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 Introduction 

A number of years ago, when I was first exploring this topic and my interest in 

the Christian community in Karl Barth’s theological project, I shared this interest 

with a prominent contemporary theologian.  ‘Karl Barth had an ecclesiology?’ he 

responded rhetorically, if not a bit sarcastically.   In much contemporary theological 

discussion, Karl Barth’s theology of the church is seen either as a useless dead end or 

as a topic of little interest or import to more interesting themes in Barth’s theological 

corpus.  In addition, Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God is all too familiar 

terrain that could not possibly be worth any additional detailed engagement and re-

visitation.  This thesis runs counter to these two commonly held assumptions: that 

Karl Barth had a weak ecclesiology, and that nothing new or significant can be 

gleaned from a detailed study of the threefold Word of God in Barth’s theology.   

This thesis is about the threefold Word of God in the theology of Karl Barth, 

particularly the third form, the gospel event, as it happens in and to the Christian 

community and shapes its life in the world.  This thesis is also about the church.  

This thesis argues that this threefold Word of God, the tertiary form in particular, is 

critical to Barth’s theological vision of the Christian community.  It is in the church’s 

attempt to proclaim and hear the gospel, that the risen Christ comes and comes again, 

speaking the Word of God through broken human words, freeing the Christian 

community to get up and follow in discipleship, and sending the Christian 

community to engage the world in correspondence to the life and activity of Jesus 

Christ at work in their midst.    

Thus, this dissertation has four aims.  First, to offer a comprehensive 

engagement with Karl Barth’s early presentation of the threefold Word of God, from 
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Göttingen to its final form in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2, including its practical 

import for the Christian community exemplified in the Barmen Declaration.  Second, 

this thesis engages in depth with Karl Barth’s re-visitation of the threefold Word of 

God in Church Dogmatics IV/3, and argues that while Barth revised the concept in 

his later presentation, he did not reject the concept or leave it behind.  Though Barth 

admitted that he could not present the concept in exactly the same way, this thesis 

argues that Barth never rejected the claim that God speaks in the life of the Christian 

community through the gospel declaration nor did Barth reject the conviction that 

Christ embeds Himself in the words and witness of the Christian community.  

Finally, there are two broader aims of this study.  I argue for the central role of the 

threefold Word of God in Karl Barth’s vision of the church, something neglected in 

many accounts of Barth’s ecclesiology.   Second, I argue that the gospel 

proclamation and its impact in the life of the Christian community are integral to 

Barth’s overall vision of the church and the particular characteristics and practices of 

the Christian community.  Throughout this thesis, I offer a number of examples of 

how the threefold Word of God is central to Barth’s broader ecclesiology and to the 

particular identity and distinct qualities of the Christian community.  Barth’s own 

theology of the threefold Word of God and the Christian community, along with 

contemporary post-Barthian attempts to offer a theological account of a gospel-

centric actualistic ecclesiology, are important ecclesiological alternatives to 

eucharist-centric ecclesiologies and post-liberal practice based ecclesiologies 

proliferating in contemporary theology.   

While this thesis is about the centrality of the threefold Word of God in the 

theology of Karl Barth, the second form of the Word of God, scripture, gets short 
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shrift.  This is intentional.  While scripture is the primary witness and foundation for 

any contemporary proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and while scripture is 

engaged at points in this study, a full blown account of Barth’s doctrine of scripture 

and the role of scripture in Barth’s theology is not possible in the scope of this study.  

Instead, the focus of this dissertation is on the tertiary form of the Word of God and 

its own unique and central role in the life of the Christian community.  In addition, 

there have been a number of contemporary studies of the role of scripture in the 

theology of Karl Barth, and many recent attempts to establish and maintain the role 

of scripture as a secondary form of the Word of God.  Such scholarly endeavors have 

not extended however to the third form of the Word of God, Christian proclamation, 

which has been limited in scope to a contemporary response to the Word of God.  

This thesis argues the other way round; that Christ comes in contemporary church 

proclamation just as he encountered the early Christian prophets and apostles.  To 

deny Christ’s divine reality and presence to the church’s contemporary proclamation 

of the gospel risks denying Christ’s divine presence to scripture and to Christ’s 

humanity.  For better or for worse, Christ chooses to encounter human beings 

through the church’s flawed attempts to proclaim his gospel—becoming the third 

form of the Word of God and shaping the Christian community for distinct 

discipleship and gospel witness in and for the world.   

In the first three chapters of this study, I examine material and draw from 

sections of the first two volumes of the Church Dogmatics.  In chapters 4 and 5, I 

primarily treat materials from the fourth volume.  Chapter One presents an overview 

of Karl Barth’s early and original use of the threefold Word of God in Church 

Dogmatics I/1 and I/2 and the relationship between the church’s proclamation, the 
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gospel event, and the life of the Christian community.  Chapter Two explores the 

particular role of the Holy Spirit in relation to the threefold Word of God, and traces 

its activity related to the third from of the Word of God and its activity in the life of 

the Christian community.  Chapter Three builds on these early themes to argue that 

the threefold Word of God is a crucial element in Barth’s vision of the church and 

offers the Barmen Declaration as a practical illustration of the threefold Word of God 

in historical context.  Chapter Four addresses the revision Barth makes to the concept 

of the threefold Word of God in Church Dogmatics IV/3, and explores contemporary 

scholarly discussion of Barth’s use and revision of the threefold Word of God.  

Chapter Five argues that the threefold Word of God continues to be relevant today 

for Barth studies, for Reformed theological expressions of divine and human activity 

in the life of the Christian community, and for modern ecclesiology.  The threefold 

Word of God serves as a central theological illustration of divine-human encounter 

and uniting in the church’s ongoing life together and witness in the world.   

This dissertation is the first of its kind to focus on the role of the threefold 

Word of God in the larger context of the Church Dogmatics and in relation to Karl 

Barth’s vision of the Christian community.  This dissertation is also the first of its 

kind to explore Barth’s re-visitation and revision of the threefold Word of God and to 

engage comprehensively with contemporary scholarship related to this revision.  

Finally, this dissertation seeks to bring the field of Barth studies into conversation 

with broader contemporary ecclesiological issues and it seeks to re-assess 

contemporary ecclesiological dismissals of Barth’s theology of the Christian 

community, all through the lens of the threefold Word of God. 
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Chapter One: The Threefold Word of God & Proclamation 

 

The whole situation in the church suddenly becomes intelligible if it 

is seen to be the framework of this event; the existence of the minister 

is justified if he makes himself the servant of this event; and the very 

act which in Protestantism should form the crux of the service, the 

sermon as the exposition of Scripture, becomes fraught with meaning 

when it is a preaching of the Word of God. 

             --Karl Barth in 1922
1
 

 

The Word of God in all its three forms is God’s speech to man.  For 

this reason it occurs, applies and works in God’s act on man.  But as 

such it occurs in God’s way which differs from all other occurrence, 

i.e., in the mystery of God.   

                          --Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 125
2
 

 

 

This chapter explores the concept of the threefold Word of God and its 

origins in Karl Barth’s early work, beginning with Barth’s dogmatic work in 

Göttingen (1924), continuing with later revisions and presentations in Münster 

(1927), and culminating with the form published in the Church Dogmatics I/1 (1932) 

and I/2 (1938).  This chapter explores the unity of the three forms of the one Word of 

God, particularly the divine word and the word of humanity located in the 

proclamation event. How does proclamation become the Word of God, and what 

happens in the event of proclamation?  This chapter answers such questions and 

offers illustrations from Barth about the way the proclamation event shapes the 

identity of the Christian community, the relationship of Christ to the Christian 

community, and the divine and human relationships in their differentiated unity.  

1.1  Beginnings: Origins of the threefold Word of God 

 Karl Barth’s conception of the ‘threefold Word of God’ was not his own 

theological creation.  It had its basis and origin in the theology of the Reformation, 

                                                 
1
 Karl Barth, “The Need and Promise of Christian Preaching,” in The Word of God and the Word of 

Man (New York: Harper Brothers, 1957), 123. 
2
 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1: The Doctrine of the Word of God, 2d ed., ed. G.W. Bromiley and 

T.F. Torrance, trans. G.W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1975), 125. 
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both in Martin Luther and also in the Swiss Reformers.  Indeed, with specific 

reference to proclamation, Barth’s presentation of the threefold Word of God was 

rooted in Heinrich Bullinger’s formulation in the Second Helvetic Confession that, in 

addition to Jesus Christ and scripture, preaching is the Word of God.
3
  One can 

survey Barth’s early classroom lectures and get a sense of his deep knowledge of and 

engagement with the earlier theology of the Reformation, particularly in his early 

lectures on “The Theology of the Reformed Confessions.”
4
  Barth’s own formulation 

of the threefold Word of God would appear later in the Göttingen Dogmatics but 

Barth’s early lectures on the Reformed Confessions indicate that he was not settled 

as to how to interpret Bullinger’s claim.  In his classroom reflections on “The 

preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God,” Barth remarks: “it is obvious 

that this ‘is’ [‘est’] must be understood as ‘signifies’[‘significat’]…Bullinger knows, 

as the paragraph itself shows, that in the sermon we are dealing only with the 

‘announcement’ [‘annunciatio’] of the Word of God.”
5
   

Just a year or so later, however, Barth offered a different interpretation of 

Bullinger’s claim.  In these classroom lectures Barth proposed that the proclaimed 

                                                 
3
Heinrich Bullinger, “The Second Helvetic Confession (1566),” Article I, The Constitution of the 

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Part I, Book of Confessions (Louisville: Geneva Press, 2004), 53.  

Reprinted from Reformed Confessions of the 16th Century by Arthur C. Cochrane (Philadelphia: 

Westminster Press, 1966) Used by permission.  “The preaching of the Word of God Is the Word of 

God” is located in the first chapter of the Second Helvetic Confession under the third marginal 

subheading (5.004).  The confession goes on to declare that as the “Word of God is now preached in 

the church by preachers, the very Word of God is proclaimed, and received by the faithful.”  See “The 

Second Helvetic Confession (1566),” 54.  In his study of the relationship between preaching and 

theology, James Kay notes that Bullinger’s bold declaration “confesses that the ultimate subject matter 

of preaching is neither the preacher nor even the sermon, but the Word of God or Jesus Christ, to 

whom preacher and sermon witness in the company of the church.”  In James Kay, Preaching and 

Theology (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2007), 23.  Why is preaching necessary?  Why not just a two-fold 

Word of God?  Kay notes that Scripture has always required interpretation not just recitation in the 

life of the Christian community, and the work of the Holy Spirit did not end as the scriptures were 

written, but continues as those scriptures are interpreted, proclaimed, and addressed to the life together 

of the Christian community by the Spirit through contemporary preaching.  See Kay, Preaching and 

Theology, 21-23. 
4
 Karl Barth, The Theology of the Reformed Confessions (1923) (trans. Darrell and Judith Guder; 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002). 
5
 Karl Barth, The Theology of the Reformed Confessions, 54. 

http://www.creeds.net/reformed/creeds.htm
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word is God’s word, that “the belief that the word proclaimed even by preachers 

alive today is not just their own word (their own talk about God, though it is this too) 

but that it is the Word of God that is inseparably bound up with their own word, the 

same Word of God that speaks in scripture, the same Word of God that the prophets 

and apostles heard.”
6
  In comparing Barth’s two classroom reflections both uttered in 

Göttingen, one gets a sense of the early development of his theology and his attempt 

to articulate constructively the dynamic life and activity of God in scripture and in 

church proclamation.  “The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God.”
7
  

Barth did not qualify this statement as he did earlier in his lectures on the Reformed 

Confessions.  Instead, he provocatively argued, that “either this is an arrogant 

exaggeration, one of the piously shameless acts that religion is always perpetuating, 

one of the ecclesiastical formulas that we repeat because they are first told to us, or 

else it is reality, the wholly new reality of the Spirit of God, which we can only await 

afresh, understand afresh, and need to seek and find and thankfully receive afresh.”
8
  

Barth’s doctrine of the threefold Word of God sought to articulate this dynamic, 

living, and ever fresh reality, this God who speaks and becomes present in the here 

and now of the church’s proclamation and life.
9
   

                                                 
6
 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics: Instruction in the Christian Religion vol. I (ed. Hannelotte 

Reiffen and trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1991), 268. 
7
 Heinrich Bullinger, “The Second Helvetic Confession (1566),” 53.   

8
 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 268. 

9
 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1: The Doctrine of the Word of God, 2d. ed. (ed. G.W. Bromiley 

and T.F. Torrance, trans. G.W. Bromiley; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1975), 123. In his most mature 

presentation of the threefold Word of God in CD I/1, Barth would refer to an allegory from one of 

Martin Luther’s sermons on Luke 2 to illustrate the concept of the threefold Word of God.  In Luther’s 

allegory, there is the infant Christ (eternal Word/revelation), the baby is wrapped in the swaddling 

clothes of scripture (written word), and both the baby and the swaddling clothes lie in the manger 

(preaching), yet all reveal the one Word of God.  Though this use of Martin Luther comes a bit later in 

his dogmatic work, it is illustrative of how seriously Barth sought to interpret and give voice to the 

spirit of the Reformers in his own 20
th

 century dogmatics.  But beyond a modern interpretation of the 

Reformers, Barth also offered a much needed correction and interpretation of the activity of God in 

and through scripture and preaching.  Barth’s doctrine of the threefold Word of God is far from a 

repristination of 16
th

 century theology.  His concept of the threefold Word of God includes a number 
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 One of the important elements of Barth’s conception of the threefold Word of 

God, particularly for this study, is his willingness to unite proclamation with 

scripture and Jesus Christ as the one Word of God, stressing the unity of the three 

forms, giving each form a certain continuity of substance, even in their 

differentiation.  While Barth studied and deeply respected Protestant scholasticism 

(perhaps more than any theologian of his time)
10

, he saw in the scholastic theory of 

scripture’s inspiration, a “freezing of the relation between Scripture and revelation,” 

that equated scripture directly with divine revelation, fusing them together into one 

entity.
11

  As a result, the Holy Spirit was believed to be contained directly in the 

written words of Scripture, making God a static possession or prisoner of the written 

text.  In addition, the act of preaching, especially in the here and now of the ecclesial 

community, was largely overshadowed by the divinization of scripture.
12

  Barth’s 

concept of the threefold Word of God addressed this Protestant “heresy” in two 

ways: first, by elevating the third form of God’s Word, the act of church 

proclamation, as the central form of revelation in the present,
13

 and second, by 

stressing the dynamic nature of God’s life and activity in God’s self-revelation.  

While proclamation remained subordinate to scripture and to the living Word Jesus 

Christ, the preached word could also become the living Word of God.  If only 

momentarily, by a miracle of the Holy Spirit, a human word could also become 

                                                                                                                                          
of unique elements that point to Barth’s theological innovation and his willingness to further clarify 

and interpret how the preached Word of God is the Word of God and how God remains God in the 

midst of human activity and life, particularly in the life of the Christian community. 
10

 Karl Barth, foreword to Reformed Dogmatics, by Heinrich Heppe (London: George Allen & Unwin, 

1950), v–vi.  In his introduction to Heppe’s dogmatics, Barth credits orthodox scholastics like Heppe 

and his Lutheran counterpart Schmid with introducing him to the joys and substance of a dogmatics in 

continuity with scripture, the Reformation, broader catholic theology, and the early church fathers.  

Here Barth found himself “visibly in the circle of the Church, and, moreover, in accordance with such 

prototypes, in the region of Church science, respectable of its kind.” 
11

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 124. 
12

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 124. 
13

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 124. 
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God’s Word in the act and event of proclamation in the life of the worshipping 

community.  In such circumstances, a human act and human words could be taken up 

by God to reveal Godself through the medium of human speech.
14

  Such a possibility 

was not only true for the witness of scripture, but also true for the weekly 

proclamation of the gospel in the life of the worshipping community, and such 

proclamation extended beyond the pulpit to include sacraments, the church’s ethical 

witness and action, Christian education, even theology.
15

 

 The concepts of Barth’s doctrine of the threefold Word of God were uniquely 

shaped, Bruce McCormack believes, by Barth’s “basic orientation towards the 

revelation-event which occurs in the here and now on the basis of God’s Self-

revelation in Christ.”
16

  In the ongoing event of proclamation in the life of the 

Christian community, as well as in scripture and in the humanity of Christ, Barth 

sought to uphold the classic Reformed emphasis on the infinite qualitative distinction 

between God and humanity.  Even in their unity, in Christ, in scripture, and in 

proclamation, God was God and humanity was humanity without mixture or 

synthesis.  But in spite of such dialectical differentiation, Barth’s concept of the 

threefold Word of God is unique and significant because of his contention that the 

second person of the Trinity speaks through the witness of scripture and through 

Christian preaching, even if we can only make such claims with “fear and 

trembling.”
17

  Humanity cannot capture God in human words (the finite is not 

capable of the infinite), but God speaks to humanity in and through human words 

(the infinite is capable of the finite).  Early in his Göttingen lectures, Barth would 

                                                 
14

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 137-8. 
15

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 80-81.  See also Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 16. 
16

 Bruce McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its Genesis and 

Development 1909-1936 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 328. 
17

 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 269. 
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describe this action as an event in which God’s Word assumes human words, 

“concealed by the total inability of everything human to attain this object,” in such a 

way that preaching remains a fully human enterprise even as God unites his Word to 

the preaching event and makes use of it in the event of revelation.
18

    

Yet in spite of the infinite qualitative differentiation between divinity and 

humanity, Barth was so insistent on the unity of these three forms of God’s Word 

with “no distinction in degree or value,” that he would claim there could be only one 

analogy to the doctrine of the Word of God: the Trinity.
19

  In the threefold Word of 

God and in the relationships of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, God is both one 

substance and three unique forms.  Barth’s existential focus on the revelatory 

presence of Christ in the act of proclamation, Barth’s emphasis on the dynamic 

activity and being of God, and Barth’s innovative theological language and use of 

analogy, while faithful to the theology of the Reformers, were Barth’s own unique 

additions to “unfreeze” the task of Reformed dogmatics in his time.   

1.2  The threefold Word of God in Barth’s early dogmatics 

In Bruce McCormack’s comprehensive study of Barth’s early development, 

McCormack successfully portrays the consistency between Barth’s early dogmatic 

work in Göttingen and Münster during the 1920s and the early volumes of the 

Church Dogmatics written nearly a decade later.  Though Barth’s dogmatic content 

would develop and expand considerably by Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2, the basic 

concepts of the threefold Word of God were already in place in Barth’s Göttingen 

lectures.
20

  Beginning in 1924 and continuing through the early volumes of the 

                                                 
18

 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 37. 
19

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 120-121. 
20

 Bruce McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology, 343.  In his essay, “The 

Being of Holy Scripture Is in Becoming: Karl Barth in Conversation with American Evangelical 
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Church Dogmatics, the concept of the threefold Word of God served as Barth’s way 

of introduction into God’s revelation in Christ, and on the basis of that revelation, the 

threefold Word of God served as the basis for understanding divine and human 

interaction, the role of Christ, scripture, and the church, themes which would 

continue to be central to Barth’s theological vision. 

 Barth’s first dogmatic lectures in Göttingen contain the basic content of 

Barth’s much later and more detailed Church Dogmatics.  While the content is 

similar to his later work, his structure and presentation have their own fresh and 

distinct form in the Göttingen lectures.  Barth begins the Göttingen lectures with an 

introduction as to the problem and goal of dogmatics in the first two paragraphs or 

chapters.  The content or problem of dogmatics is the Word of God and the starting 

point and goal of dogmatic reflection is the content of the church’s proclamation.  

Though perhaps said with less detail and precision, this material is largely true to the 

content of the opening sections of the Church Dogmatics as well.  Not explicitly 

developed as it would be later in Chapter I of CD, Barth refers to the concept of the 

threefold Word of God in the opening introductory chapter in the Göttingen 

Dogmatics “distinguishing the Word of God in a first address in which God himself 

and God alone is the speaker, in a second address in which it is the Word of a 

specific category of people (the prophets and apostles), and in a third address in 

which the number of its human agents or proclaimers is theoretically limited.”
21

  Yes 

the Word of God, beginning with revelation, then scripture, then preaching, comes in 

                                                                                                                                          
Criticism,” McCormack writes about the continuity of the threefold Word of God in Barth’s thought 

between 1924 and 1937.  According to McCormack, “Each time, no matter how much material 

expansion took place from one version to the next, the concept of the threefold form of the Word 

provided the organizing principle.”  See Bruce McCormack, “The Being of Holy Scripture Is in 

Becoming: Karl Barth in Conversation with American Evangelical Criticism,” in Evangelicals & 

Scripture: Tradition, Authority, and Hermeneutics (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 

57. 
21

 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 14.   



 

12 

 

three forms, but in all three forms Barth contends, the Word of God abides forever.
22

  

Barth continues to unfold the threefold Word of God through Chalcedonian 

terminology to describe their unity in differentiation “neither to be confused nor 

separated,” and in Trinitarian terminology, describing three different addresses yet 

“all God’s Word in the same glory, unity in trinity and trinity in unity.”
23

 

 While the threefold Word of God may not have been a fully developed 

formula in Göttingen, it already includes many of its later emphases.  The Göttingen 

Dogmatics also reveals a much greater affinity for brevity even as it offers inventive 

theological analogies and colorful theological language and discussion.  As we have 

already seen, the analogy between the Trinity and the threefold Word of God is made 

more than once by Barth; he even compares the procession of Christian preaching 

from scripture and revelation to the procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father and 

the Son (filioque).
24

  Barth also does not restrict preaching or the church’s 

proclamation to the confines of the pulpit or even the work of pastors, but declares 

that proclamation includes “whatever we ‘preach’ to ourselves in the quiet of our 

rooms” if it is a “mediated addressing and hearing of the Word of God.”
25

   

 Barth’s exposition of the threefold Word of God and preaching in the 

Göttingen Dogmatics established two other important features that would be 

developed more fully in Barth’s later work.  The first central feature is the central 

place of proclamation in the church’s life.  True to the Reformers, Barth believed that 

the gospel makes the church, not only giving the church its identity, but 

distinguishing it in this way from all other human fellowships and institutions.  The 

                                                 
22

 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 14.  Barth cites Isaiah 40:8 and 1 Peter 1:25. 
23

 Karl Barth, The Göttingen Dogmatics, 14-15 and Church Dogmatics I/1, 121. 
24

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 16. 
25

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 16. 
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church was distinguished from the rest of humanity through the life of “this very 

specific hearing and making heard, the Word which it receives and passes on.”
26

  The 

church’s ecclesial identity and life, its ecclesiology, are grounded in the reception 

and proclamation of the Word of God.  In the act of human speaking (preaching), the 

church “perceives another address, that is, revelation,” and in such human speaking 

the “divinely posited reality” is concealed.
27

   

In addition to grounding the church’s ecclesial identity, purpose, and life in 

the Word of God, Barth lifts up the continuity and unity of the three forms of the one 

Word of God, especially how the proclaimed form, becomes and is the Word of God 

in the present.  Making such a statement is not a synergism of the infinite and the 

finite.  No “humanizing of the divine” is going on.  Rather, to take proclamation 

seriously, as human speech about God “is to take it as God’s Word, God’s Word in 

the present for the future, grounded in God’s Word in the past from which we come 

(i.e. holy scripture), and in the eternal Word of God (i.e., revelation).”
28

  Nowhere 

does proclamation carry an air of papal infallibility, Barth cautions.  If anything, 

those who dare preach can only do so in “fear and trembling.”
29

  Nevertheless, they 

do so under the presupposition that “preaching is God’s Word no less than holy 

scripture or revelation—God’s Word in the present.”
30

   

Much of the nucleus of Barth’s doctrine of the threefold Word of God was 

already present in the Göttingen Dogmatics even though it would be elaborated and 

expanded much further in the Münster dogmatics and again in its final form in 

Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2.   While the content of Barth’s dogmatic lectures in 

                                                 
26

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 24. 
27

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 24. 
28

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 35. 
29

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 35. 
30

 Karl Barth, The Gottingen Dogmatics, 36. 
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Münster (Christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf) do not differ considerably from the 

Göttingen Dogmatics, Barth develops his content in more depth, and provides more 

organization and formal structure to the concept of threefold Word of God. Barth 

spoke in terms of three addresses yet one Word of God in Göttingen, and in the 

Münster dogmatics Barth further develops this concept, devoting for the first time an 

entire section (§4) to the threefold Word of God, “Die Drei Gestalten des Wortes 

Gottes,” which discusses the Word of God in its three forms and in its unity.  Barth 

begins with proclamation, the present form of the Word of God which is built upon 

the prior witness and revelation to the prophets and apostles in scripture, which is 

built upon the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, God’s eternal Word.  In describing 

the relationship between each form of address, Barth once again employs hypostatic, 

Trinitarian, and Chalcedonian terminology.  He is careful to differentiate and uphold 

both the fully human and fully divine elements in each form of the Word of God.  

Each form must not “mix” with the other nor “separate” from the other, but must be 

apprehended both in their unity and in their differentiation.
31

   

Barth’s presentation of differentiated forms that do not mix or separate is not 

confined to his discussion of the three forms of the one Word of God, but is a larger 

theme that is developed in the other early sections of the Münster dogmatics.  Barth 

differentiates between the Word of God and the word of man in preaching, § 5 Das 

Wort Gottes und der Mensch als Prediger, Barth differentiates between the Word of 

God and the word of man in hearing, § 6 Das Wort Gottes und der Mensch als 

Hörer, and Barth describes the human being becoming known in the Word of God, § 

7 Das Erkanntwerden des Menschen im Worte Gottes.  In each section, Barth is 

                                                 
31
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careful to delimit and make known the fallible and fully human nature that is 

nevertheless made witness and bearer of God’s Word, in a divine and human unity 

without mixture or separation.  The ultimate analogy and ground for such 

differentiated unity is found in the Godhead, in the triunity of the Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit, § 10 Gottes Dreieinigkeit.
32

  In many ways, the material content of the 

Münster dogmatics is quite similar to the content of the Göttingen dogmatics.  

However in Münster, Barth further develops the concepts and organization of the 

three forms of the one Word of God and Barth further develops the unity in 

differentiation found both in the Trinity and analogously in the threefold Word of 

God.  Such themes would continue to be developed in Barth’s third and final 

dogmatics begun Bonn and completed in Basel. 

1.3 The threefold Word of God in the Church Dogmatics 

 Karl Barth unfolds the concept of the threefold Word of God in the Church 

Dogmatics by beginning with the third form of the Word of God.
33

  Rather than 

beginning with the revelation of Jesus Christ, its repetition in scripture, and then its 

ongoing repetition in proclamation, Barth begins his presentation in § 4, “The Word 

of God in its Threefold Form” (§4 Das Wort Gottes in seiner dreifachen Gestalt), 

first with proclamation, “The Word of God Preached” (Das Verkündigte Wort 

Gottes).
34

  He begins with the Word of God in the present, as God speaks and reveals 

Godself in the life of the church in the here and now.  Only after establishing that 

God speaks in the present and the Word of God comes to be in the life of the church, 

does Barth then trace the concept back through the Word of God written (Das 
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geschriebene Wort Gottes) and the Word of God Revealed (Das offenbarte Wort 

Gottes).  Each form of the Word of God has a human element and a divine element 

that are brought together into a dynamic union in the event of proclamation, in the 

written words of scripture, and in the humanity of Jesus Christ.  In each form, a fully 

human element and fully divine element come together to become the Word of God.  

In Jesus Christ this joining together is the hypostatic union, while in scripture and 

proclamation, the Holy Spirit enables God to speak through the written words of the 

first witnesses (scripture), and the Spirit makes it possible for God to speak in, 

through, and in spite of, the speech of the human preacher (proclamation).
35

  Such a 

momentary union of divine voice and human witness only comes about by the power 

of the Holy Spirit as it lives and moves and speaks in and through the Christian 

community. 

Barth is, however, insistent that in spite of its three forms, there is one Word 

of God and not three different words of God (die Einheit des Wortes Gottes).  The 

church’s preaching, scripture, and the revelation of Jesus Christ are the one and the 

same Word of God and “there is no distinction of degree or value between these 

three forms.”
36

  So unified is the one Word of God in its three forms, the only 

analogy to the doctrine of the Word of God, according to Barth, is the doctrine of the 

Trinity.  The threefold Word of God is analogous to the Trinity “in the fact that we 

can substitute for revelation, Scripture and proclamation the names of the divine 

persons Father, Son and Holy Spirit and vice versa, that in the one case as in the 

other we shall encounter the same basic determinations and mutual relationships, and 
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that the decisive difficulty and also the decisive clarity is the same in both.”
37

 Just as 

the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three forms of the same being, so proclamation, 

scripture, and Jesus Christ are three forms of the one Word of God.   

Conceiving of God’s activity, presence, and speaking in this way, was not a 

Barthian invention.  Barth referenced Luther and Protestant scholastics to support the 

mutuality and unity of God’s Word in its three forms and as evidence of a continued 

commitment to the Reformers and the tradition that followed.
38

  Barth moved beyond 

Luther and Reformed doctrine in two distinct ways.  First, Barth’s actualism kept the 

doctrine of the Word of God from “freezing” the immediate presence of God in 

scripture (his critique of Protestant orthodoxy), or within the sacramental apparatus 

of the church (his critique of Roman Catholicism), or within the individual and her 

experience (his critique of modern Protestantism and pietism).
39

 Second, in the 

proclamation event, Barth strongly emphasized the indirect immediacy of the third 

form of the Word of God, as the encounter between God and humanity that takes 

place in the here and now through the ecclesial event of proclamation.  The centrality 

of the presence of Christ in the event of proclamation was central to Barth’s early 

theology of the church, and is critical for understanding the roles of Christ, church, 

and the life of the Spirit in Barth’s early dogmatic work. 

In themselves, scripture and proclamation are not the Word of God.  When 

scripture and proclamation are actualized and become the Word of God, God’s 

speech and written human words are united in such a way (scripture), or God’s 

speech and the spoken proclamation in the life of the church are united in such a 
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way, that “God does reveal Himself in statements, through the medium of speech, 

and indeed of human speech.”
40

  Yet revelation is never frozen or static, God 

becomes a human person in Jesus Christ uniting divinity and humanity in the flesh of 

Jesus Christ.  In the here and now, through the work of the Holy Spirit, the risen 

Christ comes into humanity’s own time and space momentarily through scripture and 

proclamation.  Because God’s revelation in scripture and proclamation cannot 

necessarily be anticipated or guaranteed,
41

 both scripture and proclamation have an 

all too human aspect, just like the humanity of Christ in the hypostatic union.   

Scripture and proclamation can only become the Word of God.  Trevor Hart 

illustrates Barth’s delineation of this concept by making use of Christological 

categories.  According to Hart, Barth describes the relationship between humanity 

and divinity in scripture and preaching, not in terms of a permanent union and a 

union of identity, but a temporary and momentary union, “more of a Nestorian union 

than a Chalcedonian one,” in which scripture and proclamation are momentarily 

taken up by God through the work of the Holy Spirit to speak in our own space and 

time in the life of the Christian community.
42

  God continues to speak in Jesus Christ, 

through scripture and proclamation, as the Holy Spirit makes Jesus Christ 

contemporaneous in the words of scripture and through the voice of the preacher.
43

  

A temporary union occurs as the Spirit makes it possible for God to speak in and 

through and in spite of the fallible words of scripture and the fallible words of the 
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human preacher.
44

  In the event of the Word of God, “these two different things 

become one and the same thing.”
45

 In the event of the Word of God, the actualistic 

union of divine and human elements brought together by the work of the Spirit, 

become one without losing their distinct and separate elements.  Even as they 

dynamically come together, they are united but remain two different things that 

“become one and the same thing in the event of the Word of God.”
46

  Still, before, 

during, and after the event, the human elements, words, and voices, remain entirely 

human, even as they are taken up and used by God to do something and reveal 

someone quite beyond themselves.
47

 

 One development that does occur between the Göttingen Dogmatics and the 

Church Dogmatics has to do with the form and nature of proclamation.  In the 

Göttingen Dogmatics, Barth does not define proclamation solely in terms of pulpit 

activity, but proclamation includes “whatever we all ‘preach’ to ourselves in the 

quiet of our own rooms.”
48

  Proclamation is broadly defined as the transmission of 

the gospel, “a speaking, a mediated addressing and hearing of the Word of God from 

revelation and scripture.”
49

  Proclamation extends beyond the pulpit and the clerical 

office, and beyond the event of the Sunday sermon to include any speaking and 

hearing of the Word of God in the life of the Christian community.  Later in Church 

Dogmatics I/1, Barth defines proclamation more formally, differentiating 

proclamation from other forms of Christian activity like social work or the education 

of youth.  What distinguishes proclamation, Barth insists, is that it seeks to bring to a 
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decision, to direct the claims of the gospel toward specific fellow human beings in a 

specific moment of life, with the expectation that the Word of God is being declared 

to them.
50

  While proclamation is still not defined as a clerical activity alone or even 

restricted to the pulpit, it is defined more narrowly in terms of purpose and intent as 

the particular ecclesial activity which seeks to declare God’s Word.   

Still, there is a danger, Barth believes, in too directly equating the Word of 

God with the pulpit address in Sabbath worship.  Might sung praises, acts of love, 

Christian education, and ethical acts of witness be better and more genuine forms of 

proclamation?  Is it possible, Barth continues, that God’s Word might be revealed by 

God outside the apparatus of ecclesial proclamation?
51

  Of course the Word of God is 

not confined to the church’s existing proclamation.   Barth answers, famously, that 

God is free to “speak to us through Russian Communism, a flute concerto, a 

blossoming shrub, or a dead dog,”
52

 enabling even the stones to shout out.
53

  Still, 

Barth describes and defines proclamation as the specific divine commission laid 

upon the church: proclamation is preaching and proclamation is sacrament.
54

 

1.4 The Bible as the Word of God 

 While this chapter and this larger study focus particularly on the threefold 

Word of God and the role and significance of its third form in Karl Barth’s 
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theological corpus, the third form of the Word of God is only made possible by its 

second form.  The gospel does not come apart from its third, second, or first form.  

Therefore, the role of scripture is central to the church’s existence, worship, and 

proclamation of the gospel.  According to Barth, the Word of God is “God Himself 

in Holy Scripture,” and the Bible serves as the primary witness to the divine 

revelation by which the church’s own attempts to proclaim the Word of God are 

measured, confronted, and empowered.
55

  The second form of the Word of God is 

not made unnecessary, redundant or less important by the reality of the third form of 

the Word of God.  As Barth makes clear, that the “Bible is the witness of divine 

revelation is not, therefore, limited by the fact that there is also a witness of the 

Church which we have to hear,” rather that there is a Word of God for the church at 

all is because the church “receives in the Bible the witness of divine revelation.”
56

  

While God is to be found in and through the written words of scripture (both as a 

source of past revelation and as an instrument of revelation that is to come), Barth 

also wants to distinguish scripture from divine revelation.  From beginning to end, 

written human words are the content of scripture, even in their unity with divine 

revelation.  Divine revelation, the Word of God, is found and revealed in the 

humanity of the written words of scripture, not the other way around.
57

    

 In relating scripture to the divine revelation, Barth is careful to note that we 

cannot have revelation except through the biblical witness in expectation (Old 

Testament) and in recollection (New Testament) of Jesus Christ, and that in the Bible 

we cannot have revelation (Jesus Christ) “in itself.”
58

  What we ‘have’ instead is no 
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direct identity between the human words of scripture and the Word of God, but in an 

indirect identity “in a decision and act of God to man.”
59

  As scripture serves God’s 

revelation, like the humanity of Jesus Christ, “it stands in that indirect identity of 

human existence with God Himself,” and though it is not itself Jesus Christ, Barth 

declares that it must be called the Word of God, or in Barth’s more precise 

definition: “The Word of God in the sign of the word of man.”
60

 And even when 

scripture becomes the Word of God, bearing witness to God’s revelation, it does so 

not as a “book of oracles” or as an “instrument of direct impartation,”
61

 but as the 

presence of the Word of God “comes to us in this or that specific measure,” when it 

is “taken and used as an instrument in the hand of God.”
62

    

Barth’s portrayal of scripture as the Word of God elicits further points that 

will be relevant to the course of this study.  First, the freedom and presence of God, 

is something humanity cannot possess, create, or anticipate, even in the realm of 

scripture.  According to Barth, the biblical text in the hands of humanity does not 

automatically lead to the presence of the Word of God nor can humanity make God 

present through scripture or any other special devices.  Rather it is precisely as the 

church faces and reads the biblical texts in all their humanity and fallibility, as the 

text is allowed to speak as it stands, and as humanity stands at the door of the Bible 

and knocks and hopes, that the infallible Word of God miraculously comes and 

speaks.
63

  The second important theme to carry forward in regard to scripture as the 

Word of God is the slight distinction Barth gives the scriptural witness in relation to 
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the third form of the Word of God.  While scripture and proclamation are both signs 

of revelation and sacramental instruments of revelation, “Holy Scripture is the 

original form of its attestation,” as it attests revelation “in its uniqueness and 

temporal limitation,” and as such has a certain priority, authority, and precedence 

over the third form of the Word of God.
64

  However, Barth also adds that there 

cannot be a two-fold word of God, that scripture “cannot stand alone as the Word of 

God in the church.” Instead, as the Word of God attested and heard in scripture wills 

to have actuality in the contemporary church’s own words, proclamation, and 

witness, so the Word of God requires a secondary witness in contemporary context 

alongside its original witness.
65

   

The final theme worth mentioning in Barth’s excursus on scripture as the 

Word of God is an ecclesial one.  Repeatedly, Barth rejects notions that either the 

church or scripture can serve as an extension or continuation of the Incarnation.  

However, it is important to note that Barth does depict some indirect identity 

between the church’s life in the world and the divine life and activity in the world.  

As the biblical witness is read and proclaimed in the concrete life of the Christian 

community, “the eventuation of the presence of the Word of God in the human word 

of the prophets and apostles, can only be regarded as a repetition, a secondary 

prolongation and continuation of the once-for-all and primary eventuation of 

revelation itself.”
66

  So while the church is distinct from Jesus Christ in his 

contemporary manifestation, the church lives as it is united to Jesus Christ (the 

primary eventuation) and through scripture and proclamation, the church serves as a 
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contemporary form and sign of Christ’s presence on earth in the time between the 

times. 

