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1 

Introduction 
 

There is no question that James Barr has had a tremendous impact on biblical studies.   

He has been called “one of the greatest Semitists and biblical scholars of our time.”1  Another 

scholar observes, “When it comes to powers of analysis – including the ability to identify the real 

issues clearly and to focus on them without distraction until a resolution is achieved – Barr 

simply has no equal in the guild.”2 

Beginning with an article on the Pelagian controversy in 1949, and spanning a period of 

over forty years, Barr’s published writings fill over fifteen pages of bibliography.3  His renown 

as a first rate scholar took a leap forward when he published his first book, The Semantics of 

Biblical Language, in 1961.   In the preface “Barr set forth the objective that has guided his 

career through more than three decades of biblical scholarship: ‘It is a main concern of both 

scholarship and theology that the Bible should be soundly and adequately interpreted.’”4   The 

Semantics of Biblical Language (SBL) “was a trumpet blast against the monstrous regiment of 

shoddy linguistics,”5 a wake up call for biblical scholars and theologians to take more seriously 

and exegete more carefully the text of Scripture.   Even now, almost forty years later, SBL 

                                                
1 Samuel E. Balentine and John Barton, “The Reverend Professor James Barr,” In Language, 

Theology, and the Bible: Essays in Honour of James Barr, ed. Samuel E Balentine and John 
Barton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 3. 

 
2 Moisés Silva, “‘Can Two Walk Together Unless They Be Agreed?’ Evangelical Theology 

and Biblical Scholarship,” in JETS 41 (1998): 4. 
 

3 For a complete bibliography of Barr’s writings from 1949 to 1993, see Language, 
Theology, and the Bible, 398-413. 
 

4 Samuel E. Balentine, “James Barr’s Quest for Sound and Adequate Biblical Interpretation,” 
in Language, Theology, and the Bible, 5, citing James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1961), vii. 
 

5 Moisés Silva, Biblical Words and Their Meaning: An Introduction to Lexical Semantics 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 18. 
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“remains a standard reference in the English-speaking world.”6   I will take SBL as my starting 

point in analyzing the views of James Barr on meaning, truth, the Scriptures, and God.   I will 

begin with his views on the meaning of words. 

Words and Meaning 

 First and foremost a linguist and biblical scholar, Barr wrote SBL as one interested in 

semantics, in how one is to understand the meaning of biblical language.7   More specifically, 

Barr felt compelled to challenge certain methods, which he held to be erroneous, of using 

linguistic evidence from the Bible in theological discussion.8   At the head of the list was what he 

considered the unwarranted linkage of biblical language and the so-called “mentality” of the 

people.   He noted how theological discussion of the day was dominated by theories about the 

“Hebrew” or “Greek mind.”   The widely circulated and highly influential argument ran like this: 

it is a given that the Hebrew and Greek “mind” had a certain “distinctiveness”; therefore, “surely 

all this distinctiveness in concepts and in thought must somehow be manifested in the linguistic 

phenomena” (SBL, 22, emphasis Barr’s).   Barr called this the false “parallelism of language and 

thought” (SBL, 43). 

 A related view was that the Hebrew language was particularly and uniquely fit to express 

ultimate theological realities.9   For example, Barr cites T.F. Torrance’s claim that “there is no 

                                                
6 Balentine, “Quest,” 7.  

 
7 By semantics Barr means “signification in language” as a branch of linguistics (SBL, 1).  

 
8 SBL, 1; cf. 6. Though admittedly “only a spare-time theologian” (James Barr, The Bible in 

the Modern World [London: SCM Press, 1973], xi), Barr was very much concerned with the way 
textual evidence was being used in theological argument.  This concern led him into broader 
discussions of Biblical authority in theology and the church, as seen in The Bible in the Modern 
World. 
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language that expresses so profoundly and so tenderly the unaccountable love of God as the 

Hebrew of the Old Testament,” and that the holding together of the love, righteousness, grace, 

and justice of God as a single unity is “so difficult for us to grasp and to express in any other 

language than Hebrew” (SBL, 44).   As an ultimate example of “linguistic fantasy,” Barr quotes 

from Shires and Parker, The Interpreter’s Bible, who not only link language and thought but also 

language and action: 

Chinese, which is monosyllabic and uninflected, belongs to a people who have always 
been practical, “down to earth”, and ill disposed towards external imperialism.  Similarly, 
it was usually no the Hebrew people who started the many wars which overran them.  In 
contrast, the inflected an involved tongues of Greece, Germany, Rome and Japan have 
belonged to peoples who were at once mystical in their religious or patriotic devotion and 
aggressive in their relations with their neighbours (SBL, 45). 

