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Chapter 3 
Can God Be Grasped by Our Reason?1 

By Eric L. Johnson 
 

"Humans do not know how what is at variance agrees with itself.   
It is an attunement of opposite tensions, like that of the bow and the lyre." Zeno of Elea2 

"It is good that you grasp one thing, and also not let go of the other;  
for the one who fears God comes forth with both of them." Ecc. 7:18 

 

A great battle is being waged in our day for the minds of God’s people.  It is a 

momentous intellectual battle, because it concerns the most important of the objects of human 

thought: the nature of God.  There are two ways to go wrong regarding our understanding of 

God’s nature.  The first is to believe something false about God (like, God is the same as the 

universe).  The second is to rule out one belief about God simply because it does not comport 

easily with some other belief about God (like, since God is love, God cannot send human beings 

to hell).  False religions are characterized by the former, Christian heresy by the latter.  When 

examined carefully, many of the objections that constructivists, process theists, and open theists 

make to the historic Christian view of God are the result of a resolute favoring of one side of the 

truth at the expense of the other.  Let’s see how this happens. 

The first thing to note is that we should not be surprised at controversies regarding God’s 

nature.  The greatest being in the universe is not easy to understand.  Believers have always 

sensed this and have often expressed limitations in their understanding of God.  Reflecting on 

God's omnipresence, David exclaimed, "Such knowledge is too wonderful for me.  It is too high. 

 I cannot attain to it" (Ps. 139:6).  Much later, Zwingli famously suggested, "What God is, we 

have just as little knowledge of from ourselves as a beetle has of what man is."3  Such limits in 

our understanding have led to profound differences in what people have affirmed about God.  



 
 

2

And such limits raise questions about the human mind’s ability to comprehend God. 

Some, from both East and West, question whether God can be known at all.  Others, 

including some within the Christian tradition, have suggested that at the very least, God’s nature 

creates a scandal for the human intellect.  Tertullian is alleged to have at least implied, "I believe 

because it is absurd."4  Most Christians have been less cavalier, affirming that God can be 

genuinely understood by the human mind, but also that the finite human mind can only grasp a 

“portion” of God's infinite being.  The history of Christian reflection demonstrates these limits in 

its many intellectual conflicts involving the nature of God.  During the last half of the twentieth 

century, this diversity has multiplied as the nature of God has been "reimagined" in many novel 

ways.  The purposes of this chapter are to explore how the limitations of human reason may have 

contributed to such confusion and how best to understand the complexity of the God of the 

Bible. 

Human Reason, Formal Logic, and Their Relation 

The ability to use formal logic is clearly one of the human mind's most impressive 

capacities.  But what exactly is formal logic?  Logic as a discipline is the study of the methods 

and principles for distinguishing good from bad reasoning.5  Good reasoning is reasoning which 

has adequate support, demonstrated with deductive and/or inductive arguments.  Some 

arguments, however, are poorly arranged (e.g. a logical fallacy), while others have false 

premises.  Both lead to unwarranted conclusions.  Logic, then, consists of the rules and 

procedures that have been identified for formulating correct conclusions based on appropriate 

evidence.  

Human reason, on the other hand, refers to the human mind’s ability to make use of the 
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rules of formal logic.  Reason is the set of mental abilities/structures that permit an individual to 

"work through" and understand an argument that corresponds to the rules and procedures of 

formal logic.6  However, individual human reason is faced with certain limitations.  To evaluate 

the soundness of an argument, human rationality must rely on working memory capacity (which 

has to maintain the evidence and previously taken logical steps during the evaluation), the 

activation of relevant long-term memory structures to provide the conceptual context for 

evaluation (including both logic rules and prior knowledge), and a host of mental skills which 

equip the individual reasoner to identify the potential problems being faced in a particular 

conceptual context, capacities all of which increase throughout childhood and which are more 

well-developed in some individuals than others. 

Reason’s ability to use formal logic is essential for human understanding and 

communication.  Without assuming the rules of logic in our thought, nothing could be asserted as 

true or false, and so all statements would be essentially meaningless.  Without logic, no progress 

could be made in understanding the underlying nature of the world.  Science today is essentially 

the application of logic to our observations of the created order.  So the value of logic is 

inestimable. 

The Law of Non-Contradiction 

The rule of logic of most interest for our present purposes is the law of non-contradiction 

(LONC) since many current disagreements about the nature of God relate to perceived violations 

of this law.  The LONC states that no statement can be true and false at the same time and in the 

same respect.7  Put another way, we cannot affirm that something is a certain way and at the 

same time affirm that in the same sense it is not that way.8  For example, the two assertions, 
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"God is a person" and "God is an impersonal force," together violate the LONC.  A genuine 

contradiction between beliefs demonstrates that at least one of those beliefs is false. 

Logicians have identified some propositions or arguments that violate or appear to violate 

the LONC.  The first two concern propositions.  Contraries are two statements that cannot both 

be true, though both could be false (e.g. "There are only two divine beings" and "There are 

twelve divine beings;" for there could be another number, like one).  Contradictories are two 

statements such that if one is true, the other must be false, and vice versa (e.g. "God is all-good" 

and "God is not all-good").9  All agree that at this level such violations prove that at least one of 

the statements is false.  However, the other violations are more complex.  A paradox is a set of 

arguments or statements all of which seem to be valid (or meaningful) but appear to lead to a 

contradiction or some clearly false conclusion or sense.10  One example, a version of the "Liar's 

Paradox," consists simply of one sentence: "This statement is false."  Logicians work at solving 

paradoxes, and some have been shown not to violate the LONC.  For example, Quine 

distinguished between “veridical paradoxes,” apparent contradictions that are composed of 

claims all of which can be shown to be true (e.g. a person can be 23 years old on his 6th 

birthday--if he was born on Feb. 29) and “falsidical paradoxes,” that have been proven to be 

invalid in some way (e.g. Zeno's paradoxes). 11  Other paradoxes still remain to be resolved either 

way. Paradoxes are valuable to logicians for they can illuminate mistakes in reasoning through 

the attempt to solve them.12  However, labeling something a paradox is to recognize the potential 

violation of the LONC without assuming that the problem is necessarily a genuine contradiction. 

 In contrast, the term antinomy is reserved for a falsidical paradox consisting of two arguments 

which individually seem valid but (like contradictories) are mutually exclusive and so 
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irresolvably contradictory.13  For example, one can construct an argument “proving” that the 

universe began with an uncaused cause as well as an argument “proving” that the world has 

always been in existence.14   In such cases, there is no conceivable way that both arguments can 

be sound (since the universe cannot be both eternal and created).  At the farthest extreme lies an 

absurdity, which is a statement that is patently false or meaningless (e.g. “God is and is not”).15  

Absurdities lack intelligibility, whereas both antinomies and paradoxes are at least intelligible.  