1.5 Proclamation becomes the Word of God 

 How does a contemporary human word become God’s Word?  Barth 

maintains that the human words of scripture and the human words of the church’s 

proclamation are taken up by God to address human beings in the event of 

proclamation and the life of the Christian community.  Bruce McCormack traces this 

development in Barth’s thought to his early writings on the threefold Word of God in 

the Göttingen dogmatics.
67

  The result of this divine action is the impossible 

possibility that human words can become “bearers of revelation.”
68

  Just as the 

human nature of Christ is not divinized in the hypostatic union, McCormack reminds 

us that Barth has not set aside “the complete inadequacy of human language for 

revelation.”
69

  Rather in the reading of scripture and the event of proclamation, the 

“Word of God conceals Himself in human words, a relation of correspondence is 

established, an analogy between the Word and the words.”
70

  Not only does such an 

event (miracle?) create an analogy between the Word and the words, but such an 

analogy is produced and actualized by the dynamic union and momentary uniting of 

God’s act and speech together with human hearing and proclaiming in the life of the 

Christian community.     
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 Attempting to articulate how revelation reaches human beings through 

creaturely media (scripture and proclamation) is always a risky and mysterious 

venture; Barth admits: “all that we know is that God Himself does really avail 

Himself of this medium.”
71

  To be taken up into the event of revelation, for human 

words and human speaking to become the Word of God, God’s speech in the here 

and now, “is the work of the Holy Spirit or the subjective reality of revelation.”
72

  

This activity of the Holy Spirit is not a secondary or subsequent action, but a 

continuation, an actualization, “an impress, (and) sealing of objective revelation upon 

us.”
73

  The Holy Spirit is not God’s second act, but the “work of the Spirit is nothing 

other than the work of Jesus Christ.”
74

  Perhaps this is why Barth maintains that the 

three forms of the Word of God are also still the one Word of God.  It is the Holy 

Spirit who proceeds from Jesus Christ and “unites men closely to Him ut secum 

unum sint (that they may be one),” and it is the same Spirit who joins Jesus Christ 

together with human words in the event of proclamation so that they may 

dynamically become one, one Word of God.
75

 

 Apart from the Spirit of Christ, apart from the power of the Holy Spirit, 

human words have no hidden potential or abilities in themselves to become anything 

more than human words.  Theology cannot explain or logically make sense of the 

event of proclamation.  Barth believed that human attempts to locate the potential for 

revelation or union with God somewhere within humanity were futile, not to mention 

sinful, dangerous, and idolatrous.  Nothing in human experience or in the range of 
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human possibilities can account for or explain the new reality that confronts the 

creature and addresses the creature in God’s act of revelation through the creaturely 

media of proclamation.  All the possibilities for God’s Word to be heard and 

proclaimed in human words come from the side of God.  Barth makes clear that only 

“Jesus Christ creates the fact that we believe in Jesus Christ.”
76

   

 And so human preaching cannot try to become the Word of God and human 

attempts that do try and trust in their own potential to become the Word of God, 

according to Barth, always end disastrously.  Rather, human preaching is grounded 

upon the trust, by both the preacher and the gathered Christian community that God 

can and does speak in and through human preaching and is received in human 

hearing by the work and power of the Holy Spirit.  Through the Spirit of Christ, 

Christ speaks through the voice of another.  In the event of proclamation, the voice of 

Christ comes and joins together with human proclamation and such proclamation 

becomes, not just human speaking, but the Word of God, in a particular place in a 

particular time.  Yet even as proclamation becomes the Word of God, it does not 

remain so.  Even in their momentary union in the event of the Word of God, divinity 

and humanity are not co-mingled and synthesized.  In a lecture delivered to a 

meeting of ministers in 1922, Barth declared that the “word of God on the lips of a 

man is an impossibility” and yet “nothing else can satisfy the waiting people and 

nothing else can be the will of God than that he himself should be revealed in the 

event.”
77

  We must trust, Barth emphasizes, “that what is God’s is also man’s,” or put 
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in more actualistic terms, what is God’s also becomes humanity’s in the event of the 

Word of God.
78

   

 According to Eberhard Jüngel, in Barth’s description of the event of the Word 

of God, the Creator and creature distinction remains, even in the event of union.  As 

God allows himself to be perceived in God’s Word and human beings know that they 

stand before God in faith, God remains God before the human person and the human 

person remains human before God.
79

  But, Jüngel adds, God is able to transcend what 

seems to be an ontological standoff in this event, and as these two qualitatively 

distinct relations give themselves to each other, “God becomes speakable as God,” 

and the human being “brings this God to speech as the God who has become 

speakable.”
80

  Without this speech event, Jüngel adds, there would only be a “unio 

mystica of silence.”
81

  Instead, though there is a permanent distinction between God 

and humanity, the Creator also differentiates himself from the creature at the very 

point where God gives Godself to be known.
82

  In this context and sense, Jüngel 

believes Barth could then talk of the union of humanity with the God who remains 

distinct from humanity.
83

 Walking the dialectical tightrope is tricky in describing this 

union-in-distinction in the divine speech event.  At least at this point, Jüngel believes 

Barth is trying to hold both union and differentiation together.  The question remains 

whether and to what extent Barth would always maintain that creaturely realities, 
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human speech and proclamation in the life of the Christian community in particular, 

are commandeered for the purposes of God’s self-manifestation.
84

 

1.6 The Sacramental Nature of Proclamation 

Sacramental references to the theology of Karl Barth have the potential to 

become controversial given Barth’s revision of infant baptism in 1943 and his later 

alteration of sacraments to ethical responses in Church Dogmatics IV/4.  Whether 

Barth’s later theological decisions called into question some of his earlier dogmatic 

endeavors and foundations,
85

 and whether his sacramental revision was part of a 

much larger theological and ecclesiological revision that significantly altered the 

threefold Word of God and the place of proclamation, all remains to be seen.  While 

Barth himself would later be more reticent in discussing divine and human unity 

outside the life of the hypostatic union,
86

 it is difficult to ignore the sacramental role 

of proclamation in Barth’s theological project.  In the essay and lecture, “The Need 

and Promise of Christian Preaching,” given in 1922, Barth made clear in his 

presentation that the Reformation was not just an attempt at deconstruction.  The 

Reformers, Barth argued also wished to “see something better substituted for the 

mass it abolished, and that it expected that the better thing would be—our preaching 
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of the Word.”
87

  The visible Word, “the objectively clarified preaching of the Word,” 

Barth provocatively asserted, “is the only sacrament left to us.”
88

   

 In the event of proclamation, Barth describes the dynamic unity of God’s 

activity and human activity in world occurrence.  Just as scripture is not God’s Word 

frozen in time, neither is proclamation God’s Word frozen in the present.  Rather, 

proclamation must again and again become the Word of God, not by extra human 

effort, but in and through human proclamation and effort, by the activity of God.  In 

CD I/1 §4, “The Word of God in its Threefold Form,” Barth describes how human 

proclamation becomes God’s Word.  It happens “in the sacrament and in preaching 

and in the whole life of the Church” as the “earthly body acquires a new form from 

the heavenly Head that it becomes the actuality of revelation and faith.”
89

  And it 

does so all the while maintaining its same form as human preaching; it does not 

undergo an ontological alteration, but in the event of reading scripture and 

proclaiming its gospel content in the life of the Christian community, the “earthly 

reality acquires this new nota by the Word of God.”
90

   

The content of preaching, Barth continues, is not just a human enterprise.
91

  

The humanity of the event, the humanity of proclamation, and the “human talk, with 

its motives and themes and the judgments among which it stands as human talk, is 

there even while God’s Word is there.”
92

  Proclamation becomes the Word of God as 

“the new robe of righteousness (is) thrown over it,” and human proclamation is 

united with the Word of God in the “event of God’s own speaking in the sphere of 
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earthly events, the event of the authoritative vicariate of Jesus Christ.”
93

  In the 

course of this event, something new happens in “man’s talk about God,” and in this 

act of proclamation, “God speaks about Himself.”
94

  While the presence of God, the 

voice of Christ, and God’s divine activity can never be confused or reversed with the 

human talk about God and the church’s proclamation, in the event of the Word of 

God, far from being set aside or bypassed, human talk about God becomes the very 

medium in which God speaks to humanity about Godself.   

Momentarily, a human word becomes an intersection, a union, a new 

creation, of divine activity and human activity, unleashed by divine action and 

initiative, which includes and incorporates and never happens without creaturely 

activity, speaking, and hearing.  God speaks, Jesus Christ is revealed, and the Spirit 

is poured out, not because of human proclamation, but in the event of the Word of 

God, the event in which God speaks about Himself.  This event, however, does not 

happen without human proclamation.  Indeed, in the contemporary context, it 

happens through it.
95

  This divine event includes human proclamation; it is a 

dynamic union of the Word of God with human proclamation in which God speaks 

to his creatures through creaturely media and it is also the event and movement in 

which the creature is exalted by God and set free by the Spirit to be a witness and to 

correspond to Jesus Christ.  Barth describes this proclamation event in terms of 

mediation,
96

 in terms of divine sign-giving,
97

 in terms of secondary objectivity,
98

 and 
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in sacramental language.
99

  Any reference to sacrament does not begin with the 

Lord’s supper or baptism, Barth maintains, but begins with Jesus Christ and his 

ongoing presence in the life of the Christian community through the work of the 

Spirit.  This broader view of sacramental presence, not only includes scripture and 

preaching, but renders baptism and the Lord’s Supper dependent on the gospel, on 

the proclaimed and heard Word of God.  This sacramental understanding of scripture 

and preaching in the church’s life is why Barth maintains that preaching grounded on 

the witness of scripture, “is the only sacrament left to us.”
100

   

In an essay on Barth’s ontology of scripture, Bruce McCormack argues that 

the word “sacramental” can be rightly applied to scripture as it becomes a 

“sacramental union of the divine Word with the sign that is the prophetic and 

apostolic witness.”
101

  Just as the human nature of Jesus Christ remains fully human 

in the divine and human unity of the hypostatic union, so do the human words of the 

prophets and apostles (scripture) remain human in the “sacramental union by which 

God joins them to the Word of God,” as they become the Word of God.
102

  Though 

McCormack does not extend the sacramental union to proclamation, it seems just as 

possible to use the same language to describe the sacramental union of the human 

words of proclamation and the Word of God that together become the one Word of 

God in the event of proclamation in the life of the church.  If a case can be made for 
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an actualistic ontology that includes a divine and human sacramental union in 

scripture, then might such a union be applicable to the proclamation event in the life 

of the Christian community?  In his study of the threefold Word of God, Trevor Hart 

makes the case that for Barth, both scripture and preaching stand and fall together 

both as human witnesses to God and as the Word of God.
 103

  To deny any divine 

reality to proclamation risks denying it to scripture and to Jesus Christ.   Indeed, 

Barth’s doctrine of the threefold Word of God sought to be faithful to the theology of 

the Reformers by identifying contemporary gospel proclamation, no less than the 

human words of scripture, with the Word of God.
104

  Fallible human beings speak 

the Word of God in fallible human words in scripture and fallible human beings 

speak the Word of God in fallible human words in the event of proclamation.
105

   

1.7 Divine-Human Relations in Proclamation & Beyond   

In this exploration of the threefold Word of God in Karl Barth’s theology, a 

number of important themes and concepts within Barth’s theological framework 

have been identified.  First while Barth is careful to maintain God’s sovereignty, 

lordship, freedom, and transcendence, he also believes a central feature of God’s 

triune identity is to create, nurture, and actualize fellowship with human beings.  The 

divine act of speaking in the course of human events and in the midst of human 

speaking about God is how God chooses to address humanity, draw near to 

humanity, and unite human beings to Godself.  Second, Barth believes God’s 

existence in the world is not that of some grand static being, but instead is a life of 
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dynamic movement and action.  There is no static union of divinity and humanity, 

but rather ongoing opportunities in the present and future for such union and 

fellowship to occur.  Third, in spite of the fact that God is God and humanity is 

humanity, in spite of the infinite ontological distinction between divinity and 

humanity, Barth affirms that “the Word of God is God Himself in the proclamation 

of the Church of Jesus Christ.”
106

  These continuous theological themes are not 

relegated to Barth’s early work and the first volume of the Church Dogmatics, but 

are found elsewhere in the Church Dogmatics and his shorter theological essays and 

lectures.
107

   

In Church Dogmatics I/2 Barth continues to develop and expound upon the 

threefold Word of God, particularly in relation to the church and its life (§22-24).  

Barth is very clear in maintaining that God’s presence in the life of the church, in 

scripture, and in proclamation is not diminished, diluted, nor weakened, but all three 

forms together constitute the life and foundation of the church.
108

 Proclamation, he 

insists again, is not just a human enterprise but is integral to who God is, such that 

“preaching is not merely a proclamation of human ideas and convictions, but, like 

the existence of Jesus Christ Himself, like the testimony of the prophets and apostles 

                                                 
106

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 743. 
107

See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 233.  In this exploration of objective revelation and divine 

sign-giving, Barth describes scripture and preaching as central instruments of God’s sign giving.  

Though Barth does not describe how divinity unites with humanity in detail, he writes that, “when we 

are asked how objective revelation reaches man, we can and must reply that it takes place by means of 

the divine sign-giving.  In this sign-giving objective revelation is repeated in such a way that it can 

come to man in genuinely human form.  But the presupposition still remains a mystery.”  All that we 

can maintain and confess, Barth continues, “is that God Himself does really avail Himself of this 

medium,” and it is always by God’s grace that one can see God through such means (CD I/2, 233).  

Still, Barth believes scripture along with the church are the present arenas of God’s revelatory activity 

where in the event of proclamation, the sovereign and free God speaks in and through human beings 

and creates hearers (thus doers) of the Word of God and the unity that exists between the revelation of 

Jesus Christ, the witness of scripture, and the proclamation of the church, must not be dissolved 

“however sharply the distinction between the servants” is stressed (CD I/2, 744). See also John 

Webster, Barth (London: Continuum, 2000), 57. 
108

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 745. 



 

34 

 

on which it is founded and by which it lives, it is God’s own proclamation.”
109

  And 

at the same time, Barth insists that only God can speak about God.  To think 

otherwise, he adds, is to forfeit the miraculous nature of human proclamation, and it 

is to descend instead into a presumptive clericalism where “miracle ceases to be 

miracle, grace to be grace, and venture to be venture.”
110

 

In addition to early volumes of the Church Dogmatics, a very clear summary 

of the doctrine of the threefold Word of God, particularly the third form, 

proclamation, can be found in lectures from Barth’s seminar on preaching held at 

Bonn in 1932 and 1933.  Barth offers a new definition of proclamation in which 

“preaching is the Word of God which he himself speaks,” through the exposition of 

scripture in free human words, and “preaching is the attempt to serve God’s own 

Word,” by proclaiming a biblical text and applying it to the present congregation as a 

word from “God himself.”
111

  Both the interaction between divine and human 

activity and the freedom and creaturely activity of preaching are maintained.  From 

strictly the human perspective, preaching can only be an attempt to serve the Word 

of God, to bear witness to it, to “announce it.”
112

  Barth even prefers 

“announcement” over “proclamation” because if preaching is to be any thing more 

than pointing or signifying or bearing witness, it is so only as God works in and 

through it.
113

  Barth depicts the human and divine event of proclamation in this way: 
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“God is the one who makes himself heard, who speaks, and not we, who simply have 

the role of announcing what God himself wants to say.”
114

   

These lectures offer a clear presentation of the threefold Word of God in 

distilled form.  Articulating the fully human and fully divine aspects of 

proclamation, Barth insists that the preacher is not tasked with bringing about the 

kingdom through his own rhetorical efforts or presenting Christ by her own 

persuasive powers or giving the “impression that the preacher has a corner on Christ 

and the Spirit.”
115

  Rather, Barth continues, while preaching differs historically from 

the immediacy of the prophets and apostles to revelation, “who saw and touched 

Christ,” it does not differ “qualitatively.”
116

  God speaks through the voice of a 

simple pastor and the prophets and apostles are there too, Barth adds, and yet, “we 

should not be self-conscious about this, nor listen for our own prophetic booming, 

for even though Christ be present, it is by God’s own action.”
117

  The preacher can 

only serve the divine commission, the preacher can only bear witness, yet it is 

through this particular way of witness that God seeks to make Godself known.  Both 

the preacher and the congregation are commissioned to look for and to look forward 

to God’s own self-presentation in the event of proclamation. For Barth, this is the 

central point of all preaching.
118

  

Barth’s theology of proclamation presents a provisional union between divine 

activity and human activity in the preaching event that is not a completion of nor a 

complete fulfilment of humanity in the event of the Word of God.  Rather, the 

dynamic union establishes, makes possible, and propels forward hearers and doers of 
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the Word as witnesses. Members of the Christian community are brought into a 

union with God in order to be set free through this event to look for and to look 

forward to the next event of God’s speaking.  They are also set free through this 

provisional union to move toward the second Advent, when all provisionalities and 

tears will be wiped away, and God and God’s people will live in full union and 

communion together.  Until the Second Advent, the suspect and provisional nature 

of proclamation will always remain.  “Its sheer impossibility,” Barth continues, “will 

always remain, but it has now pleased God to present himself in and in spite of this 

human action.”
119

  A better summary could not be found of what Barth means that 

proclamation becomes God’s Word.  Wherever and whenever human speech and 

preaching becomes God’s Word, in that place and to that particular people in that 

dynamic moment, it is God’s Word, God speaks.
120

 

Barth’s theology of proclamation presented in these lectures display a 

sacramental kind of reality in the sense that the divine Word is united to the human 

word in the singular event of the Word of God.  At the same time, these lectures also 

maintain the free and dynamic movement of God that can never be bound to or 

imprisoned by the proclaimed Word.  From creation to redemption, from incarnation 

to resurrection, from parousia to eschaton, God remains Lord of the universe and the 

Lord of this event of proclamation and it is never in humanity’s power “that our 

human word should be God’s Word.”
121

  That such an event occurs can never be 

guaranteed or become an automated mechanization of the church’s life.  The next to 

last words of John of Patmos, “come, Lord Jesus,” are crucial for Barth’s 
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sacramental understanding of proclamation.
122

  Proclamation and preaching must 

never put their confidence in their own powers and the success of their own actions, 

Barth maintains, but must “become prayer,” meaning they must acknowledge their 

own provisionality, incompleteness, and lack of finality and certainty, and “remain 

open to God, so that God himself can now come to us and give us all things 

richly.”
123

 Conceived in this way, proclamation is sacramental, not mechanically 

sacramental, but dynamically and eschatalogically sacramental.  As Trevor Hart 

makes clear, the presence of Jesus Christ, the Word in “human words cannot be 

guaranteed, coerced, pinned down or held on to,”
124

 rather Christ’s presence is an 

eschatological hope and promise that is prayed for and received in, with, and never 

without the church’s all-too-human proclamation.
125

 

This sacramental theme of dynamic and momentary union through 

proclamation is also taken up in later volumes of the Church Dogmatics.  In Church 

Dogmatics II/1, §25, Barth describes God’s ability to give Godself to be known in 

the limitation of creaturely objectivity.  While the basic reality and substance of the 

sacramental reality of God’s revelation is brought together once and for all in Jesus 

Christ, a one time only occurrence, there are sacramental attestations and 

continuations, Barth maintains, beginning with Jesus and extending backwards into 

Israel’s life and forward into the church’s life.
126

  The humanity of Jesus Christ is the 

first sacrament, the fullness of God’s revelation and the reality and “substance of the 

highest possibility of the creature,” but Barth adds, “the existence of this creature in 
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his unity with God does mean the promise that other creatures may attest in their 

objectivity what is real only in this creature.”
127

  In this section, Barth uses terms like 

secondary objectivity, sacramental reality, and divine sign-giving, all of which speak 

to a number of themes related to the threefold Word of God.  First, Barth believes 

that in God’s own self-giving to humanity in and through Jesus Christ, God permits 

his creatures in temporal moments and places to “speak for Him.”
128

  In other words, 

God’s speech and action in Jesus Christ has a sacramental continuity that extends 

beyond the humanity of Jesus Christ to the life of Israel and the life of the church.  

Barth refers to Jesus Christ as the first sacrament and the only creature taken up into 

unity with God, yet nevertheless, God’s objectivity extends secondarily to other 

creatures who may serve momentarily as the “temple, instrument and sign of God as 

He is.”
129

 

That such an event happens is not a given or a guarantee, but a promise for 

the creature and for all creation.  Such an event is not a freezing of the sacramental 

union nor is it a dissolution of the infinite qualitative distinction between Creator and 

creature.  It is not a permanent or complete union.  While God chooses to use such a 

sacramental reality and medium “to expose Himself and make Himself known,” 

Barth warns that just as often such a reality cannot serve God’s will and “can even 

hinder and prevent it.”
130

  The joining together of the Word of God with the word of 

man is by no means a given.  Barth declares that “the blindness of man can continue 

in face of the work and sign of God,” and the words of the creature can be left 
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unused or can even oppose and contradict the Word of God.
131

  That the proclaimed 

Word of God becomes the Word of God is never a certain outcome; it cannot be 

expected to come easily.  That proclamation may become anything more than human 

talk about God, can only be hoped for and prayed for, but never guaranteed or 

possessed. 

In Barth’s discussion of the divine accompanying, the concursus Dei, in 

Church Dogmatics III/3, Barth describes God’s activity and the creature’s activity, 

particularly the union of their actions in ways that also correlate to the threefold 

Word of God.  While this section deals primarily with scripture, the theological 

framework put forward in this section offers another way to see the interaction 

between divinity and humanity in their differentiated unity. In describing the divine 

accompanying in the life and activity of the creature, though the activity of God and 

the activity of the creature are two separate actions, Barth’s first point is that “we 

have to understand the activity of God and that of the creature as a single action.”
132

  

Barth’s description of God’s activity in the life of the creature is not only one of 

transcendence, but God is “so present in the activity of the creature, and present with 

such sovereignty and almighty power, that His own action takes place in and with 

and over the activity of the creature.”
133

  Barth then provides a brief scriptural 

exegesis that offers a vivid interpretation of God’s activity in, with, and over the 

activity of the creature:  

It is He Himself who does what Moses and David do.  It is He, 

Yahweh, who thunders out of Sion when the prophet speaks.  It is He 

who judges when the Assyrians capture Samaria and the Babylonians 

                                                 
131

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics II/1, 55. 
132

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, III/3, 132. 
133

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatic III/3, 132. 



 

40 

 

Jerusalem.  It is He who speaks to the Church when Paul composes 

His Epistles.
134

 

 

And perhaps, in the interest of this study, one might add that it is the same One who 

speaks as the scriptures are read, proclaimed, and heard in the life of the worshipping 

community. 

 This event of union occurs in the event which proceeds “from God by His 

Word; and subjectively, (moves) towards man by His Holy Spirit.”
135

  Every time 

God acts and this event of union occurs, Barth adds, it comes to pass in the same 

way: God’s Word comes to particular people in a particular time and place, and is 

received by them in the power of the Holy Spirit, and God’s Holy Spirit empowers 

people in a particular time and place to receive God’s Word.
136

  Through this event a 

union, a divine-human communion and relationship is established so that human 

beings are enabled to become the “means,” “instrument,” and “organ” of God’s work 

to such a degree that Barth warns against laboring vigorously to draw too distinct a 

line between the freedom of God and the freedom of the creature.  “Who,” Barth 

asks, “can mark off the boundary where the freedom of God ceases and the freedom 

of the creature begins?”
137

  Or who can mark off the boundary where the Word of 

God ceases and the word of humanity begins? 

Signs and themes of Barth’s threefold Word of God continue to appear in the 

fourth volume of the Church Dogmatics.  For instance, as Barth begins his fourth 

volume excursus on justification through the biblical theme of “God with us,” he 

describes the presence of God through human proclamation in the life of the 

Christian community.  As the gospel is proclaimed, “where between man and man 
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there is a real communication of the report of what took place in Him and through 

Him, He Himself is there and at work, He Himself makes Himself to be recognised 

and acknowledged.”
138

  In the gospel, the Christian message that is passed on from 

one human being to another in the life of the Christian community is only gospel, 

only truly the Christian message, as Jesus Christ “speaks through it and is received in 

it,”
139

 as the “One who proclaims Himself.”
140

  In the present time, Barth asserts that 

the prime way God comes to humanity and speaks to humanity is in and through the 

proclamation of the Christian community.  Later in this volume (CD IV/1), in 

describing the relationship between Christ and the church, Barth writes that 

wherever the Christian community lives by the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ lives on in 

the world.
141

  Here as well, one could easily substitute the language of the threefold 

Word of God and say that wherever the Christian community proclaims the Word of 

God by the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ himself speaks on earth, in the world and in 

history.
142

 

1.8 The Centrality of the Threefold Word of God  

The themes and concepts of the threefold Word of God and the proclamation 

event that are so prevalent throughout the initial volumes of the Church Dogmatics 

do not recede completely in the later volumes of Barth’s work.   There is a 

conjunction between the divine word and the human word, not in terms of a 

syncretistic union of grace and nature, not in terms of an ecclesiastical possession of 

the divine, and not in terms of pre-fabricated ecclesiastical mediums.  Rather, the 

union in the event of proclamation occurs more organically and accurately as “a 
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divine victory concealed in human failure.”
143

  In the event of proclamation, God’s 

Word does not negate the human word, nor does it fuse together or freeze the divine 

Word in the proclamation, but instead, by the Holy Spirit, God’s Word joins the fully 

human words, in, with, and over humanity’s proclamation,
144

 so that in and through 

humanity’s proclamation God is “in its midst as the Lord of its speaking, (and) the 

Lord who in and through its speaking bears witness to Himself.”
145

  Barth describes 

the effects of this union as God making good what we do badly and God manifesting 

his presence and life in spite of human frailty and limitation.
146

 

Proclamation becomes the Word of God in our own time and place, in and 

through fully human proclaimers, and yet it does not remain the Word of God.  The 

union and conjunction of divine speech and human speech that occurs in 

proclamation is a momentary happening and event, but never a “freezing” or 

syncretism of divinity and humanity into a third thing.  The event of proclamation, 

the dynamic and momentary union that occurs in and through that proclamation is 

never the fulfilment of divine and human relations, but sets the relationship on a new 

plane and propels it in a new direction, strangely rendering humanity evermore 

dependent on the divinity that pursues it.  Barth describes the church’s incomplete 

eschatological reality in this way: it “has the promise that Jesus Christ wills to be 

present in its midst and to speak through it, that this presence and voice of His is to 

be his life, and that living in Him and through Him it is to be the light of the 

world.”
147

  And yet, this event must occur ever again, this gospel must always be 

heard afresh, Jesus Christ must come over and over again, and his presence must be 
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prayed for over and over again “in the Church and by the Church, if it is to find 

fulfilment.”
148

  To claim possession of Jesus Christ or to seek to freeze Christ’s 

presence in the biblical witness or in the Eucharistic host or in the pious human 

heart, or even in the church’s proclamation, denies the eschatological reality of the 

church’s life.  And here Barth’s language cannot be clearer or more severe.  To deny 

the eschatological reality of the church, to endeavor to secure and possess the divine 

in the act of proclamation, is to “fall back onto something without first having had to 

hear it again,” it is to cease to be the church of Jesus Christ and to become something 

else.
149

 

Summary 

 Much of Karl Barth’s early dogmatic work is a theological exposition of the 

threefold Word of God.  For Barth, proclamation in the here and now, grounded 

upon scripture and the eternal Word of God in Jesus Christ, is the one Word of God.  

Proclamation becomes the Word of God in an ecclesial event and a momentary 

uniting of divine and human speech and action.  Even in this dynamic union, there is 

no mixture or synthesis of divine and human subjects, but a divine accompanying 

and joining with creaturely speech and action in one single event.  In this event, 

proclamation and scripture share in Jesus Christ’s sacramental reality, even as this 

sharing is only provisional and momentary, never final.  Nevertheless, this 

sacramental event is a real uniting of humanity and divinity together so that 

humanity may be set free to correspond and respond to God’s speaking in and 

through the church’s proclamation.  This event is dynamic but also eschatalogical, 

setting humanity free to pray for and to look with anticipation toward God’s future 
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coming and speaking, in and through the life of the Christian community, for the 

sake of all creation.  

The event of the threefold Word of God has a distinct Christological content, 

but it does not happen apart from the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit.   The 

next chapter will explore the integral role the Holy Spirit plays in relation to the 

threefold Word of God, and the particular character of the Spirit as it manifests 

Christ’s presence, enables the church’s proclamation, and shapes the church’s life 

and witness in the world. 
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Chapter Two: The Threefold Word of God & the Holy Spirit 

 

The Holy Spirit, at least according to the Western understanding 

of the divine Triunity, cannot be separated from the Word, and his 

power is not a power different from that of the Word but the 

power that lives in and by the Word.           

        --Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 150.
1
 

 

Karl Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God has a Christological 

emphasis, but also a pneumatological dimension.  It is the Holy Spirit that is the 

bond of union in the event of proclamation, dynamically uniting the voice of God to 

the voices and ears of the Christian community, and it is the Holy Spirit that 

confirms as God’s own work “the work of faith which is proclaimed in words of 

human thought and expression on the lips of the preacher and in the ears of the here 

and now, thus turning the preached promise into the event of real promise that is 

given to the Church.”
2
  It is the Holy Spirit who enables the voice of Christ to 

traverse time and space to speak in the present life of the Christian community and it 

is the Holy Spirit whose eschatological reality breaks into the present enabling 

human words of hope and expectation to become God’s Word.   

This chapter examines the activity of the Holy Spirit in relation to the 

threefold Word of God, especially in regard to the church’s proclamation, drawing 

from Karl Barth’s early theological writings in the 1920s and in his more mature 

presentation in CD I/1 and I/2 in the 1930s.  This chapter argues that the work of the 

Holy Spirit is integral to the threefold Word of God, as the contemporaneous form of 

Christ, the ‘real presence’ of Christ in scripture and proclamation and the Christian 

community.  In conversation with contemporary scholarship, this chapter engages 

                                                 
1
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some of the problems with Barth’s eschatological emphasis on the coming event and 

the coming Spirit as opposed to present possession of the Word of God.  Finally, this 

chapter argues that the Holy Spirit is the bond of union between the divine voice and 

the human voice in the event of the Word of God. 

2.1 The Holy Spirit and Proclamation 

Just as things were calming down after World War II, legend has it 

that Karl Barth got himself involved in a dispute over the stained glass 

windows in the Basel Münster.  At the onset of World War II, the windows 

were removed for fear of destruction, and after the war when the attempt was 

made to restore the windows to their former positions, Barth resisted the 

effort.
3
  Barth resisted the restoration of the stained glass windows because of 

his insistence that “the gospel came to the church only through the Word 

proclaimed,” and needed no crutches or assistance even in the form of vivid 

depictions of the gospel story in stained glass.
4
  Later in his life, Barth again 

articulated these themes in an article on church architecture.  Other than an 

ordinary communion table, a simple pulpit, and a baptismal font all located at 

the center of the church building, Barth argued that all images and symbols 

had no place in a Protestant church building, as they would only distract and 

create confusion from the central focus of the church’s life and activity: “the 

preaching of the Word of God and the prayers of the assembled 

congregation.”
5
  Ostentation, decoration, and ornamentation, even the choir 

and organ, could all be distractions for a congregation whose primary duty in 
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5
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worship should be to hear the Word proclaimed and respond in prayer, 

praise, and faithful witness.
6
   

Barth was not just displaying an allergy to high church liturgy.  

Rather his vision of the ecclesial community was underscored by his very 

Reformed insistence that the essence of Christian faith is more an aural faith 

than a visual faith.  The gospel of Jesus Christ is transformative as it is heard 

and received in the life of faith.  The church lives and walks by faith, not by 

sight,
7
 and thus can only see as it hears and is transformed by the voice of 

Christ.  Even Jesus Christ’s own life was not self-evidently revelatory except 

through the power of the Holy Spirit and the eyes and ears of faith, so too in 

the context of the particular worshipping community, grace is not simply 

mediated by hands or by ingesting it by the mouth or even through delightful 

visual images.  Rather by the work of the Spirit, grace reaches human beings 

through the ears.  For Karl Barth, perhaps the ultimate sacramental medium 

was not an inanimate object, but the human ear.  The Word proclaimed must 

also be heard, and it is the Holy Spirit that unites human speaking and 

hearing with the living God and makes them one in the event of 

proclamation.
8
   

In his 1925 “Church and Theology” address given in response to 

Erich Peterson, Barth described the Spirit as the “Spirit of the Word,” which 

works equally along with the Word, “neither of the two is greater or lesser,” 
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to speak and mediate Christ’s authority in the life of the church.
9
  Though 

there seems to be an equal division of labor between the revelation of Jesus 

Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, or objective revelation and 

subjective revelation, Barth would later interpret the work, role, and power of 

the Spirit in light of the filioque clause of the Nicene Creed pointing out that 

the Spirit is the Spirit of the Father and the Son, “not a spirit side by side with 

the Word, but the Spirit of the Word itself who brings to our ears the Word 

and nothing but the Word.”
10

  In other words, the Spirit does not work 

independently from Jesus Christ.  Far from being a second revelation, the 

Spirit is the creative power of the one Word of God, Jesus Christ, that 

becomes present through scripture and proclamation in the life and activity of 

the Christian community.
11

   

As the Spirit of the Word, the creative power that brings to human 

ears nothing but the Word,
12

 the Holy Spirit is the distinct power within God 

that makes the ontologically distinct, wholly other, sovereign and 

                                                 
9
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incomprehensible God knowable, recognizable, and capable of being loved 

and acknowledged in the life of the Christian community.  How is this 

activity of the Holy Spirit and this event of revelation specifically related to 

the third form of the Word of God?  In relation to proclamation in particular, 

Barth describes the Spirit’s ability and activity uniting human proclamation 

of the gospel to Christ’s own voice.  Reflecting on the significance and work 

of the Spirit in the New Testament, Barth describes the Spirit as God’s ability 

to empower humanity to evoke an affirmative response to the gospel, God’s 

ability to guide and instruct human beings in ways they could never do for 

themselves, and most central to proclamation, the Spirit empowers human 

beings to “speak of Christ in such a way that what they say is witness and 

that God’s revelation in Christ thus achieves new actuality through it.”
13

  

Here Barth clearly articulates the unity and continuity of the third form of 

God’s Word with the first form through the activity of the Spirit.  The Spirit 

not only establishes human witnesses and a faithful response to God’s Word 

within humanity, but the Spirit empowers human witness and speech about 

Christ to be annexed by God’s own self-revelation in Jesus Christ so that 

“revelation now is not only Jesus Christ,” but extends to and is actualized in 

the here and now, among and through particular human beings.
14

 

Even as God makes human beings active participants in revelation, 

Barth cautions that humanity always remains humanity, the sinner always 

remains the sinner, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit always remains 
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God.
15

  In this revelatory event and union, the creature does not lose her 

nature and become transformed into the Holy Spirit, nor does the Spirit 

dissolve into the creature.  God remains God, Barth maintains, “even and 

precisely when He Himself comes into our hearts as His own gift, even and 

precisely when He ‘fills’ us.”
16

  And yet, God is able, through this activity of 

the Spirit, to enable finite human beings in the proclamation of the Word, to 

become “enclosed in the act of God.”
17

  

2.2 Real Presence 

Bruce McCormack’s study of Barth’s early theological development presents 

Barth’s theology of the Word, articulated in Göttingen, Münster, Bonn, and Basel, as 

Christocentrically grounded, but argues that the basic orientation or focus was 

chiefly on the revelation event as it happens in the present through God’s self-

revelation.
18

  Instead of reading all doctrine in light of the event of election and its 

actualization in Jesus Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, which McCormack 

believes represents Barth’s later view, in this period, Barth sought to read doctrines 

in light of the event of Christ’s self-revelation in the contemporary life of the 

Christian community.
19

  McCormack refers to this period of Barth’s development as 
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a Christologically grounded, pneumatocentric theology.
20

  Perhaps a more practical 

outcome of Barth’s earlier Christologically grounded pneumatocentrism is exhibited 

in Barth’s confidence in theology’s ability to identify the presence of the Holy Spirit 

in and through scripture, proclamation, and the church’s life together.  Where in his 

later theological work Barth might draw clearer distinctions, Gabriel Fackre argues 

that “his earlier language was sometimes interpreted as a fusion” of the historical 

event of reception with the “moment of its reception.”
21

  Thus the Word of God is 

not only Jesus Christ, but by the present power and activity of the Holy Spirit in the 

life of the Christian community, scripture and proclamation become God’s Word, so 

that “the one who proclaims the gospel, preacher or theologian, proclaims what God 

in person is saying presently to the church and to the world” in the particularity and 

dynamic reality of the present moment.
22

 

Though Barth does not specifically refer to the unity of the threefold Word of 

God in terms of ‘real presence,’ the Word of God in its three forms, Jesus Christ, 

scripture, and proclamation, does seem to indicate a ‘real presence’ of God in Christ 
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that also extends provisionally, temporarily, and dynamically to scripture and 

proclamation in the life of the Christian community.  Barth discusses this mysterious 

presence of God through the Holy Spirit in relation to the event of faith on and in 

humanity (I/1), through an extended discussion of divine sign-giving (I/2), and 

through an extended excursus on the secondary objectivity of Israel and the church’s 

life (II/1).  Indeed, Barth believes that the possibility of faith itself is the sign within 

humanity of the real presence of Christ which opens up humanity from above, but 

“remains just as hidden for us as the event itself or God Himself.”
23

  The event of 

faith, the event of Christ’s presence opening up the ears and heart of the hearer 

through the Word, reveals the divine ability to enclose humanity in an act of God.
24

  

This event occurs in the present and the particularities of the Christian community, 

where in the event of faith, “the event of the presence of the believed Word in man, 

(and) the union of man with it,” the Holy Spirit enables the inadequacy of human 

possibility to “become the adequate divine possibility.”
25

   

The work and the presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of the Christian and 

in the life of the Christian community, is the life and activity of God, “after He has 

become man in Christ for us,” in which God also adopts particular human beings “in 

such a way that He Himself makes us ready to listen to the Word, that He Himself 

intercedes with us for Himself, that He Himself makes the speaking and hearing of 

His Word possible among us.”
26

  The Word of God is actualized in its reception by 

the Christian community and particular hearers within the community by the power 
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of the Holy Spirit.
27

  Not only do scripture and proclamation become the Word of 

God as the Spirit makes Christ’s voice contemporaneously present as the scriptures 

are read and proclaimed, but Barth also describes the movement of the Spirit as 

mediating the present reality of Christ, and as imparting the knowledge of Christ into 

the life of the Christian.
28

  Barth illustrates this dual activity of the Holy Spirit in a 

quotation he takes directly from Eduard Thurneysen: “The statement of revelation 

that God speaks is identical with the statement that man hears.”
29

 

As we have already seen, Barth describes the work of the Holy Spirit in the 

life and activity of the Christian community, by way of an extended discussion on 

divine sign-giving, the way Jesus Christ reaches man
30

 and the way “real revelation 

puts man in God’s presence.”
31

  The work and role of the Holy Spirit, works in and 

through divine sign-giving to address human beings and to take them up into the 

event of revelation in which they are made to see themselves not only as sinful 

creatures but as children of God, as those who are in Christ by Christ, whose lives 

are hid with Christ in God, those who have become hearers and doers of the Word of 

God.
32

  Without the Holy Spirit, without the Spirit’s life and activity of making 

Christ present and known in and through scripture and the church’s proclamation, 

without the Holy Spirit’s ongoing activity, there would be no threefold Word of God, 
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and scripture and proclamation could not become the Word of God.
33

  In and through 

the secondary forms of the Word of God, the Spirit is the source of union and the 

bond that unites the presence and voice of Christ to the life and activity of particular 

human beings in the Christian community.  The Spirit enables God’s revelation to 

penetrate humanity in the present; the Spirit enables finite and broken human beings 

to be instruments and receptors of God’s revelation in and through scripture and 

proclamation.
34

 

Bruce McCormack’s description of Barth’s Christological pneumatocentrism 

appears to be an accurate depiction, especially when focusing on the here and now of 

Barth’s theological work.  Though Barth describes the Holy Spirit in various ways as 

the Spirit of the Father and the Son, as the Spirit of Jesus Christ, the present activity 

of Jesus Christ, the contemporaneous presence of Christ Himself, the activity of the 

Spirit is perhaps the primary mode of divine revelation and activity in the here and 

now, and seems to function as the particular divine capacity to become the Word of 

God in and through scripture and proclamation.
35

  According to Barth, it is the power 

and bond of the Spirit that is able to overcome the infinite qualitative distinction 

between divinity and humanity, to unite finite sinful human beings to Jesus Christ
36

 

and to enable God’s speech to be received by human beings through human 

speaking.  In the present, it is the Holy Spirit that mediates Christ’s presence and 
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enables human beings to proclaim and to hear what God is saying in the here and 

now to the Christian community and to the world.   

2.3 The Holy Spirit & the Second Form of the Word of God 

As scripture is the foundation and content of the church’s proclamation, the 

Holy Spirit plays an integral role uniting God’s self-revelation with the biblical 

account of Israel’s life and the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  While 

this study is focused primarily on the third form of the Word of God and its 

importance in the formation and identity of the Christian community, the third form 

of the Word of God derives from and does not come without the second form of the 

Word of God.   Barth does not maintain a doctrine of scriptural infallibility, but the 

concept of the threefold Word of God serves to illustrate how the one infallible 

Word of God, the living Jesus Christ, incorporates fallible witnesses into his own 

self-revelation through the biblical witnesses primarily, but also secondarily through 

the church’s particular attempts to proclaim and live out the gospel for the sake of 

the larger world.   

In relation to scripture, the Holy Spirit has a multiform role to play as God 

speaks through the written word.  First, in terms of inspiration, scripture is the 

account of Israel’s life with and before God, from the patriarchs to Moses to Israel’s 

worship and prayers to Israel’s prophets, a written record of God’s past encounter 

with this people and their response and witness to the presence of the Lord in their 

midst.   While the inspiration of the Holy Spirit led to the recording of this written 

word in the first place, Barth interprets the inspiration of scripture “as a divine 

decision continually made in the life of the Church and in the life of its members.”
37

 

                                                 
37

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 534-535. 



 

 

56 

 

Scripture therefore serves as a record of God’s past faithfulness and inspiration, past 

evidence of the Holy Spirit at work in the history of Israel and the church.  Yet in the 

contemporary life of the Christian community, scripture can only again become the 

Word of God, something more than a record of God’s past history with Israel and its 

fulfilment in Jesus Christ, by the present power of the Holy Spirit.   

As the church returns to these eyewitnesses, who are not self-evidently 

revelatory even in their written form, the Holy Spirit enables these witnesses of 

Christ’s humanity to speak and to again become witnesses of divine revelation in the 

present.
38

  Such past accounts of inspiration are apprehended as revelatory in the 

present life of the Christian community as the Holy Spirit enables the revelation that 

was apprehended by Israel and the early church to also be apprehended as revelation 

by the contemporary church.
39

  This happens not by human processes or 

determination or by right interpretation of scripture alone, but as “the work of God is 

done through” the text and a “miracle of God takes place in this text formed of 

human words.”
40

  While scripture serves as a record of God’s past inspiration, Barth 

declares that “we are not bound to imagine the Word of God is present,” nor is the 

Christian community called upon to make it present, but in thankfulness and hope, 

the church trusts that God will take up this text and use it and speak through it in 

spite of its human infallibility.
41

  In so doing, the divine Word does not stop by 

speaking again through the biblical witness, but seeks to speak in the particular 

context of the Christian community through the gospel proclamation, as the mystery 
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of God manifests itself in the contemporary words and witness of the Christian 

community.
42

 

2.4 Proclamation, Illumination, & Union  

In an address given in 1922 entitled “The Word of God and the Word of 

Man,” Barth makes the point that ministers of the gospel are tasked to preach the 

Word of God.  That being the case however, Barth’s second point is that it is 

impossible for human beings to speak the Word of God, and so if the third form of 

the Word of God ever becomes the Word of God it can only become so by an act of 

God.  All the proclaimers and hearers can do is acknowledge that we should speak 

and hear the Word of God, yet finite human beings who are infinitely qualitatively 

distinct from God are incapable of doing just that, and so human beings can only 

acknowledge this impossibility before God and “by that very recognition give God 

the glory.”
43

  And yet, while humanity may not be able to offer more than an 

acknowledgement of human frailty and the mortal incapacity to contain the Word of 

God on the lip or heart, Barth argues that from the side of God, God’s transcendent 

sovereignty does not exclude but includes God’s fellowship with humanity.   

The divine and human relation is not ultimately defined and lived out in 

infinite distance and qualitative distinction, God is not a prisoner of his deity, Barth 

often remarks, but the Holy Spirit unites divinity and humanity without creating a 

permanent fusion or synthesis.  Barth acknowledges that the sharp line that separates 

humanity from divinity is never “expunged or removed,” but through “the Holy 
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Spirit we know the real togetherness of God and man.”
44

  Echoing his address given 

more than a decade earlier, Barth acknowledges that everything one can say about 

humanity from the standpoint of revelation refutes the possibility that God can be 

made known to human beings, “but the work of the Holy Spirit is in favor of that 

possibility.”
45

  The only reason proclamation can become something other than 

human talk and human talk about God, the only reason gathered humanity in the life 

of the Christian community hear anything besides human talk and human talk about 

God, is because the Word of God is brought to humanity’s hearing in the Holy 

Spirit.
46

  The Word of God creates the possibility that human beings proclaim and 

hear the Word of God.
47

 

To receive the Holy Spirit is never to possess the Holy Spirit or to have the 

Word of God on humanity’s terms or to engineer the event of human proclamation 

becoming the Word of God.  That such an event and miracle may ever occur is only 

possible as humanity’s own spiritual helplessness and utter dependence are exposed.  

