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ABSTRACT  

 

University of Manchester 

Dick Osita Eugenio 

Doctor of Philosophy  

“Communion with God: The Trinitarian Soteriology of Thomas F. Torrance” 

2011 

 

 

This thesis presents Thomas F. Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology, and as such seeks to 

combine the two most common but often separately treated doctrines in his theological 

cogitation: Trinity and soteriology. It argues that in a circular manner, Torrance’s 

Trinitarian theology is explicitly soteriological and his soteriology is explicitly 

Trinitarian. This is because he (1) follows Barth’s proposal that God’s Being is 

inseparable from his Act, and vice versa, and (2) consistently employs his 

comprehensive theological rule that the Trinity is “the ground and grammar of 

theology.” As such, this thesis also argues that not only is Torrance’s soteriology 

Trinitarian, but that his soteriology could only be presented, understood and appreciated 

as Trinitarian. Non-trinitarian or implicitly Trinitarian readings of his soteriology 

cannot but fail to do justice to Torrance’s theological consistency and genius.  

 

Furthermore, this thesis argues that Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology is consistent with 

his scientific and evangelical theology. On the one hand, Torrance’s soteriological 

formulation follows scientific principles because he understands both the arche and 

telos of human salvation in strict accordance with the Being, Persons and Work of the 

Triune God. This is referred in the thesis as Torrance’s kataphysic soteriology. On the 

other hand, Torrance’s soteriological formulation follows an evangelical procedure 

grounded in the evangelical content of revelation. Because the content of God’s Self-

revelation is the Triune God reconciling the world to himself, Torrance understands that 

the Three Persons are actively involved in the salvific economy in strict accordance 

with their hypostases as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The evangelical procedure and 

sketch that Torrance employs is derived from 2 Corinthians 13:14, “the grace of the 

Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.”  

 

For Torrance, the ultimate telos of human salvation is participation in the very Life and 

Love of the Triune God. This may be referred to as humanity’s perichoretic 

participation in the Communion of Love that God is. Humanity’s sharing in the Triune 

Communion, however, is a mediated participation, encapsulated in the Athanasian 

aphorism “from the Father through the Son in the Spirit and in the Spirit through the 

Son to the Father.” All three Persons of the Triune God fulfil distinct salvific agencies 

in accordance to their hypostases, but their distinct agencies have a united source and 

goal: the mediation of reconciliation with the Triune God.  It is also argued that our 

participation in the Triune Communion is a human participation, or that we relate with 

the Triune God as humanized humans rather than as metamorphosized divine beings.   
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I
TRODUCTIO
  
 

 

Elmer Colyer and Alister McGrath extol Thomas Forsyth Torrance as one of the 

premier theologians of the twentieth century, particularly in light of his voluminous 

works and contributions on the relationship between science and theology, ecumenism 

and Trinitarian theology.
1
 Torrance was born in West China on August 30, 1913 to 

missionary parents, which explains his heart for evangelism and evangelizing theology. 

When recession hit the world in 1927, the family returned to Scotland and Torrance 

pursued his education in Scotland. At New College, Edinburgh, while doing his 

Bachelor of Divinity, he studied under Hugh Ross Mackintosh, who introduced him to 

Karl Barth’s theology. In 1937 he won a scholarship that provided him the opportunity 

to be under Barth’s supervision while writing his thesis, later published as The Doctrine 

of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers (1946). It is not an exaggeration to conclude that the 

lifelong and prominent themes of Torrance’s theological oeuvre, namely: Trinitarian 

theology, engagement with science and emphasis on scientific theology, and 

commitment to patristic theology, were fuelled by his engagement with Barth. In some 

areas, however, Torrance has surpassed Barth, such as his engagement with the natural 

sciences, which won him the Templeton Prize for the Progress in Religion in 1978. 

Torrance died on 2 December 2007, eighteen years after his retirement from New 

College as the Professor of Christian Dogmatics.
2
 

Among Torrance’s accomplishments as theologian, philosopher of science, and 

churchman is his consistent Trinitarian theology. As such, he deserves Paul Molnar’s 

assessment of him as a “theologian of the Trinity.”
3
 The doctrine of the Trinity not only 

permeates Torrance’s large theological corpus, but is the consistent “ground and 

grammar” of his theology. Even his ecumenical engagement with other theological 

traditions is fuelled by this biblical and patristic doctrine, particularly evident in the two 

volumes of the Theological Dialogue between Orthodox and Reformed Churches. It is 

                                                 
1
 Elmer M. Colyer, How To Read T. F. Torrance: Understanding His Trinitarian and Scientific 

Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 11; Alister E. McGrath, T. F. Torrance: An 

Intellectual Biography (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), xi. 
2
 For Torrance’s biography and introduction, see McGrath, An Intellectual Biography; I. John 

Hesselink, “A Pilgrimage in the School of Christ—An Interview with T. F. Torrance,” RR 38 (1984), 49-

64; and T. A. Noble, “Thomas Forsyth Torrance,” in Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology 

(ed. Nigel M. de S. Cameron; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 823-824.  See also the several eulogies and 

recollections in Participatio 1 (2009), 6-48. 
3
 Molnar, Thomas F. Torrance: Theologian of the Trinity (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2009). 
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not an exaggeration to say that as a Christian theologian, the doctrine of the Trinity is 

the canon by which Torrance engages theological traditions (including his own), and 

approaches and formulates his whole theological programme. As Eric Flett writes, “no 

particular feature of Torrance’s theological project can be understood apart from a deep 

appreciation of [the truth of the Trinity].”
4
 Consequently, presentation of any aspect of 

Torrance’s theology should be evaluated through Torrance’s own hermeneutical dictum 

that the Trinity is “the ground and grammar of theology.”
5
 Flett’s project of construing 

a theology of culture by understanding the world in light of the Triune Creator is an 

example of a faithfully-articulated Torrance theology.
6
  

The primary interest of this thesis is Torrance’s soteriology, but it could not but 

be a Trinitarian soteriology. For Torrance, the doctrine of the Trinity is always 

soteriological and soteriology is always Trinitarian. To isolate one from the other means 

to separate the Being of God from his Act, and vice versa. Elmer Colyer’s How to Read 

T. F. Torrance and Paul Molnar’s Theologian of the Trinity are excellent publications 

offering a comprehensive presentation of Torrance’s doctrine of the Trinity.
7
 But 

although there are sections in these books where soteriology is discussed, there is a 

discernible lack of explicit connection between Torrance’s doctrines of the Trinity and 

salvation that Torrance himself asserts. The distinct contribution of this thesis, 

therefore, is that, building on Colyer’s and Molnar’s contributions, it consciously 

presents Torrance’s soteriological Trinity and Trinitarian soteriology at the same time. 

In this thesis, soteriological Trinity refers to the fact that Torrance’s doctrine of the 

Triune God is always a God with and for us. The Being of God is inseparable from his 

Acts. As such, even presentations of each of the Persons of the Triune God require a 

soteriological outlook: there is no Christology which is not soteriological Christology, 

there is no Pateriology which is not a soteriological Pateriology, and there is no 

Pneumatology which is not soteriological Pneumatology. Reciprocally, Trinitarian 

soteriology in this thesis means that (1) salvation is the work of the Persons of the 

Triune God, and that (2) because, in addition to (1), salvation is grounded in the Being 

of the Triune God, (3) the ultimate telos of salvation is relationship with the Triune 

God. Chapters II, III and IV present the Works of each of the Triune Persons, arguing 

                                                 
4
 Flett, “Persons, Powers and Pluralities: Toward a Trinitarian Theology of Culture” (PhD thesis; 

Kings College, London, 2004), 220. 
5
 Torrance, The Ground and Grammar of Theology (Belfast: Christian Journals Limited, 1980). 

6
 Flett, “Persons, Powers and Pluralities,” especially chapter 1.  

7
 Colyer, How to Read T. F. Torrance (2001); and Molnar, Theologian of the Trinity (2009).  
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that all three Persons are soteriologically involved in the mediation of reconciliation. In 

these chapters, it will be argued that Torrance employs a kath hypostasin Trinitarian 

soteriology, or that the Persons of the Trinity fulfil distinct agencies in the salvific 

economy in strict accordance with their hypostases as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Secondly, Chapter V presents the Being and Work of the Communion of Love that God 

is, and it will be argued that Torrance employs a kat’ ousian Trinitarian soteriology, or 

that the origin and telos of salvation are in strict accordance with the Being of God as 

Personal Communion.  

Inasmuch as Torrance’s doctrine of the Trinity is soteriological, this thesis also 

argues that his soteriology is a Trinitarian soteriology and nothing else. As such, 

presentations of Torrance’s soteriology that fail to be fully Trinitarian should be revised 

and reformulated in order to do adequate justice to Torrance. Most of the studies of 

Torrance’s soteriology focus on Christ, and to a certain degree, these works faithfully 

depict Torrance’s Christocentric theology. It is beyond doubt that one of the many 

contributions of Torrance to contemporary theology is the recovery of the Irenaeus-

Athanasius axis of incarnational redemption. Kye Won Lee’s Living in Union with 

Christ and Cass’ Christ Condemned in the Flesh are examples of the fascination with 

this significant Torrance soteriological distinctive.
8
 The question, however, is whether 

or not these studies do sufficient justice to Torrance’s more holistic and Trinitarian 

orientation. The danger that lurks in this microscopic analysis, especially owing to 

Torrance’s integrative approach, is that it can lead to serious misinterpretations. Man 

Kei Ho’s A Critical Study on Torrance’s Theology of Incarnation, for instance, is an 

unfortunate cornucopia of awkward theological critiques because it only looks at one 

aspect of Torrance’s thought while evaluating it from many sides.
9
 If Ho approached 

the incarnation primarily in light of Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology, his conclusions 

would have been different. The closest to Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology is Myk 

Habets’ Theosis in the Theology of Thomas F. Torrance.
10

 Habets rightly discerned that 

the origin and telos of salvation is participation in the life and love of the Triune God. 

He also appropriated the works of the incarnate Son and the Holy Spirit in the economy 

of salvation. In terms of a robust Trinitarian soteriology, however, its weakness lies in 

                                                 
8
 Lee, Living in Union with Christ: The Practical Theology of Thomas F. Torrance (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2003); and Cass, Christ Condemned Sin in the Flesh: Thomas F. Torrance’s Doctrine of 

Soteriology and Its Ecumenical Significance (Saarbrücken, Germany: VDM Verlag, 2009). 
9
 Ho, A Critical Study on T. F. Torrance’s Theology of Incarnation (Bern: Peter Lang, 2008). 

Responses to Ho’s critiques of Torrance are scattered throughout the thesis.  
10

 Habets, Theosis in the Theology of Thomas Torrance (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2009). 
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the absence of a fuller treatment of the Person and Work of the Father. At best, his 

presentation is therefore binitarian.  

Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology could be explored and elaborated from 

various angles. This thesis, however, is concerned mainly with two things, namely (1) 

the specific works of the Persons of the Triune God in Torrance’s Trinitarian 

soteriology, and (2) the telos of being saved by the Triune God, respectively. On the 

first, Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology is informed by his insistence on a kataphysic 

and Gospel/revelation-founded theology. This thesis insists that Torrance’s theological 

methodology could not but affect his soteriological formulation. Chapter I thus 

discusses the interrelation of Torrance’s scientific theology, evangelical theology, and 

Trinitarian soteriology. Then, following Torrance’s Gospel-oriented starting point, 

Chapter II begins to explore the Person and Work of Christ in the economy of salvation, 

followed by two chapters on the Persons and Works of the Father and the Holy Spirit, 

respectively. This sketch follows the Pauline benediction formula “the grace of the Lord 

Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit” (2 Corinthians 

13:14), which for Torrance “constitute[s] the Trinitarian structure of all Christian faith 

and life.”
11

 This is what makes Torrance’s theology evangelical: it considers the whole 

Triune God revealed in the salvific economy and follows the revealed Trinitarian taxis 

of the salvific economy. Finally, Chapter V articulates the nature and shape of our 

salvation in light of the Being of God as Communion mediating reconciliation in the 

world. It will be argued that just as the origin of salvation is a Communion of Love, so 

the telos of salvation is participation in the Life and Love of the Triune God.  

 

 

                                                 
11

 Torrance, “Crisis in the Kirk,” in St. Andrews Rock: The State of the Church in Scotland (ed. 

Steward Lamont; London: Bellows, 1992), 21-22; and SF, xxi.  
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Chapter I 

SCIE
TIFIC, EVA
GELICAL A
D TRI
ITARIA
 

SOTERIOLOGY  
 

 

In Daniel Hardy’s evaluation, in respect to content and form, Torrance’s theology is 

both declarative and relational. First, it is declarative because it determines and 

demonstrates core Christian doctrines as they developed through the history of the 

church, particularly in relation to the patristic conciliar declarations on the doctrine of 

the Trinity. Evidence is found in his conspicuous preoccupation with the doctrinal 

formulations of Athanasius and the Reformation in his writings. In this sense, 

Torrance’s theology is more analytic than constructive, but it is false to assume that 

Torrance possesses no originality.
12

 His recurrent recourse to historical theology is 

apologetic, in that he seeks to show that his theology is grounded upon and is an 

exposition of canonical beliefs. Furthermore, as T. A. Noble writes, Torrance 

approaches classical theologians “as a ‘historical theologian’ interested in the profound 

convergence of thought, rather than as a ‘theological historian’ concerned with cultural 

relativities.”
13

 Secondly, his theology is relational because it is not only integrative, but 

also unique.
14

 A theological glue holds together Torrance’s over six hundred published 

materials, and makes the several interrelated themes and aspects within them consistent 

and coherent. This is why an  introductory presentation of other aspects of his thought is 

necessary for us to understand his Trinitarian soteriology. There are two important 

aspects in particular: (1) scientific theology, and (2) evangelical theology. Torrance 

admits that the nature of Trinitarian theology requires a circular procedure in 

presentation, but adds that this does not imply “operating with a vicious cycle, begging 

the question, or falling into the fallacy of a petitio principii.”
15

 Rather, this procedure 

actually prevents theologizing from moving outside of its own theo-logic, or arguing 

from some starting point of our own choosing through which theological truths may be 

judged or validated.   

                                                 
12

 John Webster thinks of Torrance as a performer, not a composer, and refers to him as “the 

British ressourcement theologian,” in “Editorial: T. F. Torrance, 1913-2007,” IJST 10 (2008), 370. 
13

 Noble, “Thomas Forsyth Torrance,” 824. 
14

 Hardy, “T. F. Torrance,” in The Modern Theologians (3
rd

 ed.; ed. Daniel F. Ford with Rachel 

Muers;  Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 165-167. 
15

 CDG, 27. In a circular manner, Torrance employs Claude Welch’s two approaches to the 

doctrine of the Trinity, synthetic and basic, or summative and starting point. See In This /ame: The 

Doctrine of the Trinity in Contemporary Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf&Stock, 2005), 47-48. 
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SCIE
TIFIC THEOLOGY A
D TRI
ITY 

Torrance ranks among a few recent theologians whose interest in science overlaps and 

influences their theology. In Torrance’s case, the awareness came early. Upon H. R. 

Mackintosh’s introduction of the theology of Barth to him in 1935, and his consequent 

reading of Barth’s Church Dogmatics I/1, Torrance was “immensely exhilarated by the 

insight of Barth… and by his presentation of dogmatics as a science.”
16

 Equally 

enlightening to him was Barth’s scientific-Trinitarian theology, as also manifest in the 

canon and the creeds. Torrance was immediately convinced that any serious scientific 

attempt at knowledge should be governed by the given. In the case of theology, 

therefore, theologizing should be governed by the Self-revelation of God as recorded in 

the Scriptures, and particularly by the Self-manifestation of God in history in the 

incarnate Son and the Holy Spirit. As will be seen later, this has profound consequences 

in Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology. 

 

General Relationship between Science and Theology  

Torrance acknowledges the animosity between the church and the sciences,
17

 and his 

attempt to reconcile these two often bifurcated fields is primarily apologetic.
18

 Firstly, 

he shows scientists that theology is a science in its own right; and secondly, which 

comprises the larger part, he enlightens the church that science and theology inform one 

another, and that science is not inherently an enemy of the Christian truth. Torrance 

even asserts that thinking the interrelation of theological and natural science is a part of 

the calling of both Christians and scientists.
19

 The church’s hostile disposition against 

science and its agenda, Torrance states, is grounded upon false and obsolete 

presuppositions. The idea that science is an enemy of the Christian faith is no longer 

true: science’s arrogant superiority complex has already been abandoned by 

contemporary science. Forced by the very advances of science itself, scientists are 
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beginning to realize the boundaries of natural investigation and the futility of the 

modern agenda for a methodological secularization. Since natural science is concerned 

not simply with the convenient arrangements of observational data which can be 

generalized into universal explanatory forms, but with the intrinsic structures of the 

universe, the relation of the universe to God seems to be steadily forced on scientists by 

their own limitations to explain certain events and principles.
20

 This is encapsulated by 

Albert Einstein’s redefinition of physics: “a finite but unbounded universe with open, 

dynamic structures grounded in a depth of objectivity and intelligibility which 

commands and transcends our comprehension.”
21

  

Secondly, the church is appropriating an outdated science. Torrance asserts that 

modern science has already moved on, but the church has failed to recognize it. This 

unawareness on the part of the church portrays her inability to take on the challenge of 

keeping up-to-date with new discoveries and trends. Torrance’s favourite example is the 

obsolete dualist frame of thought that still pervades theology today. Augustinian and 

Thomist dualism should now be replaced with a holistic framework, just as Newton’s 

dualistic and mechanistic concept of the universe has already been discarded by science 

in favour of Einstein’s unitary and integrative science. Indeed, as Torrance desires, the 

church should undergo a “conceptual surgery,” where old patterns of thought should be 

changed.
22

 When this happens, one great benefit will be “a profounder grasp of the 

created or contingent order within which both natural and theological science have to 

operate and to cooperate in fidelity to the nature of the universe that God has made.”
23

 

 

Scientific Methodology and Theology  

Torrance’s interest in the dialogue between science and theology goes beyond his desire 

to appropriate scientific discoveries to theological formulations. Although he exploits 

the contents of scientific investigation, his greatest aspiration is for theology to learn 

from the methods of scientific inquiry, although not in the sense that theology should 

borrow something new from modern science, but that it should return to the biblical and 

patristic theological approach. That scientific methodology constitutes Torrance’s main 

focus is important to note. Frank Schubert argues that Torrance’s theological science 

                                                 
20
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fails to solve the historically restrained relationship between science and religion, but 

this reflects his misunderstanding of Torrance, because nowhere does Torrance say that 

his intention is to fully resolve the tension between the two.
24

 In fact, Torrance argues 

that similarity and distinction between science and theology should be maintained. The 

similarity lies in the mode of inquiry, in that the objects of investigation are studied 

according to their own intrinsic nature and rational structure, allowing them to reveal 

and speak for themselves. The difference lies in the approach. Torrance was suspicious 

of any notion of scientia universalis, a universal principle or methodology applicable to 

all experimentations.
25

 It is necessary for each field of inquiry to develop its own 

distinctive methods that are faithful and in accordance to the nature of the object of 

their investigation. Thus, for instance, it is illogical to study a frog using the 

experimental apparatus employed in astronomy. Torrance identifies the similarity and 

dissimilarity in terms of formal scientific procedure and material scientific procedure.
26

 

That the majority of scientists are wary of granting Torrance’s argument consideration 

(as Schubert narrates) is probably due to Torrance’s insistence that theology is a science 

in its own right. 

 

Kata Physin and Scientific Questioning 

Torrance understands and uses “science” in terms of the German Wissenschaft, or “a 

rigorous and disciplined inquiry of the object according to its unique nature,” and 

argues that this approach is not unique to the natural sciences, but was actually 

employed in the early Alexandrian tradition, in which Athanasius stood.
27

 According to 

Torrance, Alexandria, influenced by the developing Greek science, espoused an 

investigative procedure in strict accordance to the nature of the reality under scrutiny, or 

kata physin, which is also “to know things… in accordance with their truth or reality 

(kat’ aletheian) and thus to think and speak truly (alethos) of them.”
28

 Thus, kata physin 

requires that theologians begin a discussion of the knowledge of God by looking at God 

himself. “If we are to have any true and precise scientific knowledge of God, we must 

                                                 
24
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allow his own nature, as he comes revealed to us, to determine how we are to know 

him, how we are to think of him, and what we are to say of him.”
29

  This is what 

Torrance refers to as the “ethical dimension” of knowing, and the dogmatics he wishes 

theology to employ.
30

 In terms of methodology, like Barth, Torrance rejects the notion 

that we can develop an account of how we know apart from our actual knowledge and 

its material content.
31

 To start speculating on the doctrine of God apart from the 

givenness of God’s revelation, Torrance says, follows Arius’ mythological thinking, or 

“thinking from a subjective centre in ourselves, in which we project our fabricated 

patterns and ideas upon the divine Reality and will accept only what we can conceive in 

terms of what we already know or what fits in with our own prior self-understanding.”
32

  

To know things in accordance with their nature requires a proper questioning 

procedure. Torrance honours Lorenzo Valla as the one who re-introduced the new kind 

of inquiry that is most suitable for scientific theology, in which there is an interrogative, 

rather than a problematic form of inquisition. This is the change from quaestio to 

interrogatio.
33

 Like Calvin, Torrance prefers the latter because it is “a mode of inquiry 

in which questions yield results that are entirely new, giving rise to knowledge that we 

cannot derive by an inferential process from what we already know.”
34

 Truth is known 

through revelation, or through a “disclosure method,”
35

 and is apprehended through the 

mind’s obedience and submission to the given data. Ho argues that this epistemological 

procedure constitutes a key weakness in Torrance’s revelational theology, because it 

proposes a non-inferential knowledge of God and consequently downgrades humanity’s 

reasoning capability.
36

 Ho understands Torrance’s emphasis on the objectivity of the 

object and humanity’s obedient response to imply humanity’s passive reception, which 
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for Ho is more fideistic than scientific.
37

 Following Jason Yeung, Ho thus confidently 

concludes that “Torrance’s theological science is simply another fancy name for a 

personal belief which is totally independent of science.”
38

 Ho’s harsh critique here is 

but one of the many theological criticisms he has of Torrance, and actually reveals his 

one-sided reading of Torrance. Firstly, Ho conveniently skips Torrance’s argument that 

the interrogatio mode of questioning actually enables the knower to be actively self-

critical, because it allows what we already know or hold as knowledge to be called in 

question by the object.
39

 Secondly, Ho misses the whole point of Torrance’s balance 

between scientific objectivity and subjectivity, to which we now turn.  