The difference between the latter two is that some paradoxes are potentially resolvable, while 

antinomies are not.   The LONC is necessary in our search for truth.  First, it shows that 

contradictories, contraries, antinomies, and absurdities are false.  Second, it serves a motivational 

purpose with paradoxes, since it leads thinkers to recognize the problem with a paradox, and 

then sets them on the task of attempting to resolve it.  As a result, philosophers consider 

paradoxes more intriguing and fruitful than the other challenges to the LONC.  This point is 

important because some have assumed that to label something a paradox necessarily means it is a 

genuine contradiction.  This just isn’t true.16 

Before moving on, let us add two more terms to our discussion: concurrence and 

mystery. Concurrence comes from the Latin "com" ("together" or "with") and "currere" ("to 

run").  To say two things are concurrent can mean they intersect, run parallel, operate at the same 

time, act in conjunction, or exercise jurisdiction over the same matter or area (by different 

authorities).17  I will use the term concurrence in a novel way to refer to a set of propositions or 

arguments in which each member of the set expresses a truth that is extremely different from the 

others (they seem to run "parallel"), yet all members accurately refer to the same object or event 

(they intersect).  Put another way: a concurrence is the conjunction of extremely different 
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features of a single entity or event.  For example, "Human beings are naturally self-centered," 

and "Human beings are naturally altruistic."  Both propositions are true statements about human 

beings (I would suggest); however they make very different claims, worded in ways that appear 

to contradict but, properly understood, do not.  So a concurrence is a veridical paradox (like, 

light is composed of waves and particles).  This chapter proposes that some paradoxes regarding 

God are nothing more than concurrences as defined here. 

The term "mystery" originated in the classical Christian tradition to refer to a true 

proposition about God (or set of propositions) that we have good reason to believe, that 

nevertheless transcends human ability to grasp it in its entirety, either because aspects of the 

whole truth are not available to us or because it appears to outstrip the capacity of human reason 

to demonstrate its logical consistency.  "God is love" is necessarily a mystery in the former way, 

since we cannot fully fathom the sentence; "God is triune" has been understood to be an example 

of the latter.  A concurrence is a mystery in this latter sense.  Until a theological paradox is 

demonstrably solved, the Christian tradition has termed it a mystery in this sense if there is 

sufficient, supporting evidence.18  While the "mystery card” should not be pulled out too quickly, 

the label has long been used within the classic tradition to acknowledge the limits of human 

understanding, while still rejecting irrationalism and relativism, and we should not fear its use.  

Looking to Proverbs 8 and John 1, believers have recognized that the rational order of the 

universe is derived from God's comprehensive understanding of all things.  The Christian faith 

assumes that, though our minds can only go so far in knowledge and comprehension, God's 

intellectual perfection guarantees there are no absolute contradictions in his understanding or in 

the universe.19 
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Scripture and Theology about God and the Limits of Human Reason 

Like many topics, Scripture does not address the use of logic directly.  Nevertheless, 

there is much we find there that is indirectly quite relevant.  Most of Job consists of a debate 

between two logically coherent perspectives.  Job and his friends all seem to believe that Job's 

suffering requires a rational explanation.  Job's friends conclude that since God is all-good and 

all human suffering is punishment from God for wrong-doing, Job must have done wrong.  Job, 

on the other hand, started out with those premises, but had another: that he is innocent of wrong-

doing.  This led him to draw the inference that God may have slipped up.  Each side was 

logically consistent, given its premises.  God finally called into question both formal models and 

concludes the book by arguing the humans are unable to fully understand the ways of God. 

That theme is found throughout Scripture.  The author of Psalm 139 marvels at the 

infinite greatness of God.  He is omnipresent and omniscient, his thoughts beyond number.  

Speaking through Isaiah, after calling sinners to repent and be restored, God declared: "For my 

thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.  As the heavens are higher than 

the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts."(55.8,9)20 

 Back in Job, one of his detractors criticized Job's take on his suffering: "Can you fathom the 

mysteries of God?  Can you probe the limits of the Almighty?  They are higher than the heavens-

-what can you do?  They are deeper than the depths of the grave--what can you know? (11:7)  

And later the wise, but young, Elihu said, "God thunders with His voice wondrously, doing great 

things which we cannot comprehend." (37:5).  The earliest wisdom book in the Bible makes 

clear our understanding of God has limits. 

Much later, in the book of Romans, after discussing God's mysterious dealings with the 
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Jewish people, Paul exclaimed, "Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge 

of God!  How unsearchable (anexereunetos) his judgments and his paths beyond tracing out 

(anexichniastos)!  Who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been His counselor?" (Ro. 

11.33-34).   Elsewhere Paul prayed that “the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension 

(nous)" might guard the hearts and minds of the Phillipians (4.7).  And in Ephesians, Paul wrote 

of the unfathomable (anexichniastos) riches of Christ (3.8).21  From Old to New Testaments, 

God and his understanding and salvation are perceived as "beyond our capacities," transcending 

humanity’s ability to fully grasp him.   

None of these passages refers to the LONC; they simply show that human understanding 

of God has limits (though these limits can be pushed when aided by God).  Yet there is no reason 

to assume that these statements do not bear in some way on the logical tension we find in human 

thought about God.  Rather it seems likely they refer to all the limits that our understanding 

experiences before an infinite God, including the paradoxes we find in God's revelation.22 

Concurrences in Scripture and Theology 

Scripture also contains many examples of concurrences.  The most obvious may be 

Proverbs 26.4,5.  "Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself.  

Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes."  Each verse is 

meaningful, but laid side-by-side they present contradictory admonitions.  Of course each verse  

gives a reason for its own exhortation that points towards a harmonization.  But that does not 

remove the obstacle of apparently contradictory commands laid side-by-side.  Why would the 

editor include both, and even put them next to each other?   Perhaps because together they argue 

for the need for a higher understanding: the wisdom to know when to do what.   
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Jesus often used paradoxical language in his teaching.  "For whoever wants to save his 

life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it" (Lu. 9:24).   "...The greatest among 

you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves" (Lu. 22:26).  He 

used metaphors in contrary ways that created cognitive dissonance.  One time he said, "Do not 

suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.  I did not come to bring peace, but a sword" 

(Mt. 10:37); yet to Peter he said, "Put your sword back into its place; for all those who take up 

the sword shall perish by the sword."  After healing a blind man, he said, "For judgment I have 

come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind" (Jo. 9:39).  

He challenged his hearers to love their enemies (Mt. 5: 44) and hate their parents and children 

(Lu. 14:26).  These sayings are not impossible to understand, but they show that the very Logos 

of God made use of paradoxical language in striking ways.23 

Paul also taught paradoxes.  "For when I am weak, then I am strong" (2 Co. 12:10b).  

"Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to 

will and to act according to his good purpose" (Ph. 2:12b-13).  And some of his teaching is 

reminiscent of  Jesus' paradox about living through dying, with a Christ-centered twist: "For you 

died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God" (Co. 3:3), "I have been crucified with 

Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  And the life that I live…" (Ga. 2:20), "Count 

yourselves dead to sin but alive to God” (Ro. 6:11).  Concurrences pervaded Paul's 

understanding of the Christian life.24 

Many Scriptural paradoxes are only detected when we compare Scripture with Scripture. 