That exposure and acknowledgment of human emptiness of the Spirit, Barth 

indicates, is perhaps the very way the Holy Spirit makes it possible to place the 

Word of God on humanity’s lips and hearts.
48

  Part of the Spirit’s work renders 

human beings lacking in self-sufficiency, completely helpless, and fully dependent 

on God’s grace.  In the midst of such circumstances, does the work of the Holy Spirit 

make the impossible possible, enabling the Word of God to be spoken and heard in 

the life of the Christian community.  Only as the Holy Spirit cuts away from human 

beings all other possibilities and means of possessing and speaking for God, only as 
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human beings are exposed as completely dependent and spiritually helpless to help 

themselves, only when there is no other possible way for God’s Word to be on 

human lips and in human hearts, only then is the Holy Spirit able to complete God’s 

work and bring Christ, the Word of God to human hearing and Christian life 

together.
49

    

Before the scriptures are read and proclaimed, the minister and the 

community together pray for illumination, Veni Creator Spiritus.  Barth is bold 

enough to say that one cannot proclaim the gospel without praying.
50

  Even 

humanity’s calling on God can only take it so far; there is a limit to what human 

beings can say and “the Spirit himself must represent us with sighing that cannot be 

uttered.”
51

 Though the presence of the Holy Spirit does not come because humanity 

asks, though the proclamation of the Word of God does not become the Word of 

God because of prayers for illumination, Barth cautions that it is “impossible to 

abstract the divine reality of the Holy Spirit from the prayer for the Holy Spirit in 

which it is acknowledged and accepted as a divine reality.”
52

  Here too divine and 

human distinction and togetherness are held together and enclosed in an act of 

God.
53

  Here too the Holy Spirit creates both the distinction between the free grace 

of God and the adoration of humanity as well as their union and unity, as the free 

grace of God, the Word of God, Jesus Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, 

encloses humanity’s adoration and petition.
54
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In and of itself, humanity does not possess nor is it capable of bearing the 

Word of God; rather it is the activity of Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy 

Spirit who determines and makes it possible for God to speak in and through human 

speaking and hearing.  God’s speaking in the life of the Christian community, Kurt 

Anders Richardson writes of Barth, “is the miraculous and continuous activity of 

God by his Spirit to actualize the words of Scripture as his own.”
55

  Such 

actualization does not end with scripture, but extends to the third form of God’s 

Word as the Spirit actualizes proclamation and the gospel message in the particular 

hearts and lives of the Christian community.  It is the Word of God, by the power of 

the Holy Spirit that dynamically and provisionally contains, embraces, and exalts 

humanity’s own words, so that God may again and again speak in the present 

particularity of the Christian community, and so that human words and proclamation 

in the life of the church are never assumed to be the Word of God, but must always 

seek and hope to become God’s Word.
56

 

It is the Holy Spirit that is the source of unity between the one Word of God 

and its secondary forms.  Without the presence and work of the Holy Spirit, human 

words, whether in scripture or proclaimed in the life of the Christian community, 

cannot become the one Word of God.
57

  Because this work of the Spirit is dynamic 

and not static, the Spirit momentarily makes use of these fallible human words and 

creatures, enabling those words to retain their identity yet to become the way God 

addresses the community.  The unity, illumination, and inspiration the Spirit creates 

                                                 
55

 Richardson, “Christus Praesens,” 138. 
56

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 775. 
57

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 768.  See also Trevor Hart, “The Word, the Words, and the 

Witness,” in Regarding Karl Barth (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster Press, 1999), 44-45.  Hart writes that 

the event of the Word of God, proclamation is a miraculous event in which Jesus Christ speaks to 

human beings through the event, and Hart stresses that this event is created by the Word and Spirit 

together. 



 

 

61 

 

are not permanent.  Human words in proclamation, from beginning to end, are 

human words.  They may become something more “when they are inspired and used 

by God Himself by the Holy Spirit,” but they will still remain quite human words 

throughout the dynamic activity of the Spirit.
58

  While human words may be shot 

through with God’s grace or enclosed in an act of God, they are not so 

permanently.
59

  In the presence of divine activity, Barth argues, humanity is still 

humanity.
60

  Yet the Holy Spirit enables the Christian community to speak about 

God in human words and in so doing, to proclaim God’s own words.
61

   The Holy 

Spirit maintains the differentiation between God and humanity without creating a 

third thing or synthesis between the two, even as the Holy Spirit unites these two 

disparate partners in the church’s own speaking and hearing in the event of the Word 

of God.                              

2.5 Proclamation and Consummation   

 After World War II, Karl Barth returned to the University of Bonn where he 

had been expelled from teaching more than a decade earlier.  In this place of 

reconstruction and rebuilding, not unlike the exiled prophet returning to Israel, Barth 

referred to the present time, “our time,” as the “time of the Word,” or the time of 

abandonment, “in which the Church is united with Christ only in faith and by the 

Holy Spirit.”
62

  In this interim time, this time of the Spirit, Barth made clear that God 

does not seek to transform the Christian community and the Christian into a 

completed and finished state, but God makes room and leaves room for humanity’s 
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own participation and response to the work of the Spirit.
63

   The work of the Spirit is 

not complete when scripture and proclamation become the Word of God, not even as 

faith is created and gratitude offered.  Barth presses forward, making the case that 

scripture proclaims the Christ who has already come in the flesh but scripture 

likewise proclaims the Christ who will one day come again.  Rather than creating a 

personal possession and static security for the Christian and the Christian 

community, the work of the Holy Spirit between the first and second Advent creates 

an expectation and hope that what has been given (actualized) will be given again.
64

  

When human words become the Word of God in the event and life together of 

Christian community, they do not become the possession of the Christian or 

Christian community.  As the preached word becomes God’s Word, rather than 

reaching a state of fulfilment or a permanent possession of grace, the work of the 

Spirit creates a longing to hear the gospel afresh again, a yearning for future 

redemption and consummation, a movement forward in expectation and hope.
65

   

Perhaps the most important and distinctive work of the Holy Spirit in Barth’s 

account of the threefold Word of God and proclamation, is that the work of the Spirit 

is not finished or complete even as the words proclaimed become the Word of God.  

Beyond making the Word of God contemporaneous by revealing it amidst the human 

words and activities of the Christian community, the Holy Spirit frees the Christian 

community and Christians to correspond in their own decisions to the decision made 

about them in Jesus Christ.
66

  While Barth argues that the proclamation of the Word 

of God and the written Word of God become the Word of God in the Christian 
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community, to believe this, he maintains, is not to treat God’s Word like capital at 

one’s disposal or to regard the Word of God as one’s own possession or the 

community’s ecclesiastical property.
67

  Christ’s presence in the church’s 

proclamation, Barth argues, also implies the possibility of absence.
68

  Christ’s power 

is never ceded over to the Christian community to be perpetuated and maintained as 

a human possession.
69

 Rather the Spirit comes and is at work in scripture and 

proclamation as the Christian community looks forward in anticipation of Christ’s 

reign and Christ’s return.  Only as the Christian community surrenders all human 

assurances and claims and falls back in dependence on the free grace of God alone, 

does the Spirit of the Word enable scripture and proclamation to again become the 

living Word of God.
70

   

Far from making the third form of God’s Word into a human possession 

under the auspices of the Christian community, the role of the Spirit is open-ended, 

ongoing, future-oriented and eschatological.  The gospel after all is not for the 

Christian community, but for the world.  And Christ’s presence and action in and 

through the event of proclamation cannot be guaranteed, assumed, or possessed by 

human beings, but only prayed for in hopeful expectation.  Human talk about God in 

the context of the church’s proclamation fails in its striving to become anything more 

than prayer and expectation.  It can only become the Word of God as the church 

prays in expectation and hope, “thrown back completely on free grace,” and 

“trembling assurance,” that God’s Spirit alone will be able to make God’s infinite 
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Word heard in the midst of a finite community.
71

  As a result, the church’s gospel 

proclamation can never rest on its laurels or believe that it possesses the kingdom of 

God by its mere stature and ability and commission.  It must always humbly pray, 

expectedly wait, struggle, and longingly hope, that God will come again, and by the 

power and activity of the Holy Spirit, speak in and through the words of scripture 

and proclamation and make them God’s  own.  Preaching and proclamation that rests 

secure in its own office or preaching that seeks to represent God’s interests to the 

rest of the world, Barth cautions, is like a “majestic Gothic arch that shelters us from 

the gaze of heaven, for we are truly sheltered only when we are exposed before 

God.”
72

  Triumphalistic confidence in human proclamation and human ecclesial 

action impede and prevent such a posture before God.  Such a view of preaching 

does not need prayer or the work of the Holy Spirit that comes in asking, but instead 

trusts in its own rhetorical powers and achievements.  Only as preaching finally 

becomes a prayer for help, “the seeking and invoking of God,” that trusts and hopes 

expectantly and dependently on God to speak, may it also become God’s own Word 

in the life of the Christian community.
73

   

In his only seminar held on the topic of preaching, Barth writes that “the 

proper attitude of preachers does not depend on whether they hold on to the doctrine 

of inspiration but on whether or not they expect God to speak to them here.”
74

  

Proclamation is never a completed act, but an ongoing submission and active 

expectation that moves forward with the hope and expectation that God will speak in 

and through the sinful preacher by the power of the Holy Spirit, and that a Word 
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from the Lord will be heard in the life of the Christian community by the same 

activity of the Holy Spirit.
75

  In the becoming of the Word of God, the presence of 

God and God’s speech in the life of the Christian community is never something the 

church has or possesses.  The church is always on the way, from event (Easter) to 

event (parousia), and never has Jesus Christ on its own.  And so while Barth claims 

that the Word of God becomes scripture and proclamation in a secondary way, it 

happens in a dynamic event and encounter in the presence of the Holy Spirit, not 

through a permanent transaction that infuses human beings with the contents of 

grace.  Scripture and proclamation are not the Word of God in all times, places, and 

circumstances, but only as Christ appears and speaks in and through them by the 

power of the Holy Spirit.   

Proclamation of the gospel is practiced with expectation, hope, and 

understanding that its own proclamation and speech must be ever afresh enclosed by 

an act of God.  Therefore, in the present time or interim time or time between the 

times, the work of the Spirit is never completed nor finished in the act of 

proclamation, but is always empowering the Christian community to look back in 

trust and confidence at past revelation, even as the same Spirit beckons the 

community forward with hope and expectation toward God’s future revelatory event.  

Scripture and proclamation do not exist statically as the Word of God but by the 

ongoing work and outpouring of the Holy Spirit, they become the Word of God, 

dynamically, momentarily, and ever again in the life and witness of the Christian 

community.  The proper posture of the Christian and the Christian community is one 

of expectation not possession, one of empty outstretched hands not clutching, 
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controlling fingers, one that does not contain the presence of the One it signifies, but 

one that expects, hopes, and trusts that it will be embraced and contained by the One 

it signifies, as the Spirit unites such disparate elements together and encloses them in 

an act and event of God.  As those who live between Christ’s Ascension and Christ’s 

return in this interim “time of the Word,” time of the Holy Spirit, a time between the 

times, the Christian community can never have or possess the word completely in 

this time.  Still, even though scripture and proclamation are not the Word of God in 

its original form, the Christian community is a field of divine activity where these 

derivative forms, scripture and proclamation, become instruments of divine 

communication by the on-going activity of the Holy Spirit in which human beings 

are brought into an encounter with God.
76

  Though proclamation and scripture are 

derivative forms of the Word of God, they are nevertheless forms that point to the 

reality of God’s presence and self-revelation in Christ, and in their witness as herald 

and witness of past revelation, they become part of the one event in which God 

continues to speak to the world through the life and witness of the Christian 

community.  In spite of his qualifications, in both scripture and in the church’s 

proclamation of the gospel, Barth believes the Holy Spirit truly gives humanity the 

Word of God to speak. 

Only at the consummation, as the work of the Spirit reaches its goal, will it 

be self-evident and clear to all that scripture, proclamation, and the life together and 

witness of the Christian community were anything more than human talk about God, 

anything beyond strange self-deferential worship and action.  In the interim time, 

Christ speaks and is made known in and through the Christian community as the 
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Holy Spirit makes Christ present and unites human voices and ears to his voice in the 

event of scripture and proclamation in the life of the Christian community.  The 

work of the Holy Spirit in relation to the threefold Word of God makes the present 

reality of Christ known, enabling human beings to say and to hear what “God in 

person is saying presently to the church and to the world.”
77

   

2.6 Critical Reflection & Appraisal 

 The purpose of this chapter has been to unfold the particular role of the Holy 

Spirit in relation to the threefold Word of God, specifically as the presence of the 

Spirit manifests Christ in the church’s engagement with the biblical witness and in 

the church’s attempt to proclaim the gospel.  In the act and event of proclamation, it 

is the Holy Spirit that makes Christ present in the contemporary life together of the 

Christian community, and it is the Holy Spirit that annexes scripture and 

proclamation enabling them to become the Word of God.  Becoming is never a 

completed act or static existence though, so it is also the Holy Spirit that creates both 

presence and absence in the life of the proclaiming and hearing community, giving 

the Christian community the freedom and desire to move from Advent to the Second 

Advent, waiting and hoping and praying, for Christ to come again.   

Even though proclamation becomes the third form of the Word of God as 

God speaks to the life of the world through the proclamation event in the Christian 

community, neither the proclaimer nor the hearer of the Word ever possesses the 

Word of God.  The proclaimer of the Word is always reliant on a new act of the Holy 

Spirit for the Word of God to come through human speech, and the hearer of the 

Word continues to pray and call upon the Holy Spirit if the Word of God is ever to 
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become proclamation in the life of the Christian community and the life of the 

hearer.    The gift of the Spirit in relation to the Word of God is not so much the 

permanent bestowal of the Word of God upon the Christian or Christian community; 

rather, as the outpouring of the Holy Spirit enables God’s Word to be proclaimed 

and heard in the Christian community, the Spirit creates a deeper longing and greater 

hunger for God to speak again in and through the life of the Christian community.  

And so the Christian community is never defined by what it possesses, but is a 

community that is on the move and always reliant on God.  For Barth then, the 

Christian community lives in hope for the coming Word by the power of the Holy 

Spirit rather than living in a static confidence and assurance of its ongoing and 

continuing presence.
78

 

While Barth’s presentation of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (subjective 

revelation) and the role of the Holy Spirit in relation to the threefold Word of God is 

lucid and clear, it is not above critique.  Gabriel Fackre offers a few stumbling 

blocks and challenges in regard to the relationships between proclamation, the Holy 

Spirit and the threefold Word of God in Barth’s thought.  Fackre believes Barth at 

times speaks interchangeably about future revelation as both future reception and 

actualization of the Word in the Christian community and as the final eschatological 

consummation.
79

  While Barth does speak in eschatological terms about future 

revelation as Bible and proclamation become the Word of God in the present life 

together of the Christian community, even in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2, Barth 

has a healthy sense of the distinction between actualization of the Word and final 

eschatological disclosure.  Though Barth speaks in less inhibited language about 
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“future revelation as the actualization of the Word,” he does not do so at the expense 

of the Second Advent, but maintains that there is some sense of present realization 

and actualization of the Word of God as it is proclaimed, heard, and lived out in the 

life of the Christian community.  There is some sense of realization in terms of 

eschatalogy.  Still, there is a danger in Barth’s description of the event of the Word 

of God, that where God’s Word is actualized in human words, that this point or event 

in the life of the Christian community is idealized and treated as the termination 

point and goal of the Christian community’s life and witness in the world rather than 

as the beginning of the life of discipleship.  Barth’s theology of the Word has been 

read in this way.  As a result, existential realization in the present tends to overtake 

any sense that the event of the Word of God produces a new creation which moves 

forward in eschatological expectation.       

Not unrelated to this theme of the present realization of revelation is the issue 

of the have-ability and grasp-ability of the Word of God within the life of the 

Christian community.  Here, Fackre compares Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s own 

exploration of this theme in contrast to Barth. Coming out of the Lutheran tradition, 

Bonhoeffer was less cautious about equating God’s Word with the Word proclaimed 

and uttered in the life of the church.
80

  While both Barth and Bonhoeffer believed 

that in the human form of the church’s proclamation, the Word of God is present,
81

 

Barth’s Reformed commitments led him to distrust ecclesial attempts to claim 

continuity of divine presence in Word, sacrament or any other ecclesial media.  

Attempts to control and possess the dynamic and divine presence of Jesus Christ 

only ended in sin and failure, and such claims sought to place human limitations on 
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the sovereignty of God.
82

  According to Fackre, Bonhoeffer believed God is always 

“haveable” and “graspable” in the Word and in its ongoing life in the Christian 

community.  In contrast, though Barth could also refer to the event of the Word of 

God as the union of the Word of God and the human word, the event in which the 

Holy Spirit enables human words to become instruments of divine revelation,
83

  

Barth still sought to maintain the divine and human distinction.  Barth sought to 

retain and emphasize both the continuity of Christ’s presence and activity in and 

through the activity of proclamation and the discontinuity of Christ’s distinction 

from strictly human actions and signs, including proclamation.  To Lutherans like 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer and later Robert Jenson, such extra Calvinisticum qualifications 

risked an unnecessary separation and severing of sign from thing signified.
84

  And 

while Barth would agree that the Christian community should hope and trust and 

pray that we are really given the Word of God to speak, that it is not so un-

possessable that it is never received, he nevertheless refuses to directly identify it or 

automatically equate it with every ecclesial reading of scripture and every 

proclamation of the gospel in the life of the Christian community, not only on 

ontological grounds, but on pneumatological grounds as well.  If the gospel 
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proclamation so assuredly contains the Word of God, then why pray for the Holy 

Spirit at all? 

Barth resisted all theological attempts on the church’s and Christian’s behalf 

to possess the presence of Christ in scripture, preaching, or sacrament.  Still Gabriel 

Fackre argues that Barth could have emphasized the once and for all nature of 

Christ’s deity and humanity in union together without denying the “present 

possession of the glorious presence” of Jesus Christ in the life of the church.
85

  Even 

so, John Yocum believes Barth’s description of the union between the divine Word 

and human words and their union in differentiation is made most clearly and 

appropriately in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2.  The event of the Word of God is not 

separate from or beyond human words, but takes place “in the conjunction of the 

Word of God and the human word,” where the Holy Spirit enables the human word 

to be enclosed and embraced in an act and word of God.
86

 

It is the precise role and identity of the Spirit in this conjunction that is not 

clear.   In his essay the “Mediator of Communion,” George Hunsinger writes that in 

CD IV (Christology), Barth preferred to speak primarily in terms of Christ (the 

agent) making himself present through the Spirit, whereas one would expect if Barth 

had gotten to a doctrine of redemption, the agential language for the Spirit, where the 

Spirit makes Christ present, would figure more prominently.
87

  By a similar pattern, 

would the unity of the three forms of the Word of God figure differently or more 

prominently as well?  Or perhaps Barth’s later modification to the threefold Word of 

God sought to offer a greater distinction between a free and authentic human 
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response and the one Word of God.   In a theological seminar with English speaking 

students in the early 1950s, one of the students asked Karl Barth why the Holy Spirit 

did not appear more explicitly in relation to the ‘revealed Word.’
88

  Barth responded 

that his main concern in that period of the dogmatics was the avoidance of 

subjectivism.  If starting today, he remarked “I would speak more of the Holy 

Spirit.”
89

  And perhaps if we do speak more of the Holy Spirit, scripture and 

proclamation can more easily be united with the Word of God in the life of the 

Christian community.
90

 

 In the later volumes of the Church Dogmatics, it remains to be seen whether 

Barth’s earlier theology of the threefold Word of God could cohere with a later 

emphasis on human witness and attestation as the principle purpose of gospel 

declaration.  But perhaps one example of how such a union of divine and human 

speech happens is found in his account of the Holy Spirit and the threefold Word of 

God.  The preacher and hearer of the Word can do no more than seek to be a human 

witness.  The words and lives of the Christian and the Christian community only 

seek to signify and bear witness to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

Yet, through Christ’s ongoing activity and presence in the Holy Spirit, more, it 

seems, is possible.  The Holy Spirit is that person of the Trinity and that dimension 

of God’s life that enables God to “be present himself in and in spite of” the human 
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action of proclamation.
91

    God remains God and humanity remains humanity, but in 

the event of the Word of God, in the event of proclamation, God’s own presence is 

able to make room for and include humanity’s words and witness.  In the event of 

the Word of God, God acts in conjunction with human action and humanity’s own 

words and actions are enclosed by God’s own words and actions.   

Perhaps Barth would later question whether true human response would be 

negated by such a mode of union and action, but in these early volumes, the 

threefold Word of God represented the here and now “union of the divine and human 

possibility,” where the divine word and human word were at once distinct and united 

in the one event of the Word of God.
92

  Though Christ remains Christ and stands at 

the door and knocks, and humanity remains humanity and must open the door, Barth 

described the union and the work of the Holy Spirit in this way: while it is true that 

humanity must open the door and it is true that that Christ does not remain outside 

the door, it is also true that “the risen Christ passes through closed doors.”
93

  It is the 

Holy Spirit that enables the risen Christ to pass through closed doors, to be seen and 

heard in fallible human words, and to contain and embrace human proclamation in 

an act of God, in the event of the Word of God. 

Summary 

The first two chapters of this dissertation offer a detailed depiction of the 

threefold Word of God, the role of Christ and the Spirit in relation to the church’s 

proclamation and contemporary life together.  This chapter in particular has sought 

to build on these themes and to explore them in a pneumatological context.  In the 
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present time, the time between the times, it is Holy Spirit who enables the Word of 

God to be spoken through human speech in the event of the Word of God.  While the 

divine and human distinctions remain in the union of this event, it is a union that 

propels the Christian community toward the next event of the Word of God, and it is 

an event that sets the Christian community free to correspond to Jesus Christ in the 

context of their lives. 

The next chapter will explore the importance of the threefold Word of God as 

a central feature of Barth’s vision of the Christian community.  The concept of the 

threefold Word of God is crucial to Barth’s understanding of the church and serves a 

principle role in defining the life of the Christian community.  The next chapter 

seeks to explore how Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God serves as a nota 

ecclesiae and a concrete ecclesiological vision for life together in Christian 

community. 
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Chapter Three: The Threefold Word of God as Ecclesiology 

 

The Church is held together as a single whole, from Jesus Christ 

at the right hand of the Father down to the humblest of those who 

by the word of His witness have been called to faith.  But this 

connecting link consists in the one Word of God, which in these 

three different forms, in none of them less than in the others, in 

none of them diminished and weakened, but in all three remaining 

the selfsame Word, constitutes the life and the foundation of the 

Church.   

        --Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, 744-745
1
 

 

This chapter explores the concept of the threefold Word of God in relation to 

Barth’s theology of the church in his early theological writings in the 1920s and 

1930s.  The second section of this chapter will explore the relationship and 

development of Barth’s theology of the church and the threefold Word of God in the 

early volumes of the Church Dogmatics, CD I/1, I/2, and II/1.  The theology of the 

church forged out of Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God offers a variety of 

images of the Christian community as it is actualized and takes visible form in its life 

in the world.  Particular attention will be given to the various descriptions Barth uses 

to describe the conjunction of divine and human activity in the gospel declaration 

and in the church’s life together.  The theology of the church set forth by the 

threefold Word of God has had a powerful impact when put into practice through the 

church’s witness to the world, whether in Nazi Germany or in apartheid South Africa 

or in our own time.
2
  This chapter will discuss the importance of the threefold Word 

of God as ecclesiology, especially as it has shaped Christian witness in particular 

times and places, even as it is later revised and possibly recedes in Barth’s own later 

work. 
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Karl Barth’s theology of threefold Word of God also includes a theology of 

the church.  Though Barth’s ecclesiology is most fully articulated throughout the 

doctrine of reconciliation, volume IV of the Church Dogmatics in paragraphs §62, 

§67, and §72 respectively, Barth’s doctrine of the threefold Word of God serves as a 

theology of the church that should be read alongside the ecclesiology later developed 

in his doctrine of reconciliation.  In his study of Barth’s ecclesiology, Nicolas Healy 

argues that the placement of ecclesiology within theological inquiry should follow 

the same logic and structure that Barth uses to describe the place of theological ethics 

within theological inquiry, first with general ethics, a discussion of God’s action, and 

then a special ethics that considers the directions of human action in light of God’s 

action.
3
  General ethics looks “upward” to divine action as it enfolds and makes it 

claims upon humanity while special ethics looks “downwards” to concrete human 

action as it is lived out under the command of God and in light of God’s own action.
4
  

Healy acknowledges that Barth does not explicitly describe a general theology of the 

church and a special theology of the church, but it could be argued that the theology 

of the church developed in the early volumes of the Church Dogmatics functions 

precisely as general ethics functions in relation to special ethics.
5
   

The church made possible by the Word of God in three forms is the account 

of God’s being-in-action in the life of the church.  Only then can there be a special 

ecclesiology that seeks to trace the human possibilities for ecclesial life and action in 

light of God’s action in and through the life of the Christian community.  Barth’s 

early theology of the church emerges from the concept of the threefold Word of God 

                                                 
3
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and is not simply made redundant by the later special ecclesiology found in the 

doctrine of reconciliation, rather the two overlap, complement each other, and serve 

different functions, much in the same way as general ethics and special ethics.  

Rather than reading Barth’s later ecclesiology as a departure or contradiction from 

the general theology of the church articulated through the threefold Word of God, 

these two accounts, while not always in complete accord, should be read together in 

order to capture Barth’s fullest expression of the theology of the church.   

 In his introduction to Karl Barth’s thought, Joseph Mangina argues that what 

distinguishes Barth’s theological project and vision from other Reformed and 

Protestant contemporaries, was not just his dialectical adherence to the ontological 

distinction between divinity and humanity, but his insistence that God distinguishes 

himself from all other idols, not ultimately in transcendence, “but by becoming 

incarnate in Jesus Christ.”
6
  The church becomes an event and shared life that is both 

a divine and human possibility because it arises out of the activity of the God who 

refuses to be God apart from fellowship with human beings.
7
  While Barth’s account 

of the church in relation to threefold Word of God is not an exhaustive description of 

the church’s life, activities, and purpose, the threefold Word of God does serve as a 

general theology of the church which complements and supplements Barth’s later 

ecclesiology.  Particularly central to the ecclesiology of the threefold Word of God is 

Barth’s description of the particular presence, activity, and speech of God through 

gospel proclamation in the church’s own life and activity.  This contemporary speech 

                                                 
6
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and activity of God shapes all surrounding reality, empowering human freedom and 

activity in the service of God.
8
 

3.1 The Threefold Word and Barth’s Early Vision of the Church 

Before Barth set about his own dogmatics in Göttingen, he engaged, along 

with his students, Calvin, Zwingli, the Reformed Confessions, and the father of 

modern theology, Friedrich Schleiermacher.  Such historical faithfulness and 

theological care of those who had gone before him would become a hallmark of 

Barth’s future theological work. In his own serious engagement with Calvin, Barth 

explored the 1536 Institutes in depth, and in a passage from his lectures, he would 

describe Calvin’s theological dilemma in this way:  

Can we succeed in simultaneously saying the two things as one, that the 

church is God’s work and yet that as such it is also a human reality?  From 

the outset we must say that even Calvin could not succeed in really 

establishing and upholding both aspects, at least as one and the same.  As 

everywhere, so here too, he had to be content to put the two alongside one 

another and to show how they are interrelated and affect one another….But if 

                                                 
8
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also come to terms with the theology of the church that is expressed in Barth’s doctrine of the 
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UK: Ashgate Publishing, 2005), 95-96.  Nicholas Healy does discuss the possibility of a general 

theology of the church that engages “doctrines of the trinity, creation and Christology and 
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in relation to the threefold Word of God serves this very purpose in the first volume of the Church 

Dogmatics.  See Nicholas Healy, “Karl Barth’s ecclesiology reconsidered,” 294. 
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Calvin’s undertaking did not and could not succeed—the person who has 

found the right word in this predicament has not yet been born.”
9
 

 

One wonders whether Barth’s modest refusal to offer an easy solution to Calvin’s 

dilemma was also an admission that modern attempts at Reformed theology must 

continue to come to terms with Calvin’s struggle to articulate the church as a fully 

human enterprise but also a divine one.  Barth concludes his assessment of Calvin’s 

early theology of the church by remarking that what Calvin wanted to profess “deep 

in his heart was a church that can honour God in the world, a church that has the 

advantages of a sect without the disadvantages, a church that knows what it wants 

and does not want, a church that knows its people, a church militant that could be 

compared to the Jesuit order in external power if not perhaps in inward organization 

because after all it is not an order or society but in spite of everything a church.”
10

   

Perhaps this is at least one reason why the threefold form of the Word of God 

was so central to Barth’s theological vision of the church, especially as it appeared in 

his work in Göttingen, again in Münster, and its final form in Church Dogmatics I/1 

and I/2.  The concept of the threefold form of the Word of God was not peripheral to 

the central theological themes in Karl Barth’s theological project.  As Bruce 

McCormack has pointed out in depth, Barth’s doctrine of the “threefold form of the 

Word” was central to his dogmatic efforts from 1924 to 1937.
11

  Originally presented 

in classroom lectures, the threefold form of the Word of God did not seek so much to 

move beyond the simplification of the Römerbrief that ‘God is in heaven and you are 

on earth,’ but to further develop the ontological truth of God being ‘wholly other’ 

                                                 
9
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while at the same time articulating the equivalent truth of God’s self-giving ‘real 

presence’ incarnate in Jesus Christ, and God’s contemporaneous ‘real presence’ in 

the Spirit’s activity in the ecclesial community, specifically through scripture and 

proclamation.
12

   

 While the threefold Word of God appeared in dogmatic concepts in the 

classroom and in theological volumes, Barth was already presenting the same 

material prior to 1924 and was doing so in more informal settings outside the 

classroom and lecture hall.  The threefold Word of God was more than a Protestant 

answer or Barthian reaction to the Roman Catholic synthesis between Creator and 

creature that Barth believed was the misguided principle of Roman Catholicism (i.e. 

Analogia Entis).  As seen in Barth’s lectures on Calvin, Barth sought to find a way to 

articulate the existence of the Christian community as both a work of God and a fully 

human reality. The doctrine of the threefold form of the Word of God was a modern 

construal of classical Reformed theology, guided by the Reformers who “wished to 

see something better substituted for the mass (they) abolished.”
13

  As the ecclesial 

community was gathered by the Word, as the scriptures were read and proclaimed, 

the Lord who became flesh also became present in this context, uniting his act and 

being to the words of scripture and the act of proclamation, becoming through them a 

living event and an encounter.  In this event and encounter, the God who became 

flesh and would also come to speech through human words, and the very same God 

would be heard by human ears, all the while remaining Lord of heaven and earth.  
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This was the miracle of the event, this was the content of the doctrine of the threefold 

Form of the Word of God, and this was the appropriate intended consequence of 

Reformed Theology, as Barth put it, the “verbum visibile,” the only sacrament the 

Reformers left us.
14

 

Such a way of describing Word and church was not a new innovation but a 

traditionally Reformed and Reformation way of articulating the role of the church 

and its relationship to Christ and God’s divine agency.  What was new in the doctrine 

of the threefold Word of God, what sought to hold together Calvin’s somewhat 

schizophrenic conceptions of the relationship between Christ and the church, was the 

dynamic unity between Christ and church that took place in the living encounter 

between the incarnate God and the ecclesial community through scripture and 

proclamation.  In this way, Barth sought to move Reformed theology beyond the 

problem of two separate ecclesial realities: the church where God’s presence dwells 

on the one hand, and the wretched, corrupt, human gathering of sinners on the other.  

The doctrine of the threefold Word of God did not seek to fuse these two realities 

into one synthesis (i.e. Analogia Entis), but did seek to overcome the tendency 

towards ecclesial dualism by articulating the real if only temporary unity and 

possibility that takes place in the ecclesial community when God’s Word (Jesus 

Christ) unites to human words (scripture and proclamation) in the event and life of 

the Christian community.
15
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Through his careful reading of Romans in light of world events, Barth grew 

ever more certain that only God could bring about the kingdom of God on earth.
16

  

This growing conviction also led him to think differently about the true substance of 

the church as well.  He began to describe and view the church, not as a static ongoing 

creation founded at Pentecost and extending indefinitely into the future, nor as a 

sociological gathering of religious individuals, but as the ever new creation of God’s 

revelation and God’s Word.  Already in his commentary on Romans, Barth sought to 

describe the integral relationship between God’s Word and the church by referring to 

the church as “the fellowship of men who proclaim the Word of God and hear it.”
17

  

What is important to see in this early period of Barth’s theological development is 

the ongoing encounter between God (Word) and humanity (church)  even when it is 

often portrayed in terms of a so-called negative ecclesiology where the “Church is 

condemned by that which establishes it, and is broken in pieces upon its 

foundations.”
18

   

                                                                                                                                          
“principles that would guide his own ecclesiological development,” and even more, Bender believes 

that Barth’s summary of Calvin could serve as an apt summary of his own ecclesiology.  Barth began 

his own theological project then, not to recover the 16
th

 century Calvin or to return to the Calvinist 

orthodoxy of 17
th

 century, rather he began with God and God’s ultimate encounter with humanity in 

Jesus Christ, but also in Christ’s subsequent encounters with humanity through the Spirit, as scripture 

and proclamation become God’s word in and through the life of the Christian community.  As Barth 

sought to address the situation of the preacher in the pulpit and the people of God who sought to hear 

a word from the Lord through the voice of the sinful preacher, the threefold form of the Word of God 

served as Barth’s way of describing how such an impossibility was indeed possible. 
16
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Still, Barth sought to describe the church’s existence in terms of God’s 

activity alone.  As Kimlyn Bender rightly points out, “the church differed from the 

world only in that it was the site where the revelation event occurred.”
19

  But by 

describing the interior life of the church in this way, Barth was introducing another 

problem in the realm of theological ethics.  What difference does the church make if 

it remains just as unfaithful and disobedient as it was prior to the event of God’s 

Word?  These questions would follow Barth throughout his work and are often 

critiques of his work today, and these questions may offer at least one clue as to why 

Barth later modified the concept of the threefold Word of God in Church Dogmatics 

IV/3.  The fact that Barth describes the church as the locus of God’s judgment and 

thus also God’s revelation is an important feature of Barth’s theology that begins 

with Romans and is further developed in the Göttingen Dogmatics and the Church 

Dogmatics.  Throughout the Römerbrief  Barth consistently describes the church as 

weak, its life and activities only related to God’s revelation as a crater is related to a 

shell that explodes and creates in it, “a void in which the Gospel reveals itself,”
20

 and 

yet the very same church is a direct consequence and creation of God’s self-

revelation.  In spite of the church’s derivative and negative status, Barth argues that a 

“non-ecclesiastical relation between men and God is no more a reality in this world 

than is the innocence of paradise.”
21

   

While the Römerbrief does not describe a material role to the church’s life 

and activity, from the Romans commentary onward, Barth did develop a fairly 

central role for the church as the specific location in the world and medium where 

                                                                                                                                          
church, McCormack maintains that Barth’s use of dialectical method remains intact throughout his 

work. 
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God addresses humanity.  Because the church is the place or medium of God’s self-

revelation, it is differentiated from the rest of the world.
22

  What would develop over 

time and take fuller shape in Barth’s mature thought is a Christology which could 

more directly identify God’s revelation with the historical person of Jesus, and more 

closely describe an ecclesial community that participates in the revelatory event 

through the witness of scripture and proclamation (the one Word of God).  The 

threefold form of the Word of God served Barth’s attempt to express the unity of 

divinity and humanity in Jesus Christ, and the provisional union and shared life of 

divinity and humanity in the life of the church.  Barth would not express this fuller 

understanding of the church until the Göttingen dogmatics.   

Kimlyn Bender believes, especially early on in Barth’s thought as the 

Romans commentary and the Göttingen dogmatics took shape, that Barth treated the 

church primarily as the initial problem in theology (i.e. where is God revealed?), 

around the issue of revelation in particular.  Bender writes that “the church for Barth 

serves as the locus of the preaching event, and therefore the locus of revelation in the 

present.”
23

  The church is the place where the event of God’s Word happens in the 

present, but the church is also the community gathered together by Word and Spirit 

where revelation is actualized in Christian life together and witness.  Barth’s early 

theology of the church defines church more in terms of event location in the world, 

not in terms of a particular people in a particular place in time whose life and activity 

are enclosed and shaped by the life and activity of God in their midst.   

                                                 
22
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As he began his work in Göttingen, Barth sought to articulate more fully the 

role, purpose, and content of the church’s life together in relation to the Word of 

God.  In the opening sections of the Göttingen Dogmatics Barth describes the 

essence of the church’s existence not in terms of fellowship or practices or apostolic 

succession, rather what makes the church the church, Barth argues, what makes it a 

distinctive community, “what distinguishes it from any other fellowship of faith and 

spirit and distinctive orientation and sacrament, is the vital link between this very 

specific hearing and making heard, the Word which it receives and passes on.”
24

  In 

short, the gospel makes the church; the Word of God constitutes the church.  So in a 

way, Barth’s theological starting point is a theology of the church made possible by 

the Word of God, whereby God speaks and is heard in the present through scripture 

and proclamation.  Liturgy does not make the church.  Apostolic succession does not 

make the church.  The infallibility of scripture is not the basis of the church.  Nor is 

the human experience of the divine.  What makes the church is the event of union 

between divine speaking and human speaking (Jesus Christ and the act of 

proclamation) on the one hand, and on the other hand, the union of divine reception 

and human hearing (Holy Spirit and faith).   

Bruce McCormack describes this more positive role for the church as a 

“shift in attitude.”
25

  According to McCormack, Barth grew in appreciation 

for the church and sought to listen for the voice of the church through his new 

teaching responsibilities, in his own inner struggle with preparation and 

historical mastery of the subject matter, and in the critical and deep 
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theological engagement he found in Roman Catholic theology.
26

  Part of the 

reason Barth’s theological work was leading him into deeper engagement 

with earlier church tradition had to do with the fact that Barth believed Roman 

Catholicism, not modern Protestant theology, was interested in many of the 

questions (perhaps not the same answers) that Barth believed were critical for 

theology and the church in modernity.  For instance, as Barth prepared his 

own dogmatics in Göttingen and struggled with a faithful way to describe the 

hypostatic character of the incarnation, he acknowledged that with the 

exception of the Catholics, he was probably the only professor of theology 

“racking his brains over it.”
27

  Barth’s polemical engagement with and 

theological appreciation for Roman Catholicism would also shape the place of 

the church in his work during this period and beyond.  And Barth’s ongoing 

desire to hear the voice of the church in the past, would lead to a greater 

appreciation for the life of the church in the present and the predicament of 

the church amidst the challenges of modernity.   

When Barth began to teach theology for the first time, his work led 

him into the prior labours of the Protestant scholastics, the Reformers, 

medieval theologians, and the early church fathers.  As Eberhard Busch notes, 

“Barth not only began to listen to ‘orthodoxy,’ but also developed a positive 

interest in the Fathers of the early church and even to some extent in Catholic 

scholasticism.”
28

  Perhaps this would lead him to make the surprising remark 

in 1924 that “one ought not to place himself too securely on the ‘base’ of 
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‘Protestantism.’”
29

  Yet Barth maintained that theological and ecclesial 

substance were not things a Protestant theologian had to go looking for in 

Roman Catholicism, but were integral to Protestant and Reformed theology as 

well, even if neglected and difficult to articulate at times.  Indeed, in a series 

of lectures at pastoral and theological conferences in the middle of the 1920s, 

Barth sought to articulate Protestant and Reformed ecclesial substance shaped 

by and in direct engagement with its Roman Catholic ecclesial counterpart. 