 

Scientific Objectivity and Subjectivity  

One of Torrance’s major concerns was for theology to begin with and be grounded 

upon objective reality, not some antecedent external presupposition imposed upon 

reality. Continuing on Barth’s theological mission, he consciously combats residues of 

Descartes’ “return to the subject,” Kantian transcendental a priorism, and liberal 

subjectivism in theology,
40

 and uncompromisingly asserts that an important constituent 

of a scientific theology is “devotion to its proper object, sheer respect for objectivity.”
41

 

The compelling evidence given by the objective content of reality should govern 

theology, and that theology should begin with an objective reference which is always 

outward looking—away from the self to a focus on the other reality. This is what 

Torrance calls “a theological way of thinking, not from a centre in ourselves but from a 

centre in God, not from axiomatic assumptions which we make but from a frame of 

reference that derives from God Himself through His Word.”
42

 As A. E. Taylor argued, 
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authority lies “in a reality that is wholly given and transubjective, and simply and 

absolutely authoritative through its givenness,”
43

 not in the experimental methodology 

the scientist or theologian invents. Furthermore, this controlling given is not constructed 

but is received. 

But “why the massive, redundant, and presumptuous assertion of the actuality of 

the Object of theological inquiry, God Himself?” Donald Klinefelter asks.
44

 Ho follows 

Klinefelter’s critique that Torrance’s optimism for receptive knowledge in particular 

and Torrance’s theological science in general are founded on a few implicit and explicit 

presuppositions or ultimate beliefs that are above verification by any other field of 

inquiry,
45

 which is also why Ronald Thiemann and Douglas Morrison see theological 

foundationalism in Torrance.
46

 In all these critiques, the general tenor is that even 

knowledge of God should be validated by an accepted universal canon of truth. 

Objectivity is measured by verifiability, and anything beyond proof is considered 

subjective understanding. Thus, Klinefelter could say that Torrance’s use of science and 

philosophy, “rather than supporting an advance to new theological frontiers… serve 

instead as bulwarks protecting a sophisticated Barthian fideism.”
47

 It is true that 

Torrance does not provide evidence for the validity of the presumption that God has 

revealed himself in Jesus of Nazareth using philosophical apparatuses of verification. 

Torrance’s defence is that objectivity in theology and the validity of its claims should 

be measured not by canons of truth derived from philosophy or any other field, but from 

theology itself. Because all special sciences should develop their own investigative 
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procedures to discern objective truths, so does theology have its theo-logical procedure, 

that is, that objectivity should be measured through the “logic of grace.”
48

   

The central thesis of Torrance’s argument is simple: objective reality and self-

evidence are given priority over all precedent knowledge or opinion, although Torrance 

also realizes that an anthropological element is inescapably present in every human 

endeavour, including theology. But the subjectivity that Torrance recognizes is different 

from that of the subjective a priorism which he strongly repudiates, i.e. subjectivism. 

Critical here is the difference between subjective starting point and subjective 

participation. The former refers to the procedure of approaching reality with fixed 

presuppositions, opinions, and sets of standards to quantify or qualify data. The latter, 

on the other hand, gives priority to the reality under investigation, but considers the 

personal element involved. Participatory subjectivity, therefore, refers to the realization 

that a personal engagement is necessary in order to acquire knowledge of another 

reality. Torrance redefines objectivity and subjectivity. Contrary to the claims of old 

science for a detached experimentation which aims to exclude from scientific 

knowledge all subjective bias and prejudice so that it can be genuinely objective, 

Torrance argues:  

 It must not be forgotten that only a person is capable of self-criticism and of 

distinguishing what he knows from his subjective states, and therefore of 

appreciating the bearing of human thought upon experience. In fact, it is only a 

person who can engage truly in objective and scientific operations… any 

scientific inquiry pursued in a detached, impersonal, formalistic way isolates 

itself from man’s higher faculties and thereby restricts its range and power of 

insight and understanding.
49

  

 

In sum, precisely because ontological openness to reality is an essential ingredient in 

the objectivity of a scientific theory, it “inevitably throws the maintenance and 

fulfillment of objectivity back upon the personal responsibility of the scientist himself: 

he and he only is capable, as an active centre of rationality, of establishing the bearing 

of his knowing upon reality in this way.”
50

 It is here that Michael Polanyi, Clerk 

Maxwell and Einstein have their important bearings in Torrance’s scientific theology. 

Among the three, it was Polanyi, however, who brought the particular point of restoring 
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to rigorous scientific activity what he called “the personal coefficient of knowledge” 

and the centrality of “ultimate beliefs or normative insights.”
51

  

 

Scientific Theology and Trinitarian Thinking  

Scientific theology—in which the nature and Being of God take priority and 

authoritative control—is inevitably Trinitarian. Torrance must have realized this upon 

reading Barth’s Dogmatics I/1, because the volume exemplifies what scientific theology 

should look like. Torrance admits the insights he gained from Barth’s scientific 

approach in the volume, but even more gripping was how Barth accomplished his 

scientific theology in structuring the book’s contents in explicit Trinitarian style.
52

  

 

Stratification of Knowledge  

The circular relationship between scientific theology and Trinitarian theology becomes 

more apparent in Torrance’s appropriation of Einstein’s and Polanyi’s hierarchical 

epistemology.
53

 In a realist account of knowing, conceptual knowledge arises from the 

ground level of human intuitive apprehension of reality, as characteristic of all a 

posteriori investigation. Then from the tacit, experiential level of knowledge, there 

comes a conceptual advance to another level, although the advance is not a movement 

away from concrete reality, but a progressive and deepening apprehension of reality.
54

 

Formalized knowledge remains coordinated with the basic experience of reality. In 

theology, Torrance writes:  

Formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity develops a stratified structure arising 

on the ground of our evangelical experience, knowledge and worship of God in 

the life of the Church, deriving from the historical revelation of God as Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit mediated to us in the incarnate life and work of Jesus 

Christ, and directed to the transcendental mystery of God the Father, the Son 

and the Holy Spirit as he is in his one eternal Being.
55
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Torrance calls this “Chalcedonism,” because the creedal formulations of both Nicea and 

Chalcedon exemplified a rise to a higher level of knowledge.
56

 Borrowing from 

Einstein’s Physics and Reality, Torrance describes this Chalcedonian hierarchical 

model of knowing in three ascending orders.
57

  

The level of personal encounter with Jesus Christ in worship and fellowship in 

the church represents the first level of theological knowledge: what Torrance calls the 

“evangelical and doxological level.”
58

 Torrance admits Polanyi’s direct influence on his 

understanding of this level, particularly his discussion of the tacit or inarticulate 

dimension in human thought.
59

 Like the experience of the early church, in this level, an 

implicit awareness of the threefold act of God expressed in 2 Corinthians 13:14 is 

imprinted in the Christian psyche: “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, 

and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.” However, while such a Trinitarian awareness is 

present at this stage, the focal point of the evangelical level is “personal encounter with 

Jesus Christ within the structures and rationalities of our historical existence in space 

and time… where we are summoned to live and think not out of a centre in ourselves 

but out of a centre in the Lord Jesus.”
60

 This incipient theology, as Torrance also calls 

it, although involving no speculative or logical analysis, remains as “the sine qua non of 

the other levels of doctrinal formulation.”
61

  

T. A. Noble, however, discerns an apparent inconsistency in Torrance’s view of 

the evangelical level, especially because Torrance argues that conceptualization and 

theoretical understanding only proceed in the second level of knowledge: the scientific 

or theological level.
62

 The problem is that a completely unconceptual knowledge at the 

first level seems to contradict the fact that the Christ we encounter in our evangelical 

experience is “Christ clothed with his gospel,”
63

 or that revelation is always in and 

through the eloquent Word in his Self-communication. Because our knowledge of God 

is also always a posteriori – achieved through an encounter with the Self-revealing 
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Christ – then our knowledge is not merely tacit or unthematic, but is to a certain degree 

already conceptual. If the tacit dimension is to be truly a prolepsis, or “a forward leap of 

the awakened mind in laying hold of some aspect of reality,”
64

 then a conceptual 

understanding, limited it may be, should be present already. Moreover, one should not 

forget that the gospel we receive today is the gospel as it was already conceptually 

articulated by the apostles and biblical writers. It may be that Torrance’s desire to 

neatly categorize the three levels of knowledge led him to exaggerate their differences 

from one another, instead of giving space for an elaboration on the overlapping 

intersections between the levels. It would be evangelically more accurate to say that 

even in the first level of knowledge, an articulate knowledge is already achieved, 

although not as astutely as that which is achieved in the second level, where a 

movement of penetration into the logical relation between the reality-in-itself and the 

reality as it is experienced in space and time is reached. Torrance argues that this 

process requires the invention of theoretical tools and concepts, which should: (1) be 

grounded upon the tacit experience of reality, and (2) function as freely chosen “fluid 

axioms” that are open to revision in light of further discoveries.
65

  

According to Torrance, the movement from the evangelical to the theological 

level of knowledge is the attempt to “apprehend more fully the economic and 

ontological and Trinitarian structure of God’s revealing and saving acts in Jesus Christ 

as they are presented to us in the Gospel.”
66

 As we experience God in worship and in 

our daily lives, we become aware of the threefold movement of God’s revealing and 

saving nature as Father, Son and Holy Spirit underlying all our Christian experiences, 

enabling us to speak of the economic Trinity.
67

 As such, early creedal formulations 

represent an example of the ascent from the first to the second level of knowledge. 

Torrance particularly refers to the development of the all-important concept homoousios 

to give expression to the reality which they had grasped intuitively with God through 

Christ. In their personal union and communion with Jesus Christ, the Nicene fathers 

knew themselves that they had entered into union and communion with the very being 

of God.
68

  

                                                 
64

 RST, 84.  
65

 RET, 49-51; RST, 77-78.  
66

 CDG, 91.  
67

 GGT, 157.  
68

 Myers, “Stratification,” 9. See also CDG, 93-102 on the centrality of the homoousion in the 

stratification of knowledge.  