 Systematic theology, as traditionally conceived, is the attempt to organize and harmonize the 

chief teachings of Scripture,25 a task that can only be accomplished with the aid of formal logic.  



 
 

10

As a result, when systematization is attempted, concurrences leap out.  We turn next to consider 

some specific examples of concurrences regarding the nature of God and his relation to the 

creation.  (Many, many other paradoxes have been identified in the creation itself.  For a 

discussion of examples, see this endnote.26) 

Concurrences in God and His Relationship to the Creation 

One of the greatest puzzles regarding God concerns his infinitude.  How can a single 

being be infinite?  Christians have long asserted that our knowledge of an infinite God can only 

be partial.27  Finitum non possit capere infinitum (the finite cannot grasp the infinite).  Since he 

is qualitatively of a different order, we have no suitable gauge by which to measure him so as to 

describe him.  His being is “off the scale.”  Moreover, his infinite being outstrips our finite 

capacities.  This alone is not a paradox, but God's infinitude itself leads to concurrences in our 

understanding of Him.  For example, the consciousness of an omniscient, omnipresent being 

does not have a single, attentional focus (like humans), but is “spread out,” as it were, over all of 

creation (and time), knowing all things at once.  How is it that God can focus his “attention” on 

all things simultaneously?  Similarly, through prayer believers interact with God as a singular 

person who acts in relation to them sequentially.  Yet, God is interacting simultaneously with 

millions of people, like some kind of multiple person or set of persons.  This is due to the one 

God’s immensity, but for humans this paradox of God’s personal but omnipresent relationality 

strains our comprehension.28   

A concurrence is also found at the very heart of the Christian revelation of God: God is 

triune, three in one.  Yet this seems, on the face of it, like a simple contradiction.  With regard to 

God, 3 = 1.  Theologians have struggled with the doctrine of the trinity since it was first 
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developed, helped by the semantic distinction between person and being or essence: God is one 

Being but three persons.  But simple labels do not dissolve the complexity, and many have 

believed that the trinity presents a logical problem that cannot be solved.  Louis Berkhof, clearly 

no irrationalist, overstated what nonetheless has been a common intuition in historic Christianity 

that humans "cannot comprehend it and make it intelligible.  It is intelligible in some of its 

relations and modes of manifestation, but unintelligible in its essential nature."29  Some early 

Christian reflection on the biblical teaching showed signs of trying to reduce the logical tension 

in the direction of oneness (Arianism or modalism) or threeness (tritheism),30 but the Church 

resisted a simplistic logical solution and formulated the classic trinity doctrine, a pluralistic 

monotheism.  In response to the trinity doctrine, Jews, Muslims, and Jehovah Witnesses believe 

the Christian religion is fundamentally irrational. 

They may have also been thinking of the incarnation, which Kierkegaard called the 

“Absolute Paradox.”  How could an omnipresent being be located somewhere in space, and how 

could an eternal being do something novel and enter time and history?  How could the Creator 

become a creature?  And how could the self-existent, living God die?  The incarnation creates 

problems for human reason because the terms “God” and “human” are in all other uses mutually 

exclusive.31   

The incarnation is in a class by itself, but there are many, other concurrences in the 

relation between God and humanity.  How could the eternal God create a temporal order?  When 

did he begin to do this?  God is beyond time and unchanging, and yet He also participates fully 

in history, interacting genuinely with humans.32  How does God work through humans (so that 

their good works are really from Him), and yet humans accomplish nothing without their own 
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effort?33 Scripture teaches that God permits evil, yet he is also wholly opposed to sin.34  We are 

also told that God loves all people and wants none to perish, and yet God hates sinners who are 

called the children of wrath.35  With regard to salvation, Scripture teaches that God chooses 

those who come to life, and yet humans must themselves believe in Christ to be saved.36   

Similarly, God has foreordained all that happens, yet human prayer moves God to act in certain 

ways so that God and humans genuinely interact in time.37  And while God knows and has 

planned the future, normal, adult humans are free agents who form their own plans, intentions, 

and actions, for which they are held responsible, without in any way being divinely constrained 

or coerced.38  In all these cases, our understanding is faced with paradox. 

God’s nature, particularly his infinity, and his relation to the creation pose problems for 

the LONC.  But do the problems presented above consist of contradictories or contraries and so 

are incoherent (or absurd)?  Classic Christians have argued they are merely mysteries (that is, 

veridical paradoxes), fundamentally rational and meaningful (since God understands, affirms, 

and reveals all the pieces of these puzzles).  Admittedly, persons holding to different sides of 

these paradoxes have periodically “squared off,” validating one side of the paradox at the cost of 

its “opposite.”  But the greatest teachers of the Classic tradition have generally sought to 

preserve the unity of revealed truth.39 

Historic Christianity and Concurrences 

Over the centuries concurrences in Scripture and in theological reflection have pushed 

Christians to acknowledge the limitations of human reason to adequately address such problems. 

 For most of the classical and medieval periods, the paradoxical quality of many of these features 

of the Christian faith were appreciated, but not highlighted as much as in the post-Reformation 
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era.  This may have been due originally to an apologetic concern.  Greek and Roman culture so 

valued human reason (and logic) that church fathers like Augustine would have wisely 

emphasized instead the reasonableness of Christianity (against the Skeptics).  Later, Aquinas was 

of course much influenced by Aristotle (and the rules of logic he described).  As a result neither 

of these worthies of the classic tradition underscored the paradoxical form of some truths the 

way some later Christians have.   

In light of these influences, it seems surprising that they both so fully accepted and 

worked on paradoxical doctrines like the Trinity, the incarnation, and the relation between 

human freedom and divine sovereignty.  Their solution (and that of most classical Christians) 

was to refer to such topics as "mysteries," understandable to a point, but ultimately transcending 

our ability to fully comprehend them.40   Augustine presented Scripture on both sides of these 

paradoxes and insisted that the Christian was bound to both.41  In some places, he went so far as 

to pit concurrences in God against each other in order to magnify the greatness of the God of the 

Bible.42  In some cases, Aquinas presented the logical problems in the Christian doctrine of God 

as logical objections to what he was teaching and then offered formal solutions, demonstrating 

that Christian truth is not opposed to reason.43  While in other cases, he simply stated that the 

whole truth in these matters was beyond reason.44  

Bonaventure likewise affirmed both sides of the same paradoxical truths as Augustine 

and Aquinas.45  Like Augustine, he also explored some of the paradoxes of the faith for the sake 

of advancing our wonder and admiration of God.  For example, in one treatise he movingly 

points to paradoxes in the life of Christ, such as the contrast seen in the humility of God lying in 

a manger and in the majestic God being overwhelmed by suffering on the cross.46 
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Perhaps the first Christian to make concurrences in Christian theology a major theme in 

his writing was Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464) who argued that God is a "coincidence of 

opposites." Being infinite, God transcends and contains within himself a set of intellectual 

concurrences or contrasts.  He is both the greatest being (maximum) and yet he is fully present at 

the smallest level (minimum).  In him maximum and minimum are one.  Since human reason 

must be governed by the LONC (and other rules), Nicholas asserted that human reason is 

confounded by this God.  As a result, Nicholas believed we can have no more than an 