Perhaps he did this most fully in his lecture “Roman Catholicism: A Question 

to the Protestant Church,” given three different times in 1928.  In this lecture, 

Barth made the case that Roman Catholicism posed two fundamental 

questions to the Protestant Church: to what extent was Protestantism a church, 

and to what extent Protestantism was still Protestant.
30

    

On the first score, Barth argued that the theological purpose of the 

Reformation was not “to cast doubt on the real and primary presence and 

action of God in his Church rather to assert both in a more compelling 

form.”
31

  While Barth believed the Reformers were right to question Roman 

Catholicism’s efforts to institutionalize divine revelation, the solution was not, 

Barth maintained, to be found in modern Protestant attempts to  “bypass 

Church, Word, and sacrament, and to fly at once to the Unmediated and 

Absolute in pure spirituality and inwardness.”
32

  Instead, Barth believed the 

Reformers sought to restore and strengthen the “interrelation between the 
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divine reality of revelation and the equally divine reality of faith.”
33

  What 

was at stake in the Reformation, Barth believed, was not an attempt to remove 

the mediatory functions of church, but to reject all attempts to make Christ’s 

once-and-for-all life, death, and resurrection, a work that must be made 

present again by the sacrificing priest or the activities of the Roman pontiff as 

Christ on earth.
34

    

In addition to the problem of mediation, Barth believed Roman 

Catholicism challenged the Protestant identity of modern Protestantism.  “Are 

we still Protestants?” Barth bluntly puts it.
35

  To be a Protestant, in Barth’s 

view was to see the church as a divine reality and also as a sinful reality, the 

“Church of sinners.”
36

  Sin could not be removed by sacramental infusions of 

grace, for even in the church, we find ourselves “sinners from head to toe.”
37

  

Barth then pointedly asks whether modern Protestantism really offers an 

alternative to the Roman Catholic relationship between sin and grace, when it 

replaces “God’s Word of grace with the work and exaltation of men, either in 

the inner regions of the soul or in cultural and social activity?”
38

  Barth 

challenged modern Protestantism’s efforts to supplement that grace alone with 

“religious-ethical virtuosity,” or a “Protestant cult of saints” or a thinly veiled 

religious version of human success and progress?
39

  If modern Protestantism 

seeks such a fusion between humanity and divinity, grace and nature, Christ 

and Christian, Barth wondered whether Roman Catholicism might offer a 
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more responsible, more beautiful and simpler ecclesial form already.  If that is 

the substance of our ecclesiology, then why are we still Protestants, Barth 

asks.
40

   

Barth’s critical engagement with Roman Catholicism was both 

ecumenical and polemical.  It was ecumenical in the sense that few if any of 

his Protestant contemporaries saw either the threat or the opportunity for 

conversation that Roman Catholicism posed to Protestantism.
41

  Due to 

geography (Münster), but also due to the fact that Barth could only find 

conversation partners interested in the church’s received theological traditions 

within Roman Catholicism, Barth became a serious ecumenical theologian 

during this period.  Barth’s engagement with Roman Catholicism was also 

polemical.  He was not seeking theological compromise, but in trying to 

represent the best thought and practice of Reformed theology, he wanted to 

remind both modern Protestantism and Roman Catholicism of the deep 

theological differences that still existed between the two ecclesial bodies.
42
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We return to the earlier question of the paradoxical nature of the 

church, a problem with which Barth struggled as he read Calvin, and a 

theology of the church that Barth sought to address and build upon.  Though 

many of the problems and questions about the reality of God in the here and 

now were presented by Barth as ecclesiological problems, he found the 

solution to his ecclesiological questions in the form of a Christological 

answer.  Bruce McCormack explains this development in Barth’s thought as a 

material change in Barth’s Christology that took place between the second 

Romans commentary and the Göttingen Dogmatics.  In Romans, God could 

only be present, though completely veiled, in the event of the cross.  As he 

prepared for the Göttingen lectures, Barth adopted the anhypostasis of 

Reformed and patristic theology, and could then say much more, that God is 

fully unveiled in the veil of his humanity, and revelation could be historical 

without becoming a historical possession or a static deposit in the church and 

world.
43

   

This Christological move allowed Barth to say that Jesus Christ is 

fully God and also fully human without confusion, without change, without 

division, without separation,
44

 and it allowed Barth to base the church’s life 

and existence on God’s ability to disclose Godself in the one Word of God, 
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revealed in Jesus Christ, but also in Scripture and the church.
45

  Barth’s 

innovation of the Chalcedonian formula did not conceive of God, Scripture, or 

the church in static terms, but rather in terms of action.  While the Word of 

God could never be directly identified with the life and witness of the church 

in a static existence, God could reveal himself in the words of Scripture and 

through Christian proclamation in the event and gathering of the worshipping 

community.  The church, therefore, could be fully sinful, yet fully the sphere 

of God’s self-revelation, if only from moment to moment, through the being 

and activity of God.
46

   

Did Barth’s Christological and actualistic innovations allow him to 

overcome the problematic tendency towards dualism (divine/human, 

faithful/sinful, visible/invisible) he himself read in Calvin?  During the period 

of Barth’s teaching at Göttingen and Münster until the beginning volumes of 

the Church Dogmatics, Barth’s work and the doctrine of the church that 

emerged from his labours, was defined by the threefold Word of God, where 

in the life of the Christian community a present encounter between God and 

humanity took place, an encounter where the Word of God that became flesh 

in Jesus Christ was also made manifest through scripture and in the church’s 
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proclamation.  Such a unity of divine activity in the midst of human activity 

could only be a momentary event.  Human creatures were always in danger of 

mistaking the provisional union of this event for a more permanent union.  

Only in the eschatological union at the consummation, would the Holy Spirit 

hold together God and humanity in a permanent unity for eternity.  For Barth 

any divine and human union in the life of the church could only be described 

in provisional and actualistic concepts.  The event was not a completion of 

divine and creaturely union, only a momentary unity.  The event occurred 

from moment to moment by the divine initiative, not by any human initiative, 

but only in God’s sovereign freedom and by God’s good grace.  Such an event 

was not an aberration or accident, nor did it occur by God’s capricious or 

erratic will, but did happen and would happen; it could be both promised and 

expected in the particular being and activity of the church’s life together. 

 In Barth’s later theology, specifically regarding the church, 

descriptions of provisional unity brought about in the life of the church would 

be severely strained, possibly to the breaking point.
47

 Yet at this point in his 

introductory theology of the church, Barth could describe a particular pattern 

of divine activity that incorporates and integrates human life and activity into 

its life and work in the world, a real union of activity but always a unity in 

differentiation. In the church’s encounter with scripture and the gospel 

address, divine speaking and human speech and hearing would be joined 

together momentarily by the work of the Spirit.  This unity would be fragile 

and provisional, never static, always actualistic, but nevertheless a real unity, 
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that was, is, and would become a possibility in the Christian community, in its 

worship and corporate life together, and in its ethical witness in the world. 

3.2 The Threefold Word of God: a general theology of the church 

While Barth does not always refer to the church and its life 

specifically, Barth’s account of the church that emerges from the doctrine of 

the threefold Word of God attempts to describe the divine presence and 

activity in the event of the Word of God as it enters into contemporary time 

and space.
48

   In the event of the Word of God, people become “bearers and 

speakers of the Word of God as it becomes a word spoken by them in the 

form of their human word,”
49

 and the church becomes the specific place in the 

world where God speaks, where divine grace meets human faith, where the 

vertical line of revelation meets the horizontal, temporal line of worldly 

existence.  Barth continued to describe the church in Church Dogmatics I/2 by 

place and particularity.  The church could be described as the place in the 

world where God and God alone makes humanity recipients of revelation.
50

   

In this section, Barth would add further particularity to the church by 

defining the area of the church according to the witness of the Old and New 

Testaments in which the church includes both Israel and the church 

inaugurated by Christ.
51

  Under the heading of his doctrine of revelation 

(§16), Barth delineated the form and shape of the church beyond the vague 

conceptual descriptions like sphere of revelation or arena of God’s grace so 

often found in Barth’s earlier theological descriptions of the church.  
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Ultimately Barth concludes, the church can only take on flesh and bone, so to 

speak, when it is described as the place or realm of the world where “Jesus 

Christ is present as the real acting subject, as the head of all the members 

gathered in the Church with their definite tasks and functions,” the particular 

area in the world where God and God alone turns human beings into 

recipients of revelation who become God’s witnesses in the world.
52

  God’s 

activity does not take place in a vacuum or everywhere in general, but in the 

particular life of Israel and the church.  And Israel and the church were never 

just empty concepts, but particular people in particular places encountered by 

and bound to God’s Word revealed to them in the particularity of time and 

place through an encounter and event.  As Barth’s work progressed, the 

church took on content as a location and people of dynamic life and activity. 

The church was more than an undefined space of reality.  The church included 

a meeting and encounter between two dynamic living realities, a fellowship 

where God encounters human beings in an act of grace.   

Though much of Barth’s description of the church in CD I/2 occurs in 

§16.1, “The Holy Spirit the Subjective Reality of Revelation,” Barth grounds 

the church’s life and existence in the reality and presence of Jesus Christ, 

apart from whom the church cannot exist or function in any real form or way.  

According to Barth, the church lives and has its origin in Jesus Christ.  On this 

basis and foundation, Barth then proceeds to define what such a claim 

implies.  First, it means that as a result of the Incarnation, the Word that was 

in the beginning, in which all things were created, the Word before all things 
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and in all things, is also spoken and heard in this world.
53

  What this means 

for the church is that it becomes the subjective reality of Jesus Christ’s 

revelation, the meeting of the Word of grace with the children of God for the 

sake of the whole world.
54

   

Barth would continue to define the life of the church as one of 

complete dependence on the Word. The church has no independent existence, 

but only truly lives when it lives in total dependence on its head (Ephesians 

4:15) from whom it receives “its whole existence, comfort, and direction from 

Him and only from Him.”
55

  Barth describes the third identification of the 

church’s life as communal.  Life lived in dependence upon the Word of God 

is a life together, a common life.  It is a common life not defined exclusively 

by brotherly love or certain spiritual characteristics of Christian togetherness 

and piety, not on the basis of certain commonly held Christian virtues, but in 

relationship to the presence and activity of Jesus Christ in the midst of the 

community.  What this means in the here and now of the church and its 

common life is that “by belonging to Christ we belong to all who belong to 

Him,” and the church has no other existence in its common life apart from the 

Word.
56

  Barth’s final point about the church is that the church is both divine 

and human, eternal and temporal, invisible and visible, hidden in God and a 

historical reality in time and space.
57

   

According to Barth, the divine and human elements of the Christian 

community are held together in a momentary unity in correspondence to the 
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reality of Jesus Christ.  Just as God is at one in the same time God in Godself 

and God with humanity, so Jesus Christ is both an eternal and historical 

reality.  Similarly, the church is invisible by virtue of election, illumination, 

justification, and sanctification, it is “invisible by virtue of the invisible Word 

spoken to it” and yet it is simultaneously visible as an event and gathering in 

which the subjective reality of revelation “is fulfilled in a temporal encounter 

and decision, an encounter and decision which can be seen and thought and 

experienced.”
58

  This description of the reality of the church in relation to the 

reality of God and Jesus Christ begins to point us to the way the threefold 

Word of God serves as a foundation for Barth’s theology of the church.  After 

describing the church as the particular area in the world where God’s 

revelation occurs, Barth moves beyond the ‘empty crater’ images that 

characterized the ecclesiology of the Romans commentary.  One cannot speak 

of the area of revelation, Barth now argues, without also speaking of the 

reality itself.
59

 

3.3 Threefold Word & Church: Miracle and Mystic Vision 

From the side of God, or looking upward,
60

 God is the content of the 

Word, God intercedes with human beings for the sake of God’s own abundant 

grace, enabling the gospel to be heard, so that from beginning to end, the 

content of the church’s life is God’s dynamic activity and presence enabling 

the speaking and hearing of the Word to become a reality for qualitatively 
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distinct and sinful human beings.
61

  What does this look like in the concrete 

life of the Christian community?  Perhaps Barth’s fullest expression of the 

way the threefold Word of God, specifically, the third form of the Word of 

God is central to his theology of the church occurs in §22 “The Mission of the 

Church.”  Barth describes the object of the church’s preaching and authority 

as the witness of the prophets and apostles (scripture), but believes that the 

need of each present moment demands that there be “bearers and speakers of 

the Word of God as it becomes a word spoken by them in the form of their 

human word.”
62

   

The church’s existence, therefore, comes to be as its own human 

words and witness become the Word of God in the particularity of Christian 

life together for the sake of the gathered community and the world.  Or put 

another way, the church is actualized in the here and now when through the 

mystery of grace, the living presence of Jesus Christ is revealed in and 

through the human words and witness of the church’s proclaiming and 

hearing of the gospel.  Barth puts it in even more concise terms: “The Word 

of God is God Himself in the proclamation of the Church of Jesus Christ.”
63

  

The church may not be the exclusive meeting and confrontation between God 

and humanity, but the church is established by the “self-communication of 

Jesus Christ to his followers” which sets it in motion to witness and conform 

to Christ in the larger world.
64
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Barth’s doctrine of the Word of God, particularly the threefold Word 

of God, allows Barth’s vision of the church to take on content and not just 

form.  And there simply is no content of church apart from the claim that 

human beings who are not God are permitted to speak the Word of God in the 

midst of their own human words.
65

  Apart from this miracle, life together in 

Christ is unintelligible and incomplete.  The church lives by and trusts the 

commission that Jesus Christ is present in the here and now of the church’s 

life as the “Lord of its speaking, the Lord who in and through its speaking 

bears witness to Himself.”
66

  Whatever else the church may do or strive to be, 

it is only fully the church when “Jesus Christ in the power of his resurrection 

is present” wherever human beings speak of God.
67

  Barth describes the 

content of the church’s life in terms of preaching and the sacraments by 

characterizing them as the church’s most formal attempts to speak of God, but 

Barth is quite open to describe the sphere and activity of the church’s 

proclamation beyond the Sunday sermon or communion table to include the 

church’s “prayer and worship, its confession and instruction, pastoral activity 

and, not least, of theology itself.”
68

  In all of these ways and activities, 

Christians attempt the impossible, Barth believes, by trying to speak of God 

with the intent that others will hear the gospel.
69

   

The challenge of the humanity and the divinity of the church that 

challenged Barth as he read Calvin is also echoed in Barth’s own vision of the 

church.  In spite of the Christian community’s “incapacity and unworthiness,” 
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the church is in Christ, Barth maintains and “there, in Him, (the church) is not 

unworthy and not incapable of speaking about God.”
70

  As Christ becomes 

present by the power of his resurrection, the church has all it needs to speak of 

God and for God to speak.  In Christian life together, as human beings are 

drawn out of themselves and into the mysterious presence of Jesus Christ in 

their midst, in their broken attempts to speak about God in human words, 

Barth maintains, they proclaim God’s own Word.  And in doing so, truly 

become the church of Jesus Christ.
71

   

While the church’s life happens in the human attempt to speak of God 

and in the human attempt to hear a Word spoken by God in the life together of 

Christian community, what ultimately makes the church the church is God’s 

own presence in and through such human attempts and ventures.  The church 

is what happens when God speaks.  The church is what happens when the 

Word of God’s third form is actualized.  When human words proclaim God, 

they proclaim God’s own Word.
72

  This vision of the church emerges out of 

Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God, and it is also serves as a 

general theology to Barth’s vision of the church.
73

  It is a theology of the 
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church that seeks to ground the church’s life and existence by the voice and 

presence of Jesus Christ in the time and space of Christian life together.  It is 

not a theology of the church that makes the church a constant possessor of 

grace or a human receptacle of God’s constant presence.  The church has the 

Word of God in virtue of God’s promise, not in terms of human possession or 

self-justification.
74

 Only “according to the promise,” Barth declares, does “the 

Church live in the presence of Jesus Christ.”
75

  To refer to ‘having’ the 

presence of Jesus Christ or the Word of God or even faith, Barth argues, like 

capital at one’s disposal, is to not have Christ at all.  The church ‘has’ the 

presence of Christ not in presumptuous claims of ownership, but precisely in 

the church’s dependence, hunger, thirst, and expectation that what has come 

in Jesus Christ will come again.
76

  The church is and lives and happens as 

Christ’s presence through the Spirit comes, divinely empowering human 

beings to speak the Word of God, and propelling them into the strange new 

world of possibilities and opportunities to conform to Jesus Christ.
77

 

Later in the Church Dogmatics Barth would dismiss concepts of 

mystical communion and unio mystica, believing they created more problems 

than they offered theological explanation.
78

 Yet in the context of the threefold 
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Word of God, the union and ecclesial event that occurs, at least from the side 

of God certainly suggests a mystical dimension.
79

  As the work of the Holy 

Spirit makes Christ present in temporal form in and with human beings, faith 

occurs from the human side of the event which propels humanity forward, 

opening up a new direction from this encounter, and enabling humanity to 

correspond and conform to Jesus Christ in freedom and obedience.
80

  

Likewise in the very same event, from the side of God, the Holy Sprit makes 

it possible for God to draw near, to speak and be heard in temporal reality by 

finite human beings.  Such a happening is a human occurrence and activity 

like any other, and yet such an activity and life take place with the expectation 

that the work and speech of God takes place within it.
81

  The event of the 

grace of the Word of God is not magic, Barth cautions, but nor can its action 
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on and in human beings be fully explained.
82

  It is an inexplicable 

phenomenon, a miracle.
83

   

This encounter with God does not deify humanity or permanently 

bring about a static union between human beings and Christ, rather, the event 

of Christ’s presence in scripture and proclamation enables human beings to 

act as those who have heard the Word of God in faith and so act in such a way 

that one’s own sinful existence and limited humanity could never account.
84

  

In the gospel event, God’s grace kills and makes alive, the sinful disobedient 

human being is destroyed, and a new creation and creature is resurrected.  The 

activity and event of the gospel are actualized throughout the life of faith by 

the miraculous and mysterious work of the Holy Spirit.
85

  Through the Spirit’s 

work, Christ’s temporal presence in the world, momentary divine and 

creaturely union occurs in the gospel speech event.  Talk of a Barthian 

mysticism or the mystic aspects of the threefold Word of God must be 

qualified.  Human experience and human religious experience cannot 

ultimately be equated with faith.  The difference between faith and mysticism, 

Barth argues, is that faith respects the mystery of God’s veiled unveiling 

while mysticism believes proclamation, Bible, and Christ are dispensable 

once communion with the unveiled Deity occurs.  A true event of the Word of 

God, Barth believes, will not lead to self-fulfilment or religious ecstasy or 
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static communion, but instead will lead one again and again to the church, the 

scriptures, and Jesus Christ in all their veiled and worldly secularity.  Rather 

than receiving a clear mystic vision, the person of faith is set in motion, set on 

the way where again and again she will return to the church and scripture and 

proclamation with the expectation of an encounter with God.
86

   

Nothing in human experience or human knowledge can account for or 

bring about the miraculous event of the Word of God.  All that can really be 

said about the ‘How’ of the threefold Word of God, Barth concludes, is that 

“it is on our lips and in our hearts as the mystery of the Spirit who is the 

Lord.”
87

  In this way, the strange new world of church, the kingdom of God, 

the death and resurrection of the sinner, all become an event and occurrence 

in the life of the Christian community.  Moving forward from this event, a 

new creation, a resurrected human being, a “regenerate” person arises from 

this event as one whom God has addressed, one who has heard the voice of 

Jesus Christ in the midst of scripture and the gospel, one who is set in motion 

into a new reality and possibility “that lies in God’s Word and nowhere 

else.”
88

  This miraculous event occurs, not in a ‘Cloud of Unknowing,’ but in 

the ordinary life of encountering scripture and gospel proclamation in 

Christian worship and Christian community, where a miracle occurs “before 

the eyes of every man, secular and religious, Greek and Jew.”
89

 

Barth also describes the relationship between the Word of God and the 

church by using concepts such as sign-giving, instrumentality, and secondary 
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objectivity. Though the specific three forms, proclamation, scripture, and 

Jesus Christ are not always replicated verbatim, the differentiated union of 

being-in-action in the life of the church that Barth describes certainly has its 

basis in the already developed concept of the threefold Word of God.   While 

the church is not a place in the world where God’s grace continuously flows 

through scripture, proclamation, or other means, Barth argues that because 

God’s presence is a dynamic reality, the church is the place in the world 

where an encounter with God is possible through the witness of scripture and 

the witness of the Christian community as the Spirit confronts human beings 

and draws the community into the presence of Jesus Christ.   The church of 

Jesus Christ, Barth contends, is not a vessel that continuously contains and 

dispenses grace,
90

 rather the church exists and lives by the promise that “Jesus 

Christ wills to be present in its midst, to speak through it, that this presence 

and voice of His is to be its life, and that living in Him and through Him it is 

to be the light of the world.”
91

    

There is no Word of God at all, Barth maintains, “without a physical 

event.”
92

  Even from below, from the human side of the event, Barth can 

describe the church as a sign and token and witness to the contemporaneous 

presence of God in the life of the world.
93

  While such signs and tokens and 

instruments can never be confused with the being-in-action of God, the being-

in-action does not occur without or apart from these signs.
94

  Barth describes 

Israel and the church as two of the most visible and lucid signs of God’s 
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revelation in the witness of scripture.  Much as he does in his description of 

the threefold Word of God, Barth compares the humanity of these signs, not 

in terms of hammers or shears in the hands of a worker, where the sign and 

instrument have no true freedom of activity, but in the hands of God, the signs 

become a possibility that they could not become before.  To use proclamation 

as the central example, God enables a human creature in his own creaturely 

way and words, not to be diminished, not to be set aside, but to be exalted, to 

speak the Word of God in and through a creaturely reality.
95

   

In a similar union of divine activity and creaturely activity, the church 

is the place and reality in the world where the subjective reality of God is 

made visible through sign-giving and visible signs.  Even though signs are full 

creaturely realities, the activation and manifestation of the sign are the direct 

activity of God, which means the church’s life and activity in the world 

cannot be separated from objective revelation in Christ.
96

  Indeed, Barth 

asserts boldly that “the church, the body of Christ, and therefore Christ 

Himself exists and exists only where there are the signs of the New 

Testament, that is preaching, baptism, and the Lord’s Supper.”
97

  Barth 

continues these themes again in CD II/1.  In this context, Barth refers to this 

divine way of action as God’s secondary objectivity.
98

  In his doctrine of God 

and the discussion of secondary objectivity in CD II/1, §25 The Fulfilment of 

the Knowledge of God, 2) God before Man, Barth maintains the once and for 

all occurrence of the incarnation, but also argues for a “sacramental 
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continuity,” that extends backwards in and through the life of Israel, and 

forwards into the life of the Christian community.  Here Barth refers to Jesus 

Christ as the “first sacrament,” through whom God continues to become 

present in creaturely reality through the Spirit.  By the ongoing presence of 

Christ in the life of the Christian community, God’s grace enables the creature 

to become a “temple, instrument, and sign,” of the reality of God.
99

  Just as 

God speaks once and for all in Jesus Christ, God continues to speak through 

the witness of the prophets and apostles, and the proclamation of the Christian 

community.   

Barth describes God’s secondary objectivity as God making Godself 

known to human beings through media and signs which God takes up and 

uses in creaturely reality but which remain creaturely reality before, during, 

and after the divine impartation.
100

  Building again upon the concept of the 

threefold Word of God, Barth maintains that when God “raises us to Himself 

through the speech of the creature, He lowers Himself to us.”
101

  While Jesus 

Christ is the one supreme sacrament, the first sacrament, the permanent union 

of divinity and humanity, there exists in God’s very life and activity, Barth 

says, the promise that by grace other creatures and signs and creaturely 
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realities will be used by God to impart Godself to humanity.
102

  And through 

this secondary objectivity, Barth declares, there is the church: “the self-

witness of God in the sphere and time of the world created by Him.”
103

 

Barth’s theology of the church does not emerge in one designated 

location in these early volumes, but can be located in the number of the 

themes that have been surveyed here.  Divine sign-giving, the limits and 

possibilities of instrumental media in the church’s life, secondary objectivity 

in the church’s witness, the differentiated unity-in-action between divinity and 

humanity, all cohere and seem to be built upon the threefold Word of God and 

the conception of the church that emerges from this concept.   Christological, 

pneumatological, and ecclesiological themes are all central to the concept of 

the threefold Word of God, but Barth’s theology and description of the church 

is by far the most dependent on the three forms of the Word of God for a 

concrete depiction of its life and activity.  The commission of the church rests 

in the assurance, Barth declares, that the church has Jesus Christ “Himself in 

its midst as the Lord of its speaking, the Lord who in and through its speaking 

bears witness to Himself.”
104

  Apart from this third form of the one Word of 

God, which comes on the basis of the first and second forms, it would seem 

that the content of the church’s life would be incoherent and unintelligible. 

3.4 Threefold Word of God & Church in Historical Context 

 

In his Gifford lectures given in Aberdeen in 1937 and 1938, Barth 

declared that while Jesus Christ is not a prisoner of the church’s proclamation 
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and sacramental activity, while Christ is not dependent on or in need of the 

church to complete his action or transmit the gospel, he has not rendered 

himself superfluous, “but it is his good pleasure to glorify Himself in the 

human nature of the church.”
105

   While Christ does not need the church to so 

love the world, by God’s own good pleasure, Christ’s ongoing presence in the 

world wills to make itself known to all in and through the witness of the 

Christian community. The church is not truly and fully the church if its 

content is only Christian piety and morality, Barth contends.  What makes the 

church truly and fully the church in the world, “the most important, 

momentous, and majestic thing” on earth, is that its “primary content is not 

the work of man but the work of the Holy Spirit” in and through humanity’s 

proclamation, prayers, and praise.
106

  The church is a distinctly human and 

distinctly visible sign in the world, and it is by the freedom and good pleasure 

of the Holy Spirit, that God chooses to speak and declare his will for the 

entire world, not apart from, but through the life together and the visible signs 

of the Christian community.
107

   

The concept of the threefold Word of God in Barth’s vision of the 

church allows Barth to describe the life of the Christian community in human 

and divine terms.  Not only does the presence of God come in spatio-temporal 

form to join and exalt human speech about God, but God’s speaking through 

human words enables a response of gratitude and makes possible true human 

becoming.  In short, the church can only be the church in faith.  The church of 
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Jesus Christ is always and at all times a human community and institution 

situated in history, yet in relation to Jesus Christ more is always possible.  

Barth does not deny the divine dimension of the church’s life and activity.  

What Barth does seem unwilling to concede is a direct correlation between 

so-called mediation or sacramental mediation of the church and the present 

and ongoing activity of the Holy Spirit.  Human proclamation never stops 

being human proclamation; in and of itself, it can only attest, point, and 

signify; in and of itself, it cannot mediate divine revelation.  But Barth 

believes, with God, with Jesus Christ, more is possible.  The coming of the 

Word of God in the speech and life of the Christian community is always a 

possibility because it rests on the actuality of what God has already done in 

Jesus Christ, and what God promises to do until the consummation of all 

creation.  Just as the water in the pool of Bethesda never becomes anything 

other than water, it is moved by a living hand that enables the water to 

become and do more than was humanly thought possible, so does the church 

rest and rely and pray that God will move through its own life and words, 

enabling human witness and attestation to be and to become more than is 

perceived to be humanly possible.
108

   

Barth is clear that the miraculous presence of Jesus Christ at work in 

the Christian community cannot be miraculous if it is contained by the church 

as its ongoing possession.  It is a miracle we can only recollect and hope 

for,
109

  a possibility which seems a bit far-fetched and improbable, except that 

for Barth, the church lives and rests on the axiom that “where the actuality 
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exists, there is also the corresponding possibility.”
110

  So while the church’s 

recollection and hope do not seem to indicate a continuous, unbroken 

presence of Jesus Christ in the words and activity of the Christian community, 

the church’s recollection, witness, and hope, have become, do become, and 

can become the very signs of Christ’s presence and the means by which the 

Spirit mediates Christ in the present.  Though the community is never assured 

of a static presence of Jesus Christ as its possession (this would not be 

miraculous), it can always expect and trust that God will keep God’s 

promises, and that God will manifest Godself through human words offered in 

service to the one Word of God.  The God who spoke once and for all in Jesus 

Christ, continues to come to speech through the witness of scripture and the 

church’s attempts to bear witness in every corner and context of creation. 

Perhaps the best expression of the threefold Word of God in concrete 

historical context comes from the Barmen Declaration.  In the Barmen 

Declaration, in a time of ecclesial and national crisis, a clear theological 

confession was publicly affirmed in opposition to the German-Christians’ 

theological and ecclesiological fusion of divinity with nation, blood, and soil.  

The historical witness of the Barmen Declaration serves as an expression of 

the church under threat, an ecumenical declaration agreed upon by Lutheran, 

Reformed, and United churches,  and an attempt to call the church to faith and 

obedience to the living Christ.
111

  In relation to the church and the concept of 

the threefold Word of God, the Barmen Declaration offers a particular 
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historical exhibition of Barth’s theology of the church in concrete space and 

time, and it offers an example of the threefold the Word of God in historical 

praxis, particularly as its third form becomes the Word of God in 

“contemporaneous self-attestation.”
112

  While Karl Barth was not the sole 

author of the Barmen Declaration, the document emerged from theses Barth 

had earlier written for a confessing fellowship.  The declaration was then 

prepared and edited in partnership with Lutheran theologians Thomas Breit 

and Hans Asmussen in Frankfurt ten days before the meeting of the Barmen 

Synod.
113

  Though some minor changes were made to the third article to 

accommodate Lutheran sacramental concerns, Barth professed to be the 

principle author of the declaration.
114

 

Among the many things that the Barmen Declaration affirms in 

relation to the church is that the church cannot be the church without a life 

and self-involving (even life-costing) decision of faith, and without the 

present activity of Jesus Christ in the church’s words and action.  Such a 

declaration might sound as if it is a cocksure assertion, but Michael Weinrich 

observes that despite what seems to be a bold proclamation, the Barmen 

Declaration was not an expression of the church’s strength and power, but a 

confession of its own weakness and inability to produce a source of 
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proclamation or have a source of life and identity apart from the one Word of 

God.
115

  In retrospect, while the frailties and failures of the Confessing 

Church in Germany are certainly lamentable, in his own commentary on the 

Barmen Declaration in CD II/1, Barth declared that the Barmen Declaration 

was a miracle precisely in its unified confession of the power of the church’s 

weakness as it “lost all counsellors and helpers,” and was thrown back upon 

the “one Word of God, called Jesus Christ,” in whom it still had its comfort 

and hope.
116

   

The Barmen Declaration offers a theology of the church grounded in 

the dynamism of the Word of God.  This point is illustrated not only by the 

theological confession and language of the Barmen Declaration, but by the 

very movement and actions of those who sought to call the church back to its 

only true life and identity in Jesus Christ.  The theology of the church 

presented and lived out in and through the Barmen Declaration was not an 

ecclesiology as an independent academic discipline.  It was not a theoretical 

self-investigation of the church in order to establish a good understanding and 

clarity in describing what the church is and does in the world.
117

  Rather the 

Barmen Declaration was, in a particular place and time, the church’s 

“reassessment of its basis in God, something which always has to be done 

anew.”
118

  Perhaps this is how theological reflection on the church is and must 

be for Barth.  Not an account of particular practices and internal ecclesial self-
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investigation, but the opportunity that space, time, and history present the 

Christian community to witness in its own particular historical circumstances 

and challenges, to the “one old revelation of God in Jesus Christ.”
119

   

Thus the Barmen Declaration illustrates the ongoing challenge 

presented to the church in every time and place to confess its faith in Jesus 

Christ and to proclaim Christ’s gospel to the world.  The Barmen Declaration 

is also an attempt to describe the church’s life together in light of God’s 

action in Word and Spirit.
120

  And the Barmen Declaration represents why 

theological confessions and creeds are never just abstract enterprises, stating 

doctrinal assertions about God, but they are always attempts to describe the 

life of God in its dynamic movement in one’s own time and place.  In the case 

of Barmen particularly, it is a declaration and confession that attempts to call 

the church to conform and to bear witness to the self-attestation of God in its 

midst.  The Barmen Declaration is not abstract metaphysics, but the careful 

attempt to bear witness to the one Word of God, Jesus Christ, attested in the 

witness of Scripture, acting presently in the church as Lord, by Word and 

Sacrament, through the Holy Spirit.
121

  Just as God is not a static entity, 

neither is the life together of the Christian community. Because the church’s 

life together is not a static thing that can be fully depicted and dissected and 

made sense in and of itself, a theology of the church must rely on Christology 

and Pneumatology for a significant portion of its content and form.   Still, 

article three and article six of the Barmen Declaration both set out clearly to 
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describe the church’s life and the church’s responsibility in the world in light 

of Jesus Christ.   

The form and content of the Barmen declaration put the principles and 

convictions of the threefold Word of God into practice, into a concrete 

ecclesiology.
122

  Barth begins article one with the Jesus Christ, the one Word 

of God, but also includes the second form of the Word of God as Christ is 

attested in scripture.  The second article proclaims Christ’s claim upon the 

whole of a human being’s life, while the third article seeks to describe the 

particular pattern and movement of the presence of Jesus Christ in the 

contemporary life of the Christian community.  After asserting the one Word 

of God in the first article of Barmen, it is the third article that offers a 

theology of the church in light of the third form of the Word of God. The third 

article describes the promised rather than the possessed activity of Jesus 

Christ in the temporal life of the church.  The church is always on the way, 

never static and never fully consummated, but also never without the 

possibility and promise that Christ is ‘really present’ as Lord in Word and 

Sacrament by the power of the Holy Spirit.   

The latter articles seek to confess the church’s freedom and 

commission in relation to the state and in relation to the entirety of God’s 

dominion, in which both church and state have a role to play.  The Barmen 

Declaration offers, in a shorthand but practical and concrete form, a 
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description of the church’s identity and role in Christ’s on-going activity of 

the world.  While the church is not the entirety of Christ’s life, activity, and 

dominion in the world, the Barmen Declaration offers a distinct vision and 

description of Christ’s life made manifest in the Christian community, while 

at the same time acknowledging the larger realm and more vast dominion of 

God’s reign and kingdom.
123

  In addition, the Barmen Declaration 

distinguishes the voice, role and identity of the church from the world and 

defines the church’s central contribution to the world as its encounter with 

Jesus Christ as recorded in scripture, the church’s contemporary proclamation 

of Jesus Christ, and the church’s free commitment to Jesus Christ in the 

ordering of its life and its engagement with the world at-large.
124

 

The Barmen Declaration offers a theology of the church grounded by 

the conviction that the activity of Jesus Christ in its midst produces the 

church’s faith and obedience, even its own bold attempt to offer a confession 

of faith to the surrounding world in 1934 Germany.  Reflecting on the Barmen 

Declaration in 1940, Barth wrote that the publication and production of such a 

public statement by the churches in Germany was a miracle.
125

  One of the 

ways it bears a miraculous quality is the clear articulation of trust in the one 

Word of God’s ability to enact witnesses in a time of ecclesial and national 

crisis.  It might also be derivatively miraculous in its insistence that this Word 

of God chooses to address and encounter humanity and the world through the 

particular life and witness of the church’s proclamation, in word and 
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sacrament.  Certainly the primary miracle is Jesus Christ, the one Word of 

God in whom “we have to hear, and who we have to trust and obey in life and 

in death,” but might it also be possible that one dimension of the miraculous-

ness of this miracle is that Jesus Christ uses and takes up particular human 

words in order to bear witness to Himself in the church’s life together and 

struggle to witness?     

The vision of the church in the Barmen Declaration is an ecclesial 

vision that has its basis in the threefold Word of God.
126

  The description of 

the church’s life and task in the world put forward by the Barmen Declaration 

offers a theology of the church that boldly and courageously calls the church 

back to its one and only hope and source of life.  Michael Weinrich goes so 

far as to say that the “doctrine of God and the ecclesiology of the Barmen 

Declaration remained landmark decisions for Barth’s theology.”
127

  Dirk Smit 

qualifies Weinrich’s claim in regard to Barth’s theology of the church, noting 

that Barth warned against too much attention being given to the church and its 

inner life and practices.
128

   Still Smit, admits, the life and action of the church 

were important to Barth even if they could not replace the main thing, Jesus 

Christ, the one Word of God.  Indeed, according to Nicolas Healy, the great 

threat to the church, at Barmen and in our own time, was not individualism or 

militant secularism or any of the threatening –isms at work in the world, but 

the greatest threat and danger to the church is that the church would fail to be 
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the church.
129

   To become the church again was not a rebuilding of a past 

edifice, but a movement, a venture of risk, a falling back upon the one Word 

of God, a return to the hope that in spite of the church’s glaring flaws and 

limitations, Christ is present in the life and witness of the church as it ventures 

into the world to proclaim the gospel and to make its witness in complete 

dependence on the risen Christ.
130

   

In a classroom seminar in the mid-1950s, a student in the seminar 

asked Karl Barth: “Ought we not enter the pulpit with the expectation that 

God will speak through us?  Ought we not to hope?”
131

  Barth replied by 

suggesting that the student ought to underscore the word hope.  Hope is not a 

desperation last-minute human sentiment for Barth; rather it is integral to the 

church’s life and activity.  One cannot make Christ present when the 

scriptures are read and proclaimed, one cannot ensure it or be assured of it, 

but one can trust in faith and expect in hope that Christ will become God’s 

Word, that Christ will become present in the human words and witness of the 

Christian community.  In this same way, the Barmen Declaration was a 

declaration of hope: it was the attempt to confess the one true God and to trust 

that this God’s life would be made manifest in the church’s proclamation, 

confession, and witness in a particular time and place.
132
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The reverberations of the Barmen Declaration and the effects of the 

theology and ecclesiology of the threefold Word of God did not end in 1934 

or even with the failures and eventual collapse of the Confessing Church 

movement in Germany.   Michael Weinrich marks 75
th

 anniversary of the 

Barmen Declaration by pointing out that the confessional nature of the 

Barmen Declaration has been a particular source of aid and relevance to 

churches engaging the world in situations of stress and outside pressure from 

the ruling powers and principalities, citing South Africa, Cuba, and Indonesia 

as examples.
133

  Within Germany, Weinrich argues that Barmen held a much 

greater theological influence and service to the witness of the churches in 

what was formerly East Germany than it did in the more “free” churches of 

the West.
134

  Similarly, Dirk Smit makes the case that Barmen and its 

theology of church, as well as Barth’s account of the church’s struggle for 

human righteousness, was an inspiration to churches and Reformed 

theologians in South Africa in their own struggles against apartheid.
135

   

The Barmen Declaration served and still serves as a shorthand 

expression of Barth’s vision of the church and the particular pattern of divine 
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activity conceptualized in the threefold Word of God.
136

  Contained in the 

language of the Barmen Declaration is an initial expression of the church’s 

purpose and mission in and to the world in light of Jesus Christ.  It should not 

be taken for granted that the theology and church that produced the Barmen 

Declaration was guided by the central conviction that Jesus Christ acts 

presently in the church’s proclamation.  Without that central conviction and 

expectation in and for the church, it is fair to ask, whether or not a church and 

theology less bold about the proclamation of the gospel and the proclaimed 

Word of God becoming the Word of God, could have ever produced the 

Barmen Declaration in the first place.   

The theology and ecclesiology evidenced in the Barmen Declaration 

have also influenced the church in its ongoing life and praxis up to the present 

times.  This theological declaration begins with the one Word of God, God’s 

reign and dominion in all creation, but it also seeks to describe the particular 

way God manifests Godself in the proclamation and witness of the church.  

The power and possibility of the one Word of God, Jesus Christ, is that God 

wills to enter into the strife of human beings, perhaps especially in the remote 

corners of the earth, ahead of, but also in and through the life of the church.  

Karl Barth referred to the formation and production of the Barmen 

Declaration as a miracle, and a dimension of its miraculous nature was the 

role of the threefold Word of God.
137

 The threefold Word of God is not 

merely an abstract theological construct.  The threefold Word of God, 
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particularly its third form, offers historical testimony to the conviction that 

God wills to speak to humanity in a worldly matter, putting the Word of God 

on human lips and hearts through the activity of the Holy Spirit, using the 

witness and proclamation of the church, and confronting and challenging the 

church and the larger world, with the claims of the gospel.
138

 

3.5  Critical Observations 

The concept of the threefold Word of God is an important way in to 

Karl Barth’s theology of the church.  Perhaps more than anywhere besides the 

sections on the church in the doctrine of reconciliation (IV/1, §62, IV/2, §67, 

IV/3, §72), does Barth go quite so far in describing the church’s own life and 

activity in relation to God’s activity in the world.  The threefold Word of God 

is not simply a theme taken up early in the prolegomena of the Church 

Dogmatics and left behind.  Rather, the theological shape and methodology of 

the threefold Word of God continues to shape Barth’s thought and 

descriptions of the divine and human activity and relations in the world, from 

divine sign-giving to secondary objectivity to God’s own glorification of 

Godself through the humanity and human speech of the church.  That God 

speaks in particularity and in the contemporaneous life of the Christian 

community is a miracle and mystery every time it occurs, perhaps not on par 

with the incarnation, but akin to the incarnation.  It is a miracle that cannot be 

conjured up by human potential, yet it is an event in which God promises to 

make Godself manifest.   
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The threefold Word of God has also served the contemporary church 

in confessional form.  It has served the church and shaped its theological 

identity in resistance to false theological claims and in engagement with the 

powers and principalities.  One must at least wonder, as feeble and fragile as 

the church’s witness was in Nazi Germany, without the stated belief that the 

power of the risen Christ takes form and becomes the Word of God in the life 

of the Christian community, whether the Barmen Declaration and the 

Confessing Church resistance that was mounted, would have occurred and 

would have continued to offer theological aid and solidarity to the church’s 

witness behind the Iron Curtain, under apartheid, and in our own times.  The 

presence of the Word of God in the proclamation of the church makes the 

church the church, equips the church to engage the world with the gospel, and 

sends the church into the world to ethically challenge and resist the 

authoritarian demands of competing lords, in the culture, society, market, and 

polis.  How does this happen?  Barth does not go into specific detail about 

how the gospel is transmitted and imparted and received in the specific 

contexts and in the lives of the Christian community.  Without overly 

systematizing the process or offering a one-size-fits-all account of how 

proclamation becomes the Word of God, perhaps further development along 

these lines would be beneficial; not only for purposes of explanation and 

clarification, but also to move, however feebly, through and beyond what 

Barth himself is willing to say.      

For instance, in the event of proclamation, there seems to be some 

distinction and dissonance between the word proclaimed by the preacher and 
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the word that becomes the Word of God for the hearer.  What is crucially the 

central message for the proclaimer may not be exactly what is received as 

gospel by the hearer of the Word.  Among the many places the Holy Spirit 

lives and works and moves is in this space between what is understood and 

intended to be the gospel by the preacher and what becomes the gospel in the 

life of the hearer.  Obviously in both cases it relates to how and in what way 

the spoken and received words correspond and conform to the living presence 

of Jesus Christ.  Just as God may choose to speak through Russian 

communism, Mozart, or a dead dog,
139

 just as God may enable the very stones 

to cry out,
140

 so may God speak the same Word in an infinitely multi-form 

way in the life and witness of the Christian community.  The word proclaimed 

and the word heard, though expected to become the Word of God, may not 

have the exact same import in the life of the proclaimer and the life of the 

hearer, nor may they elicit the exact same response in the life of the 

community in order to be the Word of God.   

For Barth, trying to peel back what is and is not the Word of God in 

the life of the Christian community never leads to the treasure but only to the 

earthen vessels and cracked pots.  Perhaps the very sign of the Word of God 

in the midst of human words can be located in the way the Christian 

community trusts and expects that the Holy Spirit will make clear the 

presence of the Word among the words, enabling each member of the 

Christian community to correspond in their particular lives, sometimes 

together and sometimes individually, to the implications of the gospel.  Rather 
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than living lives of self-assurance, continuity, and certainty, the Christian 

community is constantly thrown back on grace and lives by the hope and 

expectation that Jesus Christ presently works in scripture and proclamation 

through the Holy Spirit in its life together, even amidst its warts and 

weaknesses.
141

  Thrown back upon grace, the promise and gifts of the Spirit 

may not give the Christian community certainty of a continuous divine 

presence, but the Spirit does not leave the community in a vacuum either.  

Indeed, Barth hints that the community’s prayerful, humble, confident, and 

persistent expectation that God will come and speak in its own space and time 

is the very sign of Christ’s presence already at work in the community’s life 

and work. 