 
It “was to Barr’s great credit,” states D. A. Carson, that Barr exposed the utter “bankruptcy” of 

such unwarranted linkage of biblical language and the so-called “mentality” of the Hebrew and 

Greek people.10 

 Barr singles out Kittel’s Theologisches Wörterbuch zum neuen Testament (TWNT, later 

translated into English and published as Theological Wordbook of the New Testament, TDNT) as 

a particular offender of the rules of linguistics.   The problem Barr sees is that TDNT is set up 

like a lexicon, a work about words, with articles organized under the various terms of the Greek 

New Testament; however in reality it functions as a study of NT theology.   Part of the confusion 

is the authors’ use of the term concept.   As Barr complains, TDNT uses concept at least four 

                                                                                                                                                       
9 It is one thing to ask whether a particular language is particularly suited to express ultimate 

theological realities; it is an entirely different matter to address the issue of whether language in 
general can, or biblical language specifically does, express transcendent theological realities.  It 
is when we press this question that Barr’s own views of meaning and truth emerge.  More on this 
below.  
 

10 D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 44.  On the other hand, 
Barr commends Bauer (BAGD) as one who “stood for linguistic method against a half-baked 
psychology” (SBL, 42).  
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different ways: (1) a word, such as the “Greek concept μάταιος”); (2) a general notion, such as 

the “concept of serving”); (3) a phrase, such as the “concept of justification by fiath”); and (4) a 

tendency of though, such as the “anthropomorphic concept of God.”   This creates confusion 

because “you are never sure when you are dealing with NT words and when you are dealing with 

the realities signified by them” (SBL, 211).   So in TDNT there is the constant confusion of 

words with theological thoughts. 

 Barr explains the problem this way: 

the attempt to relate the individual word directly to the theological thought leads to the 
distortion of the semantic contribution made by words in contexts; the value of the 
context comes to be seen as something contributed by the word, and then it is read into 
the word as its contribution where the context is in fact different (SBL, 233). 

 
As an example of this sort of “illegitimate identity transfer,” Barr offers a discussion of λαός and 

ἔθνος by T. F. Torrance, according to whom Israel had become λαός, “God’s people,” but had a 

will to be ἔθνος, “a nation like the other nations.”   Barr notes how, while Greek words are used, 

“their semantic value is quietly altered by using them in syntactical contexts in English (‘to be 

laos’) which are not biblical (for ‘to be laos’ gives quite a different impression from ‘to be a 

laos’ or ‘to be my laos’, ‘to be a people’ or ‘to be my people’); this device makes laos look like 

‘people-of-God’ and ethnos look like ‘nation-like-other-nations’” (SBL, 235). 

 Barr was not against works dedicated to NT theology; but while “Kittel himself, and 

TWNT in general, had the purpose of integrating, or demonstrating the integration of, the 

detailed linguistic usage of the NT and the deep and living theological thought of the NT,” it 

“never seems to have occurred to them that a lexicon, as a book organized under words, is not a 

good instrument for this purpose” (SBL, 233. emphasis Barr’s).11   In a nutshell, the weakness of 

                                                
11 With the organization of TDNT, one is led to believe that “the lexical stock of NT Greed 

can be closely correlated with the concept-stock of the early Christians; and this further, perhaps, 
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TDNT and works like it according to Barr is their “failure to get to grips with the semantic value 

of words in their contexts” (SBL, 231). 

 All of this, then, is to say that James Barr is a champion of the proper interpretation of the 

words of the biblical text within the context of the sentences of the biblical text.   One cannot 

overload individual words with broad theological or philosophical meaning; to do so, for one 

thing, is to fail to take into consideration “the socially conditioned nature of language as an 

arbitrary system of semantic markers” (SBL, 204).   Illegitimate identity transfers, the 

overloading of meanings on  individual words, philosophizing about the “though” and 

“mentality” of people, and excessive etymologizing12 all lead to interpretations which simply fail 

to “discover what was meant” which the text was written (SBL, 210, emphasis Barr’s). 

 Individual words are part of larger linguistic systems in which meaning is conveyed by 

sentences, not by individual words.  “[T]here is no such question about the meaning of words, as 

distinct from texts.   Words can only be intelligibly interpreted by what they mean at the time of 

their use, within the language system used by the speaker or writer” (SBL, 139-40, emphasis 

                                                                                                                                                       
with the actual layout of the objects of the theological world, the being, plans, purposes and acts 
of God” (SBL, 207).  Here again, we get the hint of a possible over arching theory of meaning 
and truth in Barr.  He is arguing against the overloading of individual words with theological and 
philosophical concepts; but does he believe that the words and sentences of the NT are capable 
of conveying to us “the actual layout of the objects of the theological world, the being, plans, 
purposes and acts of God”?  
 