24 

 

Finally, building upon the progression from the first to the second level of 

knowledge, we move from an awareness of the Trinity ad extra to the Trinity ad intra, 

which Torrance calls the metascientific or metatheological level of knowledge. It is 

here that “we discern the Trinitarian relations immanent in God himself which lie 

behind, and are the ground of the relations of, the Economic Trinity—that is, we are 

lifted up in thought to the level of ‘the Ontological Trinity’ or ‘the Immanent Trinity,’ 

as it is variously called.”
69

 Arrival on this level, Torrance describes, is the arrival at the 

“ultimate theoretic structure,”
70

 not because of its superficial abstractive speculation, 

but because of its logical economy and simplicity.
71

 This level of refined 

conceptualization is “the supreme point in our knowing of God in the inner perichoretic 

relations of his triune Being.”
72

 This is because the perichoretic relations are “the 

ultimate constitutive relations in God,” and as such also constitute “the ground upon 

which the intelligibility and objectivity of all our knowledge of God finally repose.”
73

  

 

Trinity as /ature and Being of God 

Torrance’s stratification of theological knowledge using scientific investigation ends up 

with the doctrine of the Trinity in se as the nature and being of God. He believes that 

this stratified structure of knowing, using an inductive bottom-to-top pyramidal 

paradigm, enables him to enter into the inner cohesion of the evangelical narratives so 

deeply in a way which was not possible before.
74

 In Christian theology, there would be 

no greater theological articulation that could be claimed as a scientific truth beyond the 

ontological Trinity.  

The interrelation between scientific theology and the doctrine of the Trinity is 

therefore irreversible. The circular interconnectedness may be expressed as several 

movements within one act of knowing. Firstly, a faithful and rigorous scientific 

                                                 
69

 GGT, 158.  
70

 GGT, 171.  
71

 GGT, 171-172.  
72

 CDG, 103. 
73

 CDG, 107. As Noble suggests (Private conversation, 27 July 2011), Torrance’s stratification 

of knowledge, owing perhaps to his dedication to the Nicene formulation, possesses apparent difficulties. 

Because Torrance points to the Nicene homoousion as the moment of ascent from the first to the second 

level, the question of when the third level of knowledge is achieved remains unanswered. Torrance hints 

that the ascent from the theological to the meta-theological level happens around the Nicene-

Constantinopolitan period, but Torrance does not make a clear argument. Noble’s suggestion that the 

assent to the second level (the economic Trinity) was achieved as early as the second century by Irenaeus, 

Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria and that the assent to the third level (the immanent Trinity) during 

the Nicene-Constantinopolitan period through Athanasius and the Cappadocians, offers a better 

chronological explanation of the stratification of knowledge.  
74

 TCFK, 94-95.  



25 

 

theology should be undertaken kata physin, according to the nature of the object of 

investigation. Since theology is primarily a discourse on God, the Being of God 

becomes the unquestionable starting point and controlling centre. The question, 

however, is: “Who is God?” or “What is the nature of God?” It is here that scientific 

theology, secondly, through the stratification of knowledge, is particularly helpful. A 

multi-leveled view of reality, accompanied by an ascending hierarchical order of 

knowing, reveals that the nature of God is Triune. In one sense, the doctrine of the 

Trinity is to be seen as the culmination of a scientific theology. The doctrine of the 

Trinity, being who God is in Himself, therefore, constitutes the “ground and grammar 

of theology.”
75

 Thirdly, while the Trinity ad intra, or the perichoretic relations, forms 

the basis of all theological reflections, a faithful scientific investigation does not do 

away with the data found in the evangelical level of knowledge. In fact, a continuous 

retrospective return to the evangelical data and the theoretical constructs is a necessary 

component. This means that the centrality of Christ, and the fundamentality of the 

concepts homoousios and hypostatic union should always be referred to. This is one of 

the reasons why Torrance claimed that the use of scientific theology carries with it an 

evangelical thrust.
76

 

 

EVA
GELICAL THEOLOGY A
D TRI
ITY  

Admittedly, the description “evangelical theology” is vague,
77

 so we need to provide a 

definition here. Firstly, we are not concerned with evangelicalism as a movement, nor 

will we follow the prevailing consensus of understanding “evangelicalism” primarily in 

non-theological ways, as David Bebbington and Mark Noll, two most influential 

historians of Evangelicalism today do.
78

 To a certain extent, Stephen Holmes’ 

assessment that “any attempt to define eighteenth-century British evangelicalism as a 
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theological movement is destined to failure”
 79

 could be applied to the worldwide 

evangelical movement, but still, to relegate theological developments to be of lesser 

importance than the evangelistic spirit displays the serious error of assuming that 

ministry can operate without biblical-theological grounds. As such, secondly, we will 

not follow Timothy Larsen’s procedure in emphasizing the community that identifies 

itself as “evangelical.” Rather, our concern actually lies in what Larsen intentionally 

considers as peripheral: theological evangelicalism or evangelical theology,
80

 and on 

how theology is in itself evangelical and evangelizing.  

Torrance understands evangelical theology as an evangelizing movement. He 

writes: “Evangelical theology is an evangelizing theology, for it is concerned with the 

winning and transforming of the human mind through conformity to the mind of 

Christ—not simply the minds of individual human beings but the mind of human 

society and culture in which individual human beings exist.”
81

 But this evangelizing 

mission could not be accomplished without a theology that is eminently self-critical, 

“for it is continually exposed to judgment and never relieved of the crisis in which it is 

placed by its object, or rather to say, by its living subject.”
82

 This is what Torrance 

speaks of as theology’s “evangelical task.”
83

 As will be elaborated later, Torrance’s 

evangelical-evangelizing theology is related to the scientific theology that he learned 

from Barth:  “This is the God who reveals himself in the Gospel, who himself speaks to 

men and acts among and upon them. Wherever he becomes the object of human 

science, both its source and its norm, there is evangelical theology.”
84

 Two 

considerations immediately emerge from the quotation from Barth, which will 

constitute the outline of this section: the procedure and content that makes theology 

evangelical.  
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The Evangelical Procedure of Theology 

Because theology should be grounded and guided by the very nature of God as God, 

according to Torrance’s kataphysic principle, then theology is also inevitably concerned 

with the doxological-evangelical approach of the early church and Barth’s emphasis on 

revelation, wherein God is known only through his own self-manifestation in the 

economy of salvation as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Knowledge of the Triune God 

comes a posteriori, i.e. from the euangelion, with a controlling centre  

 … constituted by the incarnation of God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ the Son 

and Word of God and by the Holy Spirit sent by the Father through the Son who 

are of one Being and Act with God the Father, for it is through union and 

communion with them that we are given to know God as he really is in the inner 

relations of his Triune Being, and all our understanding of God in his Trinitarian 

self-revelation is governed.
85

 

 

Knowledge of the Triune God, therefore, is evangelical, i.e. it is grounded in the Gospel 

of Jesus Christ obeying the Father’s will in the power of the Holy Spirit. As such, 

evangelical theology necessarily employs Christocentricism, which McCormack 

defines, as “a methodological rule—not an a priori principle, but a rule which is learned 

through the encounter with the God who reveals Himself in Christ.”
86

 This is not an 

arbitrary invention, but is grounded in God’s decision to reveal and reconcile us to 

himself in Christ. Because Jesus is himself the content of God’s objective revelation, all 

genuine theological knowledge is to be found via Christology. This is why, in his 1981 

Payton Lectures, Torrance specifically aimed “to cut a swath through the prevailing 

confusion about the nature of theological and biblical interpretation of divine revelation, 

so that Christ clothed with his gospel may be allowed to occupy the controlling centre 

of the church’s life, thought, and mission in the world today.”
87

 Evangelical theology 

operates “on a Christological basis.”
88

 This is also why Torrance refers to Barth as a 

“biblical and evangelical theologian,” for at “the heart of Barth’s theology is the 

doctrine of Christ as the divine Reconciler.”
89
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Marc Cortez convincingly argues that the term “Christocentric” is ambiguous, 

and everyone who has a Christology could claim to be Christocentric.
90

 In order to 

understand Torrance’s evangelical-Christocentric procedure then, we must follow 

Bruce McCormack’s distinction between formal and material Christocentricity.
91

 

McCormack is concerned that while many theologians may place Christology at the 

centre of their theologies at the formal level, the material content of their specific 

Christologies may vary from each other. The issue is: “Who is the Jesus placed at the 

centre?” Like Barth, the formal Christocentricism of Torrance is grounded in his 

evangelical Christology, the Christ revealed in the Gospels. Theology must proceed in 

the same manner as Torrance views preaching: “The Gospel must be preached in an 

evangelical way, that is, in accordance with the nature and content of the Gospel… or 

else it is ‘another Gospel.”
92

 Because Jesus Christ is “the very centre of God’s self-

revelation,” he is also “the framework of the New Testament message.”
93

 Even our 

understanding of the Triune God, Torrance writes, “must be soteriologically 

conditioned from end to end.”
94

  

Torrance’s evangelical starting point overflows into other aspects of his 

theology. Firstly, one of the theological imports of his stratification of knowledge is the 

significance of “our evangelical experience”
95

 as the ground through which deeper 

knowledge of the Triune God could be attained. The theological constructs that we 

enjoy are but an articulation of the church’s most basic evangelical knowledge, 

experience, and worship of God the Father through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. 

Doctrines are conditioned by the realities and events of God’s self-revelation and our 

evangelical and doxological encounter with them.
96

 Secondly, Torrance rejects cultural-

philosophical ways of thought imposed on theology as starting points. Concerning 

Barth, he writes: 

 It was only through penetrating and subverting the prevailing anthropocentric 

framework of knowledge, and reconstructing the foundations of modern 
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theology strictly in accordance with the nature and constraints of God’s self-

giving and self-communication through Jesus Christ and in the Holy Spirit, that 

Barth was able to build up his massive Church Dogmatics, in which evangelical 

and reformed theology of the Word is given its fullest and most rigorous 

expression… Karl Barth’s theology is at once evangelical and catholic.
97

 

 

Torrance also follows Barth’s rejection of the medieval understanding of natural 

theology as an autonomous approach to the knowledge of God. Although he deviates 

later in his theological career from Barth’s absolute refusal to grant natural theology 

any bit of consideration, Torrance still follows Barth’s fundamental suspicion of an 

independent approach to God behind the Gospel revelation in Christ and the Holy 

Spirit.
98

  

 

The Evangelical Content of Theology 

The first clue to knowing what Torrance considers as the evangelical content of 

theology is in the descriptive subtitle of his book The Trinitarian Faith: The 

Evangelical Theology of the Ancient Catholic Church. The book can be considered as 

Torrance’s “dogmatics in outline” because it incorporates his major theological interests 

in one book: soteriology, Christology and the doctrine of the Trinity. Torrance admits 

later in life that of the [many] books he has published, he was “most pleased with The 

Trinitarian Faith.”
99

 What interests us here in particular is that he considers the doctrine 

of the Trinity as the unchanging content of our evangelical and catholic faith, although, 

as David Ford properly detects, the book is not just focused on a conceptual 

presentation of the doctrine of the Trinity, but also on the doctrine’s truthfulness and 

salvific import.
100

 Evangelical faith has an inseparable salvific and ontological content: 

it is (1) the Gospel of (2) the Triune God.  

