seems like 

Vanhoozer is falsely charging Henry with a category mistake for translat-

ing the non-cognitive forms of language into a cognitive form, when in 

fact Henry insists he is translating one form of cognitive revelation into 

another form of cognitive revelation. Henry does not believe the various 

types of claims in Scripture, such as commanding and promising, under-

mine the fact that the primary concern of revelation is to communicate 

truth. !e way the Bible expresses truth may not be expressed in valid 

propositions; however, those statements yield the possibility of cognitive 

inferences and valid propositions.

CONCLUSION

!e purpose of this chapter was to answer the question: What does it mean 

for Henry to a=rm a “cognitive-propositionalist” view of revelation? For 

Henry to a=rm a “cognitive-propositionalist” view of revelation means, 

277. Ibid. 

278. Vanhoozer claims in the corresponding footnote, “Henry comes close to 

what literary critics call the ‘heresy of propositional paraphrase’ when he suggests that 

the truth expressed in literary forms such as poetry and parable may be expressed in 

‘declarative propositions’ (GRA, 3.463). Even speech acts such as promising and com-

manding can be ‘translated into propositions’ (p. 477). Such paraphrases and transla-

tions are necessary because ‘the primary concern of revelation is the communication 

of truth’ (p. 477).” Vanhoozer, Lost in Interpretation, 95, fn. 21.