12 Barr deals with the problem of etymologies in chap. 6.  He reminds us that “the test of 
explanations of words is by their contexts,” not by their etymological background (SBL, 113).  
He shows that through “grossly misused etymologizing” (SBL, 138), “you can made the 
scripture mean anything you like at all,” a practice he vehemently opposes (139).  Barr is very 
much against the practice of “adding up” the etymologies of related terms with no concern for 
their usages in any contexts, and then making these etymological meanings a sum total of the 
meaning of the concept (SBL, 145).  In short, the major problem with the etymologizing method 
is its “failure to investigate the semantics of actual usage” (149).  Concerning this method’s 
popularity, Barr thinks that the “etymological obsession of some modern theology, and some of 
its general attitudes to language, may be in part a heritage from the philosophical methods of M. 
Heidegger” (SBL, 160 note 1).  
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Barr’s).   This is also true of the theological meanings of biblical texts.   “Theological thought of 

the type found in the NT has its characteristic linguistic expression not in the word individually 

but in the word-combination or sentence” (SBL, 233).   And again, “it is the sentence . . . which 

is the linguistic bearer of the usual theological statement, and not the word” (SBL, 263; cf. also 

234, 249).   This is particularly important for translation: 

the theological statement can be restated in another language, even though the 
mechanisms are not the same in the new language and even though the words used in the 
new language may have certain other significances elsewhere which the original words 
did not have . . . provided that the semantic value of the words within the new . . . 
sentence when taken as a whole does not misrepresent the semantic value of the original 
sense taken as a whole (SBL, 265-66). 
 

 To conclude, Barr stresses that we must attend to the words of the biblical text in context.   

The meaning of the words only becomes clear when we study them as they appear in word 

combinations and sentences.   But how does Barr think we ought to go about ascertaining the 

meaning of a biblical text?   How are we to handle the words and sentences of the biblical text in 

determining their meaning?   To answer this question we turn to another of Barr’s influential 

books, The Bible in the Modern World (BMW). 

Interpreting Texts 

 In BMW Barr sets out, not to discuss the “historical or the traditional views of the Bible 

and its place within Christianity but the problems which surround its status at the present day” 

(BMW, xi).   One of the problems addressed is how to understand and interpret the text of 

Scripture.   Barr notes tree possible ways to study the Bible, picturing them as three points of a 

triangle: (A) Referential, the study of entities referred to by the text; (B) Intentional, the study of 

the mind of the writers; (C) Poetic/Aesthetic, the study of myths and images of the text as it now 

stands (BMW, 61). 
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 Before looking at these ways of approaching a text, I would like to underscore that for 

Barr, the meaning of a text is in the text itself; the verbal form of the text is the indicator of its 

meaning (BMW, 177).   As Barr explains further, 

[the Bible’s] linguistic form, far from being something antithetical to its “real meaning”, 
is the means by which the meaning is conveyed; it is the criterion by which we test all 
interpretations which claim to state the meaning. . . . The linguistic form of the text is not 
a jumble of dead symbols from which by some process of decipherment meaning has to 
be extracted; it is the expression of meaning. . . . What we know about the authors, the 
ideas, the inner theology and so on is known ultimately from the verbal form of the Bible.  
As in any other literary work, the verbal form is its mode of communicating meaning.  If 
the verbal form of the Bible were different, then its meaning would be different (BMW, 
178). 
 

 But the question is, In what way does the text indicate, convey, or communicate 

meaning?   Returning to Barr’s three ways of approaching the Bible, each one deals with how the 

text conveys meaning.   The first way, (A) the referential, deals with what is normally called 

“literal” interpretation.   “To understand a text literally is to suppose that the referents are just as 

is stated in the text, the language of the text being understood in a direct sense” (BMW, 171).   In 

defining “literality” further in another context, Barr suggests the idea of “physicality,” which 

“affords a simple, commonsense, one-to-one correspondence between the entities referred to and 

the words of the text.”13   Barr also proposes the term “historical” as a way to denote the literal; 

but this can be ambiguous, seeing modern biblical scholars may use the term “historical” with 

reference to the earliest known form of the text, or the intention of the writer at the time of 

writing, or what actually happened.14 

 According to Barr, the “literal” interpretation of Scripture is most commonly indentified 

with fundamentalism.   Fundamentalists are known as those who “take the Bible literally.”   But 

                                                
13 Cited in Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1998), 305.  
 

14 Ibid.  
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Barr wants to argue that for fundamentalists, biblical interpretation is not so much a matter of 

literality as inerrancy. 