In addition to the oneness and plurality of the Christian community’s 

attempt to live out the demands and implications of the gospel, there is in 

Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God some flexibility and plurality as 

to how and when the proclaimed Word, the good news of the gospel, becomes 

the Word of God.  In reference to the efficacy of proclamation, Barth suggests 

that the word proclaimed may become the Word of God in the life of the 

community long after the one who proclaimed the gospel and word is in the 

community or is even alive.  Not only is God able to speak through a dead 

dog or flute concerto, but God may use what seemed like useless and empty 

words at one time or in one context to become the Word of God in another 

context and Christian community or in the life of an individual many years 
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later.  Though human words are limited and temporal and momentary, those 

words becoming the Word of God have no expiration date.   

The next stage of this thesis will consider and explore the modification 

and revision Barth makes to the threefold Word of God, and will look into the 

possible consequences of this revision in regard to the presence of Christ in 

the life of the Christian community and the work of the Spirit in the church’s 

proclamation and life together.  In view of this reformulation of the threefold 

Word of God in Church Dogmatics IV/3, it is hoped that certain themes 

related to the concept of the threefold Word of God will be carried forward 

and pursued in relation to the primary concern.  One of those themes is the 

unity of the Word of God with the declaration of the gospel in the life of the 

Christian community, however fragile and provisional that unity may be.  The 

Word of God comes through creaturely media, but does not overcome or 

negate them, making room within God’s speech and presence to take up and 

include human speech and action.  Proclamation of the gospel is a human act 

and a human witness, but one that is enclosed within an act of God.
142

  Such a 

theme is central to the concept of the threefold Word of God and Barth’s 

larger theological vision, especially related to the Christian community.  To 

be truly free, to live in Christian community, is to flourish in our own activity 

even as it becomes enclosed by God’s activity, which makes room for and 

determines our own.  While the church’s proclamation of the gospel does not 

have exclusive rights to be enclosed within divine activity, perhaps the 
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threefold Word of God serves as the paradigm for ways the Spirit may include 

human activity within God’s life and work in the church and the world.   

A second theme, not unrelated to the first theme, is the uniqueness of 

God’s speech through the proclamation of the church.  We have already seen 

Barth’s theological desire not to restrict God’s freedom, a desire rooted in 

scripture’s own narrative, that God can speak through a burning bush, a still 

small voice, a pillar of cloud, as well as a dead dog or a flute concerto, but 

God elects primarily to be heard in and through proclamation, transmission of 

the gospel, the kerygma of the church.  God is not limited to this form of 

communication, but there does seem to be a willingness on the part of God for 

divine speech to occur in and through the community’s broken attempts to 

speak the gospel.  United to and inseparable from this theme is the idea that 

God can be, at times, outside and even against the church’s proclamation.  

God can speak, not only in the gospel proclaimed, but can enable the gospel 

to be heard from outside the church.  Therefore the church must constantly be 

ready and willing to hear the gospel from the outside in ways that challenge 

and reform its own proclamation and life together.  Jesus Christ does not 

subsist in the church, the church subsists in Jesus Christ, and so the church 

must always be humble enough to listen for the voice of Jesus Christ in all 

corners of the life of the world.  That said, such a qualification does not 

prevent the church’s proclamation of the gospel from becoming the Word of 

God.   

Two final matters to carry forward are more critical ones.  First, like 

the doctrine of double predestination for Calvin, a teaching that was intended 
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to provide pastoral care, but instead often led to deeper anxiety about one’s 

own eternal destiny, there is a sense in which Barth’s insistence that we can 

never possess the Word of God, leads to a similar anxiety.  For instance, 

might it lead one to ask if the Word of God, since it cannot be possessed or 

embodied, ever really meets humanity at all?    Similarly, does the becoming 

church ever become church?   Can the church ever say with certainty, there, 

this is church?  If not, how can one really talk about life in Christian 

community at all in any specific or practical ways?  This is a fair question 

addressed to the threefold Word of God and Barth’s vision of the church, and 

one that will continue to be explored.   

Second, themes such as life together in Christ, the delight and joy of 

Christian worship, and Christ’s presence and communion with the corporate 

Christian community are not given extended reflection in Barth’s account of 

church in the Church Dogmatics.  Obviously the church is not an end in itself, 

but is it possible to develop these themes in relation to the power of the gospel 

in the life of the Christian community?  Can there be penultimate ends?  

While the church and Christian worship and community may not be ends in 

themselves, there is a danger in reducing them to utilitarian means.  Modern 

Christianity, Protestantism in particular, has a long history of pious attempts 

to love Jesus without the church.  But it is precisely the troublesome 

community of Christians with whom this Word of God refuses to be identified 

without.  The city of God needs no temple because its temple is the Lamb, but 

even there, the primary vision of the totus Christus is one of worship, praise, 

and life together. 
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Summary 

 This chapter has explored Karl Barth’s concept of the threefold Word 

of God as an ecclesiological resource and a crucial element in Barth’s vision 

of the Christian community.  As the Christian community encounters the 

living God in the witness of scripture and its own gospel proclamation, the 

Christian community takes on a particular shape and identity in the world.  

The threefold Word of God is integral to the church’s worship and witness as 

the church has sought to confess and live out the implications of the gospel in 

historical contexts.  

So what becomes of the threefold Word of God?  And what becomes 

of Barth’s theology of proclamation, church, and the presence and activity of 

God in the life of the Christian community?  Before offering a detailed 

assessment and explanation, Barth’s revision of the threefold Word of God in 

Church Dogmatics IV/3 should be engaged and explored in the following 

chapter.  Then, a better sense may be gained of what is at stake for the 

threefold Word of God and these themes, and why it matters today. 
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Chapter 4: What happens to the threefold Word of God: Revision or Rejection? 

 

Our statement is simply to the effect that Jesus Christ is the one 

and only Word of God, that He alone is the light of God and the 

revelation of God.  It is in this sense that it delimits all other 

words, lights, revelations, prophecies and apostolates, whether of 

the Bible, the Church or the world, by what is declared in and 

with the existence of Jesus Christ.  The biblical prophets and 

apostles are his servants, ambassadors and witnesses, so that even 

in their humanity the words spoken by them cannot fail to be 

words of great seriousness, profound comfort and supreme 

wisdom.  And if the Church follows the biblical prophets and 

apostles, similar words are surely to be expected of it.       

           –Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, IV/3.1, 97
1
 

 

This chapter examines Karl Barth’s later theology, particularly CD IV/3, 

written in the 1950s, and published in 1959 (CD IV/3.1) and 1960 (CD IV/3.2).  In 

CD IV/3, §69 “The Glory of the Mediator, 2. The Light of Life,” Barth revisits the 

concept of the threefold Word of God and possibly amends it.  This chapter 

scrutinizes Barth’s re-presentation of the threefold Word of God and offers a clear 

account of the content and consequences of this possible revision.  In addition, this 

chapter examines additional material from CD IV/3.  This includes §69 “The Glory 

of the Mediator, 4. The Promise of the Spirit,” regarding Christ’s contemporary 

presence in proclamation between Christ’s resurrection and Second Coming,
2
 and 

§71 “The Vocation of Man,” regarding the relationship between the Word of God 

and humanity in the gospel event and on-going life in the Christian community.  

Recurrent themes such as parousia, event, correspondence, union with Christ, and 

witness offer the full context and rich tapestry of the contemporaneous presence of 

the Word of God in the life of the Christian community and the world.   
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From a variety of perspectives and with a variety of theological goals, earlier 

and more recent Barth scholarship has sought to examine and re-examine Barth’s 

possible modification to the threefold Word of God and the larger implications in 

relation to the theological content and trajectory of Barth’s thought.  The secondary 

literature related to this topic will be discussed at length in order to provide a brief 

history of thought about this topic and to set the context for further engagement and 

assessment of the threefold Word of God in Church Dogmatics IV/3.  This chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the significance of this revision, possible 

implications, and a distinct account of what this revision might mean for 

proclamation and the church in Barth’s own theology and contemporary theological 

challenges. 

4.1 The Threefold Word of God Revisited 

In his study of Gnostic theological tendencies within contemporary 

Protestantism, Philip Lee approvingly cites Karl Barth’s theology of proclamation as 

a helpful weapon for “degnosticizing” modern Protestantism.  “Among Protestants,” 

Lee observes, “a confidence in the proclaimed Word of God has certainly been 

eroded.”
3
  The gains of modernity, Lee cautions, especially modern psychology, led 

to the suspicion that no one, “no matter how well-intentioned or authentically 

ordained to preach, could preach an objective Word as opposed to a word of his own 

choice, as opposed to a device he invents.”
4
  This loss of confidence in the Word of 

God, the proclaimed form in particular, Lee maintains, is unwarranted. Lee cites 

Church Dogmatics I/1, §4.1, “The Word of God Preached,” and uses Barth’s claim, 

that in and through human proclamation God speaks about Himself, to support his 
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argument that God is able to speak to humanity through the fallible words of 

scripture and through the imperfect proclamation of human witnesses.
5
  If God is not 

embarrassed by the imperfections of scripture and the all-too-human inadequacies of 

contemporary Christian preaching, Lee believes, then neither should we be.   If the 

community of Christians gathered by the Word can no longer trust or be assured that 

God can and does address humanity through the strange new world within in the 

Bible and through the contemporaneous declaration of the gospel, then Lee argues, 

human beings will seek their chief end elsewhere.
6
  Could it be possible, however, 

that Karl Barth’s own theological project, at least by the time Church Dogmatics 

IV/3 was composed, also exhibited a certain loss of confidence in scripture and 

proclamation as forms of the Word of God?  Especially in the case of the third form 

of the Word of God, could such words still become the Word of God?  What 

happens to the threefold Word of God?   That is the central question that this chapter 

seeks to explore and answer. 

Karl Barth begins the third section of the doctrine of reconciliation by 

exploring how the reconciliation that took place and takes place in Jesus Christ also 

declares itself throughout history, including our own time.
7
  Because Jesus lives (not 

lived or will live), “Jesus Christ speaks for Himself,” Jesus Christ is his own 

“authentic Witness,” and in the power of his resurrection Jesus Christ makes Himself 

known and introduces Himself.
8
  Barth trumpets this theme throughout CD IV/3, and 

declares emphatically that no one else can make Christ present or mediate this 

reality.  “He does not need the help of any other.  He is present Himself, and being 
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present He himself breaks through the impenetrability of His existence.”
9
  The Easter 

event, the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, is Christ’s own self-declaration as the 

Resurrected One.  The uniqueness of the resurrection event for Barth is that it is not 

only an event that happened in history many many years ago, but it extends 

throughout history, into the present and onwards, where Christ continually comes to 

reign, to be present, and active in the life of the world, never in need of or dependent 

upon any other representatives to make him known, whether they be vicars on earth, 

or faithful proclaimers of Christian kerygma.
10

  It is in this context that Karl Barth 

returns to and re-presents the earlier concept of the threefold Word of God presented 

in detail in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2. 

4.2 The Threefold Word of God in Church Dogmatics IV/3 

As we have seen, Barth’s mature concept of the threefold Word of God 

presented and developed extensively in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2, had its origins 

as far back as the Romans commentary and Barth’s theological writings in Göttingen 

in the early 1920s.  Bruce McCormack categorizes the era of the threefold Word at 

the center of Barth’s thought from 1924-1937.
11

  It would be another twenty years 

before Barth would revisit this material in Church Dogmatics IV/3.  While it is hard 

to measure or account for the impact of the massive cultural, global, and historical 

changes that took place over this twenty year period, not to mention Barth’s own 

theological development, one can hardly be surprised by Barth’s admission, in the 

midst of §69.2 “The Light of Life,” that in the present context, “we cannot establish, 
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develop, and present it (the threefold Word of God) again as is done in detail in C.D. 

I, 1, and I, 2.”
12

  While a good deal of interpretative ink could be spilled as to what 

exactly Barth means by “in the present context,” it seems clear that in the context of 

Christology, more specifically in regard to Christ’s prophecy and self-declaration in 

which Christ alone speaks universally in the resurrection event, Barth sets out to root 

the Word of God solely in the form of Jesus Christ in which Christ alone speaks, 

Christ alone is the one Word of God, Christ alone introduces Himself, presents 

Himself, and declares the good news of the gospel.
13

   

In this context, Barth saw it necessary to modify the role of scripture and 

Christian proclamation as forms of the Word of God.  If Christ alone is the one Word 

of God, if Christ alone introduces Himself, presents Himself, and declares the good 

news of the gospel,
14

 then what is the relation between the contemporaneous 

presence of Christ and the contemporaneous reading of scripture and declaration of 

the gospel in the life of the Christian community?  According to Barth’s 

Christological presentation in CD IV/3, Christ does not need the help of the prophets 

and the apostles or even the most charismatic and compelling contemporary figures 

to make Himself known; no one can speak for Christ in the present except for Jesus 

Christ.
15

  As Jesus lives, not lived, so Jesus Christ and the Easter event invade the 

present in Christ’s self-declaration as the One raised from the dead.
16

  The present is 

not a problem or a hurdle for the resurrected Christ.  As Barth pointedly illustrates 

about the present: Christ “Himself is fully present and active,” and Christ has no 

need of “any representatives, any anointed or unanointed, great or small, 
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sacramentally or existentially endowed vicars.”
17

  Roman Catholic convictions about 

the Eucharistic elements containing Christ are targeted here by Barth as misguided 

attempts to subordinate Christology under sacramentology and ecclesiology, but 

perhaps less obvious is his equivalent critique of the dangers within Protestantism to 

elevate scripture and kerygma to equal status with Jesus Christ.
18

   

Perhaps with even greater emphasis than in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2, 

Barth identifies Jesus Christ as “the one Word of God whom we must trust and obey 

in life and in death.”
19

  Full stop.  Summarizing his revisitation of the threefold Word 

of God, Barth clearly articulates his agenda in this section to distinguish and to 

elevate “the Word spoken in the existence of Jesus Christ from all others as the 

Word of God,” including “the human words spoken in the existence and witness of 

the men of the Bible and the Church.”
20

  To be fair, in the sections already explored 

in regard to the threefold Word of God in CD I/1, I/2, and II/1, Barth is always 

careful to identify Jesus Christ as the primary form of the Word of God, the first 

sacrament, and the primary objectivity of the being and activity of God.  

Nevertheless, the unity and compatibility between the three forms of the Word of 

God that are held together in CD I/1 and I/2 seem strained and possibly abandoned in 

Barth’s presentation in CD IV/3.  For instance, in unfolding the concept of the 

threefold Word of God in CD I/1, Barth writes that the Word of God is “one and the 

same whether we understand it as revelation, Bible, or proclamation.”
21
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Proclamation that rests on the witness to revelation in scripture is no less than the 

Word of God such that in each of the three forms, God speaks to humanity, and each 

form becomes God’s speech.
22

  While such claims are not completely absent in 

Barth’s re-presentation in CD IV/3, Barth is more concerned about distinguishing 

and setting apart Jesus Christ as the one Word of God.  While there are other good 

human words that can “directly or indirectly attest (not repeat or replace or rival)” 

the one Word of God, “there is only one Prophet who speaks the Word of God as He 

is Himself this Word, and this One is called and is Jesus.”
23

 

So what does this mean for the second and third forms of the Word of God? 

A good amount of the material in §69.2 “Light of Life,” is spent addressing the 

status of the words of scripture and the church’s declaration of the gospel and the 

particular position of these words in light of Jesus Christ, the one Word of God.  In 

short, Barth lays out a revised presentation of the threefold Word of God.  Even as 

he seeks to lay out the certain possibilities for secondary forms and words to relate to 

the one Word of God, Barth begins again by asserting the supremacy, sufficiency, 

distinctiveness, and adequacy of Jesus Christ alone as the continually complete 

Word of God.
24

  There is no equal plane of relation or equal truth and content in 

these secondary words of scripture and proclamation in relation to the one Word of 

God Jesus Christ,
25

 nor can Jesus Christ be combined and enclosed with these other 

words in a larger system.
26

  Yet in spite of the supremacy of Jesus Christ, in spite of 

the once-and-for-all nature of his revelation as the Word of God, Jesus Christ finds it 
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fitting and imperative to “bring Himself into the closest conjunction with such 

words.”
27

  In fact, Jesus Christ united Himself so intimately with such witnesses and 

words that, in a paraphrase of Luke 10:16, Barth maintains, to hear the witness of 

scripture and Christian community is to hear the voice of Christ himself.
28

  The 

being and activity of the church do not produce Christ or present Christ, rather the 

living reality of Jesus Christ, his own being and activity, includes the world, not to 

mention scripture and church.  They subsist in Him, so that Jesus Christ cannot be 

synthesized or contained within any of these constructs.
29

  Instead, they are found 

and they have a place and a reality in Him.   

In this reiteration and presentation of the threefold Word of God, Barth 

relativizes and qualifies the version of the earlier concept in light of his deepening 

Christological concentration and also in light of the universal nature of Christ’s life, 

death, and resurrection.  At the risk of sounding too glib, one might refer to what 

Barth unfolds in this section (§69.2) as a fourfold Word of God, or more accurately, 

the one Word of God and three secondary forms or parables of the kingdom.  In this 

expression, Barth emphasizes the centrality and supremacy of the dynamic and 

contemporaneous presence of Jesus Christ in the world, who in the past has entered 

into a union with the prophets and the apostles and their witness, who also promises 

to enter into a union with the Christian community, and who is even free to enter into 

similar unions extra muros ecclesiae with those outside the scope of the Christian 

community or with those not directly engaged in Christian faith and practice, but 
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whose lives in some way reflect the life of Jesus Christ as they carry out their tasks 

in the world and society.
30

    

So do scripture and Christian proclamation still become the Word of God?  

Barth does not affirm or deny this question directly.  While not denying to scripture 

and to the church that God’s Word can be on their lips in witness to Jesus Christ, 

Barth is careful to maintain the distinctiveness of Jesus Christ in relation to all other 

words.  The one Word of God comes through human words, enabling them to 

become true human words and to say the same thing as the one Word of God, yet the 

human words maintain their distinct identity, without confusion, change or 

alteration, and without ever purporting to claim equal truth for themselves in relation 

to the one Word of God.
31

  Instead, the one Word of God, Jesus Christ, comes to 

inhabit the lives of his community, and while Barth refuses to offer a systematic 

explanation of exactly how this miracle occurs, he concedes that Jesus Christ must 

somehow encounter and come through those who speak his words, “giving Himself 

to be seen and heard and perceived and known by them,” and enabling fallen and 

fallible human beings “to take his Word on their lips in the form of witness to 

Him.”
32

 While not articulating the concept of the threefold Word of God in exactly 

the same way, Barth does not deny the real presence of Jesus Christ in and with the 

witness of scripture and the witness of the church either.  Jesus Christ, the one Word 

of God, according to Barth, has the ability to be “in some sense reflected and 
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reproduced in the words of these men.”
33

 In such places and among such people, 

Jesus Christ and the grace of his real presence are located where human beings are 

able to declare the Word of God in their own human words beyond any capacity of 

their own.
34

   

In addition to wanting to distinguish the supremacy of Jesus Christ yesterday, 

today and tomorrow, Barth relativizes the secondary forms of the Word of God and 

also unburdens these forms from the illusion that they are somehow an “Atlas 

bearing the burden of the whole world on its shoulders,” as they seek to speak God’s 

Word.
35

  The sphere of Christ’s dominion is cosmic and while it includes the church, 

it is not limited to the church.  At the same time, the church’s declaration of the 

gospel and its expectation that it will speak the Word of God is not merely a human 

pipedream but grounded in the very ways and works of the Word of God, Jesus 

Christ, so that the “greater sphere of His dominion and therefore His Word enfolds 

the lesser sphere of their word of ministry.”
36

  Just as in CD I/1, human witness to 

Christ and words signifying Christ are both distinct from but also enclosed in the 

Word of God.  While the second and third forms of the Word of God are relativized 

and qualified, Barth does not abolish or abandon the concept of the threefold Word 

of God, rather he expands its capacity, arguing that there are at least (my emphasis) 

two words (scripture and proclamation) that correspond to Jesus Christ, attest Jesus 

Christ, and in and through which Jesus Christ shines.
37

  

Instead of rejecting or severely limiting the divine possibilities for scripture 

or Christian proclamation, Barth makes allowance for the possibility that in Jesus 
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Christ there is a capacity to create human witnesses not “restricted to His working on 

and in prophets and apostles and what is thus made possible and actual in His 

community.”
38

  Barth expands the possibility for Jesus Christ to speak and act and 

operate beyond the domain of scripture and ecclesial proclamation, a possibility 

Barth also articulated in CD I/1 and even earlier in Göttingen.
39

   Jesus Christ’s 

capacity to speak and declare Himself transcends the limits of these spheres and the 

living presence of Jesus Christ is always and everywhere able to “raise up of the 

stones children to Abraham,” witnesses to share in Christ’s witness by no capacity of 

their own.
40

  In spite of this qualification or additional allowance, Barth is still quite 

clear about the centrality of proclamation and declaration of the gospel as the 

paradigmatic instruments through which Jesus Christ as the one Word of God 

confronts the church and the world.
41

  No matter how frail or broken the church’s 

witness is or becomes, Barth maintains, the church possesses a certain dogged 

sacramental confidence that Jesus Christ, the one Word of God, is able to get 

Himself heard “through the instrumentality of the word and preaching, the 

instruction and worship, the whole life of the community.”
42
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While Barth resists ecclesial depictions of the church having the burden of 

mediating Jesus Christ with its words and worship, Barth’s later presentation of the 

threefold Word of God does not abolish the role of the church in Christ’s 

reconciliation and redemption of the world either.  Instead, Christ’s resurrected and 

living presence in the time of the Spirit gives the church the freedom to correspond 

and conform to Jesus Christ, the freedom to declare the gospel of Jesus Christ in its 

own flawed and fallen attempts to act freely and obediently.  But Barth adds, such 

human words and acts of correspondence have an additional dimension beyond and 

within their own attestations and witness to Jesus Christ: Jesus Christ speaks through 

the medium of such words, and they become parables of the kingdom, indirect 

witnesses, secondary words, in and through which the one Word of God comes and 

speaks and acts in the life of the Christian community.
43

 Such words and parables are 

true, Barth contends, in two ways: first, as they in faith and freedom, seek to 

correspond to and bear witness to their origin and foundation in Jesus Christ, and 

second, as they become true words when the living presence of Jesus Christ in the 

world declares himself in and through these words of witness.
44

  The miracle of the 

church’s proclamation is that Jesus Christ raises up these witnesses and declares 

himself in them so that human words can become true human words and also the 

Word of God, just as the ordinary Christian community can become Christ’s body 

and the earthly-historical form of Christ’s existence in the world.  In a miraculous 

event, Christ freely declares himself in these words of witness and parables of the 

kingdom, and in the very same event, in faith, freedom, and obedience, humanity 
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creatively offers an echo and response brought forth by the living Christ’s activity in 

the midst of his community.
45

   

The Christian community’s witness, correspondence, and signification of 

Christ are free human responses, free human declarations of the gospel in service to 

and in conformity with Jesus Christ.  Yet while not offering a closed system or 

mechanized process to describe the work of the Spirit, Barth also acknowledges that 

humanity’s free and obedient responses to the life and activity of God in these signs 

and actions are precipitated and evoked by Jesus Christ who elects to bear witness to 

Himself and declare Himself in the church’s speech-acts of correspondence.  As 

Jesus Christ attests Himself through the gospel, Barth declares, “the work of the 

Holy Spirit is done.”
46

  Barth asserts that the Holy Spirit is not an independent force 

or spirit, but the very power of Christ’s contemporaneous presence, work, and 

word.
47

  Therefore, the Holy Spirit makes the gospel the very Word of God, Christ’s 

own self-witness, Christ’s self-declaration in the human declaration of the gospel, 

while always making room for and creating the condition for a human witness, the 

community’s witness to the presence of the risen Christ.  God’s self-witness in and 

with the human witness, does not come, Barth is sure to add, “at the expense of its 

character as a human witness to His person and work.”
48

 

4.3 From threefold Word to threefold Parousia 

As the themes of parousia, witness, and vocation from CD IV/3 continue to 

be explored in relation to the threefold Word of God, it should be made clear that the 

original theological language and framework of the threefold Word of God became 

                                                 
45

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 121. 
46

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 501.   
47

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 503.   
48

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 501. 



 

141 

 

for Barth too small a theological framework to conceptualize and account for the 

fullness of Jesus Christ’s life, presence, and activity in the world.  The threefold 

Word of God could not fully encapsulate the intervention and revelation and 

redemption of the world in the life, death, resurrection, and return of Jesus Christ, 

even in regard to Christ’s contemporaneous presence in the life of the church and 

world.  In Barth’s later presentation of the threefold Word of God, Christ’s capacity 

to manifest himself in the world and to create human witnesses was not limited to the 

sphere of scripture and the sphere of Christian proclamation.
49

  As we have seen, it is 

not as though Barth rejected or abolished the threefold Word of God, but instead he 

seemed to concede that it could not be articulated and presented in the exact same 

way and framework in which it was presented in CD I/1 and I/2.
50

  As a result, Barth 

did not reject the threefold Word of God, but included its framework within the 

larger framework of his doctrine of reconciliation, which included a qualified 

version of the threefold Word of God.  In this way, Barth could still affirm scripture 

and the church’s declaration of the gospel as enclosed within the Word of God, as 

forms of God’s Word, and as serving God’s purposes in contemporaneous places and 

times.   

One of the ways Barth locates the threefold Word of God in a broader 

conceptual framework is in his presentation of the threefold parousia in §69.4 “The 

Promise of the Spirit.”  We have already seen that Barth begins his third part of the 

doctrine of reconciliation by describing Christ’s resurrection as Christ’s self-witness, 

his proclamation of the gospel to all the world, and so scripture and proclamation are 

located within this larger action as responses to and creations of Christ’s own 
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universal declaration of the gospel to the world in the resurrection.  In §69.4 “The 

Promise of the Spirit,” Barth seeks to describe the Easter event as parousia, Christ’s 

“new coming as the One who had come before.”
51

  What does this have to do with 

the threefold Word of God?  Barth’s presentation of the threefold nature of Christ’s 

parousia is eerily similar to the concepts and actualistic event language of the 

threefold Word of God.  While the focus in the text is on the second form of Christ’s 

parousia, the coming of Christ through the impartation of the Holy Spirit in the time 

of the Christian community’s mission in the world, Barth carefully speaks of 

resurrection, outpouring of the Spirit, and Second Coming as three distinct forms of 

one and the same event.
52

   

Christ’s coming in the Easter event is the primal and basic form, according to 

Barth, which is replicated in a different way at Pentecost with the coming of the 

Holy Spirit, and again when Christ’s Easter resurrection is made manifest and 

effective for all as it reaches its eschatological goal.
53

  Trying to be faithful to the 

witness of scripture, Barth seeks to describe Easter, Pentecost, and Christ’s return as 

three forms of one event, in which each particular event “contains the other two by 

way of anticipation or recapitulation” so that each serve as a distinct yet unified 

event of Christ’s parousia.
54

  Barth even compares the unity-in-distinction of this 

threefold parousia to the unity-in-distinction of the Trinity.
55

  The only other place 

in the Church Dogmatics where Barth makes an analogy to the Trinity is in his 

explanation of the unity of the three forms of the Word of God.
56

   Indeed, Barth 
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declares that the doctrine of the threefold Word of God is the only analogy to the 

doctrine of the Trinity.
57

  Obviously in seeking to describe Easter, Pentecost, and 

Second Coming as one event in the coming of Jesus Christ, Barth found another 

analogy. 

What is interesting about this development of a threefold parousia is Barth’s 

willingness to use the same concepts and framework from the earlier doctrine of the 

threefold Word of God and apply it to Christ’s parousia.  Equally interesting is 

Barth’s willingness to use the analogy to the Trinity, comparing the unity-in-

differentiation of the Word of God and Christ’s parousia to the persons of the 

Trinity.  This new development of threefold language and concepts seems to further 

relativize the centrality of the threefold Word of God simply due to the fact that the 

threefold Word of God, especially the third form, can only occur and be located 

within the second form of the threefold parousia through the impartation of the Holy 

Spirit.  So in a way, the threefold parousia of Christ serves as a broader framework, 

and the third form of the Word of God, the church’s kerygma and proclamation 

occur within the framework of the second form of Christ’s threefold parousia, which 

by the power of the Holy Spirit, the contemporaneous presence of Christ, room is 

made for the Christian community to offer a “repetition, representation, and 

multiplication of the Easter revelation” in its own life and witness to the world.
58

 

Barth continues to describe the present and contemporaneous form of Jesus 

Christ not solely in terms of the third form of the Word of God, but in terms of the 

second form of Christ’s parousia.  Far from being an independent presence distinct 

from the Easter event and the eschatological fulfilment or a non-presence or product 

                                                 
57

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/1, 121. 
58

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 304. 



 

144 

 

of the human consciousness and memory, in world occurrence and in the life and 

witness of the Christian community, “the glory of God is present in the personal, 

real, visible, audible and even tangible coming again of this man.”
59

  To contend 

otherwise, Barth cautions, is to risk docetism.  And so while the reconciliation of the 

world and humanity’s justification and sanctification have taken place in Jesus Christ 

and been publicly and universally declared in Christ’s resurrection, Barth contends 

that the declaration is not yet complete.  Christ’s resurrection declaration continues 

forward in the form of Pentecost and invites and includes the Christian community’s 

own proclamation and witness as part of the second form of Christ’s parousia, even 

as the totus Christus looks forward to the final form of Christ’s parousia in the 

Spirit’s consummation of all things.   

This middle form of Christ’s return, what Barth refers to as the promise of 

the Spirit,
60

 is the time and place in which the presence and parousia of Jesus Christ 

makes use of the third form of the Word of God, i.e. Christian proclamation.  Barth 

begins to describe the contemporaneous form of Christ’s presence by challenging 

any notions of ecclesial possession or ecclesial containment of Jesus Christ, asserting 

that there can be no question of Jesus Christ allowing Himself to be represented by 

the Church or Christianity; nor should the efficacy of the gospel hang upon the 

credibility and veracity of Christian witnesses.
61

  Hitting closer to home for the third 

form of the Word of God, Barth adds that “Jesus Christ cannot be absorbed and 

dissolved in practice into the Christian kerygma, Christian faith and the Christian 
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community.”
62

  Because Christ is fully present in the here and now by the promise of 

the Spirit, the second form of Christ’s parousia, Christ is never dependent upon the 

church or priests or the church’s proclamation to make Christ present and active, but 

comes to and confronts humanity in the present as he did at Easter and will do at his 

consummation.
63

 

Barth’s claims here lead to two questions.  First, has he basically dismissed 

any notion of a threefold Word of God, particularly a third form, by strongly 

differentiating between the presence of Jesus Christ in and with the Christian 

community, and the community’s kerygma and faith?  And second, what is the 

relationship between Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ’s church?  Are even the most 

qualified and humbly obedient attempts to claim the real presence of Jesus Christ in 

the contours and life together of Christian community really just imperialistic efforts 

to possess and dissolve Jesus Christ into the kerygma, faith, and life together of the 

Christian community?  Barth seems willing to concede that the sign or signs of the 

presence and activity of God in the life together of the Christian community cannot 

be easily equated with proclamation of the gospel or right administration of the 

sacraments, both of which too easily can claim present possession and custody of 

Jesus Christ.  Rather, Christ’s presence can mainly be identified by the Christian 

community’s prayer and expectation of Christ’s eschatological fulfilment of all 

things.   In other words, the surest sign of Christ’s contemporaneous presence, the 

second form of the parousia, is the Christian community’s hopeful expectation and 

prayer for the third form of Christ’s parousia. Will Christ’s contemporary presence 

not show itself, Barth asks, by the very fact that there is community of Christians 
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“who know an honest and basic lack, and thus hope for his conclusive appearing and 

revelation and their own and the whole world’s redemption and consummation, 

looking and marching toward it in Advent in a movement from Christmas, Good 

Friday, and especially Easter?”
64

  Might the real presence of Jesus Christ be most 

closely aligned, not with the event of proclamation and preaching, but with the open-

ended prayer and cry to God: “Lord have mercy upon us!  Even so, come Lord 

Jesus”?
65

  Barth certainly seems to be shifting emphasis from the Word of God and 

gospel proclamation to the action and presence of Christ in the human prayer and cry 

to the Lord yet to come.  

Again, rather than dismissing one in favor of the other, Barth seems to 

attempt to hold two concepts together, perhaps challenging the church and offering a 

vision of the church that confesses the not yet of Christ’s coming parousia before it 

celebrates and claims the continual presence of Christ in the declaration of the gospel 

and in its life together.  It is not as if Barth denies Christ’s presence in the church’s 

declaration of the gospel and its life together between the times; he even remarks 

that what took place in Christ is “noted and experienced, and still takes place 

continually, in the existential reaching and claiming of countless individuals both 

within” the sphere of the church and beyond its walls throughout the world.
66

  

Rather, ecclesial attempts to contain or produce the glorious presence of Jesus Christ 

do not seem for Barth to be representative of the biblical witness of the early 

Christian communities nor to be the particular calling of the contemporary church 

and its witness in the world.  Again, Barth does not reject the presence of Christ and 

the activity of God enclosing the human witness and signs of the Christian 
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community, nor does he offer a safe haven that alleviates the very real risk of 

praying ‘come, Lord Jesus,’ and  ‘thy kingdom come.’ 

Barth sought to articulate Christ’s presence and activity on the one hand, and 

the free human actions of bearing witness and corresponding obedience on the other, 

but Barth’s presentation of the Word of God in CD IV/3 does seem to place a greater 

emphasis on the free human action and its distinct witness.   While Barth could still 

say that “it must have pleased the Word of God to allow itself to be in some sense 

reflected and reproduced in the words of these men,” giving them and their words 

“the grace of its real presence,” to speak the Word of God with their human words,
67

 

Barth has no interest in proving the presence of Christ in the here and now.  Instead, 

what becomes central is the accompanying human expectation and complete 

dependence on Christ’s parousia in the here and now.  Still, Barth refuses to separate 

the Word of God from human language: “you cannot divide the Word of God from 

words.”
68

  Not limiting God’s speech to clerical assignments or roles, Barth remarks 

that God’s Word is always accompanied by human attempts to speak to and about 

God.  “Our praying is an attempt to speak to God, our hearing is an attempt, our 

preaching is an attempt”
69

 and it is by means of this very attempt that God speaks.
70

 

And it is under these very conditions that one can expect and hope that human words 

can still become the Word of God in the present time and place. 

4.4  Witness Yet More Than Witness 

 

Perhaps there is a danger that Barth’s earlier presentation of the threefold 

Word of God in CD I/1 and I/2 could too easily be co-opted as an automated 
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ecclesial formula, an unsurprising given in the worshipping life of the Christian 

community.  And perhaps this earlier presentation of the threefold Word of God too 

strongly assumed the centrality of clerical proclamation of the gospel as the third 

form of the Word of God.  In the context of CD IV/3, Barth rarely distinguishes 

between clerical Christians and lay Christians except to criticize such distinctions.
71

  

As we have seen, Barth resists a direct identification between the threefold word of 

God and the clerical sphere, not equating the Word of God solely with the activity of 

the minister and preacher.  To declare and proclaim the gospel, Barth more fully 

clarifies, is not relegated merely to a clerical act on Sunday during worship, but is 

the vocation of all Christians.   

While the Christian minister may be given the most obvious and regular 

opportunity for Christ to declare himself in the words of Christian proclamation, any 

act of Christian proclamation and instruction in the life of the Christian community 

may “manifest the one light of the one truth” and offer a particular refraction that is a 

faithful reflection of the one light Jesus Christ.
72

  Without rejecting the clerical 
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aspects of Christian proclamation, Barth qualifies proclamation.  It is not the sole 

avenue or means of the Word of God.  In addition, Barth retains the basic framework 

and instincts of the threefold Word of God without reducing it to a pat formula that 

easily produces the presence of Christ.   Remaining faithful to many of the very 

same theological principles first articulated in Church Dogmatics I/1 and I/2 where 

the threefold Word of God is presented in its most comprehensive shape, Barth 

nevertheless elevates the one true Word, Jesus Christ, above all other words, 

including scripture and the proclamation of the church.  Such human words become 

something more by their association with the one true Word, Jesus Christ, as they 

indirectly bear witness in their own attestation and as Jesus Christ declares Himself 

in them.
73

 

In §71 “The Vocation of Man,” Barth further develops the themes of the 

threefold Word of God in his exploration of vocation and the characteristics of 

witness.   In this section, Barth offers a clear account of Christ’s presence in and 

through the church’s declaration of the gospel.  Barth continues to advance the 

importance of the human witness and his or her free correspondence and conformity 

to Jesus Christ in the Christian life.  Equally important, Barth continues to highlight 

and emphasize Christ’s ongoing life and witness in the world and fellowship with the 

Christian community in and through whom Christ declares Himself, indirectly 

attesting Himself in his full totality.
74

  Not only does the witness correspond to 

Christ and bear witness to Christ, but the living reality of Jesus Christ in the world 

includes the witnesses, shines through and declares itself in and through the 
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community of witnesses, giving them a share of Christ’s ongoing life and work and 

reflecting Christ’s glory in the world.
75

   

So can human words become the Word of God?  In contrast to CD I/1 and 

I/2, Barth is much more cautious about placing scripture or proclamation on an equal 

plane with the one Word of God, Jesus Christ.  But while scripture and the church’s 

proclamation and witness are free and distinct responses in light of the one Word of 

God, free human declarations of the gospel in correspondence to Jesus Christ, Barth 

refuses to completely cut the cord between these two qualitatively distinct entities.  It 

is not as easily explained as God’s grace on the one hand and then a corresponding 

act of human gratitude on the other, rather the free human response to the gospel is 

bracketed by the activity of God on either side, or as Barth put it in an earlier 

articulation, enclosed in an act of God.
76

 Human words are free human responses to 

God’s presence, nothing more, nothing less, and yet because they are precipitated 

and evoked by the presence and ongoing life and work of Jesus Christ in which Jesus 

Christ elects to bear witness to Himself in and through these words and acts of 

correspondence, such human words and acts of correspondence can become the very 

way Jesus Christ declares himself in our time and space, enabling such words and 

witness to become enclosed, for a time, by God’s own Word.   

Perhaps Barth had concerns that his initial presentation of the threefold Word 

of God might lead the Christian community to believe it could commandeer control 

of Jesus Christ and mediate Jesus Christ to others and to the world.
77

  Barth clearly 

corrects such a misreading by making it clear that it is Jesus Christ and his actions 

upon the Christian community that free the community to declare the glad tidings of 
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the gospel while remaining fallen and broken human beings.
78

  But human 

correspondence and freedom are not the end of the story; the witness not only 

witnesses to the Witness, but the Witness witnesses to the witnesses, declaring 

Himself in their speech, shining through their small acts of correspondence, and 

including and incorporating their particular ministry of witness in Christ’s ongoing 

redemption of the world.
79

   

While the church’s proclamation and its witness subsist in Jesus Christ and 

not the other way around, while the preaching of the gospel and the reading of 

scripture do not automatically produce an effect called Jesus Christ, Barth does not 

dismiss the framework of the threefold Word of God, stating in CD IV/1 that “all 

knowledge of Jesus Christ will have not merely its basis but its limit and standard in 

the witness of Scripture and the proclamation of the church.”
80

  The sphere of the 

church is a wide sphere with many more possibilities for knowledge and encounter 

with Jesus Christ, perhaps more than the church is always able to identify, but 

outside the sphere of the church, outside the sphere of scripture and proclamation, 
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Barth cautions, “Jesus Christ has no form for us.”
81

  Instead, Barth resists applying 

the threefold Word of God as a uniform and one-size-fits-all mode of Christ’s 

presence and the Spirit’s impartation of Christ in the life of the Christian community. 

4.5  From Proclamation to Invocation, from Preaching to Prayer 

 

 As some Barth interpreters and commentators have noticed, there is a shift in 

the content of the Church Dogmatics that comes to emphasize the doctrine of 

election, and as a result, the event of vocation takes on a more central role in place of 

the event of proclamation.
82

  Perhaps a similar framework shift occurs regarding the 

event of the Word of God.  The hearing and response to the gospel occur in the event 

of vocation, which includes the event of proclamation, but in which vocation 

becomes the larger theological framework.  Similarly, the centrality of human 

proclamation gives way to human invocation, a shift of emphasis from preaching to 

prayer, if not a complete shift, at least an equal partnership.  Perhaps this is one more 

reason why the threefold Word of God does not disappear altogether, but certainly 
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becomes qualified and relativized by other theological concepts in Barth’s 

theological project.   