Firstly, the content of an evangelical faith is the Gospel of the Triune God. It is 

no wonder, therefore, that Torrance prefers to call the Trinity ad extra the “evangelical 
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Trinity” instead of the more common “economic Trinity,” because the former highlights 

more clearly the “truth content of the Gospel.”
101

 Torrance’s purposive opting for 

“evangelical Trinity” portrays his vision to integrate the doctrine of the Triunity of God 

with the evangelical message of his saving and redeeming activity in Jesus Christ and 

the Holy Spirit. This is theologically convincing, because our knowledge of the content 

of the Gospel is only made possible by God’s actual, dynamic and salvific relation to 

the world. “We know nothing of God and can know nothing of him completely isolated 

in himself and apart from the fulfillment of his creative and redeeming purpose.”
102

 We 

do not know a God apart from the God who saves. This affirmation is also evident in 

Torrance’s stratification of knowledge, where he calls the first level of knowledge 

evangelical, because it is knowledge that arises in our salvific and doxological 

encounter with the Triune God. Although it is primarily Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit 

that the church personally encounters, as Colyer beautifully summarizes it, “in hearing 

the gospel and coming to know God the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit, we 

encounter the Trinity as a whole simultaneously.”
103

 Also, it can only be called 

evangelical knowledge because it is knowledge through “an intimate and saving 

relationship with [God] in Jesus Christ.”
104

  

But the salvific content is essentially inseparable from the ontological content, 

because “if the economic or evangelical Trinity and the ontological or theological 

Trinity were disparate, this would bring into question whether God himself was the 

actual content of his revelation, and whether God himself was really in Jesus Christ 

reconciling the world to himself.”
105

 Thus, secondly, the evangelical content of 

evangelical faith is the Gospel of the Triune God. Evangelical theology is concerned 

equally with the Act and Being of God. This is in line with Torrance’s refusal to 

separate the empirical from the theoretical, form from content, or experience from its 

objective ground.
106

  

Lee argues that Torrance has a “critically realist evangelical approach.”
107

 In a 

sense, Torrance’s realism is an epistemological principle: “an epistemological 
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orientation of the two-way relation between the subject and object poles of thought and 

speech, in which ontological primacy and control are naturally accorded to reality over 

all our conceiving and speaking of it.”
108

 On the other hand, realism emphasizes 

ontological factuality. The key issue in a realist evangelical theology is “the connection 

between form and being” or between conceptual signs and the realities they signify.
109

 

In short, critical realism makes sure that the content of theology is grounded in an 

ontological reality, which, in Torrance’s evangelical theology, is the Triune God. 

Without an ontological reality on which revelation and salvation are grounded, theology 

is but a speculative exercise. This is what Torrance calls “the principle of coherent 

integration from above.”
110

  

Torrance’s concern is the objective actuality of the Triune God because “it is 

finally in our understanding of the Trinitarian relations in God himself that we have a 

ground and grammar of a realist theology.”
111

 From the evangelical to the meta-

theological level of knowledge, the objective content is the Triune God in the unity of 

his Being and Act. The doctrine of the Trinity is not a speculative movement of 

thought, but an articulation of the received knowledge of God through God’s own Self-

revealing presence in the actual evangelical and doxological life of the church. It is the 

homoousios that makes it possible for us to know that who God is in his Act is who God 

is in his Being. As Myers states, homoousios “expresses our most basic and profound 

evangelical intuition about God: namely, that God is inherently in himself what he is 

towards us in Jesus Christ, and that the economy of God’s grace in Jesus Christ is 

nothing other than a revelation of the Trinitarian relations of God’s own being.”
112

 As 

such, homoousios is “the ontological foundation for Christian theology” because it 

points us to knowledge of the Triune God.
113

 Colyer is right that Torrance’s theology is 
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fundamentally evangelical because it is ultimately focused on the doctrine of the 

Trinity.
114

 

 

SCIE
TIFIC, EVA
GELICAL TRI
ITARIA
 SOTERIOLOGY 

Peter Cass distinguishes two major theological camps within the Reformed Church: 

Federal Calvinism and Evangelical Calvinism. Federal Calvinists, according to Cass, 

possess an essentially forensic doctrine of atonement and salvation, Aristotelian logico-

causal form of rationality, and teach the doctrines of two covenants with a priority of 

law over grace, double predestination and limited atonement. Evangelical Calvinists, on 

the other hand, possess a “trinitarian and Christocentric approach to soteriology.”
115

 

Then Cass identifies Torrance as an Evangelical Calvinist.
116

 What interests us here is 

Cass’s recognition of the interpenetration of evangelical theology, Trinitarianism and 

soteriology. The scientific character of Torrance’s theology should be added in Cass’s 

trilateral, but Cass could be acquitted for missing it, because such a theme is beyond the 

focus of his study. The interrelation between Torrance’s scientific theology and 

Trinitarian thinking is highlighted by Colyer’s book, but the chapters are treated not in a 

progressive, sequential manner but as “different facets of an integrated whole.”
117

 As 

such, although Colyer presents the evangelical content of the Gospel (the Trinity), the 

fact that he thought of his outline as “different facets of an integrated whole” means that 

he was not consciously appropriating the evangelical procedure that Torrance argues 

for. Also, along with Molnar’s Theologian of the Trinity, Colyer’s concern is primarily 

to offer an introduction to Torrance’s Trinitarian theology as a whole. As such, 

although these two books are extremely helpful in providing a fairly comprehensive 

guide to Torrance’s doctrine of the Trinity, and although they discuss aspects of 

Torrance’s doctrine of salvation, they are not written specifically with the agenda of 

explicating Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology or formulating it in the manner that 

Torrance would have formulated it.  

                                                 
114

 Colyer, How to Read, 25, 29.  
115

 Cass, Christ Condemned in the Flesh 5-6. See also Peter Toon’s elaboration of the various 

soteriological trends in Reformed theology in Justification and Sanctification (London: Marshall Morgan 

and Scott, 1983), 75-87. Particularly interesting is Toon’s similar comparison of the different Reformed 

Confessions with Torrance’s School of Faith (1959). 
116

 Alasdair Heron asserts that Torrance cannot really be called a Calvinist because of his 

aversion to scholastic Calvinism, in “Calvin in the Theology of Thomas F. Torrance: Calvin’s Doctrine 

of Man (1949),” Participatio 2 (2010), 46-51.  
117

 Colyer, How to Read, 26. 



33 

 

This thesis, in contrast to the above publications, seeks to integrate all four 

important factors: scientific theology, evangelical theology, Trinitarian theology and 

soteriology. In fact, Torrance’s integrative approach to theology is best evidenced in his 

soteriology, which is guided by three principles: (1) theological investigation should 

proceed kata physin, (2) theological formulation should follow the evangelical taxis of 

God’s Self-revelation in Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit, and (3) the Trinity is “the 

ground and grammar of theology.” With this, I argue that Torrance espouses a unique 

and distinct scientific, evangelical and Trinitarian soteriology.  

 

Scientific Evangelical Trinitarian Soteriology  

In general, Torrance’s kataphysic soteriology is related to his insistence that God’s 

Being is Triune. He writes: “The pattern of coactivity between the Father, the Son and 

the Holy Spirit in the economic Trinity is… a real reflection of the coactivity of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in the ontological Trinity.”
118

 The doctrine of the 

Trinity is the ultimate knowledge of Theos, and theological formulation, if it is to 

remain theo-logical, should be guided by an awareness of the Triune Being of God. 

Torrance writes: 

 In the strictest sense the doctrine of the Holy Trinity is theologia, that is, 

theology in its purest form, the pure science of theology, or episteme dogmatike. 

I myself like to think of the doctrine of the Trinity as the ultimate ground of 

theological knowledge of God, the basic grammar of theology, for it is there 

that we find our knowledge of God reposing upon the final Reality of God 

himself, grounded in the ultimate relations intrinsic to God’s own Being, which 

govern and control all true knowledge of him from beginning to end.
119

 

 

As such, Torrance’s doctrine of salvation reposes in his doctrine of the Trinity. But he 

argues that this procedure is not just one option among many, but is the only plausible 

theo-logical procedure.  Scientific-Trinitarian soteriology is theological soteriology. 

This is even more so because soteriology is primarily an inquiry about the who, not the 

what or the how. The Subject of salvation is the Triune God. The nature, range, and 

attainment of human salvation is inseparable from the Being of the Saviour, which is 

another way of affirming that God’s Being is his Act and his Act is his Being. 

“[Salvation] is indeed more than a reflection of [the Trinity], for it is grounded in it, is 

altogether inseparable from it, and actually flows from it.”
120

 Torrance’s critique of 
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federal Calvinism’s reliance on abstract concepts and principles instead of grounding 

soteriological formulations on the revealed personal Being of God is motivated by his 

commitment to a kataphysic theology. His difference from federal Calvinism is 

primarily theological. 

However, a kataphysic Trinitarian soteriology not only looks at the Being of 

God in an uncritical monotheistic manner. God’s Being is Triune: mia ousia treis 

hypostaseis. Properly speaking, then, God is the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and to 

argue for a soteriology grounded in the Being of God is to argue that salvation is a work 

of the Persons of the Triune God. This is kataphysic soteriology: understanding 

salvation in strict accordance with the Being of God as Triune. In the first place, God is 

not only Triune in Being, but also Triune in Activity.
121

 Because the Agent of salvation 

is the Triune God, for instance, a doctrine of salvation that is formulated in the light of a 

Christ isolated from the Father and the Holy Spirit is insufficient. Although there is 

merit in arguing that Christology is implicitly Trinitarian, such implicitness could not 

be a substitute for a well-expounded Trinitarian soteriology.
122

  

The challenge, then, is how to formulate a Trinitarian soteriology that does 

justice to both the One Being of God and the Triune Persons of the Godhead. In the 

light of Torrance’s responses to this challenge, grounded in his Trinitarian theology, his 

soteriology is superior to traditional textbook soteriologies. Torrance’s consideration of 

the Triune God’s Being and Persons and his balance between the Unity-in-Trinity and 

Trinity-in-Unity in the salvific economy marks a great accomplishment. First, Torrance 

understands the mediation of reconciliation as the work of the Tri-unity whose Being is 

Communion-for and Communion-with. Because God’s Being is Personal, he interacts 

with the created other in the personal mode of his Being. This can be called Torrance’s 

Trinitarian kat’ ousian soteriology. In short, the Act of the Triune God is in strict 

accordance with his Being as Triune. Soteriologies that are not grounded on the Being 

of the Agent of salvation are both unscientific and nontheological.  