The typical fundamentalist insistence is not that the Bible must be interpreted literally but 
that it must be so interpreted as not to admit that it contains error.  In order to avoid 
imputing error to the Bible, fundamentalists twist and turn back and forward between 
literal and non0literal (symbolic, metaphoric, transferred) exegesis. . . . The typical 
conservative evangelical exegesis is literal, but only up to a point; when the point is 
reached where literal interpretation would made the Bible appear to be “wrong”, a sudden 
switch to non-literal interpretation is made (BMW, 168-70).15 
 

 Concerning Barr’s general treatment of “fundamentalists,” Silva regrets the decision to 

“use the most prejudicial term available . . . to describe a group of people so diverse as to include 

Bob Jones, Sr. and Billy Graham, Carl McIntyre and Edward J. Carnell, Lewis Sperry Chafer 

and B. B. Warfield, C. I. Scofield and E. J. Young.”16   To label every conservative evangelical 

inerrantist a “fundamentalist” is simple to provoke and antagonize.17 

 More specifically, what should we make of Barr’s accusation that conservative 

evangelicals “interpret literally” until they see inerrancy threatened, then “twist and turn” toward 

non-literal interpretation in order to “save” inerrancy?   One way to respond is to argue for 

                                                
15 Cf. also James Barr, Fundamentalism (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978), 40-55.  

 
16 Silva, “Can Two Walk Together,” 5.  

 
17 It also bothers Silva that Barr can so easily dismiss some of the most significant 

contributions of conservative evangelicalism.  In light of J. Gresham Machen’s studying in 
Marburg, wrestling for years with the critical issues raised by his teachers, and always handling 
with thoroughness and fairness the works of those he opposed, it is shocking to Silva that the 
only time Barr discusses Machen is to use him as an example of fundamentalists who have “very 
little or no understanding of what non-conservative theologians actually think, and no incentive 
to find out.”  “Adding insult to injury,” Silva continues, “Barr includes a footnote in which he 
describes Machen’s book on The Virgin Birth of Christ as ‘typical of strongly conservative 
apologetic.’  This extraordinary remark could have been made only by someone who has never 
really read the book.  After all, what other ‘typical’ conservative works of apologetics have 
evoked twenty-page review articles in TSK?  For someone claiming to provide an authoritative 
critique of conservative Biblical scholarship, this simplistic dismissal of Machen can only be 
called irresponsible” (Silva, “Can Two Walk Together,” 8-9). 
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literary as opposed to literalistic interpretation.   To interpret literalistically is to be guilty of 

“letterism,” to offer what amounts to a  

wooden, thin interpretation that fails to go beyond the standard meanings of words and 
expressions (the locutions) or to discern the manner in which an author attends to these 
meanings (the illocutions). . . . literalism short-circuits the literal sense insofar as it fails 
to appreciate the author’s intention to give his or her utterance a certain kind of force 
[and] generates an unlettered, ultimately illiterate reading—one that is incapable of 
recognizing less obvious uses of language such as metaphor, satire, and so forth.18 
 

 Literary interpretation, on the other hand, “seeks understanding by determining the nature 

and content of the literary act.”19   For example, the literary meaning of “the eyes of the LORD 

are on the righteous” (Ps 34:15) takes into consideration “the nature of the communicative act.   

The psalmist is here saying something about divine knowledge,” not about “divine ocular body 

parts but [about] divine omniscience. . . . The author intends that the reader recognize his 

expression as a metaphor.   He thus performs the communicative act of metaphorical 

assertion.”20 

 Of course the literary meaning of a text often will be literal in the usual sense of the word.   

For instance, we understand Paul’s statement “Christ died for our sins” (1 Cor 15:3) not 

metaphorically, symbolically, or allegorically, but literally and historically.   While the literary 

understanding of meaning recognizes that “not all referents need be historical,”21 many 

                                                
18 Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 311.  

 
19 Ibid., 312.  

 
20 Ibid.  

 
21 Ibid.  Vanhoozer is right that “[r]eference to historical or empirical reality is only one of 

the things language does” (Is There a Meaning, 307); however, I would not want to diminish the 
fact that reference to historical reality is a vital and essential task of Scripture.  This is important 
especially when we speak of spiritual realities on which our faith rests, for example the bodily 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We will wee that it is here, in the face of the miraculous and 
supernatural, that Barr must move from referential to intentional or poetic meaning.  
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nevertheless are.   The assertion “Christ died for our sins” has a historical referent: the actual 

event of Jesus’ death on a cross as recorded in the Scriptures.   Likewise, when Paul goes on to 

say that Christ “was raised on the third day and appeared to the twelve” (vv. 4-5), we take as the 

referent the actual, historical, physical resurrection of Christ from the dead, and his actual, 

historical, physical appearance to the disciples as recorded in the gospels. 

 Barr certainly aggrees that there is a place for understanding meaning as historical 

referent in biblical interpretation.   For instance, “When the Bible tells of Abraham coming out 

from Ur of the Chaldees . . . most of us today would regard the literal and historical sense as the 

right one” (BMW, 172).   But what of supernatural events such as the resurrection or ascension?   

In such cases, Barr admits, what we find in modern scholarship more often than not are 

referential interpretations with quite a bit of vagueness about them: 

Stories like the Ascension or the Resurrection do have a referent behind them, real 
entities and real events, and these form the basic sense and value of the stories; but the 
referents are not exactly as would appear from the direct of the language in them.  There 
is some similarity and some difference; people are not sure where exactly to locate them.  
A literal interpretation would demand a much greater correspondence between the 
language of the reports and the entities or events referred to (BMW, 172). 
 