"approximate" (though genuine) knowledge of God.47 

Luther also took concurrences in Christian thought seriously.  Influenced by the 

nominalism of his day, Luther’s reformational protest can be seen as a prioritizing of God’s 

words over the philosophical speculations of the middle ages.48  Consequently, he seemed to 

relish making paradoxical statements that would scandalize human reason.  Much of his theology 

consists of a rich juxtaposition of concurrences: God as hidden and revealed, the believer as 

simultaneously sinner and saint, and the relations of the law and the gospel and the letter and the 

Spirit; such that critics have disparaged his work as containing logical contradictions.49  This 

glorying in concurrence is seen most powerfully in his "theology of the cross" where Luther 

claimed God reveals himself in all his hiddenness: the majestic Son of God slain in weakness 

and humility, "omnipotent in impotence."50  His language was sometimes guilty of 

overstatement.  But Luther reveled in such apparent "contradiction" because he wished to 

magnify the wisdom of God above the mind of humans; he reckoned the Word of God a higher 

standard than the rules of logic, and faith in God’s word a higher human activity than reason. 

Calvin wrote often of the limitations of human reason when considering God and his 
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relation to humans.  To cite one example, in his discussion of the relation of God's decree to 

human responsibility, sin, and personal faith he noted that logical objections have often been 

made regarding God's predestination: it makes God a tyrant and the author of sin and would 

seem to excuse sinners; yet sinners are brought to judgment, so it seems unfair to judge sinners 

for actions that were foreordained.51  Nonetheless, since the Bible teaches these truths, Calvin 

argued, we must submit to them regardless of the offense they seem to cause our reason.  Closer 

to Augustine in how he treated such problems, Calvin did not so highlight the paradoxical nature 

of Christian doctrine like Luther, preferring to use the classical notion of mystery for such 

truths.52  He simply argued that God's nature and judgments are beyond the reach of human 

reason.  Paul "teaches how unworthy it is to reduce God's works to such a law that the moment 

we fail to understand their reason, we dare to condemn them."  "Monstrous indeed is the 

madness of men, who desire thus to subject the immeasurable to the puny measure of their own 

reason."53 

Also influenced by Augustine, the Christian thinker Blaise Pascal was likewise disposed 

to respect reason's limits.54   "The last proceeding of reason is to recognize that there is an 

infinity of things which are beyond it.  It is but feeble if it does not see so far as to know this.  

But if natural things are beyond it, what will be said of supernatural?"55  This great 

mathematician was keenly aware of the value of formal logic, but he recognized that the 

complexity of reality could not be grasped by a simplistic use of that logic.  "The two contrary 

reasons.  We must begin with that; without that we understand nothing, and all is heretical; and 

we must even add at the end of each truth that the opposite truth is to be remembered."56 

More radical is the approach of Soren Kierkegaard.  He was admittedly profoundly 
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influenced by Hegel (though perhaps as much by reacting against Hegel's system as positively).  

But as a result, more so than perhaps any Christian in history, his work is pervaded by an 

unusual interest in paradox.  In light of Hegel's efforts to take paradox seriously (and likely 

Luther's love of paradoxical thought), Kierkegaard brought it into the center of his 

understanding.  That the eternal God could become a historical being struck Kierkegaard as 

absurd and incomprehensible to human reason and provided an intellectual scandal with only 

one way out: a leap of faith in the gospel.57  A related paradox concerned how humans can stake 

their eternal well-being on a historical person like Jesus and an historical event like his death.  

Kierkegaard believed paradox lurked nearby much of significant human understanding. 

Kierkegaard’s notion of paradox is of course controversial, and many philosophers have 

argued it is incoherent.58  To say that the incarnation involves a genuine contradiction, an 

unresolvable paradox, an absurdity, would seem to suggest that Christianity is fundamentally 

irrational.  As stated above, an absurdity is meaningless, nonsensical; yet clearly the notion of 

the incarnation has meaning.  Kierkegaard himself spent a great deal of time demonstrating (we 

might say, negatively) the “hidden rationale" of the incarnation and the compelling sensibility of 

committing oneself to the historical person of Christ and his death.  So upon closer reflection, it 

would seem that Kierkegaard himself did not believe that the paradoxes of Christianity were 

genuine contradictions.  Rather, he used the terms “paradox” and “absurdity” to highlight the 

scandal and challenge that Christian truth presents to human reason.  Though Kierkegaard’s use 

of the term “absurdity” was an unfortunate overstatement, it served to highlight the limitations of 

reason to resolve all the mysteries of the faith, and the superlative value of a faith beyond and (in 

some ways) against human reason.59 



 
 

17

A number of twentieth century theologians built on Kierkegaard’s appreciation of 

paradox, forming a movement known as neo-orthodoxy, that included the likes of Barth, Bruner, 

Bonhoeffer, Otto Weber, and Reinhold Niebuhr, and influenced the Catholic Hans Urs von 

Balthasar, and in the present, T.F. Torrance and Eberhard Jungel.60  The most important was 

Karl Barth.  Reacting against the rationalism and historicism of liberalism, Barth pursued 

theological paradox with unusual (and notorious) thoroughness.  Throughout the Church 

Dogmatics, Barth seemed to enjoy juxtaposing the complementary, yet concurrent truths of 

Christianity, including the nature of the trinity, Jesus Christ the God-man, God as one yet 

consisting of many perfections, the relation between God’s freedom and nature, God’s eternality 

and temporality, the relation of grace and obedience, and the Scripture as the word of God and of 

human beings.61  Barth clearly saw himself as an orthodox theologian, and liberals continue to 

reckon him as such (as a critique), though those more orthodox have pointed out some 

significant aberrations.  Like Kierkegaard, he was not as careful to defend the role of logic in 

theology as he should have been, and his views on the fall of humankind, the nature of Scripture, 

and the final state of unbelievers were suborthodox. However charity would note he was moving 

away from liberalism towards Scripture throughout his life (a pattern analogous to Augustine’s), 

and his painstaking use of logical argumentation throughout the Church Dogmatics make clear 

Barth was no irrationalist or relativist.  For Barth, theology meant a “rational wrestling with 

mystery.”62 

Though strongly opposed to both Kierkegaard and neo-orthodoxy (but influenced by the 

continental theologians Bavinck and Kuyper), the conservative twentieth century evangelical 

apologist Cornelius Van Til similarly made much of the apparent paradoxes of the faith.  Van Til 
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argued that some truths exist in a necessary, corollary interrelationship, for example, God's 

control over all human actions and human responsibility.  These pairs of truths he called 

"limiting concepts," since each side of the intellectual tension was “limited” by the other, 

corollary truth in order to obtain the fullest, most accurate understanding of reality.  To hold 

solely to either side, to the exclusion of its "opposite," was to end up in serious intellectual 

error.63  He believed such paradoxes were inevitable for finite human reason and that their 

ontological grounding was found in God himself who is three-in-one.   