Moving to the second level of God’s personal agency in the salvific economy 

requires the doctrine of perichoresis, which highlights both unity-in-distinction and 

distinction-in-unity in God’s Being and Act. In the first place, Torrance understands 
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salvation as a “perichoretic coactivity of the Holy Trinity.”
123

 The Triune Persons 

mutually interpenetrate each other not only in their hypostatic relations but also in their 

salvific agencies: “The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit always act together in every 

divine operation whether in creation or redemption, yet in such a way that the 

distinctive activities of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are always 

maintained.”
124

 Thus, in the second level, there are distinct activities that are uniquely 

appropriated to each of the Persons. For instance, only the Son is incarnate and only the 

Son and the Holy Spirit are “sent.” (This will be discussed more fully later in the 

thesis). This can be called Torrance’s Trinitarian kath hypostasin soteriology.  

One important aspect that is still left virtually untouched by Torrance scholars is 

Torrance’s employment of the doctrine of appropriation, which is actually important in 

the second level of a kataphysic Trinitarian soteriology. This means that the distinct 

work of the Persons of the Trinity in the salvific economy is in strict accordance with 

their distinct hypostases as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. In The Christian Doctrine of 

God, Torrance’s attitude towards the doctrine of appropriation is somewhat negative, 

because he was combating an “essentialist approach to the doctrine of the Trinity from 

the One Being of God,”
125

 but his Trinitarian theology in general and his Trinitarian 

soteriology in particular indubitably employs the doctrine as a hermeneutical principle, 

most especially in that he follows Barth’s procedure.
126

 The Triune God, Torrance 

writes, is “engaged in the work of reconciliation in distinctive ways appropriate to each 

Person.”
127

 The critique that Torrance obscures the plurality of God’s activity and 

identity by an overemphasis on the unity of God’s operations is therefore 

unwarranted.
128

 Chapters II, III and IV of the thesis explain how Torrance’s Trinitarian 

soteriology employs this kataphysic principle.  
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Kataphysic Evangelical Trinitarian Soteriology  

Application of the doctrine of appropriation in soteriological formulation, however, 

could not be done arbitrarily. For instance, although the Holy Spirit fulfills a unique 

salvific agency in accordance with his hypostasis as the Holy Spirit, it is chimerical to 

outline the whole Triune economy of salvation by beginning with the work of the Holy 

Spirit. The articulation of the doctrine of salvation should follow the economic taxis of 

God’s revealing and reconciling activity, or “the movement of saving Love.”
 129  

As 

such, a kataphysic Trinitarian soteriology should also employ the evangelical approach, 

i.e. beginning with the revealed knowledge of God in the incarnate Son. Nevertheless, 

the consideration of the evangelical taxis of the Triune God in soteriological 

formulation is in a sense only pedagogical, because the evangelical taxis could not be 

read back into the Trinity in se. As will be seen in the subsequent chapters, although 

Torrance accepts a Trinitarian economic subordination, he repudiates any talk about 

priority or superiority that is read back into the Trinity in se.
130

 Ontologically speaking, 

there is no one prior or subsequent in the Triune Persons. Even the Father could not be 

Father without the Son, for Fatherhood is a relationship that requires a Son. (This will 

be given more attention in Chapter III).  

Torrance argues that the Triune evangelical taxis is reflected in Paul’s 

benediction formula, “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the 

communion of the Holy Spirit” (2 Corinthians 13:14). He even argues that this 

“constitute[s] the Trinitarian structure of all Christian faith and life,”
131

 and should be 

considered as a “statement of the condescension of God to our weaknesses.”
132

 In the 

Gospel narratives, the Triune God manifested himself in a profound way as the 

incarnate Son, who then reveals the Father and the Holy Spirit not only by speaking 

about them but also by communing with them. This formula is in Torrance’s early 

theology, evident in his employment of this outline in his sermon “The Trinity of 

Love,”
133

 and remained in his later argument in Christian Doctrine of God: 

 God’s distinctive self-revelation as Holy Trinity, One Being, Three Persons, 

creates the overall framework within which all Christian theology is to be 

formulated… The doctrine of the Trinity enshrines the essentially Christian 

conception of God: it constitutes the ultimate evangelical expression the Grace 
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of the Lord Jesus Christ who though he was rich for our sakes became poor that 

we through his poverty might become rich, of the Love of God who did not 

spare his own Son but delivered him up for us all, for it is in that personal 

sacrifice of the Father to which everything in the Gospel goes back, and of the 

Communion of the Holy Spirit through whom and in whom we are made to 

participate in the eternal Communion of the Father and the Son and are united 

with one another in the redeemed life of the people of God.
134

  

 

The whole thesis, thus, follows this evangelical Trinitarian blueprint.
135

 Colyer, writing 

on Torrance’s Trinitarian and scientific theology, utilizes the same sketch, rightly 

asserting how Torrance himself argues for such a structure. But unlike Colyer who 

opted for a non-progressive outline with a hope that Torrance’s “theological holism 

gradually comes into view” at the end,
136

 this thesis follows a progressive sequential 

argument. This means that rather than presenting Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology 

through a partitive investigation, the thesis attempts a progressive presentation, by 

which the preceding chapters are the building blocks for explorations that follow. This 

coheres better with Torrance’s overall evangelical procedure, which can be applied in 

presenting his Trinitarian soteriology. 

 

CO
CLUSIO
S 

Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology is (1) scientific, because it is grounded in strict 

accordance with the nature of the Triune God, and (2) evangelical, because it proceeds 

in strict accordance with the economic taxis of God’s own revealing and reconciling 

activity. Consequently, Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology is also (3) doxological: “In 

knowing God in accordance with his ultimate divine nature we can know him only 

through his self-revelation and grace, and thus only in the mode of worship, prayer, and 

adoration in which we respond personally, humbly and obediently to his divine 

initiative in making himself known to us as our Creator and Lord.”
137

 As will also be 

seen in the last chapter, salvation, when perceived in light of the Being, Persons and 

Work of the Triune God, results in a dynamic, participatory, and communal soteriology. 

The integrative-sequential Trinitarian approach to salvation as “the grace of the Lord 

Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit” paints a superior 
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eschatological picture. Of course, the complete view of the painting is only available as 

we begin to paint from the proper starting point, so we turn to a chapter on the Person 

and Work of Jesus Christ.  
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Chapter II 

THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST 
 

 

Congruent with Torrance’s cry for objectivity, realist theology, and a kath hypostasin 

soteriology, and in line with a doctrine of salvation that considers the salvific agency of 

the Persons of the Triune God, this chapter presents the Person and Work of Christ. 

This chapter has two sections: (1) the grace of (2) the Lord Jesus Christ. The latter, the 

Person of Christ will be presented first, because reconciliation can only be properly 

understood when it is grounded upon the Person of the Reconciler. We are not 

postulating, however, that the saving work of Christ is only an addendum to the Person 

of Christ. As Torrance warns, “We must be careful not to state a doctrine of the person 

of Christ, or of the hypostatic union, and then go on to state the doctrine of the saving 

work of Christ as atoning reconciliation, as if atoning reconciliation were something 

that had to be added on to the doctrine of the hypostatic union.”
138

 The two are 

interrelated: a presentation of the Person of Christ already involves soteriology. In fact, 

Torrance Christology is soterio-conditioned. As will be evident in this chapter, 

Torrance’s understanding of what Christ accomplishes for our salvation develops out of 

his equal concern for who Christ is, which is integral to his polemic against the 

subjectivist tendency of contemporary soteriological formulations that are apparently 

more interested in the benefits of Christ’s gift of salvation than recognising the 

objective reference, who Christ is.
139

  

 

THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST 

Torrance’s theological and scientific consistency is unmistakable in his soteriological 

understanding. To examine “who” Jesus is, prior to discussing his redemptive work, is 

grounded upon two important rationales: (1) historical-theological and (2) 

methodological-scientific. First, the identity of the Saviour as God-man is essential to 

understanding his unique role in the whole drama of salvation. Particularly important 

are his identity as the Son of the Father in the Spirit (Trinitarian identity) and his 

identity as fully human (anthropological identity). Second, and in relation to the first, 

like Einstein’s reaction to Newtonian cosmology and Euclidian geometry, which 

separated physics and theoretical frameworks, Torrance avoids soteriological 
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formulations purely from theoretical assumptions—that is, a way of thinking grounded 

upon a priori presuppositions. Rationality should be in touch with an equivalent reality, 

or a theory should be grounded upon an objective and concrete reality for it to be 

acceptable. Applied to soteriology, a theoretical understanding of redemption should be 

founded upon the concrete reality of the life and work of the Triune God.  

 

Homoousion to Patri  

The central issue in Christology today (as in the fourth century) is the identity of Jesus 

Christ, particularly in relation to objective soteriology. Gunton rightly asserts that the 

favourite heresy of the nineteenth and twentieth century was Arianism, evident in the 

popular theologies of Schleiermacher, Bultmann and Tillich.
140

 Residues of these 

soteriologies, which focused more on self-experience rather than relying on Christ’s 

vicarious redemption were frequently mentioned and combated in Torrance’s theology. 

Torrance’s argument for a proper understanding of the identity of Christ as homoousion 

to Patri is thus extremely relevant for contemporary theology. In a sentence, the 

significance of homoousios is the affirmation that “Jesus is God,” which, as will be seen 

later, has profound implications.  

 

Theological Development and Meaning of the Term 

Torrance refers to the critical importance of the homoousion to Patri in the 

development of the creeds in the fourth and fifth centuries, when the church was 

engrossed with theological challenges. He discerns that the heresies, in various forms 

and arguments, were all grounded in the same ground: a dualistic frame of thought in 

which their proponents were trapped. The dualism that characterized Hellenic 

philosophy proposed a radical separation between the kosmos noetos and the kosmos 

aisthetos, so that an unbroken relationship between the incarnate Jesus and God 

appeared incomprehensible.
141

 The result was that  

Conflicting attempts were made to interpret the mystery of Jesus Christ, 

operating not only from contrasting Hebraic and Hellenistic starting points but 

from the sharp antithesis between God and the empirical world in the prevailing 

framework of knowledge. Thus there arose the so-called “ebionite” and 

“docetic” types of Christology which had the effect in different ways of 
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breaking up the wholeness of the New Testament presentation of Jesus Christ as 

God and man by separating the divine Christ from the man Jesus.
142

 

 

This happens, Torrance adds, whenever a priori presuppositions derived from culture, 

philosophy and/or experience take precedence in interpreting the reality of Jesus Christ. 