 This brings us to the other two methods in Barr’s interpretive triangle; besides (A) the 

referential meaning of texts, there is (B) the intentional meaning, and (C) the poetic/aesthetic 

meaning.   (B) is the “study of the persons who wrote the books, and the quest for what was in 

their minds.   What did they intend when they wrote this or that?   What were their personal 

circumstances, what were the motives and interests which impelled them?” (BMW, 62).   In (C) 

“we have the forms and patterns of the biblical text as it is.   Study . . . is directed towards these 

patterns—their effect as imagery, their relations to the overall shape of the Bible.   Such study is 

interested in the poetic, aesthetic, or mythopoeic quality of the Bible, as a literary work, just as it 

is” (BMW, 62). 
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 According to Barr, the distinction between the referential, intentional, and 

poetic/aesthetic modes of understanding the Biblical text is a recent phenomenon.   “In the older 

Christendom the three were all rolled up in one” (BMW, 62).   Why was this so, and what led to 

the change?   Because, Barr explains, in earlier times Scripture 

offered a unity of myth and aesthetic pattern . . . but it was not supposed that anyone 
would savour this myth and pattern as a purely aesthetic experience, for any reader of the 
Bible was expected also to accept it as an account of actual entities and events—entities 
like God, events like the exodus of Israel from Egypt, the crossing of the Red Sea, the 
rising of Jesus from the dead.  And as for the motivation and the ideas or intellectual 
ancestry of the writers, this was a minor matter, since in the essence the Bible came from 
God.  It was indeed a product of human agency; but one would not explain it as a result 
of human ideas and human motivations, since the human agents had in essence got their 
material form God.  It is only in the modern world that the three modes of study have 
broken apart (BMW, 62-63). 
 

 It is because of these changes in viewpoint that Barr sees the modern Bible scholar 

working primarily with the second mode, intentional meaning.   Consequently, in modern 

scholarship, referential questions are often made irrelevant.   “The question is not whether Jesus 

walked on water, but why the Gospel tradition depicted him as walking on water . . . it is not 

whether Jesus ascended to heaven, but what place this ascension has in the theology of the 

writers who mention it” (BMW, 173-74).   For Barr, the positive effect of this shift is that greater 

emphasis and importance is placed on the actual verbal form of the text.   This is reflected in the 

present day “technical concern of biblical scholarship with the details of language . . . patterns of 

parallelism and verse-structure, the word counts, and so on.   The detailed verbal evidence is the 

route to the mind of the writer” (BMW, 174). 

 But there is a problem: because critical scholars have prior commitments regarding what 

could and could not have actually taken place, they do not allow the text to stand and speak for 

itself; they take meaning away from the text and relocate it either in some historical facts or 

circumstances behind the text, or perhaps in some universal mythological truth above the text.   
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“In either case, history or else allegory or myth, the meaning of the stories [is] finally something 

different from the stories or depictions themselves.”22 

 Can it not be (re. Jesus’ walking on the water) that an interpretation can take into 

consideration the way the incident is recorded, its placement in the narrative, how it compares to 

other gospels, etc., while still retaining the historical referent, the actual miraculous event of 

Jesus walking on the water?   The problem critical scholars face, Barr included, when confronted 

with a miraculous event such as Jesus walking on the water, is that their interpretation must go in 

one or two directions: either declare that the Bible is not true at this point (“people can’t really 

walk on water”); or “locate textual meaning on some other level than the literal, in which case 

the Bible would have symbolic or mythic but not historical truth.”23 

 Does, then, Barr’s interpretive methodology—his acceptance of referential meaning in 

some cases and not other; his preference for intentional meaning behind the text—reflect a 

particular attitude toward the Bible?   Most certainly.   I will now briefly sketch Barr’s view of 

Scripture and how that view effects his treatment of it.   By so doing I will answer the question 

of whether, for Barr, Scripture can communicate transcendent truth about God. 

The Nature of Scripture 

 Barr clearly reveals his critical and liberal views of the Bible in BMW.   For Barr, the 

Bible is a mere human document.   “My account of the formation of the biblical tradition is an 

account of a human work.   It is man’s statement of his beliefs, the events he has experienced, the 

stories he has told, and so on” (BMW, 120, emphasis Barr’s).   The idea that God “spoke” 

verbally to men is incoherent to modern man.   “We do not have any idea of ways in which God 

                                                
22 Hans Frei, cited in Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 306.  

 
23 Vanhoozer, Is there a Meaning, 307.  
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might straightforwardly communicate articulate thoughts or sentences to men; it just doesn’t 

happen” (BMW, 17).24 

 For Barr, the Bible cannot be the inspired Word of God in the traditional sense.   Instead, 