Again, in §71 “The Vocation of Man,” Barth does not dismiss the threefold 

Word of God but frames it within the event of vocation, in which “the living Jesus 

Christ encounters definite men at definite times in their lives as their Contemporary, 

makes Himself known to them as the One He is, i.e., as the One He is for the world, 

for all men, and therefore for them too, and addresses and claims them as partners in 

His covenant and sinners justified and sanctified in Him.”
83

  While the event of 

vocation often may include preaching and sacraments and the witness of scripture, 

the event of vocation is always the “direct and personal work of God, of Jesus Christ, 

of the Holy Spirit,” and neither scripture nor contemporary witnesses mediate God’s 

call for it is the Lord himself who proclaims Himself and makes Himself known in 

the event of vocation.
84

  Here again Barth both maintains the use of a modified 

threefold Word of God while also qualifying it, ensuring and asserting the freedom 

of the living Lord Jesus Christ.  The living Jesus Christ is not bound to preaching 

and the sacraments in the encounter and call of humanity, Barth maintains, but “may 

very well, extra muros ecclesiae,” independently of the church and its ministry, 

“know and tread the very different possibilities of most effective calling.”
85

  

Whereas the proclamation of the gospel through preaching and sacraments 

can easily be reduced to the clerical vocation, the event of vocation and the vocation 

of the Christian apply to all Christians equally.  Though Barth does not get into 

specifics, church proclamation and its central role in the life of the Christian 

community need not be displaced or even abolished in favour of a more democratic 
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event of vocation, rather proclamation is incorporated into and under vocation rather 

than the other way around.  In the event of vocation, all are called to the office of the 

Word of God.   Yet Barth does not throw out the framework or the theological spirit 

of the threefold Word of God.
86

  Barth describes this office of vocation and witness 

in biblical terms:  

In the biblical narratives those called by God are men who 

are summoned, commanded and empowered to declare this 

message.  They are responsible for addressing the message of 

God to His creatures.  As witnesses they have to repeat what 

God Himself has first said to them.
87

 

 

Any sense of ecclesial mediation, scriptural mediation, or even threefold 

mediation is relativized and qualified.  What is maintained however is that as the 

witness bears witness to and accompanies the action and presence of the living Jesus 

Christ, the witness participates in the being-in-action of Jesus Christ and Jesus 

Christ, in his contemporary form (second form of parousia), declares Himself in this 

witness.
88

  The community of witnesses and the individual witness become, not 

spectators, nor dead instruments, but those whose small acts of witness and 

discipleship are included in the work of God, cooperating and heralding Christ’s 

prophetic work, trusting that it will be united in and with the second form of Christ’s 

parousia until it is brought to completion in the third form of parousia, Christ’s 

universal redemption and revelation.
89

  Barth uses a provocative illustration taken 

from Roman Catholic ecclesial imagery to describe the Christian’s role and the 

church’s role in the contemporary form of the Word of God: 

To use for once the imagery of Roman Catholic worship, the 

Christian is not the priest, nor does he read the mass, nor 
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have anything to do with the transformation, the sacrifice and 

the dispensing of communion; he is only the server or altar-

boy who carries the missal backward and forward and swings 

the incense and rings the bell at the decisive moment.  Yet he 

is this, and assists in this way.  He is called to this ministering 

presence.  What makes him a Christian, and distinguishes 

him as such, is that he also acts as minister in what Christ 

does.  In this sense we may well say that he co-operates in the 

work of Christ.
90

   

 

 Christ’s contemporaneous presence not only makes room for the words and 

witness of the Christian and the Christian community, but gives and invites each 

member of the Christian community to offer an echo of Christ’s revealing and 

proclaiming.
91

  This witness and role are not to be confused with Jesus Christ and the 
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sufficiency of his own self-witness, but are included and enclosed in the prophetic 

work of Jesus Christ and become an additional part of the being and life of the totus 

Christus in the life of the world.
92

  It is not as if Jesus Christ needs such a witness or 

this extra dimension of his life.  Barth even wonders if the world might be better off 

with only the proclamation of Jesus Christ alone, “without any co-operation on the 

part of Peter and Paul, let alone the rest of us.”
93

  Christ does not need the witnesses 

or their words to make the Word of God a reality, Christ is not bound to such forms, 

and yet, Barth adds, Christ’s own divine grace creates this dimension that “does not 

exclude but includes this human co-operation.”
94

   

So it is that the self-proclamation of Christ makes room for the proclamation 

and witness of the Christian community.  And so it is that the threefold Word of God 

continues to have a place in Barth’s theology of Christian witness and the Christian 

church.  Though the words of proclamation and words of Christian witness will 

remain and always be fully human words, Barth believes there is a place in Jesus 

Christ’s own being for the words of human beings to become God’s own Word.  

That is not to say that Barth’s conception of the threefold Word of God does not 

evolve; it is not presented in the same way as CD I/1 and I/2.  Rather, the threefold 

Word of God is absorbed into the larger framework of the three forms of Christ’s 

resurrected presence.  In addition, the third form of the Word of God becomes a 

much broader category than only preaching (though preaching still has a prominent, 

even paradigmatic role in this framework).  Still, preaching becomes simply one 

                                                                                                                                          
repetition of the sacrifice of Christ in the Roman doctrine of the Mass?  Was it the kind of faith which 

in that rather convulsive doctrine is supposed to consist in a re-enactment of the crucifixion of Christ 

in our own existence?  Again, no.  It was all present without needing to be made present” (CD IV/2, 

113).  Christ was present, without the need to be made present by the priest or the church or anyone 

else, but Christ did not come apart from this gospel declaration in this little Christian community. 
92

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 606-607. 
93

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 607. 
94

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 608. 



 

157 

 

form of the Word of God in the present, finding its place in the larger framework of 

the declaration of the gospel, the vocation and activity of all Christians.   

Perhaps Barth’s earlier presentation of the threefold Word of God unfairly 

saddled the concept with the full freight of Christ’s presence in the here and now.  In 

CD IV/3, Barth clearly deepens the Christological concentration of the one form of 

the Word of God, contending that the presence of Jesus Christ in the world can 

include the witness of scripture and church proclamation and other forms of witness 

inside and outside the church.  It his highly questionable to conclude that because of 

this modification and qualification in regards to the threefold Word of God, Barth no 

longer had any use for it.  In CD IV/3, the church’s ministry and witness, elaborated 

in twelve different forms of speech and action, is still conceived chiefly as twelve 

variations of one form: the declaration of the gospel (i.e. the third form of the Word 

of God).  This third form of the Word of God takes a variety of forms in the church’s 

life and ministry, sometimes emphasizing one form more than others at different 

places, times, and contexts.
95

  Barth had already offered a presentation of Christ’s 

inexhaustible richness and multiform presence in CD IV/1, asserting that Christ does 

not present Himself in one form, but in many, that Christ in his own life and activity 

in the world is not “uniform but multiform.”
96

  

Rather than a setting aside of the threefold Word of God or dismissing the 

threefold Word of God, a case can be made that Barth is intensifying the third form 

of the Word of God, allowing for the variety of ways Christ is active and at work in 

the Christian community’s declaration of the gospel.  The proclamation or 

declaration of the gospel, Barth clearly maintains, is not relegated solely to the 
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preaching office of the church, but is the vocation of all Christians and can take a 

variety of forms.  As we have seen, Barth qualifies the threefold Word of God, 

underscoring the centrality of the one Word of God Jesus Christ, who lives and 

manifests himself in the world without assistance.  In another sense, Barth 

democratizes the threefold Word of God, maintaining the centrality of the 

declaration of the gospel, but describing this human witness and activity in many 

forms.  Still, Christ speaks and acts in and through the church’s declaration of the 

gospel, including the witness of Christians in his own self-witness, and the church 

lives as it hears and proclaims and declares the gospel, the reconciliation and 

redemption of all things in Jesus Christ.  There is a sense then of sacramental status 

related to the declaration of the gospel, which shares in the secondary objectivity or 

the indirect identity of the one and primary sacrament, Jesus Christ. 

As we have seen, Karl Barth does not do away with the threefold Word of 

God, but he certainly qualifies it, relativizes it, and democratizes it.  Additional 

forms of human speech and action may become the context and location of God’s 

Word and the presence of Jesus Christ in the here and now of Christian life together 

and witness.
97

   Barth’s own theology of prayer and preaching might serve as a prime 

illustration of this slight shift in emphasis but also as an illustration of Christ’s 

multiform presence and activity in and with the life and witness of the Christian 

community.
98

  In a short collection of theological reflections on prayer first 
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published in the late 1940s, Barth writes that “it is prayer that puts us in rapport with 

God and permits us to collaborate with him.”
99

  In a commentary on Barth’s remarks 

on prayer, Daniel Migliore claims that for Barth, prayer is the most basic and proper 

enactment of human freedom before God.
100

  For Barth, prayer reveals complete 

human dependence upon God.  Prayer also confidently trusts that God will speak and 

on the other side of human prayers, cooperate in human action to fulfil and complete 

God’s work in the world.  Prayer serves as a form of gospel declaration, the third 

form of the Word of God, as human beings in freedom call upon God and God joins, 

unites, cooperates, and witnesses within this human activity.  Prayer for Barth can 

certainly be on an equal plane with proclamation.  Prayer even becomes at times the 

quintessential mark of human correspondence and collaboration with God as well the 

common pattern of God’s uniting and ongoing redemptive activity in the life of 

human beings and the world. 

While there is some shift in Barth’s theological content from the Word of 

God and the corresponding word of humanity to perhaps the call of God and the 

corresponding invocation of humanity or prayer of humanity, it is a change by 

                                                                                                                                          
the gospel, Jesus Christ is present to believers and believers to him,”(161).  Later Hunsinger states that 

“through the proclamation of God’s Word, the Spirit acts to make contemporary, to reveal, and to 

impart the reconciliation wrought and embodied by Jesus Christ” (173).   Hunsinger describes the 

distinct yet equal coming of Christ in this middle form of parousia as no less real and complete than 

the coming of Christ in the Easter event and the Second Coming (176).  The wholeness of Christ’s 

being and activity is not uniform but multiform.  Hunsinger does not mention the threefold Word of 

God, but within this multi-form mode of Christ’s self-manifestation, there is certainly room for a 

modified expression of the threefold Word of God in the time and form between Christ’s resurrection 

and Christ’s redemption.  Barth’s later theology (IV/3, 859-860), however, comes to emphasize the 

declaration of the gospel (the vocation of all Christians) rather than the proclamation of the gospel (the 

specific clerical activity), which is not noted by Hunsinger.  While proclamation could and should be 

an integral part of the declaration of the gospel, the event of the declaration of the gospel is, at least in 

Barth’s later presentation, a more broad and multiform concept that could take different forms in a 

variety of ecclesial contexts rather than a more one-size-fits-all, uniform proclamation and a one-size-

fits-all, uniform threefold Word of God. 
99
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100
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proclamation, and while proclamation is not dismissed or rejected, prayer becomes the primary action 
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addition not subtraction.  The importance and centrality of the declaration of the 

gospel for the Christian community remains, even as it happens in concert with 

Christ’s self-declaration in a multitude of forms.  Barth does not deny that God 

speaks through human words.  However, he wants to strongly caution the Christian 

community from making any presumptuous claims.  “If Christ deigns to be present 

when we are speaking,” Barth writes in a collection of remarks on preaching, “it is 

precisely because that action is God’s not ours.”
101

   The Christian community or the 

proclaimer of the gospel cannot manufacture the miracle, assume the miracle, or 

“build on the miracle in advance.”
102

  The preacher and all those who declare the 

gospel are always in danger of becoming a “sort of Pope,” arrogantly claiming and 

confusing one’s own ideas, speech, or action with the Word of God.
103

   

Yet Barth still insists in CD IV/3, much as he did in Göttingen and 

throughout the earlier volumes of the Church Dogmatics, that God’s Word makes 

itself “perceptible even in the witness of humanly conditioned and limited words,” 

that God “puts His word on the lips” of human beings, that by grace God continues 

to put his Word on human lips, sanctifying the profane and giving human beings the 

power and freedom to proclaim the gospel and bear witness to Jesus Christ.
104

  Far 

from relegating proclamation to an insignificant afterthought in the life of the 

Christian community, Barth remains clear that “God wills to use human 

proclamation for the proclamation of His Word,” though such declarations of the 

gospel may occur in a number of forms of ministry and service.
105

  From the 

perspective of the Christian community, however, human beings can never and 
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should never aspire to do anything more than point to, herald, and create respect for 

the self-witness of God, letting the Word of God speak for itself.
106

  Barth holds 

these twin concepts together, stressing at times the qualitatively distinct chasm 

between the Word of God and human words, but also at other times stressing the 

ability of Jesus Christ to overcome the chasm and to place the Word of God on 

human lips and human hearts.   

In remarks with an English-speaking seminar held in the late 1950s, Barth’s 

conversation with students serve as a summary of Barth’s attempt to uphold a 

modified threefold Word of God while enriching it and expanding it.  First, Barth 

insists that one can never be absolutely certain that God will speak through human 

beings; one can only hope.
107

 Second, Barth insists that there is no magic formula or 

place of ecclesial certainty, but in spite of the secularity and humanity of such 

activity and language, God speaks in and through such human words.  Third, Barth 

does not relegate the Word of God solely to proclamation and the preaching office, 

but stresses the many forms in which God addresses humanity through His Word.  

Humanity seeks to speak about God and to God in praying, preaching, and hearing 

the gospel, all of which are only attempts, but by means of these attempts, “God 

speaks!”
108

  Fourth, no permanent fusion or confusion of the divine Word and human 

words takes place in the proclamation event.  Ultimately preaching has no effect on 

the coming of the Word: “it may be that our preaching is bad; nevertheless, it is 

possible that through our ineffectively preached words and bad language, the Holy 
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Spirit may speak.”
109

  What is impossible for human beings is made possible and real 

in and through Jesus Christ.
110

   

Thus the case for the threefold Word of God remains strong even as Barth 

revises and enlarges it.  In spite of Barth’s revisions and qualifications, it remains the 

case that through the declaration of the gospel, the Word of God comes and speaks, 

manifesting itself in the Christian community in a multitude of forms.  It also 

remains the case, however, that one can never stop and dissect the presence of the 

Word of God or empirically verify the moment of the gospel’s becoming God’s 

Word in the life together of the Christian community.  To do so is to reverse the 

divine and human sovereignty and freedom, turning Jesus Christ into a human 

possession and the activity of the Holy Spirit into a predictable human phenomenon.  

Instead, the Christian and the Christian community prays for Christ to come, trusting 

in God’s grace and mercy that has come many times before and that promises to 

come again; and the Christian and the Christian community live with humble 

confidence that the Word of God has, does, and will continually make use of human 

words and humanity’s declaration of the gospel, for God’s glory and as part of 

Christ’s mission and redemption of the world. 

4.6. Contemporary Scholarship and the threefold Word of God 

The changes and modifications made by Barth in regard to the threefold 

Word of God have not gone unnoticed by more recent scholars and theologians.  In a 

number of theological and scholarly contexts, Barth’s revision and modification to 

the threefold Word of God has been addressed, both directly and indirectly.
111
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Eberhard Jüngel believes Barth’s earlier presentation of the threefold Word of God 

(CD I/1 and I/2) and his presentation of church proclamation as a form of the Word 

of God are both problematized by Barth’s later doctrine of baptism in CD IV/4.
112

  In 

addition to the baptismal fragment, Jüngel also engages material from CD IV/3, and 

believes Barth corrects his earlier presentation of the threefold Word of God in the 

third part of the doctrine of reconciliation.  Because Jesus Christ is the sole occupant 

of the prophetic office, Jüngel argues, Jesus Christ himself proclaims his own story 

in the Word of God, and the congregation’s service of witness to Jesus Christ “is 

now pointedly juxtaposed as a human act which truly witnesses to the witness of 

                                                                                                                                          
and the early volumes of the Church Dogmatics up to CD IV/3.  The content of Barth’s baptism 

fragment, or Church Dogmatics IV/4, is beyond the survey and scope of this study, as are the lecture 

fragments compiled posthumously in The Christian Life.  Some of the conclusions, however, drawn 

by scholars in regard to the threefold Word of God, come as result of theological engagement with the 

content of CD IV/4 and The Christian Life.  Neither the subject matter of the threefold Word of God 

nor proclamation is addressed directly in the content of these volumes; however, when engaging with 

the various explanations of Barth’s shift in relation to the threefold Word of God, an attempt will be 

made to refer to the relevant content from CD IV/4 and The Christian Life when necessary.   
112

 Eberhard Jüngel, “Karl Barths Lehre von Der Taufe” in Barth-Studien (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1982), 
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self-attestation of the living Jesus Christ in the work of the Holy Ghost it is, in distinction from even 

the fullest and strongest human attestation of Jesus Christ, His own self-impartation to man, His own 

almighty and perfect work on him and in him. To belittle what is done to man in Him is to belittle 

Him. The baptism of the Spirit is more than a reference and indication through image and symbol. It is 

more than an offer and opportunity” (CD IV/4, 34).  Barth writes that: “in other words, the baptism of 

the Spirit certainly calls for the baptism with water which is requested of the community and 

administered by it, which is received by the man who accepts the Word of Jesus Christ. But it is not 

identical with this, nor is water baptism identical with it. Baptism with the Spirit does not take place in 

a man either with or through the fact that he receives water baptism. He also becomes a Christian in 

his human decision, in the fact that he requests and receives baptism with water. But he does not 

become a Christian through his human decision or his water baptism” (CD IV/4, 32).  Though Barth 

maintains the unity of the baptism of the Spirit and the baptism with water in one totality, one 

baptismal event, stressing that both elements “will be misunderstood if it is either separated from or, 

instead of being distinguished, mixed together or confused with the other” (CD IV/4, 41).  Baptism 

with the Holy Spirit does not exclude baptism with water, Barth contends, but Barth does not offer a 

conceptual or concrete description of how these distinct actions and movements are brought together 

and united in one event.   
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Jesus Christ.”
113

  Jüngel interprets Barth as making a clear separation between 

proclamation and Jesus Christ in which the sole action of proclamation is to point 

and signify as the reality of the Word of God is withdrawn.
114

   

Arguing that there is clear separation between the living presence of Jesus 

Christ and all forms of human action in Barth’s mature theology, Jüngel concludes 

that there is no reason why proclamation could not also be included in the ethics of 

the doctrine of reconciliation alongside baptism and the Lord’s supper.
115

  The 

being-in-action of God is a movement in history to which the Christian community 

and individual Christians seek to correspond, asymmetrically, in their own being-in-

action.  Jüngel believes Barth’s earlier presentation of the threefold Word of God 

goes too far and fails to adequately acknowledge the absolute qualitative distinction 

in the life of God and the life of humanity, especially in regard to scripture and 

proclamation.
116

  Only in Jesus Christ do the qualitatively distinct divine and human 

realities and movements have a basis for unity.   

Jüngel also believes that the ecclesiology presented in CD IV/4 is an earlier 

revision of CD I/1 and I/2, specifically in regard to the threefold Word of God and 

the sacraments, and that Barth reserves the concept of sacrament only for Christ.
117
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What is not clear is whether Jüngel believes Barth ultimately rejects all forms of 

secondary objectivity in the life of the Christian community or any form of divine 

mediation in the life and activity of the church.  While we have already explored 

Barth’s own relativizing of the threefold Word of God, Jüngel’s interpretation of 

Barth seems to go farther than Barth himself did, relegating all ecclesial activity to 

the ethical realm and reading the hyper distinctions between divinity and humanity 

set out in CD IV/4 backwards through the entire Church Dogmatics.  Such a reading 

of Barth is certainly possible and indeed a helpful way to see the consistency of 

Barth’s adherence to the qualitative distinction throughout his work.  But such a 

reading also problematizes significant portions of Barth’s work, not only in CD I/1 

and I/2, but elsewhere within the doctrine of reconciliation, and such a reading 

makes the ontological distinction the chief interpretative framework for interpreting 

the entirety of the Church Dogmatics. Shifting proclamation into the ethics of 

reconciliation also risks collapsing Christian faith and life together into the ethical 

realm, which Jüngel believes is precisely what Barth achieves, noting that Barth 

desacramentalized the sacraments, but also proclamation, and all forms of ecclesial 

activity, so that Jesus Christ is the only sacrament.
118

   

Is this Barth’s intention?  Is this the direction of Barth’s most recent thought?  

Jüngel certainly believes this to be the case, but Jüngel’s own writings on church 
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proclamation, which perhaps sought to build on Barth’s theological foundations, 

offer a more nuanced view.  In his essay, “The Church as Sacrament,” Jüngel 

continues to maintain the ontological distinction between divine and human action, 

yet he proposes a Reformation theology of church proclamation which seeks to offer 

precisely what he believes Barth’s baptismal fragment does not, a description of the 

asymmetrical unity between Jesus Christ and the event of gospel proclamation.  

While the work of salvation and reconciliation are complete in Christ’s death on the 

cross, Jüngel argues along the lines of Barth that church proclamation does not need 

to complete (how could it?) the divine work of reconciliation, it brings to speech 

what has taken place in Christ, and it also presents this event of cross and 

resurrection so that it can be received in faith in the present.  Jüngel then adds that 

the proclamation of the gospel is a “representation of Christ’s work” and also a 

presentation of Christ’s work, and “as such a manifestation of the presence of 

Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit” (my emphasis).
119

   

Qualifications aside, it seems Jüngel seeks to maintain some sense of the 

third form of the Word of God in the event of the gospel proclamation where “the 

action of the church generates on the human side that creative receptivity and 

passivity which allows God alone to be the benefactor and to work his work in 

us.”
120

 Jüngel believes the church paradoxically represents Christ, precisely in its 

renunciation of self-representation, as it points to Jesus Christ alone as the 

“declaration and impartation of God’s gracious presence,” and makes room for the 

self-representation of Jesus Christ to occur in its life together and its actions.
121

  The 
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question remains whether Jüngel’s own presentation of the relationship between 

Word-event and Jesus Christ is in accord with Barth.  Like Barth, Jüngel seeks to 

maintain the clear distinction between divine being-in-action and human being-in-

action while at the same time offering a vision of the gospel proclamation, that not 

only responds to what has happened, but in its presentation of that work, trusts, 

hopes, and expects that Christ is present in the power of the Holy Spirit, and that 

somehow God speaks in this act of human speaking.
122

    

While much of Jüngel’s interpretation of Barth suggests that Barth ultimately 

rejects any identity and uniting of divine and human actions together (i.e. threefold 

Word of God), Jüngel’s own thought offers a vision of how Christ is made manifest 

in the speech-event of the gospel, even as the distinction between divinity and 

humanity is maintained.  Whether Barth would wholeheartedly endorse Jüngel’s 

presentation in toto is hard to say, but such a presentation certainly seems in accord 

with Barth’s insistence that the one Word of God “allows itself to be in some sense 

reflected and reproduced in the words” of human beings.
123

  Barth may have sought 

to emphasize more greatly the ontological distinction in relation to the church’s life 

and activity in CD IV/4, but not at the expense of Jesus Christ’s proclivity to 

manifest himself in and through the words of the gospel declaration.   

At the end of the baptismal fragment, Barth depicts cheap grace as the real 

enemy and resists Christian attempts to claim Christ’s free grace as if it was one’s 

due, as if one could handle Jesus Christ “with the same assurance and familiarity as 

we do a bank account.”
124

  Grace, the coming presence of Jesus Christ, can never be 

counted upon in advance, but can only be prayed for and hoped for in radical 
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dependence on Christ’s return.  Once again, Barth identifies prayer as the central and 

most faithful Christian activity.  Hope in Jesus Christ and his coming is most 

faithfully embodied by the Christian community in the prayer of hope, “which is 

confident of being heard” (but not automatically), which does not seek to control or 

take or have, but hopes in Jesus Christ.
125

  Barth rejects sacramental notions of 

means of grace (divine mediation) in favor of means of gratitude (human response), 

but might it be possible to refer to the gospel proclamation (and even baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper) as sacraments of hope?  These would be human words and 

actions, in and through which the Christian community prays that Christ will come 

and incorporate and use these actions in his own being-in-action in the life of the 

world.  Such a theological framework then, could also make room for the concept of 

the threefold Word of God.   

In addition to Eberhard Jüngel’s extensive work related to Barth’s theology, 

another German scholar, Harmut Genest, has offered an extensive study of Barth’s 

theology of preaching, Karl Barth und die Predigt.  In this study, Genest focuses 

extensively on Barth’s own sermons, homiletical instruction, and the theological and 

practical implications of Barth’s sermons and theology of proclamation. Genest 

follows a direction of thought similar to Jüngel, arguing that in CD IV/3 Barth 

marginalizes proclamation, first in relation to the Word of God, which is announced 

and proclaimed and made manifest wholly in Christ, and second as it is reduced from 

one form to a plurality of forms of witness.
126

  Genest covers the already well trod 

ground of §69.2 “The Light of Life,” and argues that Barth modifies and carries 

forward the teaching of the threefold Word of God only as the living Word of God, 
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Jesus Christ, confronts the word of scripture and the word of proclamation in the life 

of the Christian community.
127

   

Genest believes Barth makes this shift and relativizes the church’s preaching 

as a soteriological consequence of Barth’s engagement with the existential theology 

of Rudolf Bultmann.
128

  The sermon is not a saving event, but only a proclamation or 

announcement of the saving event of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection that 

occurred in the event of election and that was actualized in history two millennia 

ago.
129

  As a result, the proclaimer is liberated to bear witness to the event of the 

cross and resurrection rather than being debilitated by the impossible task of 

producing a saving existential event in one’s own ecclesial milieu.
130

  Again, one is 

left to wonder whether Barth ever attached soteriological significance to the second 

and third forms of the threefold Word of God at any point in his dogmatics.  

Certainly Barth wanted to distinguish the once and for all nature of Christ’s life, 

death, and resurrection, from the early and contemporary kerygma of the church 

(perhaps in contrast to Bultmann), but Genest gives scant attention to Barth’s 

continuous insistence upon a reproduction and representation of the once and for all 

event occurring in the word-event of the Christian community through Christ’s 

contemporaneous presence in the Spirit.   

 In addition to German scholars such as Jüngel and Genest, but in a similar 

vein, Bruce McCormack’s emphasis on Barth’s theological ontology or actualistic 

ontology has led him to highlight Barth’s preservation of the ontological distinction 

between God and humanity in Jesus Christ as a central interpretative tool and 
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characteristic of Barth’s Christology and broader theology.  Apart from an essay on 

scripture and the threefold Word of God,
131

 most of McCormack’s work is focused 

on the doctrine of election and Barth’s Christology.  Along the lines of Jüngel, 

McCormack uses what he calls a ‘theological ontology’ to serve as the chief 

hermeneutical framework for interpreting Barth’s theology.
132

 In terms of present 

realization and activity of the Word in the world and in the life of the Christian 

community, Barth’s actualistic ontology emphasizes divine action and human 

correspondence as an ongoing movement and shared history, rather than a static 

completed action.
133

  Jesus Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, are a shared history, 

a uniting between a divine act of self-determination and “a historical human act of 

self-determination.”
134

  McCormack believes Barth focuses primarily on the two 

distinct and differentiated actions that occur in the one event.  The two distinct 

movements can only be discussed in analogy and correspondence: the divine act of 

self-determination and self-giving, and the corresponding human response of self-

determination in faith and obedience.  McCormack observes that the basis of 

continuity and union in the divine-human relationship never belong to the creature 

but to the Creator in relation to the creature.
135

   

Applying this reading of Barth to the concepts and terms of the threefold 

Word of God, it is clear that scripture and proclamation cannot be presented by Barth 

as realities in themselves that contain the reality of God or that possess the 
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possibility of becoming God’s Word.  Rather, it is the Word of God that becomes the 

word of humanity, but the word of humanity always remains the word of humanity. 

This is true in Jesus Christ, McCormack maintains, so how could it not apply all the 

more to the divine relation to all humanity?
136

 The continuity and union between 

divinity and humanity happen as the Creator, the Word of God, acts on the creature 

and the creature’s word.  When Barth confesses, in CD IV/3 that he can no longer 

“establish, develop, and present” the threefold Word of God as revealed, written, and 

proclaimed, as he did in CD I/1 and I/2, might it be precisely this qualification that 

requires him to do so?
137

  Barth has consistently maintained throughout the Church 

Dogmatics that God speaks and makes Godself manifest in and through human lips 

and hearts.  Any elements in the threefold Word of God that might suggest that the 

creature’s word and speech in itself could become the Word of God or contain the 

Word of God needed to be revised.  Rather, it is the Word of God that becomes the 

word of humanity.
138

  The word of humanity can only correspond to the Word of 

God.   

McCormack’s scholarship on Barth leads one to conclude that the Word of 

God can become the word of human beings, the Word of God can become the 

preached word, but the preached word cannot become the Word of God, but is, 

remains, and can become a witness to the Word of God, but nothing more.  The 

question remains in Barth’s later work, however, as to the extent and nature of the 

relationship, union, and identity of the Word of God with the church’s witness and 

words.  To put it another way, can the inseparability and unity of the Word of God 
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with corresponding human speech-acts only be assumed by their correspondence, or 

is it possible to offer a theological and ecclesiological description of their unity and 

inseparability?  McCormack does not answer this question directly, but by the 

direction of his own work and his interpretation of Barth’s later work, McCormack is 

clear that the witness “is not the thing itself.”
139

 

While McCormack’s work focuses primarily on election and Christology, the 

recent work of Paul Nimmo has engaged Barth’s actualistic ontology from the 

perspective of Barth’s ethics.  Like McCormack, Nimmo stresses the ontological 

distinction throughout Barth’s thought and offers an actualistic concept of witness in 

which neither the church’s declaration of the gospel, the human words of scripture, 

nor the humanity of Jesus Christ are divinized.  Instead, what happens when the 

Spirit enables the Word of God to create in scripture and the church’s life a refection 

and witness is more accurately described by Nimmo as humanization, allowing 

humanity to flourish in freedom and obedience.
140

  While Nimmo stresses the 

ontological distinction and the fully human witness and ethical dimension of the 

Christian community’s action, he does leave room, secondarily, for God’s 

glorification of the creature where God’s glory shines in and through the witness and 

word of the creature.
141

   

Again, it is not as if the Word of God, Jesus Christ, and the word of the 

creature, proclamation, operate in two separate and unrelated planes indefinitely.  

From the side of humanity, such a prospect is indeed reality, but from the other side, 

from Jesus Christ, there is no God without humanity.  Therefore, from below, from 
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humanity, all actions can only be ethical, human speech and actions that seek to 

correspond to the reality of Jesus Christ.  From the other side, the side of God, 

however, there is no disjunction between the divine and human elements; thus the 

Word of God includes the word of the creature.
142

  Still, Nimmo, in his reading of 

Barth, seems resistant to claim too quickly that the witness of humanity is 

incorporated and enclosed in the ongoing life and work of Jesus Christ in the world.  

While this may be true, Nimmo emphasizes that God also makes room for a truly 

free human response, not an automatic formula or a perfunctory word, but a genuine 

free human response. 

Most of the scholarship engaged with thus far has either been culled from 

German theological scholarship on Barth or from recent interpretations of Barth’s 

theological ontology.  In addition to these areas of interpretation related to the 

threefold Word of God, a fair amount of Anglo-American scholarship has also 

engaged with the implications of Barth’s revision to the teaching of the threefold 

Word of God.  In some ways, Robert Jenson represents both the German and the 

Anglo-American appropriation of Barth’s work.  As early as the late 1950s, Barth 

himself acknowledged Robert Jenson’s University of Heidelberg dissertation as a 

“penetrating analysis and interesting evaluation” of the Church Dogmatics.
143

  Yet 
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much of Jenson’s engagement with Barth and Jenson’s own scholarship has taken 

place in a North American context.  In addition, while Jenson is certainly 

appreciative and indebted to Barth’s theological work, his attempts to clarify Barth 

represent a more critical form of theological engagement than the scholarship that 

has been explored thus far. 

In an essay on Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation, specifically Barth’s 

Christological claims presented in CD IV/3, Jenson addresses Barth’s revision to the 

teaching of the threefold Word of God and the problematic implications for the 

church’s proclamation and witness in the present.  Though Jenson does not take up 

the concept of theological ontology, Jenson explains Barth’s revision to the threefold 

Word of God in relation to the ontic priority of Christ.  Because the resurrection is 

the proclamation event, the universal proclamation of the gospel in which “all 

persons had the gospel preached to them when Christ rose,” then the present time is 

simply an outworking of the ongoing self-revelation of Jesus Christ.
144

   Jenson 

believes Barth maintains the ontic priority of Christ and the doctrine of justification, 

at the expense of the church, “allowing the church’s witness only the status of a 

reflection of Christ’s Word, not the status of Christ’s Word itself.”
145

  As we have 

seen in Barth, the status of Christ’s Word remains Christ’s alone in his threefold 

parousia: resurrection, Pentecost, and second coming.  For Jenson, the human 
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utterance of the gospel, “’Jesus is risen,’ is God speaking.”
146

  Barth might not reject 

such a claim, but would certainly want to qualify it.  Barth does not deny God’s 

speech causing and becoming present in the human declaration that ‘Jesus is risen,’ 

but such events can only be prayed for and hoped for, never presumed, empirically 

verified or identified directly.
147

   

In contrast to Jenson, whose Lutheran instincts lead first to the unity of the 

human word with the speech and presence of God, Barth is not just revealing an 

unwillingness to pin down Jesus Christ in the contemporary life and witness of the 

Christian community only for the sake of an ontological principle, but also a 

conviction to orient the church’s witness and Christian proclamation eschatologically 

rather than existentially.
148

  For Barth, especially in his later work, the mark of 

Christ’s presence is as much identified with the community’s prayer and hope for 

Christ’s return as it is with the actualization of the proclaimed word, and certainly 

more so than sacramental fulfilment or consummation.   In addition to Robert 
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Jenson, John Webster’s own work has sought to engage with both German and 

English speaking interpretations of Barth’s theology. Webster has particularly 

stressed the centrality of humanity in Barth’s theology, and the moral and ethical 

responses to the being-in-action of God that accompany the life of faith.  Webster 

has also explored in detail Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation and has engaged with 

Barth’s revision to the threefold Word of God.  

Webster believes that Jesus’ prophetic self-declaration and its triumphant 

manifestation in history “shifts the primary locus of activity away from the 

community of believers onto Jesus himself, who is the agent of his own 

realization.”
149

  Webster covers much of the same material that has been covered in 

§69 and §71 and concludes that the church’s proclamation and prophecy “is in no 

sense a bearer of Jesus’ own prophetic self-utterance, but an indicator of a perfect 

and communicative divine activity.”
150

  Webster properly conveys Barth’s intent that 

the resurrection of Jesus Christ includes Christ’s contemporary presence and activity 

in the church and world and that the church is not the contemporaneous agent 

through which a passive Christ is activated.
151

  In an essay entitled, “The Visible 

Attests the Invisible,” Webster puts forward his own theological interpretation of the 

Word of God, which seeks to go beyond Barth while remaining faithful to Barth’s 

own Christological commitments.   

Webster’s own theology of the Word of God could loosely be termed a two-

fold Word of God.  The living contemporaneous Jesus Christ presents himself and 

communicates himself “to the communion of saints in the canon of Holy Scripture,” 

                                                 
149

 John Webster, “’Eloquent and Radiant’: The Prophetic Office of Christ and the Mission of the 

Church,” in Barth’s Moral Theology: Human Action in Barth’s Thought (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 

1998), 142. 
150

 John Webster, “Eloquent and Radiant,” 146. 
151

 John Webster, “Eloquent and Radiant,” 149. 



 

177 

 

and scripture becomes the “consecrated auxiliary through which the living One 

walks among the church and makes known his presence.”
152

  The church’s own 

words of declaration and attestation respond in gratitude and witness to the presence 

of Christ, but do not seem to be “consecrated auxiliaries” in and through which 

Christ makes himself known.
153

  Like Barth, the church’s witness is subordinate and 

dependent upon scripture’s witness, but Webster seems to suggest a twofold form of 

the Word of God.  Whereas Scripture can in some sense become the way Christ 

speaks presently, contemporary acts of witness and declarations of the gospel can 

only attest and point to Christ’s presence, but are not the means or way Jesus Christ 

speaks and makes himself known and heard to the world through the words and life 

of the Christian community.
154

  The life of the Christian community is restricted in a 

sense from speaking or offering the larger the world the Word of God.   

In addition to framing the threefold Word of God within larger studies of 

central themes in Barth’s theology, other scholars have engaged the theological 

implications of the threefold Word of God to get at broader philosophical and 

theological questions beyond Barth.  In his philosophical engagement with the 

theological claim that God speaks, Nicholas Wolterstorff engages with Barth’s 

doctrine of the threefold Word of God and questions whether or not divine action 

and revelatory activity are to be equated with divine speech.
155

  While most of his 

study focuses on CD I/1 and I/2, Wolterstorff explores the theological claims Barth 

makes about the threefold Word of God.  Wolterstorff questions whether scripture 
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and proclamation can become the speech of God, not so much out of actualistic 

ontological hesitations, but for more practical reasons.  Wolterstorff does not dispute 

Barth’s claim that God speaks in Jesus Christ and in the present, and God is able to 

present Himself and bring about a response in scripture and in contemporary human 

speech and witness.  However, Wolterstorff wonders, if this “’bringing about’ is 

something different from speaking.”
156

  Wolterstorff acknowledges that the being 

and presence of Jesus Christ act on humanity through the witness of scripture and 

proclamation but what Wolterstorff wants to know is whether such action can be 

called speaking, specifically, God’s speaking.
157

  Wolterstorff does not think so and 

presents his own modified version of the threefold Word of God: “God speaks in 

Jesus Christ, and only there; then on multiple occasions, God activates, ratifies, and 

fulfils in us what God says in Jesus Christ.”
158

  Wolterstorff’s points are well taken 

and one wonders if the modifications to the threefold Word of God that Barth made 

in CD IV/3 might reflect them.  Perhaps a more accurate description of Barth’s 

revision could be described as the threefold presence of God, where Barth keeps 

more to the spirit than the letter of the threefold Word of God. 

In his exploration of Barth’s theology and its relationship to post-modernity, 

William Stacy Johnson addresses the charge that Barth’s rejection of the sacraments 

in CD IV/4 signalled a decisive shift away from his earlier teaching.
159

  Specifically, 

Johnson asks whether or not Barth’s rejection of baptism and the Lord’s Supper also 

means that there is no longer room for proclamation (I/1) or sign-bearing (I/2) or 
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secondary objectivity (II/1) or indirect identity and sacramental continuity (II/1) to 

have a place in God’s being in the world.  While Johnson acknowledges that Barth 

never answers this question directly, he concludes that Barth eliminates sacramental 

continuity but retains symbolic continuity in which the Christian community attests, 

answers, and proclaims the good news of the gospel alongside Christ’s declaration of 

Himself through the Holy Spirit.
160

  Again, the relationship or possible unity 

between Christ’s presentation and declaration of Himself and humanity’s 

proclamation of Christ is not explored.  “Whatever character we may attribute to 

these signs bearing witness to Jesus Christ,” Johnson concludes, “they are not ‘of the 

same rank’” as the humanity of Jesus Christ.
161

   If the glory of Christ shines in and 

through these signs and if their witness is also enclosed by grace and exalted by the 

presence of Christ, might one also speak of a sacramental continuity, or a proximity 

to the grace of Christ’s real presence that accompanies and embraces these signs and 

witnesses?  

Gabriel Fackre asks this very question of Barth in his study of the doctrine of 

revelation.
162

 Fackre identifies Barth’s Reformed theological emphasis on the divine 

sovereignty and notes that Barth presents Christ’s continuity of presence only in his 

ongoing parousia in the world.  While the promise of Christ’s address and presence 

is there for scripture, the church, and the world, “the actual address happens only 

when and where He wills it to be so—by the act of divine freedom working through 
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the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit.”
163

  Following Barth’s presentation of this 

material in CD IV/3, Fackre believes Barth protects the divine freedom and the 

sovereignty of the risen Christ in the world by offering no assurance that “media—

Bible, Church, World—are in their respective ways always and everywhere bearers 

of the knowledge of God.”
164

  Fackre goes on to argue that while Barth places the 

needed Reformed accents on the divine sovereignty in the once and for all event of 

Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, rather than an unbroken and ongoing 

continuation in the ecclesia, Barth goes too far in “requiring the denial of the 

‘present possession of the glorious presence’ of Jesus Christ.”
165

  Fackre believes 

Barth is persisting with the Reformed non capax ontological distinction between 

humanity and divinity, but he does not acknowledge Barth’s more primary 

Christological conviction, which is that the living Christ is able to proclaim and 

declare himself in the present time apart from and in spite of the church and even 

scripture.
166

  Fackre believes that because Barth places the emphasis on divine 

sovereignty and the lack of continuity between Word, scripture, and church, Barth 

renders any conception of “divine haveability” of the Word in the church as 

problematic and a Reformed overreach.
167

   

To be fair, Barth does not deny the uninterrupted presence of Christ to the 

Christian community, but places the accents on the divine sovereignty of the risen 

Christ rather than the fusion of Christ with a sacramental form, be it proclamation or 

baptism or the Lord’s Supper.  Perhaps more accurately, Fackre can accuse Barth of 

placing the greater emphasis on the supremacy of Christ and his ongoing self-
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proclamation and its differentiation from the church’s proclamation, rather than 

depicting their unity and inseparability.  Rather than treating those accents equally, 

Barth presents the sovereignty and centrality of the living Christ in the major key, 

and places the corresponding proclamation and life of the Christian community in 

the minor key or secondary role.  Again, Barth does not reject or refute Christ’s 

presence and solidarity with the church’s proclamation, but places greater emphasis 

on Christ’s resurrection, self-declaration of the gospel, and parousia before, above, 

beyond, and addition to Christ’s presence in and with the church.  But Fackre leads 

us to a very important question: just because Jesus Christ is larger, more complex, 

vast, mysterious and inexhaustible than perhaps the concept of the threefold Word of 

God allows, is it still possible that such a concept is an adequate pattern or paradigm 

for Christ’s life in and with the Christian community?  I believe it remains an 

important concept and way of describing the shape of the church’s life and witness 

and that such a concept offers some uniformity to the plurality of the church’s 

witness, a form of continuity within the discontinuity of the Spirit’s movement. 

  In his study of Barth’s soteriology, Donald Bloesch sees within Barth’s 

theology two converging and opposing paradigms: “a theology of universal 

reconciliation in which the pre-existent and incarnate Christ seems to figure more 

prominently than the indwelling Christ and in which the triumph of grace effected in 

the past tends to overshadow the crisis of faith.”
168

  This convergence of paradigms 

plays out in Barth’s emphasis of the ethical over and against the mystical, it plays 

out in Barth’s concept of the communion of saints as “the cherished memory of the 

departed in the presence consciousness of the church,” over and against a mystical 
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communion between the departed and those on earth, and it plays out in Barth’s 

conception of the church as a sign and witness over and against a unique means of 

grace and instrument of salvation.
169

  Referring specifically to the threefold Word of 

God and its third form, Barth, according to Bloesch, affirms that the “Spirit is 

presumably at work as the pastor preaches, but he works not so much in and through 

the words of the sermon as with, over, and against these words.”
170

  Bloesch 

contrasts Barth’s vision of proclamation and preaching as bearing witness to the one 

great miracle over and against proclamation and preaching that seeks to create a 

miracle.
171

   

Bloesch assumes that these two converging paradigms cannot coexist or co-

inhere as Barth shifts to a more Christologically concentrated emphasis.  Still, one 

wonders, if Barth does not leave room for elements of both paradigms even if he 

places a greater emphasis on one over the other.  For example with preaching, 

certainly it bears witness to the one great miracle, but there is also the hope and the 

prayer that Christ will be present in and with that proclamation creating smaller 

miracles of faith and obedience in correspondence to the one great miracle.  Cannot 

the present memory of the departed in the contemporary life together of the Christian 

community also be a grace and communion with the church triumphant?  Might the 

church’s witness and signifying also be incorporated into Christ’s presence, work, 

and ministry in, to, and for the sake of the world?  Bloesch seems to believe Barth 

rejects one paradigm in favor of the other, but in my view Barth places emphasis on 

one paradigm or vision while also incorporating elements of the other one in his 
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larger vision of the Christian community.  There is a shift in emphasis but there is no 

abandonment. 