Two of Van Til's students, John Frame and Vern Poythress, have developed their own 

theological models (“perspectivalism” and “symphonic theology” respectively) which make the 

acceptance of concurrences fundamental to their theological method.64  But many other 

evangelical theologians have argued for some appreciation of mystery and paradox in theology, 

including G.C. Berkouwer, Thomas Oden, Donald Bloesch, J.I.Packer, D.A. Carson, Millard 

Erickson, and Wayne Gruden.65  

This very selective historical survey shows that many in the Christian tradition have 

recognized concurrences within Christian faith and thought, both Catholic and Protestant, 

ancient and contemporary.66  Of course, specific positions lie on a continuum.  Some (like 

Augustine and Aquinas) wrestled with concurrences without calling much attention to them, 

referring to them as "mysteries;" while others (like Kierkegaard) so emphasized paradox that 

they have raised questions about the intelligibility of their position.  Within these boundaries, 

however, lies a historic Christian orthodoxy that has insisted on the ultimate rationality of 

Christianity and the essential role of logic in understanding the faith combined with a recognition 

of the limits of human reason, one of which is its typical inability to do full justice to the 
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concurrences there are in God's nature and his relations to his creation. 

Examples of How a Misuse of Formal Logic Has Distorted Models of God 

Reason has been consistently highly esteemed in the Christian tradition as an essential 

tool of understanding, along with other sources including sensory experience, intuition and 

personal experience, testimony, and Scripture.  However, in the Enlightenment (combined with 

the scientific revolution) modern thinkers began to come to trust in reason (together with 

publicly verifiable, empirical research) as the primary adjudicator of truth, overturning all other 

criteria (at least until the advent of postmodernism and its precursors).  The effects of this 

emphasis have been destructive for theology since this move has meant that modern 

understandings of God have been constrained by what can be comprehended by finite human 

reason.  All too often, enlightenment reason has formed premature conclusions about what is 

logical and what is contradictory, resulting in a rejection of “contrary” evidence that seems to 

contradict other, preferred evidence.  Examples abound in contemporary thinking about God. 

A Process God 

Since classical Christian theism became more self-reflective and began developing 

philosophical sophistication in the early church, it has asserted that God is absolutely 

independent of his creation.  He is self-existent and self-sufficient and does not derive anything 

ultimately from the creation he made.  Process theologians, however, have argued that this 

assumption is not logically compatible with God's involvement in and concern for the goings-on 

of his creatures, particularly humans.  For example, Schubert M. Ogden complains that there 

exists "an irreconcilable opposition between the premises of this supernaturalistic theism and the 

whole direction of our experience and reflection as secular men."67  To begin with, secularists 
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require "logical self-consistency as one of the necessary conditions for the truth of any 

assertion."68  He then gives two examples of what he believes to be hopeless contradictions in 

classical theism.  First, this tradition has long maintained both that God freely created all things, 

and yet that everything he does is a function of his simple, eternal, necessary being which would 

seem to exclude all contingent events like a novel creation.  Similarly, the classical God has 

created humans to serve and glorify him, and yet because this God exists in perfect bliss, he is 

completely unaffected by all that we do; our sin or suffering do not touch him, so that he must be 

wholly indifferent to our welfare.  Ogden terms these "antinomies" and suggests they are 

incoherent because "they both deny and affirm that God's relation to the world is real and that he 

is relevant to its life because it is relevant to his."69 

Ogden offers another vision of God, what he called in the 60's "a secular faith," which 

cuts loose the self-sufficiency notions of God from the relational, offering a God who he says is 

genuinely related to our life so that we and our actions make a difference in his actual being.  He 

goes on to say that it is logically impossible to speak of the significance of human actions 

without this kind of God.70  Notably, he accuses classical theism of onesidedness.  Since it 

focused exclusively on God's transcendence, it is therefore required to deny that God is really 

related to our life at all.  Ogden acknowledges that classical theists call God Father and refer to 

their relationship with him.  But this can be nothing more than appearance, since God's 

relationality is logically incompatiable with his aseity, something classical theists themselves 

prove when they speak of the "anthropomorophic" qualities of God.  “God is not really 

relational, he merely looks like he is;” so ultimately God is entirely untouched by us.  Instead, 

Ogden argues for a "dipolar God," one who is both supremely relative to us (relational) and 
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supremely absolute (a necessary being with some non-changing features, e.g. God transcends the 

creation and God is love). 

Admittedly, some classical theists have not always evenhandedly held on to both truths in 

some theological concurrences.  Nevertheless, at its best the historic Christian tradition has 

always sought to hold the truths that God is genuinely interested in our lives, saddened by our 

suffering, delighted by our holiness, disappointed and angered by our sin; and at the same time 

that he lives in transcendent, unalterable blessedness.  More dangerously onesided, Ogden 

eliminates the logical tension of historic Christianity by jettisoning one entire side of the 

paradox, so that the preferred, relational side is exalted at the expense of God's independence and 

transcendence.  The absolute pole of the "dipolar God" is severely truncated, since this 

panentheistic God is unable to know, plan, or change the future apart from the independent 

actions of human creatures (though admittedly the process God is not quite as large a distortion 

as the God of pantheism).  Ultimately, the construction of the process God was constrained by a 

rigid use of formal logic, resulting in a God bigger than us, but tragically smaller than the God of 

the Bible. 

A Feminist God 

Feminists have had many difficulties with the God of historic Christian theism.  Sallie 

McFague is one of a number who want to maintain an identification with the Christian tradition, 

but critique it from the standpoint of secular feminist canons of justice.71  In addition, a 

simplistic use of formal logic likewise distort her conclusions regarding God's nature.  Although, 

on the one hand, she is loathe to explicitly reject any model of God (given her thesis that such 

models are nothing more than our constructions of God), much of McFague's major book, 
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Models of God, is an extended critique of the God of historic Christianity as patriarchical, 

monarchical, hierarchical, exclusive, and triumphalist.  She opposes this model because it 

advances a view of God as distant from and uninvolved with the world, and promotes attitudes of 

militarism and dominance on the one hand and passivity on the other, justifies escapism from 

responsibility, focuses on sin and obedience, undermines an appreciation for the non-human 

world/environment, and "condones control through violence and oppression."72 

How can this litany of evils be laid at the door of historic Christian theism?  Much of the 

force of her critique is derived from her contrasting the repudiated features of the historic 

Christian model with other, more favored aspects of God from within the Christian tradition and 

her allegation that these two sets of traits are logically incompatible.  The favored set of traits 

includes God as nurturing, caring, and empathic, centering on God's identification with all of 

creation, including those who suffer.  These traits promote a destabilizing but justice-promoting 

message of unqualified love working to befriend the needy, the outcast, and the oppressed.  She 

advocates a nonhierarchical model of God that sees God as acting "through persuasion and 

attraction," a co-participant in human history with the cosmos as God's body.  According to 

McFague, these two sets of traits are fundamentally opposed.  The former is a "direct assult" on 

the latter.73   If we accept the historic interpretation, she says, "we not only accept a salvation we 

do not need but weaken if not destroy our ability to understand and accept the salvation we do 

need.  The triumphalist mythology makes impossible the interpretation of the way to our 

salvation on several points."74  She admits her portrayal of the historic Christian model could be 

a caricature, but insists that her allegations "are the direct implications of its imagery."75  "This is 

the logical implication of hierarchical dualism: God's action is on the world, not in it, and it is a 
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kind of action that inhibits human growth and responsibility."  It "implies the wrong kind of 

divine activity in relation to the world, a kind that encourages passivity on the part of human 

beings."76  McFague’s rigid use of logic drives a wedge between these two “models.” 