Barr feels that “God’s communication with the men of the biblical period was not on any 

different terms from the mode of his communication with his people today” (BMW, 18).25   

Barr’s modern view of inspiration abandons the traditional model, which includes the idea of a 

special mode of direct communication from God to men, and the cessation of this special mode 

at the end of the biblical period (BMW, 17).26 

 Because the Bible is only a human text, it does not give us direct communication from 

God.   “The real problem . . . is that we have no access to, and no means of comprehending, a 

communication or revelation from God which is antecedent to the human tradition about him and 

which then goes on to generate that very tradition” (BMW, 121).   Barr does not want to state 

                                                
24 We are not dealing “with a divinely perfect entity or institution dropped from heaven into 

the world of men, but with members of the people of God, sinful men yet reconciled with 
God...motivated...by their will to do what is right and to express the will of God appropriately” 
(BMW, 127).  But without divine revelation, how can sinful men know and experience 
reconciliation with God, or ascertain the will of God and know ultimately what is right?  
 

25 “The relation of the biblical writers...to God through the Spirit is thus not basically other 
than that of the church today in its listening to God” (BMW, 132).  
 

26 Notice Barr’s argumentation for dismissing the notion of divine verbal communication: 
“Certainly, our classic model characteristically depicts a God working through external ‘mighty 
acts’ and speaking through direct verbal communication in human language; and this aspect, as 
we have seen, has historically had great influence on ideas about the nature of the Bible.  But 
though these aspects are prominent in the form of the model, they need not have the same 
directness when it comes to the effect of the model on our understanding.  What I say is nothing 
new: in widely-accepted ideas of revelation, the aspect of verbal communication by God has 
already been greatly diminished in importance” (BMW, 122).  So Barr can simply dismiss the 
notion, claiming for support the fact that he is not alone.  He goes on: “And secondly, even in the 
surface form of the Bible, the reportage of divine communications to man is only one part” 
(BMW, 123).  Here the argument is that since divine verbal communication is only found in “one 
part” of the Biblical record, it can be dismissed altogether! 
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categorically “that there is nothing there; only that (a) its status is too obscure . . . and (b) 

consideration of it thus becomes a speculative exercise” (BMW, 121).   Barr wants to see, not an 

antecedent revelation from God which generated the Bible, but rather a tradition which was 

followed by some sort of revelation (BMW, 122).   But what started the tradition if not a 

revelation from God?   And if a revelation did follow the tradition, what sort of a revelation was 

it?   For these questions Barr provides no answer. 

 All Barr can offer by way of deinition is an “inspiration” in which “God . . . was also 

likewise in contact with his people in ancient times, and that in their particular circumstances . . . 

he was present in the formation of their tradition . . . but that the mode of this contact was not 

different from the mode in which God has continued to make himself known to men” (BMW, 

18).   What does it mean for God to “be in contact” with his people?   What does it mean for God 

to be “present” in the formation of tradition?   There certainly is no concept of a personal, 

relating, communicating God here.   It is rather some vague sense of some sort of “presence” of 

some kind of God.27 

 Do we even need the Bible and can it serve some authoritative role in the church today?   

Yes, answers Barr, for the Bible is the classic model of understanding God, as it was worked out 

in the OT and reaffirmed in Jesus in the NT (BMW, 115).   When Scripture was formed, this 

classic model was objectified in the written texts for all time (BMW, 128).28   The church’s faith 

                                                
27 For Barr, inspiration describes not the formation of Scripture but that of the tradition that 

led to Scripture.  “The status of the tradition...would seem to depend on the conviction that God 
was with his people.”  But what does this mean?  How was God “with” his people?  Barr 
answers, “Here I am at a loss.  Traditionally, I suppose, one would add ‘in the Spirit’” which 
would indicate “some sort of linkage of meaning with presence” (BMW, 131).  
 

28 While for Barr God relates to us today in the same way as he did to the authors of 
Scripture, there is “a difference in the stage at which things are: the biblical men had a 
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is Christian when it relates itself to this classically expressed model of understanding.   This, 

then, is the authority of Scripture for Barr. 

 But while Scripture is a classic model for us to study, it cannot help us directly in any 

special way.   The idea of the Bible as a “problem-solver” is “probably a survival of 

fundamentalism” (BMW, 142).   Rather, the Bible “bears upon the whole man, his total faith and 

life, and that out of that total faith and life he takes his decisions as a free agent” (BMW, 142, 

emphasis Barr’s).   “[T]he personification of the Bible is only a figure of speech, and one which 

might best be avoided: the Bible does not do anything: it is read . . . studied . . . used . . . 

interpreted by people.   The people are people who are doing all this as part of the texture of their 

life today” (BMW, 142, emphasis Barr’s).   What Barr has done is effectively stripped from 

Scripture any divine illocutionary force. 