Donald Dayton offers a similar reading of Barth, even recounting a 

conversation he had with Bloesch about some of the directions of Barth’s later 

theology, particularly CD IV/3 and CD IV/4.  In an unpublished paper given at a 

meeting of the Karl Barth Society, Dayton presents some of the implications of 

Barth’s “radicalization of his ‘Christological concentration’” which suggested that 

Jesus Christ was the one true intersection of divinity and humanity in human 

history.
172

  Dayton points out that Bloesch was concerned about how Barth’s 

elevation of Jesus Christ as the one true sacrament and the sole means of grace might 

undercut scripture and the sacraments, and notes ironically that “that perhaps the 

most quoted text in the Dogmatics (in I/1 on the threefold word of God as the ‘living 

word’ [Christ], the ‘written word’ [Scripture], and the ‘spoken word’ [the sermon] 

may not be representative of the ‘mature’ Barth.”
173

  Dayton suggests, similarly to 

Jüngel, that Barth de-sacramentalizes the sacraments but also the church and the 

Christian life and takes “a radically ‘restorationist’ position in which he claims that 

the church had begun to go astray by the end of the first century.”
174

   

While Bloesch was concerned about this development in Barth’s theology, 

Dayton sees it as a more positive one.  What both assume however is that Barth has 

completely implemented one paradigm and rejected or eliminated the other, setting 

out henceforth and moving in a fixed direction. Perhaps proclamation and even the 
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sacraments ‘merely’ seek to correspond ethically to the one true sacrament Jesus 

Christ from a Christological vantage point, but the emphasis may also shift again  

from a pneumatological perspective.  In relation to Jesus Christ, perhaps humanity 

can only seek to correspond and conform, but is it possible that in the distinct action 

of the Holy Spirit, there is the eschatological goal of union and communion in 

Christ, but also a penultimate and provisional union between Christ and the Christian 

community through word and witness?
175

  Though Barth was never able to complete 

a systematic pneumatology, perhaps in such a context, the three forms of the Word 

of God could be described in greater unity. 

In Barth’s revision of the teaching of the threefold Word of God, 

proclamation and the community of proclamation are unburdened from the task of 

making Christ present or speaking the Word of God, but the question remains about 

the relationship between the Word and the words and the particular role of the Holy 

Spirit in relation to the threefold Word of God.  Barth’s early presentation of the 

threefold Word of God did not seek to assert that human proclamation sought to 

make Christ present; in CD I/1 and I/2, it is very much Christ who proclaims himself 

in and through scripture and proclamation.  The question is to what extent the divine 
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action, Christ’s sufficient self-declaration, includes and manifests itself in creaturely 

speech and Christian proclamation.  Does Christ’s self-declaration include and 

manifest itself through the Christian community’s flawed declarations of the gospel?  

Is there a union, or to put it more actualistically, a uniting, a becoming of the totus 

Christus, a joining together of the voice and presence of Jesus Christ with the speech 

and life together of the Christian community?
176

   As the Christian community exists 

and lives between election and eschaton, might the present reality of Jesus Christ 

come and locate itself in “the speaking from one to another of the concrete tale of 

hope,” and might Christ be called upon and trusted to inhabit and make use of such 

human utterances and witnesses?
177

  The threefold Word of God offers such a vision 

and vision of Christian community, seeking to describe Christ’s way of life in and 

through the Christian community in the time between the times.     

All of the commentators agree that Barth’s Christological concentration 

underscores the distinction and differentiation between Jesus Christ, scripture and 

proclamation.  Some think this movement leads to a greater emphasis on the 

separation of agency and rejection of any sense of continuity of divine presence or 

secondary objectivity or indirect identity in scripture, proclamation, and the church’s 

life.  Eberhard Jüngel and Donald Dayton suggest as much, as does John Yocum, 
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who thinks this revision problematizes much of Barth’s earlier work.  Yocum begins 

with Barth’s sacramental revision and believes that this revision leads to 

contradictions elsewhere: “if the sacraments are denied to be instances of divine-

human communion of action and a reliable means of grace, on a principle of the 

disjunction of the divine and human acts, as Barth often asserts in Church Dogmatics 

IV/4, the consequences for the integrity of the Church Dogmatics are profound.”
178

  

Like Bloesch, Yocum believes this principle of disjunction calls into question the 

reliability and authority of the written form of the Word of God as well as the 

proclamation of the gospel.
179

  Yocum suggests that whole of the church’s life 

together and activity is swallowed up into the ethical realm.   

Paul Nimmo suggests, a bit more prudently, that at the very least Barth’s 

actualistic ontology should be prioritized over readings of Barth that present divine-

human relation and unio cum Christo as continuous union and communion in 

scripture, proclamation, sacraments, and church.
180

  There is no question where 

Barth places the greater emphasis in these later volumes of the doctrine of 

reconciliation, the question is whether this means that Barth rejects the other 

paradigm or whether he simply moves it to the background in light of the centrality 

of Jesus Christ and Barth’s singular emphasis of the once and for all nature of 

Christ’s person and work.  Again, in my view, I wonder if this this separation 

between human agency and divine agency continues to be as uniform and stark from 

a pneumatological vantage point. 

 Last but not least, Barth himself leaves us a few bits of his own engagement 

with the threefold Word of God late in his life.  Eberhard Busch, in his biography of 
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Barth, offers a summary of Barth’s last seminar in his last semester of teaching in the 

spring of 1962, lectures which would become published as Evangelical Theology.  In 

what Barth referred to as his “swan song,” rather than plodding on with the Church 

Dogmatics, Barth sought to give a summary account of “what I had looked for, 

learnt, and represented from among all the ways and detours I had so far followed in 

the field of evangelical theology during my five years as a student, twelve as a 

pastor, and forty as a professor.”
181

  In these lectures Barth distinguished “The 

Word” on the one hand from its witnesses, scripture (primary witness) and the 

secondary witnesses, the community the Word confronts, creates, and gathers.
182

  

Eberhard Busch describes this revision as a “new feature” that distinguished between 

the Word of God and the word of the Bible and the church as “the mere testimony—

primary and secondary—to the word of God.”  This distinction, Busch believes, 

“was evidently a correction to his earlier doctrine of the threefold form of the Word 

of God (in revelation, Bible and preaching).”
183

   

In addition, one other insight from Barth himself reveals that Barth was at 

least aware of the tension and divergence between his presentation of the threefold 

Word of God and the theological implications of his baptism fragment and later 

work.  In a letter to a Professor Heinrich Stirnimann, a Dominican in Freiburg, 

Switzerland, who reviewed Barth’s baptism fragment and offered a critique in the 

Freiburger Zeitschrift, Barth refers Professor Stirnimann to an article published by a 

Dutch theologian, J.M. Hasselaar, that questions whether Barth’s doctrine of baptism 

calls into question the doctrine of the threefold Word of God (I/1, §4) and Barth’s 
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ecclesiological section in CD IV/2, §67.
184

  At the end of his letter to Stirnimann, 

Barth chides him for missing an argument against his doctrine of baptism which 

comes from within the Church Dogmatics itself, but Barth does not seek to resolve 

this tension nor correct either doctrine with the other.  Perhaps Barth’s unwillingness 

to offer a resolution speaks volumes in and of itself.  

4.7 From threefold Word to threefold presence 

While Barth revised the concept of the threefold Word of God in CD IV/3, it 

is important to stress that Barth did not abolish the threefold Word of God nor reject 

scripture and proclamation as primary contexts and patterns of Christ’s 

contemporaneous presence in the life of the world.  The threefold Word of God does 

not become an empty concept nor is it simply relinquished; it is modified, but not 

rejected and allowed to fade away into an earlier period of Barth’s thought.  Instead, 

the threefold Word of God becomes qualified, de-formulized, democratized, and 

made pluriform so as to better reflect the contemporaneous presence of Jesus Christ 

in the world and in the particular life and witness of the Christian community.  To 

reject the threefold Word of God completely is not just an inaccurate reading of 

Barth’s re-presentation of the material in CD IV/3, but also risks misinterpreting 

Barth’s theology of scripture and the church.     

Surveying the broad theological themes and content of CD IV/3 and CD 

IV/4, Barth places an emphasis on a number of themes and concepts.  There is a 

more concentrated eschatological emphasis on the not-yet over and against the 

already of Christ’s kingdom; there is a prioritization of the discontinuity between 
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Christ and the Christian community over and against any continuity between Christ 

and the Christian community.   As far as the sacraments and the church’s interior life 

and worship are addressed, Barth places a greater emphasis on the ethical 

dimensions of the church’s life and witness, over and against the mystical or 

sacramental basis for divine and human communion.  In a similar vein, Barth 

stresses the discontinuity between church’s life and the divine activity, and 

prioritizes this distinction over any continuity of divine presence.  As others have 

observed, correspondence becomes more central, while other concepts like union, 

fellowship, and divine and human unity are subdued.
185

  The sign of the Spirit is not 

so much possession of Christ, as possession of Christ’s promise of presence in the 

form of human hope and prayer.  As a result, while the contemporary presence of 

Jesus Christ remains at the center of the church’s life, the center of the Christian 

community’s life shifts from a focus on the means of grace itself (i.e. scripture, 

proclamation, sacraments), to a focus on the human prayer and hope that such 

instruments may by God’s grace become a means of God’s ongoing presence, 

activity, and speech.  As Barth places the emphasis on one particular theological 

concept or theme, others seem to be marginalized.  One must discern, however, 

whether Barth is narrowing his theological focus upon one correct account or 

whether he is offering a multi-form and multi-layered account of divine action, 

human action, and their convergence and divergence in the life of Christian 

community, using a variety of concepts, sometimes in contradictory ways, to offer 
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the fullest and richest depiction of the divine life, human life, and the fruitful 

possibilities for Christian life.   

What happens to the threefold Word of God?  Rather than seeing it dismissed 

in favor of new theological concepts or more strict theological depictions of divine 

and human activity, Barth presents the activity of God through a number of 

converging paradigms.  Barth prioritizes one paradigm over another, i.e. ontological 

distinction and correspondence, but he still weaves in the other paradigms, perhaps 

playing them in a minor key.  In this way, the unity of the threefold Word of God is 

not simply rejected and rendered incompatible with the other parts of Barth’s 

theological account.  Rather, as Christ’s life becomes the justification, sanctification, 

and vocation of humanity in the doctrine of reconciliation, concepts of divine and 

human conjunction, union, and fellowship recede into the background but are not left 

behind; they continue to be played in the minor key rather than the major key.   

From the perspective of the doctrine of redemption, where the divine Spirit 

meets and unites with the human spirit, might the paradigms switch?  Might the life 

of the Spirit and God’s promise to be wherever two or three are gathered emphasize 

themes of union and continuity?
186

  Might God’s promise to be with the Christian 

community until the end of the age strike a different chord?
187

  In the redemption of 

the world, the contemporaneous power of the Holy Spirit, the contemporaneous 

presence of Jesus Christ, is manifest in words of the gospel proclamation and the 

ongoing life of the Christian community.  While humanity can only seek to follow 

after and correspond to Jesus Christ, it is also possible, within the trajectory of 

Barth’s thought, to talk about the Holy Spirit as the source of union with Christ, and 

                                                 
186

 Matthew 18:20. 
187

 Matthew 28:20. 



 

191 

 

Christ’s uniting with those who hear, are transformed by, and proclaim his gospel in 

and through the Christian community.  In such a context it is also possible to discuss 

the unity of the three forms of the one Word of God, of the contemporary presence 

of Jesus Christ in the gospel event, in and with the Christian community.  Such a 

depiction of the threefold Word of God does not claim too much for scripture and for 

Christian proclamation, but seeks to maintain their distinction from the one Word of 

God while also seeking to illustrate their unity with Jesus Christ in the gospel event 

and in the Christian community’s witness and life together.   

It is certainly possible that Barth was indeed embarking in CD IV/4 on a 

more radical ecclesiology and a more radical movement away from any theological 

attempts to locate divine identity and presence in the life and particular actions of the 

Christian community.
188

  Barth’s revision of the threefold Word of God, however, is 

not evidence of such a move.  Rather it reveals a limitation and qualification that 

Barth sought to emphasize in the role of scripture and the church’s life within 

Christ’s on-going redemption of the world.  Christ’s universal proclamation of the 

gospel in the resurrection may have freed ongoing human proclamations of the 

gospel from the burden of making Christ present.  Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation 

certainly stresses that Christ does not need the flawed and sinful proclaimer to 

present Christ to others.  Nevertheless the ways and works of the Holy Spirit seem to 

suggest that the risen Christ chooses to become present in and through just such acts 

and utterances of gospel proclamation.  This is why maintaining the threefold Word 
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of God is not only faithful to Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation and redemption, but 

also Barth’s theology of the church.   

Summary 

This chapter has examined Karl Barth’s revision to the threefold Word of 

God in Church Dogmatics IV/3.  Through a detailed engagement with Barth’s own 

writings and a thorough attempt to address the views of Barth’s constructive and 

more critical commentators, this chapter argues that while there was a shift in 

Barth’s position in regard to the threefold Word of God, the concept was 

accommodated and reframed rather than abandoned altogether.  In addition, the 

concept of the threefold Word of God offers Barth’s theological vision of the church 

a sense of the coherence between Jesus Christ and His body, the Christian 

community, alongside Barth’s attempts to distinguish and set apart the contemporary 

presence of Jesus Christ from the witness of scripture and the living community of 

witnesses.  Why such a role for the threefold Word of God continues to matter for 

Barth’s theology of the church and for contemporary ecclesiology today will be 

explored more deeply in the chapter to come.   
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Chapter Five: The Threefold Word of God Today: Why It Matters 

 

...the man Jesus is a beginning of which there are continuations. 

         --Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics II/1, 54
1
 

 

We believe the Church as the place where the crown of humanity, 

namely, man’s fellow-humanity, may become visible in 

Christocratic brotherhood.  Moreover, we believe it as the place 

where God’s glory wills to dwell upon earth, that is, where 

humanity—the humanity of God—wills to assume tangible form in 

time and here upon earth. 

         --Karl Barth, The Humanity of God
2

  

In the work of the Holy Spirit it takes place that Jesus Christ is 

present and received in the life of His community of this or that 

century, land or place; that He issues recognisable commands and 

with some degree of perfection or imperfection is also obeyed; that 

He himself actively precedes this people; that in its action or 

refraining from action there is more or less genuine and clear 

reflection, illustration and attestation of His action, more or less 

faithful discipleship in the life of this people, and therefore a 

fulfilment of its commission. 

   --Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3.2, 761
3
 

 

Thus far this thesis has examined and explored the origins of the 

threefold Word of God in Karl Barth’s dogmatic work and the place and 

importance of that teaching for his theology.  In addition, this thesis has 

examined and assessed the relationship between the Word of God and the 

church’s proclamation and witness in the world, especially the implications 

of the threefold Word of God for Barth’s ecclesiology and vision of the 

church.  Finally, this thesis has explained Barth’s later revision to the 

concept of the threefold Word of God in his doctrine of reconciliation and 

made a case for the persistence of the threefold Word of God in the 

trajectory of Barth’s thought and ecclesiology.  Our remaining questions, 
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while continuing to engage with Barth’s past work, also seek to engage 

present and future concerns in relation to the threefold Word of God.
 4

   

Therefore, while this chapter will continue to stress the significant 

place of the threefold Word of God in relation to Karl Barth’s theology of 

the church and the distinctive importance of the gospel declaration (third 

form), this chapter will build upon Barth’s vision of the church in which the 

content of the church’s life is not a set of practices, nor is it a static divine 

and human union actualized in the sacraments or any particular act of 

worship, but the presence of the Word of God, Jesus Christ, in the gospel 

proclamation, and in the life together and witness made possible as the 

frequency of this event occurs in the life of the Christian community.  Karl 

Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God is crucial to Barth’s theology 

of the church.  In addition to the particularities of the threefold Word of God, 

this chapter seeks to draw Barth’s theological commentators and 

contemporary ecclesiologists into closer engagement by discussing Barth’s 

ecclesiology in light of its shortcomings and deficiencies, but also by using 

Barth’s own theology of the church as a corrective to the trajectory of much 

contemporary ecclesiology.  Ultimately, this chapter argues that the 

threefold Word of God is crucial to Karl Barth’s ecclesiology and 

contemporary Reformed and ecumenical ecclesiological expressions.  

Does Barth’s ecclesiology preserve the important qualitative 

distinction between humanity and divinity, but offer a robust theology of the 
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church that seeks to offer more than theological protection of this distinction?  

Does Barth’s theology of the church capture the momentary event of divine-

human joining together that occur in the life and witness of the Christian 

community?  While certainly taking into account modern criticisms of 

Barth’s ecclesiology, this chapter will affirm Barth’s Reformed emphasis in 

maintaining the distinction between divinity and humanity in the concept of 

the church, while also providing some illustrations from the Church 

Dogmatics that offer some account of divine and human unity in the life of 

the Christian community, in the gospel declaration, in the particular 

ecclesial role of the Holy Spirit, and in the existence and reality of the totus 

Christus.  This chapter concludes with a reflection on the threefold Word of 

God and the church today, seeking to move forward with Karl Barth, but 

suggesting some ways of moving beyond his teaching or at least offering 

concrete parables of the threefold Word in practice.  While certainly 

sympathetic to Barth’s concerns, these parables of the threefold Word of 

God in practice seek to offer a fragmentary but concrete vision of the church.  

They seek to offer some colorful illustrations of a theology of Christian 

community in which divine activity and human activity operate in careful 

distinction, and a Christian community where the divine activity seeks to be 

joined together with human words, actions, witness, and fellowship in the 

life of the Christian community, for the sake of the world.   

5.1 The threefold Word of God & the Church 

One of the signs of ecclesial crisis in the late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 

centuries is a renewed interest in the field of ecclesiology.  If Christendom 
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is indeed crumbling in the West, then the existence and identity of the 

church cannot simply be assumed as a facet and function of the larger 

Christendom culture, nor can it be assumed in dogmatic endeavors.  

Ironically, declining and aging church membership, rising secularism, and 

the impending collapse of Christendom, may have led simultaneously to a 

renewed interest in the interior life and identity of the church, its place and 

role in the life and activity of God, and its identifiable markers and concrete 

features in its worldly existence.  In many ways, the quest for ecclesiology 

has also led to renewed interest in and engagement with Barth’s own 

theology of the church.
5
  This engagement has occurred by constructive 

analysis of Barth’s ecclesiology as a positive conversation partner, but this 

engagement has also led many to challenge and critique Barth’s theology of 

the church as part of the problem, concluding Barth’s ecclesiology to be an 

incomplete and unsuccessful presentation of the church for the 

contemporary context and age.
6
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While Barth’s own theology of the church is often interpreted as 

lacking in concreteness, visibility, and mediatorial function, a retrieval of 

and a renewed development of the threefold Word of God as central to 

Barth’s theology of the church would go a long way to assuage such 

criticisms by offering an ecclesial framework that presents the dynamic and 

local movement of Christ in the life of the Christian community, while also 

maintaining the actualistic nature of the divine life in the church’s life.  In 

addition, the threefold Word of God applied to the life and activity of the 

church offers one of the few ecclesial examples from within Barth’s own 

theological corpus as to how the distinct activity of God and humanity can 

at times be depicted together in their differentiated unity and shared life 

together.
7
  Maintaining and applying the threefold Word of God to the life of 

the Christian community offers the concrete possibility for an account of the 

church in which the church becomes the means of God’s self-proclamation, 

the sphere of God’s presence and activity, and a community whose life 

together bears the marks of Christ’s presence. 

Karl Barth’s theology of the church is often criticized by modern 

theological interpreters for its ‘lack of concreteness,’ ‘ecclesial Docetism,’ 
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and ‘aversion to ecclesial mediation.’
8
  While these descriptions may fairly 

or unfairly characterize Barth’s concept of the church, it is my contention 

that their frustrations and criticisms are all symptoms of a lone root cause 

grounded in Barth’s Reformed commitment to protect, delineate, and 

distinguish the presence of Christ on the one hand and the life and activity 

of the Christian community on the other.  It is this distinction and 

qualification, this refusal to identify the presence of the risen Christ directly 

with the proclamation of his gospel or any one feature of the community 

shaped by Christ’s life, it is this extra Calvinistic attempt to always carefully 

distinguish the reality of Jesus Christ from contemporary ecclesial activities 

and the visible life together of the Christian community, that causes modern 

theological interpreters to have problems with Karl Barth’s theology of the 

church.
9
   

Since, according to Barth, the essence of the church is found and 

only made manifest in the living reality of Jesus Christ, since in no way 

does the church make Christ present through any action of its own, since in 

no way is the church complete and self-evidently fully itself in its visible 

form alone, Barth’s interpreters and critics are led to wonder whether the 

true church ever touches down or becomes a visible reality in Barth’s 

understanding of the day to day life of Christian community.  Barth’s 

commentators and critics are led to wonder whether the presence of Christ 

can ever be said to be identical in and with the contextual particularities of 
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the church’s proclamation of the gospel and the Christian community’s life 

together.  They question Barth as to whether Christ’s present reality ever 

really manifests itself in the celebration of the gospel in sacrament or with 

any of the church’s activities and ethical witness in the world.   

For many contemporary ecclesiologists, Barth’s distrust of ecclesial 

attempts to manipulate grace and direct the movement of the Holy Spirit, 

leads Barth to produce a defective and incomplete theology of the Christian 

community.  The church has no mediatory function in the economy of 

salvation and the church is not a necessary prerequisite for Christ’s presence, 

ministry, and transformation of the present world until the eschaton.  As a 

result, to those interested in identifying specific activities, sacramental acts, 

or ecclesial marks that establish the church’s identity and locate the divine 

presence, Barth’s theology of the church, derivative as it is from Christology 

and pneumatology, has proven to be an unhelpful option and resource for 

modern ecclesiology.  For other reasons, Barth’s theology of the church has 

not proven to be a central topic of study for contemporary Barth scholars 

and commentators.  Barth’s theological innovations and relevance are seen 

to be concentrated in his doctrine of God, election, and Christology,
10

 and 

there is also a renewed interest in Barth’s theological ethics and moral 

ontology.
11

  While the church is the pivot point, the community, the sphere 
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of life where theology and ethics overlap, engage, and interact, many 

scholars of Barth’s theology do not see Barth’s theological presentation of 

the church as the place where Barth is at his most profound, innovative, or 

relevant.  Barth’s presentation of the church’s theological identity and the 

church’s role in his larger theological project do not seem to be of great 

concern to contemporary ecclesiologists, and Barth’s theology of the church 

is rarely of central importance to those interested in the ongoing relevance 

of Barth’s theology.
12

   

5.2 Word Makes Church 

In the third part of the doctrine of reconciliation (CD IV/3, §72.1 

The People of God in World-Occurrence), Karl Barth presents his theology 

                                                                                                                                                                     

The Hastening that Waits: Karl Bath’s Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), and John Webster, 
Barth’s ethics of reconciliation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
12

 Perhaps because of Barth’s own misgivings of misplaced theological weight being placed on the 
role of the church between resurrection and return, i.e. “Atlas bearing the burdens of the world on 
its shoulders,” he believed that the church could only be an indirect subject matter for theological 
inquiry, never a direct one.  See Barth, CD IV/3, 115.   The significance and centrality of the church in 
Barth’s theology is not completely overlooked by scholarship related to the Church Dogmatics and 
Barth’s larger theological corpus.  See Kimlyn Bender, Karl Barth’s Christological Ecclesiology,  John 
G. Flett, The Witness of God: The Trinity, Missio Dei, Karl Barth, and the Nature of Christian 
Community (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), John Webster, “’Assured and Patient and 
Cheerful Expectation’: Barth on Christian Hope as the Church’s Task,” in Barth’s Moral Ontology: 
Human Action in Barth’s Thought (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998) 77-97, Webster, “’Eloquent and 
Radiant’: The Prophetic Office of Christ and the Mission of the Church,” in Barth’s Moral Ontology: 
Human Action in Barth’s Thought, 125-150, Darrell L. Guder, “Gathering, Upbuilding, Sending: Barth’s 
Formation of the Missional Community,” (conference paper, Center for Barth Studies Annual 
Conference, Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, NJ, 20-23 July 2010), 1-11, Nicholas M. 
Healy, “Karl Barth’s ecclesiology reconsidered,” in Scottish Journal of Theology 57, no. 2 (2004): 187-
299, and most recently, Christopher R. J. Holmes, “The Church and the Presence of Christ: Defending 
Actualist Ecclesiology,” in Pro Ecclesia 21, no. 3 (2012): 268-280.  In addition, George Hunsinger and 
Paul Nimmo, in different ways, seek to relate Barth’s theology and ethics to reality of the Christian 
community.  See Paul Nimmo, Being in Action: The Theological Shape of Barth’s Ethical Vision, p. 
136-185. and George Hunsinger, Disruptive Grace: Studies in the Theology of Karl Barth, “Barth, 
Barmen, and the Confessing Church Today,” 60-88, Hunsinger, Disruptive Grace: Studies in the 
Theology of Karl Barth, “Where the Battle Rages: Confessing Christ in America today," 89-113, and 
Hunsinger, Disruptive Grace: Studies in the Theology of Karl Barth, “The Mediator of Communion: 
Karl Barth’s Doctrine of the Holy Spirit,” 148-185.  In spite of these efforts to relate Barth and the 
church in the work of modern ecclesiology and modern Barth scholars and commentators, more 
work needs to be done to illustrate the distinct features of Barth’s theology of the church and its 
ongoing relevance to contemporary ecclesiological expressions and constructive attempts related to 
Reformed and ecumenical ecclesiology. 
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of Christian community as a people in the world who are gathered and 

oriented as a community in response to the present reality of Jesus Christ.  

For Barth, the church is a community that seeks to live and act in the world 

in correspondence to the living presence of Jesus Christ.  According to 

Barth, the Holy Spirit is the present power of Jesus Christ that evokes a 

“counterpart here and now in human faith and love and hope and knowledge, 

its echo in human confession at this specific time and place; that its creative 

freedom finds an equivalent in real creaturely freedom.”
13

  God’s 

accomplished act of reconciliation in Jesus Christ causes and evokes a 

creaturely echo in creaturely contexts all over the world.   

Though the qualitative distinction between God and humanity 

remains, Christ’s presence also has a uniting function in the life of the 

Christian community.
14

  The risen Christ’s presence and universal reality 

shines objectively throughout all the earth, but Barth also speaks of the 

church and Christian community as a second dimension of the being of 

Jesus Christ, where Jesus Christ is also present as the community’s present 

life—its content and essence.
15

  Indeed, according to Barth, the basis and 

secret of the church’s existence is the “unity of its being with that of Jesus 

Christ, the existence of Jesus Christ in His singularity but also His 

                                                           
13

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 761.   
14

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/2, 106.  In the possibilities of the present, the life together in 
Christ of the Christian community being no exception, Barth maintains the ontological distinction 
between Creator and creature, and does not believe the ontological distinction is abolished or 
confused in the union and fellowship with Christ made possible by the Spirit’s presence in the 
Christian community through the gospel declaration.  Barth modifies the Athanasian formula by 
answering that “God became man in order that man may—not become God, but come to God.” 
15

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 757. 
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totality.”
16

  That is what makes the church the church: the risen Christ’s 

unfolding life taking up space in the Christian community, uniting with and 

continually becoming present in the community’s particular witness and 

attestation to Christ. 

The contemporaneous presence of Jesus Christ, the power and work 

of the Holy Spirit in space and time and history, is at once distinct from the 

concrete life of the Christian community, but encloses, includes, and is 

made manifest in the Christian community.
17

  Barth believes the Holy Spirit 

is Christ’s presence in contemporary space and time, he believes the Holy 

Spirit evokes acts of faith and obedience through its life in and with the 

Christian community, and he believes that the Holy Spirit is the bond, the 

guarantor, and the source of unity enabling the Christian community to 

become a part and a dimension of the totus Christus. The contemporaneous 

presence of the risen Christ makes it possible for a shared life of two 

infinitely qualitatively distinct realities to occur and to be held together and 

united in the power of the Holy Spirit.
18

  It is in this ecclesial context that 

the threefold Word of God remains a useful concept for presenting the 

concrete aspects of Barth’s ecclesiology, offering an account of this unity in 

the event of the Word of God.   

Through the Holy Spirit, Barth declares, the being of Jesus Christ 

causes the Christian community “to become what it is,” to become a 

“second dimension and form of Christ’s own being,” enabling this fully 

human community to become simultaneously “the people of His possession, 
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 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 757. 
17

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 760.   
18

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 761. 
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the Christ community.”
19

 What does this look like and how does this happen 

in the encounter between the Holy Spirit and the concrete life of the 

Christian community?  Barth offers a general blueprint of the relationship 

between the Holy Spirit and the Christian community, but is not willing to 

wed the Holy Spirit to any particular model, example, or ecclesial action.  

Still, Barth affirms the Spirit’s role in uniting and holding together the 

primary form of Jesus Christ and his secondary form and dimension as 

Christ manifests Himself in the life of the Christian community.  The church 

is, as Christ’s secondary form and dimension unfolds within the life of the 

Christian community, and the church is as Christ’s secondary form and 

dimension evokes and shapes the life and witness of the Christian 

community uniquely in its particular context in the life of the world.   

The threefold Word of God does not serve as a one-size-fits-all 

uniform concept of all Christ’s ways and works in the contemporary life of 

the world.  By the time of Church Dogmatics IV/3 was written in the late 

1950s, amidst the heady days of the ecumenical movement and the post-war 

church expansion in the West, Barth had grown suspicious of any sure-fire 

formulas of God’s presence or triumphalistic identifications of the presence 

of God with contemporary ecclesial expressions and movements.  In coming 

to emphasize the ‘humanity of God,’ Barth would also lay a greater stress 

on the ‘humanity of the church,’ where human words, even in the case of 

scripture and church proclamation, were meant to attest and point in all their 

humanity to the one Word of God, Jesus Christ,
20

 where the people of God 
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 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 759. 
20

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 97-100. 
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in the world see “no more than others,”
21

 where God never makes a member 

of the Christian community “a mere spectator, let alone a puppet,”
22

 and 

where Christians in the world are in as much need of Christ’s redemption as 

non-Christians, and indeed the totality of humanity.
23

   

Yet in Barth’s second presentation of the threefold Word of God, the 

presence of Christ in the words and action of the Christian community was 

not toned down, removed, or abolished.  What Barth rejected more severely 

in his revision of the threefold Word of God were attempts to clutch, 

possess, or lay claim to the contemporary presence of Christ.  The church is 

not a crutch, it possesses no inside track nor does it exist as a sphere of 

superiority in relation to others.  The Christian community cannot live in 

self-assured certainty nor can the community presume that God’s Word will 

automatically make itself perceptible in the witness of the church’s humanly 

conditioned words.
24

  The Christian community, more so than any 

community and people, must pray for the coming of Christ and his 

kingdom.
25

 The Christian community’s life, existence, and history in the 

world depend entirely on the constant coming of the Holy Spirit and the 

self-witness of God in its speech and action.
26

  Its witness is “not divine or 

semi-divine,” but is human speech of people like everyone else, always 
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 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 716. 
22

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 529. 
23

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 494-497.  One of my personal favourite quotations from Barth: 
“For all the seriousness with which we distinguish between Christians and non-Christians, we can 
never think in terms of rigid separation.  All that is possible is a genuinely unlimited openness of the 
called in relation to the uncalled, an unlimited readiness to see in the aliens of to-day the brothers of 
to-morrow, and to love them as such.” (494) 
24

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 737. 
25

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 715. 
26

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 738. 
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standing in need of assurance and never having any reason for self-

assurance in advance.
27

  

In this context, through the Christian community’s engagement with 

scripture and in its own words and witness, the miracle of grace happens 

and Christ is present and at work, enabling Himself to be recognized and 

acknowledged.
28

  Far from a lack of concreteness, Barth argues that this 

communication and report of what took place in Jesus Christ always has a 

visible and concrete form, not as “an ideal commune or universum,” but in 

time and space as the members of the Christian community are “fused 

together by the common action of the Word which they have heard into a 

definite fellowship.”
29

  While ‘threefold Word of God’ may not be the only 

suitable description of what happens in the event of grace, there is no 

question Barth continues to maintain that in the on-going life of the 

Christian community, God puts his Word on humanity’s lips, “that He 

sanctifies their profane language, that he gives them the power and freedom 

to speak of Him in their humanly secular words and expressions and 

sentences, and therefore to become and to be His witnesses to other men.”
30

  

Thus, one of the central, distinctive, and concrete marks of this Christian 

community is that in and through this gathering, “God wills to use human 

speech for the proclamation of His Word.”
31
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 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 839. 
28

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1, 17. 
29

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1, 653. 
30

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 737. 
31

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 738.  Barth will maintain that the risen Christ’s presence 
extends well beyond the bounds, speech, and actions of the church, addressing the church and 
speaking to the church, at times quite harshly, from outside its walls and its comfortable state of 
affairs.  Yet Barth also maintains that God wills to use the church’s human words for the 
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The gospel of Jesus Christ makes the church, shapes the church, and 

demands the Christian community’s obedience in its life together and in the 

living of its days.  Again, the threefold Word of God is not the only 

description of this kerygmatic ecclesiology, but the declaration of the gospel 

of Jesus Christ is crucial for Barth as it constitutes the church and as it 

becomes the church’s central day to day task, commission, and identity in 

the world.  Whatever else the Christian community may be, do, undertake, 

plan, and claim about itself, the declaration of the gospel of Jesus Christ is 

its chief end.
32

  Though the Christian community never produces or 

reproduces the divine historical fact of Jesus Christ’s life, death, and 

resurrection, the Christian community lives “by the fact that God has 

created and reveals it, (and) that He is actively and eloquently present in it,” 

empowering the community to offer the world a corresponding echo and 

witness of this gospel as it witnesses to others.
33

   

No contemporary dissection of the threefold Word of God is ever 

going to unearth the divine kernel in some concrete form.  The church’s 

ministry and inner life together do not possess the Word of God at all times 

nor does the Christian community have the Word of God at its disposal for 

distribution to all.  The risen Christ always comes in the form of a promise 

and gift.  While Jesus Christ creates a secondary dimension of his existence 

in the life of the Christian community, the Christian community cannot 

claim this presence as its sole possession, but can only “reach out for it with 

                                                                                                                                                                     

proclamation of the Word and that such activity is central to the church’s mission, life together, and 
identity in the world. 
32

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 844. 
33

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 844. 
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empty hands” by carrying out its life and work with the confident 

expectation that Christ will speak in and through the community’s 

declaration of the gospel and that Christ will manifest himself in and 

through the community’s life together and its attempts to live out the 

implications of its gospel declaration in the day to day of world 

occurrence.
34

 The act of hearing and imparting the gospel to others is and 

remains a distinctive mark of Barth’s theology of the church, so that the 

presence of Christ places a claim upon the gathered community and causes 

an event to occur, whether it be in the words and actions of the preacher, 

teacher, parent, or factory worker, to use all his or her creative powers, gifts, 

and inspiration to illustrate and re-present Christ’s life, death, and 

resurrection in contemporary words and actions.  Such a vision of the 

church continues to rely upon the concept of threefold Word of God as the 

basic pattern Christ’s life takes in and with the Christian community, and 

the conceptual language of the threefold Word of God helps contribute to a 

general framework and a concrete characterization of the Christian 

community without reducing the church’s life to a formula or to a set of 

practices or to a static definition. 

What makes the church the church is the presence of Jesus Christ as 

Christ continues to manifest himself in scripture and in the Christian 

community’s speech, life together, and action.  Christ’s presence creates a 

predicate in space and time, a second dimension, of the one Word of God, 

Jesus Christ’s parousia (in its second form) in the life of the Christian 
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community.  Theological reflection on the life, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ, makes use of the secondary concepts of the Word of God in the 

life and witness of the Christian community as they serve as the common 

ways in which Christ chooses to become present in the life of the Christian 

community and in its witness to the world.  In this context, theological 

reflection on Jesus Christ, i.e. Christology, not only makes use of the 

concept of the threefold Word of God, but leads to a robust and concrete 

account of the Christian community.  What can only be distorted and 

incoherent, in Barth’s view, is a theological account of the Christian 

community whose central subject is the church, where Jesus Christ plays a 

secondary role and the church becomes the primary instrument and vehicle 

of God’s saving purposes in the world in the present.  

In a sense, the fullest account of the church exists from the side of 

God and the life of the risen Christ at work in and through the life of the 

Christian community. From the divine perspective, the church is the human 

community in and through which the light of Christ reflects and shines 

throughout the world.  From the side of humanity, from the perspective 

within the human Christian community, the church can only be a fully 

human community with no elevated status or no distinct ontological identity 

that is different from any other human beings.  The Christian community 

cannot produce Christ or make Christ present, but can only call for Christ’s 

presence and trust that Christ will come has he has promised, until the end 

of the age.
35

  Trying to dissect the church of the present, the contemporary 
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human community made up of particular activities and practices, can never 

lead to a whole account of the church because the church can never be seen 

as a whole or complete community apart from the reality of Jesus Christ.  

Only through Christology, only through theological reflection upon and 

worship of the risen Lord, only by the Christian community’s own poverty 

and its hope for Christ’s coming, can a whole vision and full expression of 

the church come into focus. 

Though static union with or present possession of Christ is not 

possible in the church, Barth does not rule out any sense of union between 

Christ and the Christian community.  In one sense, all are united to Christ 

through God’s primal decision not to be God without humanity; all our 

united to Christ by election.  In the contemporary life of the Christian 

community, as the Spirit works in and through the life of the Christian 

community, there is also the possibility of a dynamic and actualistic union 

of the Spirit in which the Spirit manifests the presence of Christ locally in 

the Christian community’s engagement with the gospel.  The Holy Spirit 

holds together the living Word Jesus Christ with the corresponding speech 

and actions of the Christian community as Christ is re-presented and attested 

by human speech and action (correspondence), but also as Christ testifies to 

himself in and through these actions (union).
36

  Again, from the side of 
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 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 761.  “The work of the Holy Spirit, however, is to bring and hold 
together that which is different and therefore, as it would seem, necessarily and irresistibly 
disruptive in the relationship of Jesus Christ to His community, namely, the divine working, being and 
action on the one side and the human on the other, the creative freedom and act on the one side 
and the creaturely on the other, the eternal reality and possibility on the one side and the temporal 
on the other.  His work is to bring and to hold them together, not to identify, intermingle nor 
confound them, not to change the one into the other not to merge the one into the other, but to co-
ordinate them, to make them parallel, to bring them into harmony and therefore to bind them into a 
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humanity, the human community can only seek to correspond to the life of 

the risen Christ (vs. pursuing or claiming union), but it is in such efforts to 

correspond, that the risen Christ chooses to unite and declare himself in and 

through the speech and actions of the Christian community.  From above, 

union precedes and brackets correspondence, but from below, a greater 

emphasis is placed on correspondence than union.   