It was Athanasius, Torrance’s patristic hero, who detected this irregularity in the fourth 

century, particularly in his debates with Arianism. Athanasius clearly showed the early 

church that it was the axiomatic assumption of a radical dichotomy between a realm of 

events and a realm of ideas that gave rise to Arius’ mythological thinking. In response 

to this, the church fathers that met in Nicea were left with two options: (1) to give in to 

the prevailing culture and interpret revelation this way, or (2) to submit themselves to 

the objective reality of Jesus Christ as Immanuel, “God with us.” Nicea opted for the 

latter, affirming that “in Jesus Christ the eternal Logos of God had become incarnate in 

our physical existence” by employing the definitive phrase homoousion to Patri.
143

 

Referring to the Nicene solution, Torrance names homoousios as a representative of 

scientific thinking, because objective reality is allowed to speak for itself.
144

 The term 

does not, however, encompass the whole mystery of the incarnate God. Rather, as 

Torrance recognizes, it is an attempt, using human words, to give clarificatory 

expression to the oneness in being and act between Jesus Christ and God the Father, 

which meant that “the Father and Jesus do not only have a similar Nature, they possess 

one and the same identical Nature; they have not only one intelligence, one power and 

one outpouring of goodness, but the ‘same’ intelligence, power and goodness.”
145

 By 

extension, whatever Christ did should be perceived as the work of the Father himself. 

This concept was reiterated in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, and was given its 

fullest exposition in Chalcedon in 451, when its profound implications for the doctrine 

of the Trinity emerged.  

 Insofar as homoousios can be considered a decisive response to the question of 

Jesus’ identity, Torrance recognizes that it also served an exegetical function in the 

conciliar deliberations.
146

 Thus he argues that the employment of the homoousios was 

“an absolutely fundamental event that took place in the mind of the church,” an event 

that is of irreversible significance because it changed the course of the church’s 
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theologizing.
147

 On the other hand, as is so for every term or concept used in theology, 

the term homoousios is only instrumental, that is, as dianoiatic (letting the mind assume 

conceptual forms under the pressure of the objective reality of God) and paradeigmatic 

(images and representations taken from the visible world to point to divine realities and 

not to themselves).
148

 As such, it is open for reformulation: “Like any other creative 

‘definition’ of this kind, owing to its essentially semantic and interpretative function, 

this formulation must also be continually tested and revised in the light of what it was 

coined to express in the first place, as well as in the light of its fertility in the 

subsequent history of thought.”
149

 As to whether the contemporary church has already 

invented a new term with the same exegetical function as homoousios, Torrance seems 

to say “not yet,” evident by his barricaded stance for it.
150

  

 

Evangelical Significance of “Fully God” 

In terms of the person of Christ, the homoousion to Patri bridges the apparent gap 

between the Trinity ad extra and the Trinity ad intra. To affirm that Jesus is of the same 

substance as the Father implies that the ontological Trinity became immanent and 

present in the world, thus “God with us” in its fullest literal sense. The staggering 

significance of this to soteriology is thrown into sharp relief by posing the question: 

“What would be implied if there were no oneness in being between Jesus Christ and 

God the Father?” At stake is the saving work of Christ and the credibility of Christ’s 

atoning reconciliation. As Athanasius once argued, 

 If Jesus Christ is not himself God, then there is no final authority or validity for 

anything he said or did for human beings. If he were not divine, he could not act 

divinely, and if he were not Creator, he would not be able to save and recreate 

humanity. No creature can ever be saved by a creature.
151

 

 

As a concrete illustration, Torrance uses Jesus’ words in Mark 2:5, “Your sins are 

forgiven,” to explain that if Jesus were not God himself, then his words are mere human 

utterances void of saving significance, for only God can forgive sins (Mark 2:7). Thus, 
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homoousios has direct bearing upon the saving acts of Jesus Christ, in healing, 

forgiving, reconciling and redeeming lost humanity, for it asserts in the strongest 

possible way that they are all accomplished out of a relation of unbroken oneness and 

communion between Jesus Christ and God.
152

 The homoousion to Patri, therefore, is 

“the supreme evangelical truth,”
153

 because it embodies the central fact that in the same 

way that God is the content of his Self-revelation, God is also the content of his saving 

grace in Jesus Christ. It is the personal Being of God in Christ who is at work in 

reconciliation: the Mediator is the Mediated. Torrance rejects all instances of 

extrinsicist soteriology, which carries with it an impersonal and instrumental view of 

grace. The Triune God sends himself and not some other agent or force to effect 

reconciliation. Thus, the homoousion to Patri asserts, “not only that there is no division 

between the being of the Son and the being of the Father, but there is no division 

between the acts of the Son and the acts of the Father.”
154

  

 

Epistemological Significance of “Fully God” 

Apart from the soteriological significance of Jesus’ consubstantiality with God, there 

are epistemological implications of the same ontological oneness. In particular, it 

highlights that God’s Being, Word and Act are one in Christ. The epistemological 

significance of the homoousion cannot be separated from the saving significance of the 

homoousion.
155

 To distinguish God’s Word from his Act in this section is not to make 

an ontological distinction between the two: the decision is more pedagogical, in the 

hope that we might see Jesus’ unique role in God’s historical-theological Self-

communication more clearly. 

Parallel to the importance of understanding the act of Jesus as the very act of 

God, grounded upon their ontological oneness, it is necessary that we consider the 

speech of Jesus to be the very speech of God. Torrance’s concern for objectivity and the 

objective ground of knowledge resurfaces here. He writes: 

Everything depends upon the unity of being and act and word between Jesus 

Christ the only begotten Son and God the Father. If the homoousion to Patri 

were not true, the Gospel would lack the very foundation in the self-revelation 
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and self-communication of God in Jesus Christ which it needs in order to be 

Gospel.
156

  

 

If Jesus were not God himself speaking, then his words were just empty human 

utterances, and not the reliable words of God. If this is so, then we do not have genuine 

knowledge of God, but only knowledge of humanity. On the other hand, if Jesus Christ 

is homoousios with God, then in Jesus Christ “We have a Logos that is not of man’s 

devising but One who goes back into the eternal Being of God for he proceeded from 

the eternal Being of God.”
157

 So, Torrance insists that in the person of Jesus Christ we 

have an analogical reference, that is, the movement of our thoughts and concepts across 

another or higher logical level back to the source which gives rise to them.
158

 What God 

is toward us in his economic revealing and saving activities in the historical Jesus, he 

really is inherently and eternally in himself. The earthly words of Jesus, therefore, are 

the eternal words of God. As Seng puts it, “The doctrine of homoousion and the 

incarnation mean that genuine human knowledge of God as God is possible because, in 

Kierkegaardian phraseology, the absolute Truth is now also an historical Truth.”
159

  

However, Jesus is more than the messenger of the Truth of God. In Jesus Christ, 

the incarnate Son, Truth is personalized.
160

 Jesus is the Truth (John 14:6). The Word 

and Truth became Man. The Logos therefore is Word and Person: an “embodied 

Truth.” For Torrance, Jesus is “the self-communicating, self-authenticating Word: the 

Autologos, Autozoe, Autoexousia.”
161

 In “The Deposit of Faith,” he writes: “The self-

sustaining and self-expressing nature of the Truth is its identity with the living Christ 

who in his saving work and Person is the Truth.”
162

 The implication for human 

knowledge of God is precise: that our knowledge of God is bound to Jesus Christ who 

alone is the embodiment of Truth, and Truth himself. This is why Torrance argues that 

what God communicates in Christ is not to be understood as datum, but as dandum,
163

 

because the Giver is identical with the Gift.  

 The application of the homoousion to the grace of God is to be understood as the 

impartation to us not of an impersonal something (an aliquid) from God, but of 
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God himself. In Jesus Christ and in the Holy Spirit God freely gives himself to 

us in such a living personal way that the gift and the giver are one and the same 

and cannot be detached from each other.
164

  

 

Homoousion hemin ton auton 

Just as Torrance affirms the Nicene conclusion that emphasized the full divinity of 

Christ, he also affirms the Chalcedonian balance of the full humanity of Christ. For 

him, the Chalcedonian statement on the humanity of Christ demonstrates the triumph of 

theo-logic over Hellenic dualistic culture and philosophy. As with the homoousios 

employed in Nicea, referring to Jesus as “fully man” rejects Docetic and Apollinarian 

dualistic presuppositions. Particularly interesting, however, especially in the 

Chalcedonian symbol, is the application of the same term homoousios to express the 

full humanity of Christ: “consubstantial with us.” Jesus Christ is both homoousion to 

Patri and homoousion hemin ton auton kata ten anthropoteta: “consubstantial with the 

Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the 

Manhood.” That homoousios is also used to express Christ’s humanity is most probably 

intentional, so as to emphasize that the full humanity of Christ is as important as his 

divinity. Rejecting the homoiousios alternative, Jesus did not only become like man, but 

existed as man in a concrete historical manner. “The incarnation,” Torrance stresses, “is 

to be understood as God really become man.”
165

 Any proposal of partial incarnation in 

whatever form (partial divinity or partial humanity) should be rejected.  

In the fullness of his Deity he became man in the undiminished reality of human 

and creaturely being, without of course ceasing to be God the Son. The 

incarnation was not the bringing into being of a created intermediary between 

God and man, but the incarnating of God in such a way that in Jesus Christ he is 

both God and man in the fullest and most proper sense. The incarnation is to be 

understood, then, as a real becoming on the part of God, in which God comes as 

man and acts as man, all for our sake – from beginning to end God the Son acts 

among us in a human way, “within the measures of our humanity.”
166

  

 

Jesus Christ, as not just God in man, but God as man, implies a rejection of the 

idea that the humanity of Christ was merely instrumental in the hands of God. While 

maintaining this, Torrance also emphasizes the originality and newness of the 

incarnation: “in the incarnation of the Son something new has taken place in God.”
167
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This, however, does not only refer to the virgin birth, or to the fact that God became 

human.
168

 Rather, the whole life of the incarnate Son is new to God, including being in 

creaturely space and time, experiencing human emotions and needs, down to the cross 

and the resurrection.
169

 The rationale Torrance provides for this new becoming in the 

life of the eternal God is tied to his theology of vicarious redemption. Quoting 

Athanasius, “He was not man previously, but he became man for our sake.”
170

 And 

precisely because God himself became man, he himself is the agent of reconciliation. 

According to Torrance, Athanasius realized the significance of the wholeness of 

Christ’s humanity, particularly because of his emphasis on vicarious atonement. 

Furthermore, any Apollinarian Christology is also repudiated, because being wholly 

human involves having a human consciousness, not just physicality.
171

  

 

Soteriological Significance of “Fully Human” 

Torrance asserts that the humanity of Christ should be understood in light of 

Christ’s vicarious Person and Work. Inasmuch as the deity of Christ secures for our 

salvation the objective ontological foundation in God, so that the work of Jesus is 

nothing other than the work of God himself, the humanity of Christ also secures the 

objective ontological foundation in humanity for humanity by the human Jesus. Our 

salvation is not only worked out by God in Christ, but also by humanity in Christ. Jesus 

Christ, therefore, appropriately receives the title “Mediator.” Our salvation is fulfilled in 

Christ by Christ in his synergistic and double redemptive movement expressed as his 

humanward descent as God to his God-ward ascent as human. In so far as redemption 

requires both God’s initiative and humanity’s response, both are seen to have been 

accomplished by the One God-man, Jesus Christ.
172

 What is profoundly important, 

Torrance argues, is to see “the historical Jesus as a single individual man.”
173

 Jesus was 

fully human not only as a physical existent, but as a whole man—with psyche and 

emotions like any other human. Torrance wants to avoid two errors: “There is a clear 

danger in speaking of the assumption of ‘a man’, for that savours of adoptionism, but 

on the other hand, to speak of the assumption of ‘man’ savours of the idea that what 
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was assumed was only human nature in general, human nature with all its human 

properties and qualities.”
174

 Torrance’s emphasis here is not only ontological, but also 

soteriological: Jesus assumed full human nature in order to redeem it.  