 Before finishing this sketch, I want to explore what Barr thinks of the Bible as the Word 

of God, for herein lies a great contradiction in his treatment.   On the one hand, Barr warns of the 

“danger of taking a case of a word along with its context and suggesting that the significance 

which is given through associations of the context is in fact the indicator value of that word” 

(SBL, 69), or of adding up the usages of a word in order to create a “total concept.”   In this case 

the word “comes to be hypostatized; it ceases to be a word we are studying and becomes an 

aspect of ultimate reality” (SBL, 71).   Barr has no patience for those who “brush aside” the 

details of a text and make “global assertions about the meaning of the whole.”   “‘Taken as a 

whole’, we are told, a passage means such and such a thing; it ‘basically adds up to’ one simple 

point.   Simplifying and generalizing exegesis of this kind must be familiar to all who listen to 

sermons” (BMW, 175-76).” 

                                                                                                                                                       
pioneering role in the formulation of our classic model, and this may make it fitting for them to 
be called ‘inspired’ in a special sense” (BMW, 132).  
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 But notice what Barr himself does with the matter of the Bible as the Word of God: 

[One] might say that “the Word of God” implies the same about the Bible as 
“inspiration” does; it would mean that the Bible comes from God, is the ultimate 
expression of his will, is without any kind of error.  According to a more sophisticated 
current of theology, this is entirely wrong.  God in his revealing reveals himself.  He 
reveals himself in his Word, and that Word is Jesus Christ.  In essence, therefore, and 
primarily, the Word of God is not the Bible; rather, it is Jesus Christ himself; it is in him 
according to St John’s Gospel, that the Word is incarnate (BMW, 18).29 
 

 Not how Barr breaks his own rule against simplifying and generalizing: “in essence” and 

“primarily” the Word of God is not the Bible, but rather Jesus Christ.   “Jesus Christ” is made to 

carry the entire concept of “Word of God.”   The word word is applied “in essence” and 

“primarily” to Jesus Christ.   This is nothing but the “illegitimate identity transfer” which Barr so 

abhors.   Word of God now means “in essence” Jesus Christ and nothing more. 

 Barr’s concept of revelation is also reductionistic: “God in his revealing reveals himself.”   

Revelation is entirely personal, leaving no room for proposition.   But Barr’s line of 

argumentation ignores completely certain key passages which regard the word of God as verbal 

communication from God.   For instance, we read that “man shall not live on bread alone, but on 

every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Matt 4:4; Deut 8:3).30   Or Paul asks, “what 

advantage has the Jew?   Great in every respect.   First of all, that they were entrusted with the 

oracles of God” (Rom 3:1-2; cf. Heb 5:12).   By making Jesus Christ the sum total of what 

“Word of God” signifies, Barr is able completely to set aside the possibility of Scripture 

                                                
29 Barton quotes Barr in another context: “Faith does not rest simply on texts, but also—and 

more—on persons and events.  Faith stands or falls not with the status of a holy text...but with 
the knowledge and meaning of these persons and events, which can be mediated by the text” 
(cited in John Barton, People of the Book? The Authority of the Bible in Christianity [London: 
SPCK, 1988], 33-34).  
 

30 My interpretation is not literalistic, as if God had a physical mouth, but literary; 
nevertheless, the point of the verse is still divine communication of words to man, words by 
which man must live.  
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containing divine verbal communication.   “The Bible is not a revealed book, for God does not 

reveal books, chapters, sentences and verses” (BMW, 19).31 

 To summarize this section, Barr’s view of the Bible as a completely human document 

devoid of divine verbal communication controls his view of the truth of Scripture.   Simply put, 

the human words of Scripture do not and cannot offer us any clear information regarding 

ultimate truth and transcendent spiritual realities.   I want to conclude this paper with a short 

section on Barr’s view of God, for ultimately his view of Scripture is rooted in a particular view 

of the God Scripture. 

The Nature of God 

 Barr does not speak very much about God.   This should not surprise us, for Barr’s view 

of Scripture precludes the possibility of his drawing out of it any concrete information 

concerning the person and nature of God.   But Barr does speak of God several times in the 

works cited in this paper and, when he does, we are shown a God who is quite different from the 

God who reveals himself in the pages of Scripture. 