Most troubling is the panentheism of McFague’s model, which results in a blurring of the 

Creator-creature distinction, a non-negotiable postulate of orthodox Christianity.  But her main 

problem for our purposes is her bias towards the God-traits of unqualified love, nurturance, and 

care.  This favoritism presses her analysis into the caricature she senses but still affirms, because 

her rigid use of the LONC makes it impossible for her to reconcile God's rule over humanity 

with his care for humanity, his supremacy with our well-being, and his holiness with his love. 

She understands these two sets of characteristics to be ultimately contradictory, mutually 

exclusive, and undermining of each other.  

An Open God 

Though there are sympathies between the foregoing models and the open view of God, 

the latter offers an understanding of God closer to historic Christianity since it posits definite 

personhood to God (contra McFague) and maintains a strong Creator-creature distinction (contra 

both McFague and Ogden).  Nevertheless, open theism also departs from the historic Christian 

view of God.  Here, we shall limit ourselves to considering one open theist’s treatment of the 

relation of God's sovereignty to human actions. 

Christians within the historic tradition have wrestled with this topic for centuries.  This is 

because, as noted above, Scripture teaches both that God foreknows all that happens, and yet 

God and humans can genuinely interact and humans are responsible for their actions, all of 

which provides a challenge for human reason.  Open theism, however, departs from both the 
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Augustinian/Calvinist and Semi-Pelagian/Arminian/ Wesleyan resolutions of this paradox by 

asserting that God can neither determine nor know the future, free choices of humans. 

Why do open theists hold this novel position?  In the case of John Sanders, one reason is 

his rigid use of the LONC.  John Sanders points to the teachings in the Bible regarding God 

being grieved, changing his mind, resorting to alternative plans, and being open and responsive 

to what humans do, and says these teachings are logically incompatible with the view that God 

knows the future and especially with the Calvinist view that he has ordained it.  "These sorts of 

things make no sense within the framework of specific sovereignty.  If God always gets precisely 

what he desires in each and every situation, then it is incoherent to speak of God's being grieved 

about or responding to the human situation."77  "My principle argument against exhaustive 

sovereignty is that it rules out certain experiences, decisions and actions that the Bible and many 

theists attribute to God."78  If God has determined the human actions that shall come to pass (as 

Augustinians/Calvinists affirm), then it seems to follow logically that humans are puppets of 

God and God cannot feel genuine sorrow over human sins and suffering or joy over their 

obedience.  Logic, he believes, forces us to opt for either a relational God or a God who 

determines the future.  "One simply cannot have it both ways: either God controls everything and 

the divine-human relationship is impersonal, or God does not control everything and so it is 

possible for the divine-human relationship to be personal."79 

There is a logical tension here, and Christians have held a continuum of positions on this 

issue.  Whereas open theists favor the relational passages of the Bible and distort the 

foreknowledge and sovereignty passages, hyper-Calvinists, at the other end, have distorted 

God’s general love for all.80  However, both sets of truths have a Scriptural basis. When the open 
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theist (or anyone) opts for one member of the pair as providing the true hermeneutic key, the 

other set of Scriptures ends up being either distorted or ignored.81  This is demonstrated by 

Sanders in his remarkable omission, in a book on providence, of any reference to the book of 

Job.  There God is revealed as expressly permitting (through the instrumentality of Satan; ch. 1 

and 2) and even causing (42:11) the suffering of Job (which somehow included sin: the killing 

by the bandits). 

As in the other alternative theologies we have examined, the understanding of God put 

forth by open theism is truncated by a rigid use of logic unable to do justice to evidence that 

appears to contradict its favored set of truths.  In the face of the preponderance of scriptural 

evidence on both sides of such issues, the opponents of historic Christian theism must do more 

than assert that one line of evidence/argument contradicts another line of evidence/argument.  

Such an "argument" does nothing more than highlight the concurrence. 

At the same time, sometimes those within historic Christianity have also been guilty of 

emphasizing one member of a concurrent pair over the other.  In fact, all these alternative 

theologies do the Christian tradition a service by pointing out when God's sovereignty or 

simplicity or impassibility are so emphasized that the "opposite" truths are reinterpreted or 

ignored.  Nevertheless, a study of the great sermons and writings of the Church down through 

the centuries would show that its teachers have affirmed a rich, complex view of God: a 

sovereign and relational God who genuinely grieves, sorrows, and delights in his creatures while 

ruling over all their affairs. 

The Development of Reason 

We have seen that a simplistic use of formal logic can get in the way of understanding 
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God in all his fullness, this in spite of formal logic’s indispensable role in understanding. How is 

it that the human use of logic can become a barrier to understanding?  To help answer this 

question we will have to consider how it is that the human use of formal logic develops. 

Jean Piaget, the great, Swiss, cognitive-developmental psychologist, devoted his life to 

tracking the development of reason over the course of childhood and adolescence into its mature 

form in adults.  As a result of his studies, Piaget82 found that the ability to think logically 

develops over time in fairly discrete stages of increasing complexity,83 with the ability to use 

formal logic beginning to develop in adolescence.84  The first stage we could call "preformal” or 

"presystemic."  (Piaget actually distinguished two childhood stages he called preoperational and 

concrete operational.  But here we will treat them as one stage.)  Presystemic thought is the 

thinking of the child (and most adults when we don't need or want to think more complexly 

about a topic). School-age children have a limited ability to think logically.  For example, they 

can draw inferences regarding material reality (the size and shape of objects) and relationships 

between objects (stick A > stick B, stick B > stick C, so stick A > stick C).  However, 

preadolescents cannot think abstractly; they cannot think about their thoughts, they cannot relate 

thoughts to each other and assess their logical consistency, and they cannot organize their 

thoughts into a coherent system.  Rather, their belief system contains internal contradictions, 

which they are unable to recognize, because they have not developed the cognitive ability to 

identify immaterial objects (like thoughts). 