This is another reason for maintaining the concept of the threefold 

Word of God in the life of the Christian community.  The threefold Word of 

God helps identify and define the church as the place and people, no more 

special or superior than others, except that in the will and purpose of God’s 

history in the world, the resurrected Christ wills to manifest himself in and 

through their words and actions, for the sake of the world, until he comes 

again.  Though Eberhard Jüngel claims that Barth eventually treats Christian 

proclamation as an ethical action like baptism and the Lord’s supper, Barth 

does not place the declaration of the gospel in the ethical section of CD IV/4, 

but presents it as the essence of the church’s ministry in CD IV/3,
37

 as the 

church shares in the ongoing life and action of the risen Christ.
38

  Kimlyn 

Bender rightly notes that Barth rejects “strong notions of ecclesial 

mediation,” or any requirements that the church mediate the presence of 

                                                                                                                                                                     

true unity.”  See also, Karl Barth Church Dogmatics IV/3, 537. In regard to union with Christ, Barth 
writes that “Christ does not merge into the Christian nor the Christian with Christ.  There is no 
disappearance nor destruction of one in favor of the other.  Christ remains the One who speaks, 
commands, and gives as Lord.  And the Christian remains the one who hears and answers and 
receives as the slave of the Lord.”  Their roles are not confused or lost, even in their fellowship and 
unity.  But there is a real unity as the Holy Spirit coordinates “the being of Jesus Christ and that of His 
community as distinct from and yet enclosed within it,” CD IV/3, 760. 
37

Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 831. “He, or the Gospel which He proclaims and which 
proclaims Him, is the content of the witness which is alone at issue in its ministry.” 
38

 Eberhard Jüngel, “Karl Barths Lehre von Der Taufe” in Barth-Studien (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1982), 276-
277. 
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Christ in the present.
39

  In relation to the proclamation and declaration of the 

Word of God, however, Bender wonders if the risen Christ in his own self-

proclamation “invites others to share in his Self-proclamation, not as equal 

partners, but as those through whom he graciously calls the world to faith 

and obedience.”
40

   

The second form of Christ’s parousia, the secondary dimension of 

Christ’s being, the union the Holy Spirit makes possible between Christ and 

church, and Barth’s references to Christ’s own taking up human actions in 

the declaration of the gospel, all seek to offer an ecclesiology that 

distinguishes divine and human activity, but also an ecclesiology that 

anticipates Christ’s coming and uniting in the life of the Christian 

community.  Barth offers an ecclesiology that highlights the freedom and 

importance of the human response to the gospel and the gospel’s 

implications in the lived life of the witnesses.  At the same time, Barth also 

presents an ecclesiology that provides an account of the way God speaks in 

and through the community through the gospel, the way God shapes the 

community’s life together by God’s presence in and with the gospel, and the 

way God frees the church from the burden of making Christ present so that 

Christ may declare himself in and through such creaturely freedom.   
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 Kimlyn Bender, Karl Barth’s Christological Ecclesiology (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Publishing, 

2005), 279-280. 
40

 Kimlyn Bender, Karl Barth’s Christological Ecclesiology , 280.  Bender believes Barth’s concept 

of witness requires some form of creaturely mediation; otherwise, if Barth cannot allow for any form 

of creaturely mediation outside of the humanity of Jesus Christ, “Barth’s notions of correspondence 

seem to some to be strained and inadequate” (281).  Such a position would seem to remove any sense 

of the secondary forms of the Word of God as forms of mediation, even weak mediation, and would 

further problematize the church’s life in terms of the secondary dimension of Christ’s historical 

existence on earth in the time between the times.  See also, John Yocum, Ecclesial Mediation in Karl 

Barth (Aldershot, UK; Ashgate Publishing,) 126-129. 
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What gives Barth’s ecclesiology a different dimension and thrust can 

be described in two ways: a) around the notion of union with Christ and b) 

around the goal (telos) of Christ’s presence in the life of the Christian 

community.  While Barth’s vision of the church includes an account of 

divinity uniting with humanity as the church declares the gospel and points 

to the reality of Christ in the world, for Barth, union with Christ is not the 

only goal or telos of the Christian life.  At least in the present age, as the 

church seeks to live her life as a sign and witness in and for all humanity, 

the church has no static state.  Rather than statically completing the church, 

Christ’s union with the church in and through the gospel declaration, 

actually propels the church out into the world so that she may become 

Christ’s true witness and correspond in her own space and time to the 

crucified and risen Lord, thus reaching her vocational fulfilment in 

communion with the world.  The church does not simply long for the 

coming of the gospel event for the sake of eternal fulfilment and union with 

Christ.  Rather, in and through the gospel event the church is not only united 

to Christ through the Spirit, but is also sent by the Spirit.  Sent, the church 

follows after the risen Christ into the world in order to become a human sign 

of God’s love for the world, to exist for others and for the world, and to 

become a living witness to the glory of God.
41

  Union with Christ and 
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 John Flett, The Witness of God: The Trinity, Missio Dei, Karl Barth, and the Nature of Christian 
Community (William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 293.  In emphasizing the church’s ontological solidarity 
with all humanity and the dynamic and actualistic being of the church, Flett’s reading of Barth offers 
an actualistic and missional ecclesiology in which the church can never claim static completion but is 
always on the way, moving from “the origins in which she is already complete to the visibility in 
which her completion will be manifest” (295).  In regards to the threefold Word of God, I believe it 
continues to be possible and important in Barth’s ecclesiology, without claiming ‘static completion,’ 
for scripture and the church’s declaration of the gospel to serve as sacramental instruments in the 
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Christ’s union with the church cannot by itself serve as the ultimate goal of 

the Christian life, because such union happens dynamically in Christ’s self-

proclamation “for the purpose of proclaiming” the gospel and bearing 

witness to it in and for the world.
42

   

Instead of finding its fulfilment in one act or in one episode of its life, 

the church is a community in movement, entering the world to risk the 

gospel on others, to minister to the world in speech and action, and in such 

self-forgetful endeavors, finding and becoming its true self.  The church’s 

primary mission cannot be focused on ecclesial descriptions and iron-clad 

theological descriptions of what the church is, rather the church is called to 

look outside of itself, to call upon God, trusting in the living Christ’s 

coming again and declaring himself through the community’s life together 

of human speech and action.
43

  That is what gives the church its true form 

and shape. Only the fresh coming of Christ makes the church the church.  

Jesus Christ is not only proclaimed by the Christian community but Christ 

proclaims Himself through the Christian community’s proclamation and 

                                                                                                                                                                     

life of the Christian community, where Christ wills to bear witness to Himself in the life of the 
Christian community so that the community may be his witnesses in the world.  
42

 John Flett, The Witness of God, 279.  Flett argues that the Christian community ceases to be the 
Christian community when it abandons  the task of announcing the kingdom of God: “it is a word 
that goes forth, and the community is swept up in this torrent.” 
43

 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 542.  Barth describes Christ’s life in the Christian community 
analogously to the Incarnation: “He does not go alone but wills to be what He is and do what He 
does in company with others whom He calls for the purpose, namely, the despicable folk called 
Christians.  He attests to the world the reconciliation to God effected in Him, the covenant of God 
with man fulfilled in Him, as He associates with Christians making common cause and conjoining 
Himself with them.”  He does not do this from afar, Barth adds, “but as He calls them  to Himself in 
the divine power of the His Spirit, He refreshes them by offering and giving Himself to them and 
making them His own.”  See also, Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3, 544.   In this movement of 
union, Christ attaches himself to the Christian in the gift of faith and obedience, and the Christian 
attaches and unites himself in glorifying and giving himself to the One who gave Himself to him. 
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witness.
44

 Christ’s continuous movement shapes the Christian community 

into a people differentiated from others but not separated from them,
45

 and 

the living Christ chooses to exist and to be spatially present where 

Christians are, so they may join in his prophetic work and glorify their risen 

Lord in their speech and action.
46

 

That is why it is so hard to pin Barth down on the visible church’s 

identity and visibility apart from Jesus Christ.  It is almost as if theological 

reflection on the Christian community alone or any kind of formal 

ecclesiology is a perverse and distorted theological task from the start.  

Instead, by devoting its attention to humanity’s justification, sanctification, 

and vocation in Jesus Christ, Barth believes the church becomes most 

visible and concrete.  In contrast, theological attempts at ecclesiology will 

always be incomplete accounts, not only because of Barth’s actualism, but 

also because theological descriptions of the church are one step removed 

from the reality and presence of Jesus Christ who alone can make the true 

church come to life and visibility, whose presence alone empowers the 

Christian community to proclaim the gospel until Christ comes again.  

There is a sense in which Barth might caution that focus on ecclesiology 

proper is actually destructive to the church because it distorts the church, 
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focusing too much on what the community is in itself or what it is in its own 

visible practice and activities.
47

  Additionally, if ecclesiology focuses solely 

on capturing where Christ is or is not in this or that action in the life of the 

Christian community, making such endeavors the central act of its 

theological reflection, theology is in danger of losing sight of Jesus Christ 

all together.  In his recent defense of Barth’s actualistic ecclesiology, 

Christopher J. Holmes writes that Barth’s ecclesiology gives the church no 

firm ground to stand on, no crutch to lean on, rather “to be the church is to 

always face the threat that it may not be the true church” and precisely 

“when the church thinks itself the church it is probably least the church.”
48

   

Instead, a theology of the church has to be, in a certain sense, self-

forgetful and incomplete, not trusting solely in its own resources or 

believing it possesses the kingdom in toto.  Such an ecclesiology devotes its 

resources and attention to God’s existence in Jesus Christ’s life, death, 

resurrection, and the gospel’s ongoing implications in the present context, 

offering and including a robust theology of the Christian community within 

the larger theological loci.  As soon as the Christian community thinks its 

primary task is to identify itself and its identity by its own visible existence 
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and practices, as soon as the Christian community becomes preoccupied 

with attempts to identify Christ’s exact location within its own life and 

action, it risks ceasing to be the Christian community.  The church cannot 

become the church by trying to be the church, the church becomes the 

church by calling on Jesus Christ and seeking to live as his disciples and 

witnesses in the world.  The church becomes the church by not trying to ‘be 

the church,’ but as it seeks, praises, and follows Jesus Christ in its 

contemporary life.  Barth explains his theological vision of the church this 

way: “I would never say that any church ceases to be Church…Looking at 

us, I say the Church must cease; looking at Him, I say the church will 

always be preserved.”
49

  Or to paraphrase Charles Wesley’s hymn, the 

church becomes the church as it loses itself in “wonder, love, and praise,” 

and in service of Jesus Christ.
50

 

5.3 The Threefold Word of God and Ecclesiology Today 

It has been argued here that the threefold Word of God offers Karl 

Barth’s ecclesiology a paradigm and ecclesial pattern, a particular form and 

concrete shape that Christ’s life frequently takes as it joins with and moves 

in and through the Christian community.  To dismiss the threefold Word of 

God as a concept no longer essential to Barth’s theology of the church is to 

risk offering an incoherent conception of the church’s common life together.  

To do so is also to risk limiting the Christian community’s being and action 

solely to a human response to the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Certainly the 

church seeks to live as a response and correspondence to the gospel, but 
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might the church also serve as a means and a community in the world 

through whose life together God speaks?  Might the church become, 

through the work of the Spirit, a community through whom God chooses to 

speak and bear witness in his own loving activity for all creation, until 

Christ comes again in fullness? 

As Reformed theology in particular seeks to move forward with 

Barth and beyond Barth in the challenges and context of the present, there is 

no need to do so without the threefold Word of God.    Neither Barth’s 

actualistic theology nor his theological ontology require the elimination or 

qualified dilution of the threefold Word of God in Barth’s larger theological 

corpus.
51

  Instead Barth’s revisitation and revision of the threefold Word of 

God suggest two complementary ecclesiological claims.  First, that Jesus 

Christ can and does speak outside and over and against the proclamation of 

the church, but second and most often, by the power of the Holy Spirit, 

Christ comes in and with the church’s proclamation of the gospel.  It is not 

that Jesus Christ needs the church, but Christ does not seek to manifest 

himself in the present time without the Christian community.  To dismiss 

the threefold Word of God risks doing damage to a more comprehensive 

account of Barth’s theology of the church and it risks limiting his 

description of the Christian community to a community of human response. 

Barth offers some important lessons about attempts to form a 

theology of the Christian community, even as he subjects himself to some 

                                                           
51

 Joseph Mangina, “Bearing the Marks of Jesus,” in Scottish Journal of Theology 52, no. 3 (1999): 
281.  Mangina notes that Barth’s concerns about ecclesial triumphalism led him to reject any 
theological claims that elevated the church above the rest of humanity and the world in any way.   
 



218 

 

criticisms.  For Barth, the central act and task of the Christian community is 

the declaration of the gospel in speech and action, and Barth’s later 

presentation of the declaration of the gospel in the life of the Christian 

community emphasizes its pluriformity and its democratic vocation for all 

in the Christian community.  Barth suggests that making the gospel 

proclamation just a clerical exercise is a reduction of the gospel’s 

implications and Christ’s demands on all Christians in the Christian 

community.  However, because Barth wants the declaration of the gospel to 

be the task of all Christians, he risks diminishing and over-relativizing the 

centrality of the preaching event in the life of the worshipping community.  

In his Introduction to the Reformed Tradition, John H. Leith argues that the 

church’s preaching is a “unique act, sui generis” in the life of the Christian 

community, and that the Reformed Christian community has always placed 

great confidence in the power of preaching, “when blessed by the Holy 

Spirit,” to transform human beings and their surrounding context and larger 

community.
52

  In addition, Leith reminds us that the Reformers, specifically 

Calvin and Bullinger used language that sought to establish the act of 

preaching as the usual means of God’s grace and power in the life of the 

Christian community.
53

  In this unique event in the life of the Christian 

community, Leith declares that “an ordinary human being, called, trained, 
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and certified by the church, stands over against the people of God in the 

name of God and proclaims the word of God.”
54

   

To relativize or minimize the significance of this act of proclamation 

in the Christian community, Leith argues, is for the Christian community to 

forfeit its greatest missionary opportunity to engage the large communal 

gathering with the good news of the gospel.
55

  Is it possible to recognize the 

pluriformity of Christ’s manifestation in and through the Christian 

community while also identifying and maintaining the primary patterns and 

forms through which Christ comes?  The threefold Word of God seems to 

offer such a paradigm and to make such a case.  In a time of anxiety about 

future of the church, particularly in the West, the threefold Word of God 

offers an ecclesiological vision that acknowledges the reality of gospel 

pluriformity while also maintaining a sense of the historical and common 

ways the church has understood Jesus Christ to come in the life of the 

community, to be present in, and to order the Christian community’s life 

and action.  In addition, such a reading of the threefold Word of God offers 

a theology of Christian worship that sees the church’s worship as more than 

human praise and human response to the gospel, but as the regular and 

faithful coming of God into the midst of the Christian community on the 

Lord’s Day.  In such an event, the Word of God, Jesus Christ, elicits and 

enables a grateful and obedient response, but this self-same Word of God, 

speaks and dwells with and encloses the community’s regular and 
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repeatable acts of gratitude in God’s own regular and repeatable acts of 

grace. 

While it would be hard to make the case that a relativizing of the 

preaching event was Barth’s intention, his multiform presentation of the 

gospel declaration in the twelve ministries of speech and action within the 

Christian community risks diminishing the role of the preaching event in the 

life of the Christian community and risks diminishing the central nature of 

this event.
56

  Does one have to come at the expense of the other?  Can the 

risen Christ speak through scripture, through the declaration of the gospel in 

the life of the Christian community, and can the risen Christ be heard and 

obeyed in particular acts of witness and correspondence, all in different 

aspects of one event or in one movement of actualization?  While the 

threefold Word of God cannot presume to possess and contain the risen 

Christ and the Word of God in contemporaneity, the life of God in the world 

is never without form, and thus Christ does not choose to be without his 

witnesses, the Christian community, “by whose proclamation he lives.”
57

  

As a result, the threefold Word of God gives form and shape to the Christian 

community’s identity, task, and marks in the world.  While Christ 

transcends and precedes the Christian community, he nevertheless comes in 

and through the church’s proclamation, creating acts of correspondence and 

gospel declaration as the Christian community lives out its life in solidarity 

with all humanity and in service to the larger world.  While Christ does not 

present himself as scripture and as the proclaimer’s words, Christ elects to 
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come and speak through these witnesses.  While Christ is not present as the 

church in Barth’s actualistic ecclesiology, Christ’s form in the present age is 

never without the church.
58

 

Some critics of Barth’s presentation of the Christian community 

believe that Barth offers, along similar lines to Calvin, only qualifications 

about whether the proclamation of the gospel ever contains the grace it 

signifies, leaving him unable to identify God’s grace in the words of the 

gospel and the sacraments, leaving it up to the Holy Spirit to make Christ 

present or withdraw that presence in the church’s life, therefore leaving an 

incomplete or bifurcated presentation of the gospel’s visibility and 

tangibility in the life of the Christian community.
59

  Barth himself once 

remarked that, “the Word of God can only be believed, not perceived” as it 

is “an object that is different from all other objects,” something we can 

‘have,’ only “because it gives itself.”
60

  The point, Barth emphasizes, is not 

the human action producing the Word of God, “but the Word of God in the 

human action.”
61

  It is the Word of God, Jesus Christ, through the power of 

the Holy Spirit, who contains, embraces, and exalts the human words of the 

Christian community and makes them a dimension of his life in the world.  

The Christian community, though it does not contain the grace it signifies, 

trusts, believes, and prays that the grace it signifies embraces and contains 

its own life and witness.   
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It is in this way that the threefold Word of God offers a helpful 

paradigm of divine and human unity in the life of the Christian community.  

It is in this way that the church becomes something more than a human 

response to the gospel as it shares in Christ’s own life and self-proclamation 

to the world.  It is not the church’s humanity that determines whether the 

church can proclaim or contain the Word of God, but it is Jesus Christ, the 

union of divinity and humanity, who determines what the Christian 

community is capable of bearing and containing through the work of the 

Spirit, who brings and holds together that which is different.
62

   

To strive for a robust theology of the church along the lines laid out 

by Barth in the present age requires some additional lines of exploration and 

evaluation.  At times, Barth is able to depict the aesthetic dimension of the 

life of hearing the gospel and living out the gospel, particularly as he finds a 

gospel analogue in creation in the music of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, a 

true word extra muros ecclesiae.
63

  At other times, the dimensions of beauty 

and fellowship found in Christian community are presented minimally.  As 

Kimlyn Bender notes, Barth’s account of the church is primarily an account 

of how the activity of the church is a response to the gospel, but Barth offers 

very little about the particular ways the community itself, in its life together, 

and in its particular patterns of living, embody the gospel of Jesus Christ.
64

  

Perhaps because the risen Christ’s life in the world extends beyond the 

church and the church’s life, even contradicting and chastening the Christian 

community at times, Barth does not seek to offer an account of the ways the 
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gospel shapes the Christian community, as such an account would risk 

exalting the church as a superior or triumphalist people over and against the 

rest humanity.
65

   

Rather than depicting the declaration of the gospel solely in terms of 

speech and action however, there is also an aesthetic dimension to the glory 

of God in the world that calls out of the Christian community a 

corresponding life of beauty and glorification.  The Word of God is not only 

true, dynamic, and transformative, but it is also beautiful, a beautiful way of 

life, whose grace attracts disciples by the beauty of the life it creates in and 

through Christian community.  It is not the church that is beautiful in itself, 

but the life made possible by Christ in the Christian community, as Christ 

preserves, forms and re-forms the church and its life together.  Christ’s 

ministry in and through the church’s gospel declaration leads to 

corresponding speech and actions that conform to the living reality of Christ.  

The living reality of Christ also calls forth and creates in the gospel event 

itself a dimension of beautiful living in Christian life together, enabling 

Christians not only to develop a love and solidarity with other human beings, 

but also enabling Christians to develop a proper love for life in the Christian 

community and a love for the community’s purpose as a dimension of 

Christ’s own being in the world. 

As we have seen, Barth’s later emphasis in relation to the Christian 

community underscores the infinite ontological distinction between Christ 

and the Christian community, prioritizing it over the unity and continuity 
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between the church and Jesus Christ.  While Barth’s Reformed instincts led 

him to such an emphasis, there is a danger of a talking about a Word of God 

that remains separated from its human counterpart.  There is a danger in 

bypassing all possibilities for divine and human unity in the church’s life 

together.
66

  The threefold Word of God serves as one such possibility of 

divine and human (momentary) union and fellowship, but can Barth’s 

ontological and actualistic commitments allow for any others?   If Reformed 

theological accounts of the church are not to collapse under the weight of 

this ontological distinction, might they also include accounts of the 

provisional and momentary uniting activity of Christ’s life in and through 

the Christian community?  This is why it is important to maintain some 

notion of mediation or indirect identity between the risen Christ and the life 

and witness of the Christian community, not in order to privilege or preserve 

the church, but to offer a full account of the particular shape that life in 

Christ takes, an account of the ways and patterns in which the church is a 

dimension of Christ’s life in the present time between the times.  Barth is 

certainly justified in arguing that the church cannot be the church by 

focusing on what the church is, but it seems equally dangerous for 

ecclesiology to be consumed with delineations of what the church is not.   

While the church must always refrain from attempts to assert itself 

as an extension of the incarnation, there is also a danger that the distinction 

between Christ and the Christian community becomes of greater 

significance than the reality of Jesus Christ in all his unity with the sinful 
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and ontologically distinct Christian community (totus Christus).  Moving 

forward and striving to avoid the dangers of complete separation and 

complete confusion, a vision of the church must acknowledge the church’s 

penchant for sinful distortion and fixation on its inward life, but that cannot 

be all.   As the church is captivated by the living reality of Christ’s presence, 

discussions over unity or distinction give way to the church’s own self-

deferential pointing to the miraculous reality in its midst.  In other words, 

when the church proclaims and seeks to live with the demands of the gospel 

of Jesus Christ, the church is freed from ever trying to preserve, contain, 

possess or establish the presence of Christ on the one hand, and on the other 

hand the church is freed from having to protect or search for the distinction 

between where Christ ends and the church begins.  The church becomes the 

church, the church proclaims God’s Word, and the church lives out the 

gospel, not by trying to be the church, not by trying to produce Christ in the 

present, not just by delineating Christ from the church, but the church 

becomes the church as it is overcome by the reality, glory, and power of the 

risen Christ.  In devotion to the risen Lord, the Christian community 

becomes free to point, to signify, to rejoice, and in so doing, trusts that 

Christ will come and speak and manifest Himself in the life of this particular 

community until he comes again.  

5.4 Parables of the Threefold Word of God 

Karl Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God continues to be 

relevant to contemporary theology as a Reformed ecclesial vision of 

Christ’s distinction from the church but also Christ’s unity in and through 
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the life of the Christian community.  At the same time, the threefold Word 

of God does not seek to offer a static church completely fulfilled by the 

proclaimed Word of God in the life of the church, but maintains that by 

itself the Christian community can never be more than a provisional 

community, an incomplete community in the world moving with the rest of 

humanity from Easter to the Second Coming.  One of Barth’s best 

descriptions of the life of the Christian community came from his early 

essay and lecture where he describes the church as: “God’s shanty among 

men until the world’s end.”
67

  The Word of God does not statically reside in 

scripture or in the church’s preaching, but comes to the church’s hearing of 

scripture, manifesting itself, not in magisterial splendour or sophisticated 

preaching, but in simplicity, creating a humble shanty in the world as the 

scriptures are read and the gospel is heard and lived out among ordinary 

people.  A shanty church is less likely to confuse itself with the distinction, 

power, and beauty of Christ’s gospel even as it finds itself included in 

Christ’s life and movement in the world, even as it offers the world a 

provisional place in time and space to be transformed by such grace.   

In spite of the existing distinction between Christ and the church, 

theology and church at times must risk claiming that Jesus Christ speaks and 

comes in and through its gospel proclamation.  In the liturgy of the church it 

is often a common practice after the reading of the scriptures, particularly 

the gospel reading, to declare, “This is the Word of the Lord.”  Might such a 

practice also extend to the proclamation of the gospel?  Must the church 

                                                           
67

 Karl Barth, “The Concept of the Church,” in Theology and Church (ed. Louise Pettibone Smith; 
London: Bloomsbury Street, 1962), 285. 



227 

 

venture to make that claim, daring to tell the world, that in and through this 

community the risen Christ is not only proclaimed, but proclaims himself in 

the gospel proclamation?  While Christ’s fulfilment of the world and the 

perfection of all things are still to come, in the interim time, the church is 

called upon to trust that Christ also comes through its own careful and 

faithful attempts to offer the world his gospel.  Never to risk identifying the 

risen Christ’s voice and life with its own words and action, especially its 

own proclamation, the church risks slaying the gospel by the death of a 

thousand qualifications.  While the church’s proclamation does not produce 

Christ, it cannot shirk offering responsible illustrations of Christ’s uniting in 

and with the church’s gospel proclamation.  It is fitting then to conclude this 

study of the threefold Word of God in the theology of Karl Barth with some 

illustrations of Christ’s distinct and unifying presence in the Christian 

community’s attempts to proclaim and live out the implications of the 

gospel.  While certainly not exhaustive, illustrations from scripture, from 

Barth’s own theological corpus, and from the life of a rather obscure 

African-American preacher will be offered as parables that seek to illustrate, 

responsibly and colorfully, God’s voice coming and speaking in and through 

humanity’s voice, in scripture, in theology, and in the life of the church. 

The word of the Lord comes to the prophet Jeremiah and in the 

opening chapter of the book of Jeremiah, in Jeremiah’s own call to the 

prophetic vocation, a glimpse of the intersection and union of the divine 

voice and the human voice is also disclosed.
68

  The divine action and human 
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actions are distinguished and differentiated as God’s time and action 

precede and initiate Jeremiah’s own call to the prophetic word.   First comes 

the word of the Lord: “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and 

before you were born I consecrated you, I appointed you; I appointed you a 

prophet to the nations.”
69

  Far from a desire to possess or control or master 

the word of the Lord, the prophet does not believe such a role is humanly 

possible for him, confessing, “Ah, Lord God!  Truly I do not know how to 

speak, for I am only a boy.”
70

  The ontological distinction remains in place, 

but Jeremiah’s mortality and the God of Israel’s eternal divinity do not 

simply go their separate ways.  The divine voice commands Jeremiah to go 

where the Lord sends him and to speak to whomever he sends him.
71

  The 

Lord God promises to give Jeremiah the words to say but not only that, the 

Lord God vows to put his words in Jeremiah’s mouth so that in Jeremiah’s 

own words, Israel may hear and obey the God of Israel.
72

  The prophet is 

sent by the word of the Lord to “proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, thus 

says the Lord.”
73

   

Jeremiah’s mortality and humanity and frailty as the Lord’s 

messenger are not ignored and yet in the life of Israel, in a time of crisis in 

Israel’s life, the word of the Lord comes to the prophet and the prophet 

proclaims “in the hearing of Jerusalem,” a word from the Lord.  Like the 

prophet Jeremiah, the church is an all too human community in the world 

sent by the Word of the Lord, to proclaim a word from the Lord, as the Lord 
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God “puts his Word on their lips,” willing to use human speech for the 

proclamation of the Word.
74

  Where the Word of the Lord ends and 

Jeremiah’s own words begin cannot easily be dissected.  The Word of the 

Lord does not remain with Jeremiah, becoming his own possession, but it 

comes, again and again, not triumphantly, but steadfastly, from a mortal 

prophet to a broken people on the verge of captivity and exile. 

Jesus’ reading of scripture and proclamation in the synagogue in 

Luke 4 offers another parable of the threefold Word of God.  Filled with the 

power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus goes back to his hometown synagogue in 

Nazareth on the Sabbath day.
75

  According to Luke, Jesus stood up to read 

from the prophet Isaiah, proclaimed the year of the Lord’s favor, 

deliverance to the captives, and good news to the poor.
76

  After reading from 

the scriptures, Jesus declares that “the scripture has been fulfilled in your 

hearing,” and the gathered congregation become amazed at the “gracious 

words that came from his mouth,” even as they have to come to terms with 

the fact that such grace comes in the form of Joseph’s son.
77

  The 

community’s reception of Jesus’ own proclamation of good news not only 

leads to amazement and admiration, but also to anger and rage, nearly 

costing him his own life prematurely.
78

   

Even in the humanity of Jesus Christ, the word of the Lord is not 

self-evident but must transform the lives of its hearers through the power of 

the Holy Spirit.  The Christian community is not an extension of the 
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Incarnation.  The church certainly cannot claim to possess the word of the 

Lord nor can it be assured that those in its midst will all and always hear and 

obey the gospel as it becomes unveiled in its life together.  However, the 

Christian community does pray for and expect the risen Christ to proclaim 

Himself through the community’s own reading and hearing of the scriptures 

and the church offers the world a proclamation and illustration of the gospel 

in their own life together in response to the life and voice of God in the 

midst of the community.  The Christian community follows what Christ 

does in this passage from Luke, but expects the risen Christ Himself to be 

and to bring the good news, to release the captives, to bind up the broken-

hearted, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  Yet amidst Christ’s 

presence, the Christian community seeks to proclaim his kingdom and live 

out the implications of such proclamation. 

In CD IV/2, Barth offers a description and vision of the unity of the 

Word of God with the Christian community through a tribute to his 

childhood assistant pastor in his home church in Basel.  The context of this 

illustration is Barth’s point that the Christian community’s keeping of feasts 

such as Christmas and Easter becomes more than merely “acts of 

remembrance and representation,” as Jesus Christ precedes the community’s 

remembrances by coming “before us when we proclaim and hear Him as the 

Word of God” in acts of remembrance, response, and commemoration.
79

  To 

illustrate the unity of the living Jesus Christ with the community’s 

proclamation of him, overcoming “the barrier of His own time and therefore 
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historical distance,” Barth cites the example of his childhood pastor Abel 

Burckhardt.
80

  Burckhardt made an impression on the young Barth through a 

collection of songs and illustrations of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, 

presented in the local Swiss dialect through the ministry of his childhood 

church.  “What made an indelible impression on me,” Barth recalled, “was 

the homely naturalness with which these very modest compositions spoke of 

the events of Christmas, Palm Sunday, Good Friday, Easter, the Ascension, 

and Pentecost as things which might take place any day in Basel or its 

environs like any other important happenings.”
81

   

As the Word was proclaimed in the everyday language in the 

informal setting and routine of worship with children, “we took our 

mother’s hand, as it were, and went to the stall at Bethlehem, and to the 

streets of Jerusalem where, greeted by children of a similar age, the Savior 

made His entry, and to the dark hill of Golgotha, and as the run rose to the 

garden of Joseph.”
82

  Barth then asks pointedly whether such events and 

moments in the life of the Christian community can be equated with a more 

Roman Catholic “re-enactment of Christ’s crucifixion in our own 

existence?”
83

  Christ was made present, Barth counters, without needing to 

be made present, instead coming freely to testify to Himself through Abel 

Burckhardt’s proclamation in illustrations and children’s songs.
84

  Not just 

limited to a formal act on Sunday morning or a formal proclamation in the 

strict genre of sermon, the Word of God comes in the simple illustrations of 
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an assistant pastor and in the songs sung by young children in the Christian 

community.  Dissecting the event to identify where the Word of God ends 

and the word of proclamation begins, would risk damaging the miraculous 

nature of such occurrences all together. 

Before Martin Luther King, Jr., served as the pastor at Dexter 

Avenue Baptist Church, in Montgomery, Alabama, there was Vernon Johns.  

Vernon Johns is a largely forgotten figure in history, except for an 

occasional mention in accounts of the early civil rights movement in the 

American South.  In his own time, he was “merely another invisible man to 

nearly all whites, but to the invisible people themselves he was the stuff of 

legend.”
85

  Born in the last decade of the 19
th

 century, Vernon Johns grew 

up on a farm in Farmville, Virginia, and even as a youth exhibited amazing 

feats of intellect, including memorizing extensive biblical passages, even the 

entirety of Paul’s letter to the Romans.
86

  Johns’ self-education and courage 

led him to Virginia Theological Seminary, Oberlin Seminary in Ohio, and to 

graduate school of theology at the University of Chicago.
87

  One of the only 

sermons Vernon Johns wrote down was published in 1926 and was the first 

work by an African-American published in the liberal journal Best 

Sermons.
88

 Though widely considered as one of the vanguard of leading 

black church intellectuals of his time (along with Mordecai Johnson and 

Howard Thurman), “Johns was a maverick who seldom wrote anything 

down and who thought nothing of walking into distinguished assemblies 
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wearing mismatched socks, with farm mud on his shoes.”
89

  Johns preferred 

to live the life of the vagabond prophet, leaving his family for months at a 

time, preaching in different communities, venues, and gatherings, and then 

returning home to Virginia to farm for a time.
90

   

Called to the prominent pulpit of Montgomery, Alabama’s Dexter 

Avenue Baptist Church in 1948, Vernon Johns’ iconoclastic ways grated 

against the dignified congregation of Montgomery’s black elite.  When an 

African-American member of the community was stopped by the police for 

speeding and nearly beaten to death, Johns prepared the large bulletin board 

outside the Dexter church for the coming Sunday’s sermon: “It’s Safe to 

Murder Negroes in Montgomery.”
91

  Such actions led to the Ku Klux Klan 

burning a cross on the Dexter Church lawn and led to significant threats and 

hostility to Johns and his family in Montgomery.  Having most of the 

scriptures memorized, Johns never opened or used the pulpit Bibles in 

worship except to pound them, and his style led him to be both revered and 

disdained by the Christian community he served.
92

   Beyond the pulpit, 

Johns saw not only a need to proclaim the equality of Christ’s gospel in the 

inequality of the Jim Crow South, but he also sought to encourage his own 

congregation and the larger black community to sustain themselves 

economically without having to rely on leftovers from the white economy. 

Johns’ antics of growing and selling his own home-grown produce on the 

church steps and in the church basement eventually led to his demise and 
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dismissal as pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in 1952 only to pave 

the way for the ministry of Martin Luther King, Jr., beginning in 1954.
93

   

By 1960 Vernon Johns had entered a permanent vagabond stage 

tending a vegetable stand in an empty lot near Petersburg, Virginia.  Martin 

Luther King, Jr., had heard the legend of Vernon Johns and of his powerful 

oratory and sermons, and wanted to get the notebooks, notes, outlines, and 

contents of Vernon Johns preaching to aid him in his own work and 

preaching.  The task was so important to King that he sent his personal 

lawyer, Chauncey Eskridge to track Johns down, even to compensate him 

for all of his old sermon notebooks.
94

  Upon finding Johns selling vegetables 

at an empty corner lot, Eskridge could scarcely believe the man before him 

was the distinguished and legendary Vernon Johns.  Surprised himself to be 

found, Johns expressed his own disbelief at the request, but then slowly 

“began ticking off sermon titles, then reciting snatches of sermons, and 

finally he began preaching in full animation on the dangers of drinking 

Pharaoh’s wine.”
95

  The old man without socks or shoelaces, captivated the 

well-tailored Chicago lawyer with gospel proclamation committed to 

memory.  After acquiring a commitment from Johns that he would send the 

notebooks of sermons, Eskridge “recovered enough legal scepticism to 

suspect correctly that the notebooks Johns promised to send did not exist—

always his sermons returned to the air from which they had come.”
96

 John’s 
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own life illustrated all too well the power of the risen Christ to transform the 

world through preaching and the life of the Christian community, but also 

the risen Christ’s dynamic movement, returning to the air from which he 

came. 

Just so does Christ come in the life of the Christian community, 

speaking through the biblical witness, creating witnesses of his own and 

speaking through those human declarations of the gospel.   The threefold 

Word of God is not a solution to a problem, but an illustration of the 

presence of Christ, the power of the Holy Spirit, and the identity and shape 

of the Christian community and its life together in the world.  It is through 

the threefold Word of God that Christ comes into the incompleteness of the 

Christian community, enabling it to become an echo and witness as Christ’s 

speaks and shapes its life in the world, in the time between the times.  While 

this Word of God dynamically returns to the air from which it came, it 

unites for a time with the words and lives of the Christian community, 

making them, at least provisionally, in their own words, life together, and 

engagement with the world, part of Christ’s being in the world, part of the 

Word of God, and part of God’s Word to all creation, until his kingdom 

comes. 
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Conclusion 

 

But finally, while they cannot be equated, the voice of Christ and the 

voice of his Church cannot be separated.  Such is the promise that 

our Lord has made to those who follow him.  Somewhere within the 

Body of Christ the will of Christ is articulated. 

--Richard John Neuhaus, Freedom for Ministry
1
 

 

But while real, communion in Christ is still provisional.  To speak of 

Christian communion as provisional is to say that the church must not claim 

to be already the reign of God.   

--Daniel L. Migliore, “The Communion of the 

Triune God,”    in Reformed Theology: Identity 

& Ecumenicity
2
 

 

 This study has argued that the threefold Word of God is a central and 

indispensable element of Karl Barth’s theology.  Though the concept of the threefold 

Word of God was revised, becoming less central of a theme in the later volumes of 

the Church Dogmatics, it was not abolished or removed from Barth’s thought all 

together, nor were its particular ecclesial emphases abandoned.  Rather in its revised 

form, it continues to contribute to Barth’s theological vision of the church and 

provides a vision of Christ’s unity-in-differentiation in the life together of the 

Christian community.  In particular, the threefold Word of God offers an 

ecclesiological vision that claims the Christian community’s worship, prayer, and life 

together as acts of creaturely response and obedience but also as acts of the risen 

Christ, the living Word of God who chooses to become embedded in the life of the 

ecclesial community.  While presumptuousness is risked in claiming human 

proclamation to be the Word of God in all acts of church proclamation, it is no less 
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presumptuous to deny Christ’s presence and voice in such actions.  Just as with the 

living God more is always possible, so more is also possible for the church’s human 

proclamation.  As the gospel is heard and proclaimed and obeyed in the life of the 

Christian community, such words and witnesses become the principal and common 

way that the risen Christ comes and proclaims himself for the sake of the world.  The 

Christian community is neither overburdened by the impossible task of making 

Christ present in word or sacrament nor is the Christian community left to question 

whether God has much to say to and through the worship and life together of the 

contemporary Christian community.  Instead, the church is freed to worship and 

proclaim and pray together, trusting that the Christ who came to the particularities of 

Nazareth and Capernaum and Golgotha will come again to the particularities and 

ordinary lives of the Christian community, proclaiming Himself through their words 

and witness, to all the world. 

 There is a danger in making bold theological claims for the church.  This was 

Karl Barth’s major criticism of Roman Catholicism, that the life and activity of the 

risen Christ had been supplanted by the church, that the church was imprisoned by 

the impossible task of Atlas bearing everything on its own, seeking to dispense 

Christ according to the church’s own caprice.  There is also a danger in claiming too 

little for the church, believing that God would not possibly dare to encounter human 

beings through the often flawed and compromised witness of the Christian 

community, instead extracting Christ’s resurrected presence from the church’s 

flawed involvement.  At its best, the concept of the threefold Word of God seeks to 

claim and trace the particular shape and movement of the Spirit in the witness of 

scripture and in the life of the Christian community.  The threefold Word of God 
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helps to provide certain notae ecclesiae and marks, giving a more concrete shape to 

Barth’s often unrealized ecclesiology.  Like his own unfinished Church Dogmatics, 

Karl Barth’s theology of the threefold Word of God and church is an incomplete 

creation.  The church only becomes anything more as Christ proclaims Himself 

through the church’s proclamation of the gospel, and as the Holy Spirit gathers, 

unites, and sends forth the community into the world to follow and correspond to her 

risen Lord.  Only in such a context, can the church find concreteness and realization, 

becoming something more than the sum of her parts.  Only in such a context, does 

the threefold Word of God lead to a realized ecclesiology. 

 Nearly fifty years after his death, nearly eighty years after the Barmen 

Declaration was composed, Karl Barth’s theology of proclamation and theology of 

the church have much to offer to theology and to the challenges posed to Christianity 

in the 21
st
 century.  To ecclesiologists and critics of Barth’s ecclesiology, Barth’s 

work serves to warn against idealizing the mundane life and inconsistent practices of 

the Christian community even as his own work seeks to offer, alternatively, a bold 

and robust ecclesiology grounded in Christ and the work of the Spirit.  To 

theologians concentrated in the field of Barth studies, Barth’s theology of the church 

affords the theological opportunity to enter into a larger theological discussion about 

the future of the church and the contribution and concerns of Reformed theology to 

the field of ecclesiology.  This study seeks to join the concerns of Barth studies with 

those of modern ecclesiology, and it is hoped that the contemporary ecclesiological 

discussion will continue to have a place for the contributions and concerns of Karl 

Barth and the commitments of the threefold Word of God in particular.  Though the 

field of Barth studies continues to be creative, prolific, and constructive in its 
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ongoing discoveries and scholarship, it too often either assumes or overlooks the 

Christian community and its own distinct life and identity in the world.  To take little 

theological notice of the contours and shape of the Christian community in light of 

the gospel proclamation, to avoid theological engagement with the ways Christ’s life 

becomes manifest in the life together of the Christian community, risks missing out 

on the central purpose and aims of Barth’s entire theological vision.  The ecclesial 

community shaped and identified by the threefold Word of God has a distinct 

theological and ethical shape that should be of greater interest to the field of Barth 

studies, and Barth’s ecclesiology offers those engaged in Barth studies the 

opportunity to engage with the broader ecclesiological concerns of theology and 

church today.     

This work has sought to modestly reorient Barth studies in such a direction, 

by examining a seemingly well-known, well-trod concept, the threefold Word of God, 

exploring its origins and importance, especially in relation to the life of the Christian 

community and its later revision in the Church Dogmatics.  No contemporary study 

has examined the threefold Word of God with this kind of depth and dimension, nor 

has any study sought to offer a comprehensive account and explanation of Barth’s 

later revision of the threefold Word of God in CD IV/3.  Far from being a relic that 

was later left behind in the early formations of Barth’s theology in CD I/1 and CD I/2, 

the threefold Word of God is crucial to a comprehensive understanding of Barth’s 

theology of the church and Christ’s contemporary presence and activity in the life of 

the Christian community.  No study has made the case in quite this way.   Without 

the concept of the threefold Word of God, Barth’s theology of the church does not 

cohere.  The threefold Word of God gives a particular concrete theological identity 
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and ethical shape to Barth’s vision of the church, and Barth’s concept of the threefold 

Word of God has played an important role in shaping the historical life and witness 

of Christian communities from Barmen and beyond.  This study also strives to 

reorient ecclesiological engagement with Karl Barth’s theology of the church.  

Rather than being dismissed as an inadequate ecclesiology lacking in concreteness, 

the threefold Word of God offers an account of a lively and bold Christian 

community in unity and differentiation with the divine activity on the loose in the 

world.  This thesis argues that Barth’s concept of the threefold Word of God offers 

contemporary ecclesiology a constructive alternative to models of church that start 

solely with sacramental models or models chiefly defined by concrete practices and 

virtuous habits.  In contrast, the concept of the threefold Word of God begins with 

the event of the Word of God in the life of the Christian community, offering an 

account of the church’s life together and activity in the world from, to, and in light of 

the gospel event. 

Since the Reformation, questions about the church’s identity, form, and 

visibility have haunted the various forms of Protestantism.  Karl Barth’s concept of 

the threefold Word seeks to answer such questions through a vision of Christ’s 

differentiated inseparability from the Christian community’s proclamation of his 

gospel.  While such an ecclesial vision is still only fragmentary and partial, while 

such a theology of the church does not allow our own ecclesiological constructions 

the final word, Barth believes that this incompleteness and longing for the coming 

and completion of Christ’s kingdom is also central to the church’s life and can only 

be actualized and fulfilled by God alone.  While the concept of the threefold Word of 

God offers a unique account of the unity of divine and human action in the gospel 
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event, Barth’s vision trusts that whatever may come out of our ecclesiological 

explanations, they will not be complete or fulfilled unless and until the risen Christ 

has the final word and incorporates them into His own life and forms of self-

communication.  Whatever the anxieties and challenges facing contemporary 

Christianity, the crucified and risen Lord is never found apart from the proclamation 

and life together of his disciples and witnesses, the church.  Rather than starting with 

sacramentology or a set of practices to identify the church and to reach a sense of 

ecclesial and ecumenical continuity, perhaps the discussion of where and what the 

church is should begin with the recognition and confession of the risen Lord who 

continues to come through scripture and the church’s proclamation of the gospel.  

Then may the Christological and ecclesiological questions find their inseparability 

and may the church again discover its only concrete hope, concrete purpose, and 

concrete identity on the way to Christ’s kingdom. 
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