 First, regarding the truthfulness of God, it is easy for Barr to dismiss inerrancy: “why 

should God not have inspired a scripture with errors in it, through which he might nevertheless 

                                                
31 Two important passages on the divine inspiration of Scripture, 2 Tim 3:16 and 2 Pet 1:21 

are dismissed by Barr as being in “probably...somewhat marginal books.”  It is “possible” that 
this material “belongs to a secondary stratum of the thought of the New Testament and does not 
belong to its first line” (Fundamentalism, 67).  But Barr is contradicting himself, for in the 
context of a discussion on canon he argues that “there is a considerable amount of religious 
common ground between the canonical books (our Bible) and other works which were similar 
and also contemporary.... Distinctions of theological value may indeed be drawn, but these are 
relative rather than absolute; and they are not made on the abstract ground that this is found in a 
canonical book and that in an apocryphal book, but only after the same kind of sober and careful 
critical reading which applies to the critical use of the Bible itself” (BMW, 153, emphasis 
added).  But Barr’s cursory treatment of 2 Time 3:16 and 2 Pet 1:21 amounts to nothing more 
than a quick dismissal “on the abstract ground” that they are found in what are “probably 
marginal books” “possibly” belonging to “a secondary stratum of the thought of the New 
Testament”!  Cf. Barr’s brief and inadequate treatment of 2 Tim 3:16 in BMW, 14.  
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truly communicate with men?” (BMW, 16).32   Apparently Barr does not consider truthtelling an 

important attribute of God.   Can true communication take place when doubts abound as to the 

truthfulness of the participants?33 

 Barr would respond that the Bible is not God’s verbal communication to man, but rather 

man’s words which reflect his thoughts about God; thus, the errors are man’s, not God’s.   But to 

hold this position Barr must ignore much Biblical material which describes Scripture as the true 

words of God.   According to the Bible, the God of truth stands behind his words which are “true 

and righteous altogether” (Ps 19:9).   And furthermore, Barr is not just speaking of a fallible 

Bible somehow connected with an infallible God; his God is fallible.   Barr acknowledges that 

“undoubtedly many people hold the view that God, by the mere fact of being God, cannot say 

anything imperfect,” a view which Barr does not hold (BMW, 179).   Apparently an imperfect 

God is good enough and worthy of Barr’s worship. 

 Second, not only does an errant Scripture reflect for Barr an imperfect God who need not 

concern himself with truthfulness when he speaks; a changing, evolving Scripture also reflects a 

God who himself is undergoing change and has a history (BMW, 179; cf. 181).   For Barr, this 

view of a changing, contingent God is actually good for Christian faith, since it better reflects the 

“biblical insistence on the living God.”34   Barr’s view of God is based on the assumption that if 

                                                
32 For support Barr cites the gospels, which “after all, are full of parables, which are fictions” 

(BMW, 16).  But how is fiction to be equated with error?  Of course later Barr can and does cite 
numerous examples of what he considers errors in the Bible.  
 

33 Barr states in another context that the Bible exegete may reject the literal sense on moral-
theological grounds: “God can’t really have done what the literal text says he did, because this 
would be unworthy of God” (BMW, 173).  Apparently for Barr, being less than truthful is 
worthy of the God he worships.  
 

34 In contrast, a “completely static view of God...makes it difficult for people to see 
theological significance in what happens in the world; and it is a major obstacle to the 
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God truly is alive, he must be undergoing change.   For Barr, there is an analogy between the 

“unity and diversity” of Scripture and the “unity within a variety” rooted in the very nature of 

God, who is “dare we say?—a unity with a history” (BMW, 181). 

Conclusion 

Barr is to be commended for his many contributions to biblical scholarship.   He rightly 

emphasizes the exegesis of the words of Scripture within their contexts.   The meaning of the 

Bible must be rooted in the text itself.   It is the words and sentences of the text itself which 

indicate, convey, and communicate to us the meaning of the text.   We must be careful not to 

place too much meaning upon the individual words of Scripture, and instead allow them to apeak 

to us out of their individual contexts.   We would all be wise to take Barr’s motto as our own:   

“It is a main concern of both scholarship and theology that the Bible should be soundly and 

adequately interpreted” (SBL, vii). 

 This is all well and good on the human level.   But what shall we do with Scripture’s 

claim to be God’s word communicated to man?   How shall we understand it?   Can the Bible 

communicate to us truth concerning the transcendent God?   Here Barr cannot help us.   His 

commitment to modern critical theory does not allow him to accept words in a human language 

as capable of conveying truth from a transcendent God.   Barr’s God is gagged; he cannot speak 

to us in human terms with human words.   We are on our own to find our way.   But what is the 

                                                                                                                                                       
appreciation of the Bible in any modern categories” (BMW, 179 n 11).  Barton sees another 
benefit in the diversity and lack of complete coherence in Scripture.  Citing Paul Ricoeur, Barton 
sees “a providential safeguard of human freedom in precisely this diversity and lack of 
codification which ‘overthrow[s] every totalitarian form of authority which might claim [the 
right] to withhold the revealed truth...the God who reveals himself is a hidden God...revelation 
can never constitute a body of truths which an institution may boast of or take pride in 
possessing’” (cited in Barton, People of the Book, 72).  
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way to God?   And who is this God toward whom we move?   Is he a God worthy of our trust 

and worship?   If he is the flawed and fluctuating God Barr claims him to be, I think not. 
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