Piaget found that adolescents begin to develop the ability to think abstractly or 

systemically--what he called the stage of “formal operations.”  They can think about their 

thoughts (second-order mental operations), so they can organize and compare those thoughts, 
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and evaluate their logical consistency.  As a result, they are able to develop a "system" of beliefs 

which do not contradict each other. 

Piaget believed that the ability to use formal logic was the most complex form of thinking 

possible for humans.  However, post-Piagetian researchers have noted significant differences in 

how formal logic is used by adults, distinguishing between “systemic” and “metasystemic” 

thinking.  Systemic thinkers have a hard time grasping what happens when systems themselves 

change (e.g. historically) and when variables (and systems) interact with each other (like in the 

weather or in complex social interactions); they struggle in real-life problem-solving contexts 

where people don't have all the information necessary to solve the problem in a clear-cut way 

(e.g. should I change careers?); and most importantly for the concerns of this chapter, rigidly 

systemic thinking seems unable to synthesize a number of single systems or perspectives into a 

larger picture, a "meta-system."85   

As we have seen, some things in the universe have concurrences, features that seem very 

different and are hard to harmonize (e.g. light seems to be composed of particles and waves).  

Faced with such concurrences, a systemic thinker typically applies the LONC prematurely and 

unwisely (crying "contradiction" too soon) and works out a one-sided solution that undermines 

the conceptual tensions, too quickly eliminating the contrast in order to provide superficially 

coherent, but simplistic, understanding.  As a result, there is no motivational impetus to develop 

more complex thought structures that allow one to hold the truths in tension.  The strict, systemic 

thinker is "embedded" in the thought structures of a simple system.86  This impatient formalizing 

agenda ends up obscuring the side of the concurrence not favored or valued.   

To be fair, this early formal logical thinking is partly a result of the “egocentrism” that 
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afflicts much adolescent and young adult thinking that predisposes them to assume that how the 

world looks to them (now) must be the way the world is.  This egocentrism, combined with their 

formal logical abilities, leads them to prematurely conclude that something is a genuine 

contradiction in spite of evidence for both lines of evidence.  Researchers in adult cognitive 

development have identified a later, more complex kind of reasoning that transcends these 

limitations (without abandoning formal logic), that characterizes more mature thinkers.  Some 

have termed this metasystemic thought.87 

According to these researchers, metasystemic thinkers are able to think about their formal 

operations, and so transform their understanding of systems (performing third-order operations) 

and synthesize the truths of multiple systems of thought that were initially perceived to be 

contradictory at the level of “single-system” thought.  Rather than viewing these concurrences as 

genuinely contradictory, leading to an either-or affirmation of only one of the options, the 

metasystemic thinker sees such concurrences as a call to integrate the options into a fuller, richer 

understanding.88  This happens as the genuine insights of the different systems are rationally 

understood and accepted, resulting in the forging of a new "synthesis" of ideas/systems that 

compose the “metasystem” (without regressing into preformal thought and affirming invalid, 

unsubstantiated, irrational conclusions).89  This stage requires more complex reasoning and 

metacognitive skills:90 first, knowing when to temporarily "suspend" the demands of the LONC 

in order to fairly assess all the evidence, and secondly, if the evidence is sufficient, being able to 

affirm both sides of the concurrence as true, in the absence of an actual harmonization of them 

according to the LONC.  At first, this requires living with a certain amount of disequilibrium, 

given that the two (or more) bodies of evidence appear to contradict.  Yet each horn of the 
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dilemma must be accepted as true for each to be taken seriously.  Only then will one embrace 

both lines of evidence.  Gradually, the evidence causes the metasystemic mind to develop mental 

structures that permit the cognitive dissonance created by formal logic to give way to a 

metasystemic “resolution,” in which both members of the pair of concurrence are accepted and 

"given a place" within one's belief system.  As each perspective is elaborated, a “region of 

discourse” or "local logic" may develop within which a coherent understanding is formed that 

conforms to its body of evidence, without necessarily resolving how these different "regions" 

logically relate to each other (at least for now).   

However, another constructive option is also available.  Upon recognizing the paradox, 

one can pursue a formal logical solution to the apparent contradiction (as logicians and thinkers 

continue to do in many fields, e.g. physicists who try to harmonize the wave/particle dual nature 

of light or Christian philosophers who seek to demonstrate the logical consistency of the trinity 

or the incarnation using formal calculus).  This task involves documenting the logical links 

between the two different regions of discourse. 

Harmonizing the LONC and Metasystemic Thought Through Reason 

Obviously, the initial metasystemic move is risky, for the LONC is essential for 

understanding.  But in some very important cases, a hasty application of the LONC may 

automatically rule out certain sectors of evidence.  Part of reasoning skill, then, involves being 

able to identify those intellectual contexts/topics that require metasystemic thought: when the 

evidence demands it, and so, where reason decides on the basis of rational considerations that it 

is warranted.  Therefore, a more mature reason uses both formal logic (including the LONC) and 

metasystemic reasoning.91  This more mature reason, trained through learning about complex 
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reality, comes to develop a metasystemic reasoning rule: no line of reasoning/set of evidence can 

overturn any other reasoning/set of evidence if, after careful investigation and reflection, both 

appear independently plausible, even when they appear to be logically inconsistent (unless they 

constitute an antinomy or absurdity).    

Needless to say, that parenthetical statement is important.  Metasystemic thinking cannot 

justify genuine irrationality.  Nonsense is nonsense, and antinomies and absurdities must be 

rejected.  But in some important cases, sense can at first look like nonsense and can be 

prematurely rejected.  As the noted logicians Cohen and Nagel recognized: “Great care must be 

exercised in making sure that what appear to be contrary instances are really so in fact.”92   

Let us return to an example from physics.  There are two lines of experimental evidence 

that are mutually exclusive, one of which shows light to be made up of particles, and another to 

be composed of waves.  These two sets of results appear to be contradictory.  Perhaps 

eventually, through further research and reflection, physicists will be able to formulate a 

formally coherent, unified model of a "wavicle."  Until then, they currently simply affirm both 

bodies of reasoning/evidence without understanding how they cohere.  Metasystemic reasoning 

makes it possible for us not to foreclose on truth simply because at present we cannot come up 

with a coherent solution.  

Metasystemic thought is also practically important since few people have been endowed 

with a high enough intelligence to be able to resolve the logical paradoxes that face adult 

thinkers (and believers).  Actually, most adults faced with such problems resort to presystemic 

(i.e. prelogical) thought, holding beliefs without rigorous logical reflection, and so holding 

paradoxical beliefs without recognizing the contradiction (e.g. most Christians believe in the 
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trinity without really grasping the logical difficulty).  However, some highly intelligent people 

(having extraordinary memory and logical abilities that permit them to comprehend complex 

concepts and long chains of reasoning) can work towards rigorous formal solutions to 

metasystemic problems.  This is highly desirable when it can be done, but relatively few people 

have such abilities.  Moreover, some metasystemic problems have not yet had completely 

satisfactory logical solutions (e.g. God’s sovereignty and human responsibility), and it may be 

the case that they will never be solved logically to our satisfaction.  It may be that the chains of 

reasoning required for such problems, though within God's competence, are too great for any 

human mind.  Metasystemic thought allows persons who recognize the problem of concurrences 

revealed by the LONC but who have not solved them logically to nonetheless submit to the 

authority of all the available evidence in the absence of a formal logical harmonization, at least 

for now. 

Let us compare the cognitive dilemma of a paradox with the problem of coming upon a 

gorge during a backpacking trip (using the two opposing cliffs as an analogy for two concurrent 

truths).  The gorge, unfortunately, is filled with a thick fog, so that the bottom cannot be seen 

from above.  In hiking (and thinking), we have three (analogous) choices.  First, from the one 

cliff we can reject the hope of bridging the gap, of getting to the other side, since "they are not 

(logically) connected" and "it is (intellectually) dangerous."  (This is the option taken by the 

rigid single-system thinker who rejects one or the other truth.)  Second, since the cliffs are just 

barely within jumping distance, we can jump from one side to the other (concluding that the 

evidence for the other part of the concurrence is strong enough to warrant belief, even though we 

cannot see how it is connected to the "cliff" we started from.  This is something both presystemic 
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and metasystemic thinkers can do, with the latter recognizing the logical difficulty of the jump.)  

However, a third option is possible for some: climbing down from the one cliff into the fog, 

crossing the stream at the bottom, and climbing up to the top of the other side.  This is of course 

much harder than jumping, not everyone is able to do that kind of rigorous climbing (an 

elaborate string of formal argumentation), and there is the possibility that no (formal) 

passageway can be found (in this life).  But all we know suggests that it should be possible 

(since, if both members of the pair are true, God knows the formal solution), and there is every 

reason for capable Christian thinkers to work on these problems. 

So how shall we answer the title of this chapter, Can God be grasped by our reason?  The 

answer is, as you might suspect, both yes and no.  Yes, God can be surely grasped by our reason 

which is able to understand whatever scripture teaches about God and develop a coherent 

understanding of each of the “sides” of biblical teaching.  However, God cannot be fully grasped 

by our reason which may be unable to trace out how both “sides” of biblical teaching about God 

are logically related to each other.  Tragically, a simplistic use of formal logic may lead human 

reason to reject certain revealed features of God which seem contradictory to other revealed 

features.  God can be better grasped by a wiser, metasystemic reason that uses the LONC with 

discernment, holding off on a premature conclusion that a concurrence is a genuine 

contradiction, if the evidence demands it, until such a time as the gifted among us provide a 

fuller, formal understanding of God that incorporates all the evidence available to us or until God 

increases our capacities considerably in the age to come.  And yet, the wise lover of God is 

content to defer such conclusions indefinitely, if the evidence demands it, since she suspects that 

some of the mysteries of an infinite God must necessarily transcend the finite capacities of the 
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created mind to grasp them. 

A Rationale for Divine Concurrances 

There are good reasons to work towards a formal solution of paradoxes regarding God’s 

nature and his relation to us.  However, there are also at least two good reasons for appreciating 

paradoxical truths as they are.  

A Moral Good of Divine Concurrances 

First, what if God has set up the universe, including our minds, in such a way as to 

promote our humility?  What if he built an intellectual hurdle into the relation between the 

structure of reality and our own understanding to foster humility.  He created the normal adult 

mind to be able to think formally.  But a created mind must have finite attentional and memory 

capacity.  Moreover, let's suppose he "set" the human mind's capacity at  “average” intelligence 

(having a distribution from extremely mentally impaired to extremely gifted), but set in such a 

way that most would recognize these apparent contradictions in reality and in God's own nature, 

forcing us to "lay down our mental lives" and confess we cannot solve all of the world’s 

intellectual problems.  They are within our grasp to recognize, but beyond our capacity to solve.  

Concurrences (or offenses, to use Kierkegaard's term) are meant to reveal, to make clear to us 

our sinful tendency to put our selves (here, our intellectual selves) in place of the priority to be 

accorded to God and his revelation (particularly the Bible, which is ipso facto symbolic of his 

authority).  The cognitive problem we are confronted with in metasystemic dilemmas, then, is 

not just the finitude of human understanding, but also the problem of the sin of pride.  Could we 

"figure God out" completely we would be more inclined to exalt ourselves and our "divining" 

reasoning powers, and less likely to submit to God and his challenging revelation.  Concurrences 
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lead us to seek the “foolish” wisdom of the Holy Spirit (1 Co. 1,2), manifested in an inner peace 

in the face of the disequilibrium that such concurrences create and an unwillingness to foreclose 

on truth.  Concurrences, then, may help to lead us into virtue.  But there is a higher reason for 

these mysteries.   

The Aesthetic Good of Divine Concurrances 

The best reason to appreciate mysteries is aesthetic: such concurrences reveal a beauty to 

our minds.  The beauty of God is a central theme of Jonathan Edwards.  In one of his sermons, 

"The Excellency of Christ," he laid side-by-side some of the greatest paradoxes in the person and 

life of Christ in order to promote our worship of Him.93  Beginning with Rev.5:5,6, where Christ 

is said to be both a lion and a lamb, Edwards played with these contrary descriptions, and 

extended the contrast into theological considerations.  As God, Edwards wrote, Christ is 

infinitely great, yet as man he suffered shame and abuse.  "Such a conjunction of infinite 

highness and low condescension, in the same person, is admirable."94  Christ was of infinite 

majesty, as well as transcendent meekness; he had the deepest reverence for God, yet he was 

equal with God.  Utterly self-sufficient as God, he lived on earth in dependence on God and 

vulnerable to abuse by sinners.  These contrasts, Edwards felt, reveal the supreme beauty of 

Christ.  The greater the contrast of qualities in the same person, Edwards thought, the greater that 

person's beauty and excellence.   

Grasping such wondrous contrasts, because they challenge our reason, lead us to 

worship.  In addition, there is a kind of cognitive depth and richness that occurs as each member 

of the concurrence is allowed to "play off" the other.  Christ’s majesty is especially beautiful 

when seen in relation to his humiliation.  And his majesty casts a glow on his humiliation that 
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makes it that much more gorgeous, and so on.  The more we simplistically eliminate theological 

paradoxes, the more we obscure God's revelation and water down the faith, and rob ourselves of 

reasons for worship and a deeper insight into God’s infinitely great glory.   

Many theologians in our day have insisted that they can scale the greatness of God with 

their own intellect.  But in so doing they have had to reject the God of biblical revelation (or at 

least some "side" of that God).  The primary error of certain “hyperlogicians” is to think, "God 

and reality cannot be any bigger or more complex than my formal reasoning can comprehend."  

Avoiding such hubris, and using a chastened, wiser reason, may we submit our minds to all the 

revelation we have been given and so accept the mysteries that exist in God's nature and his 

relation to us, learning better how to give glory and praise to our infinitely excellent God.   
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