 As the Head of creation, in whom all things consist, he is the only one who 

really can act on behalf of all and save them. When he took our human nature 

upon himself, and in complete somatic solidarity with us offered himself up to 

death in atoning sacrifice for man, he acts instead of all and on behalf of all.
175

  

 

Two emphases may be expounded. First, that Jesus was in “complete somatic 

solidarity with us” implies not only the assumption of the body and its physical needs, 

but also of the human condition of sin. The Inhominisation of the Son represents “the 

coming of God to save us in the heart of our fallen and depraved humanity, where 

humanity is at its wickedest in its enmity and violence against the reconciling love of 

Christ.”
176

 Jesus does not assume a neutral humanity different from our own, but 

assumes our fallen humanity, which he also sanctifies and redeems through his whole 

life and work. According to Torrance, this is in line with the patristic emphasis that “the 

unassumed is unhealed,”
177

 which he considers “the cardinal soteriological principle of 

the ecumenical Church.”
178

 Because of Christ’s assumption of “our actual fallen 

Adamic nature,” and his becoming human at the ontological depths, Christ “made our 

sin and misery, our death and fate his own. He really became one with us as we actually 

are in our flesh of sin and alienation in mind. Otherwise our actual human nature, 

physical and mental, would not have been brought within the sanctifying and renewing 

activity of the Saviour.”
179

 More radically, Torrance proposes that owing to this, 
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Christ’s life and death, therefore, should be perceived to have dealt with actual and 

original sin altogether.
180

  

Secondly, the humanity of Christ is a necessary foundation for understanding 

the priestly office of Christ and the God-humanward and human-Godward activity of 

Christ. Just as Christ is God himself ministering to humanity, so he is man embodying 

humanity in himself and vicariously effecting human response to God. Thus in the 

Incarnation the Son of God “ministered not only the things of God to man but 

ministered the things of man to God.”
181

 Torrance adds: “God not only fulfils his 

promise of love in the covenant in giving himself to humanity in complete and utter 

grace, but he accomplishes for man, and from within man, man’s fulfilment of the 

covenant, man’s appropriation of God’s gift of himself.”
182

 

Torrance’s view of Christ’s assumption of humanity’s fallen nature is one of the 

few points where others critique his theology. First, Torrance’s view, particularly in his 

allusions to the Fathers, lands him into the middle of the debate as to whether or not the 

early Fathers taught Christ’s assumption of fallen human nature. There are those, like 

Donald McLeod, Matthew Baker, and Matthew Kapic, who argue that Torrance’s 

appeal to Gregory’s dictum “the unassumed is unhealed” is unwarranted and 

demonstrates how he reads what is really not explicitly said by the early fathers  in 

general.
183

 The primary issue here is interpretation-emphasis. Ho critiques both 

McLeod’s and Torrance’s (and other theologians’) “excessive claims” and suggests that 

“the assumption of both fallen and unfallen human natures are found in patristic 

writings”
184

 depending on where one is looking or how one interprets patristic writings. 

At first sight, this
 
offers a promising solution, but his compromising via media really 

does not solve the problem of orthodoxy. What it proposes and only accomplishes is a 

sort of theological relativism vindicated by hermeneutical differences, but this certainly 

is not sufficient. What is needed in the debate is not just a superficial glossing and 
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citing of specific patristic statements on the issue, either pro or anti, but a sensitivity 

toward the general tenor or argument of the early fathers, especially those found in the 

ecumenical councils. For instance, MacLeod’s judgment that Torrance’s interpretation 

of Gregory Nazianzen’s dictum “the unassumed is the unhealed” is “an illegitimate use 

of a form of words” because Gregory’s only concern was to establish Christ’s genuine 

human mind, illustrates an erroneous microscopic analysis that disregards the overall 

picture.
185

 What MacLeod misses is the inseparable concern of Gregory (and the 

theologians of the Council of Constantinople) for both ontology and soteriology. Christ 

assumed all human experiences because he saves humanity by doing so. The rational 

implication of this, even though not stated verbatim, is that what Christ assumed 

included our fallen human condition, because it is that which he came to heal. By virtue 

of the intention to heal that which is assumed, then what has been assumed must be in 

need of healing. Furthermore, if one compares the treatments of both those who are pro 

and anti the idea of Christ’s assumption of fallen human nature found in the early 

fathers, one would discern a qualitative difference in the level of patristic scholarship. 

For instance, if we compare Torrance’s treatment of the patristic writings with 

MacLeod (who is Torrance’s most avid critic on this issue), one would find that the 

latter’s treatment is limited to only a few patristic writings, and is also extremely 

superficially informed.
186

 Torrance’s handling of patristic documents, on the other 

hand, is exceptional and comprehensive.
187

 In fact, considering this achievement by 

Torrance, one cannot but cringe at Ivor J. Davidson’s ill-judgment that Torrance is 

among those whose attempt to prove the classical orthodoxy of belief in the fallen flesh 

is “in almost all cases too simplistic.”
188
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Secondly, MacLeod, Davidson, and Crisp argue that concomitant to insisting 

that the flesh of Jesus must be “fallen” if it is to be real lies the damaging idea that 

sinfulness is of the essence of human nature.
189

 Davidson adds that this view leads to 

(1) a denial of the primordial goodness of creation and (2) to miss the fact that authentic 

humanity is only marred, not constituted by sin.
190

 In this line of thought, Torrance is 

judged as guilty of failing to distinguish what is universal from what is essential, i.e. 

while sinfulness is universal, it may not be truly essential (or necessary) to what it 

means to be human.
191

 In here, instead of differences in hermeneutics lie differences in 

theological agenda and presupposition. In terms of agenda, it seems that there is a 

double concern for the proponents of unfallen humanity not only to affirm the goodness 

of creation but also, and especially, the sinlessness of Christ. The problem of the latter, 

however, which Trevor Hart discerns, is that “the more we seek to bolster and secure 

the sinlessness [using non posse peccare], the more we seem to put at risk those very 

moral conditions which render it [Christ’s victory over sins] soteriologically 

significant.”
192

 What is at stake, therefore, as Torrance also discerns, is the integrity of 

Christ’s salvific economy, so that there needs to be a worshipful affirmation of Jesus as 

“in the likeness of sinful man” (Rom 8:3) and “yet was without sin” (Heb 4:15). How 

this can be is explained by Torrance: “Far from sinning himself or being contaminated 

by what he appropriated from us, Christ triumphed over the forces of evil entrenched in 

our human existence, bringing his own holiness, his own perfect obedience, to bear 

upon it in such a way as to condemn sin in the flesh and to deliver us from its 

power.”
193

   

In terms of differences in theological presuppositions, those who argue that 

Jesus did not assume a fallen human nature, whether they are aware of it or not, 

presuppose that sinfulness is not the primordial essence of human nature by adhering to 

Augustine’s thoughts on the difference between pre- and post-Fall humanity. 

Concomitant to this view, however, is a line of thinking that begins with creation, then 

works from there to redemption, or from Adam to Christ. Torrance, on the other hand, 

consistent with his Christocentric approach, begins with revelation and redemption in 
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Christ, then from there works his anthropology and doctrine of creation.  What 

constitutes humanity can only be known in light of who Christ is and what he has done, 

not the other way around. Thus, the affirmation of Christ’s assumption of fallen human 

nature is not only a Christological statement but is also an anthropological statement, 

i.e. a statement about humanity in general. We know that humanity is fallen because 

Christ assumed a fallen humanity. The problem with the creation-to-redemption or 

Adam-to-Christ approach is that it presupposes the distinction between an original 

perfect human esse which is corrupted from without because of the Fall, and which 

Christ assumed. Thus, there are two different types of humanity existing alongside each 

other—a pre-Fall Adamic humanity and a post-Fall fallen humanity—and it is argued 

that it is the first type that Christ assumed. Along with this is the idea that sin is 

considered like an Aristotelian accident which does not really effect a change in 

humanity at the ontological level. There is a Platonic real perfect human nature 

different from the actual fallen human nature that we now have. But this is certainly not 

the view of Athanasius, the Cappadocians or Cyril. Even if we follow the Augustinian 

theological heritage, especially via Calvin, the change that happened in humanity is 

total and therefore has corrupted every fibre of human existence. There are not two 

types of humanity, but only one, and it is fallen and sinful. According to Torrance, we 

can affirm this because Christ assumed fallen, not neutral or pre-Fall Adamic, 

humanity.
194

 

 

Epistemological Significance of “Fully Human” 

Christ’s becoming human displays that the Word of divine self-revelation is 

objectively and subjectively fulfilled and completed in Jesus Christ. The import of 

homoousion to Patri is the actuality and objectivity of the Word of God in Christ, and 

that God himself has spoken. But this objective self-speech also takes place in the man 

Jesus, in whom “God’s truth has become actual for us in space and time.”
195

 The Son 

took on human form (morphe, Philippians 2:6,7) to reveal the Triune God in reconciling 

knowledge. Considering humanity’s inability to know God because of sin’s blinding 

effect, and the asymmetrical relation between human finite reception and divine infinite 

knowledge, God had to assume human form and language in order for human reception 
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of revelation to take place.
196

 “The incarnate person of Christ reveals the person of God 

in a humanized form.”
197

 In more technical language, Torrance writes: 

The information density of God is known to us only through contingent 

mediations; and considering the world and its increasingly complex life, even 

considering the entropy and negentropy of learning, does not enable more than 

fragmented glimpses of the information density of God to occur… And this 

time-encompassing, lived-from event is Jesus Christ. He is the medium in which 

the information density of God occurs for mankind, and by which we may 

understand the domain of God in the inner logic of the world.
198

  

 

Overall, from the side of God, the theological import of this is that Jesus himself is the 

Word of God to humanity in human form. Just as God’s Being and Act are inseparable, 

God’s Being and Word in the man Jesus are one and the same. Thus, in his Didsbury 

Lectures, Torrance argues, “If, as we believe, Jesus Christ the incarnate Son and God 

the Father are one, then he embodies the very self-communication and self-giving of 

God to mankind and constitutes in his own Person the God-given pledge of its truth and 

reality.”
199

  Moreover, because Christ assumed our fallen human language as well, “our 

human word is now renewed in him and sanctified to be the proper instrument of divine 

revelation, and that truly understanding the human speech of Jesus Christ is indeed the 

faithful hearing of his eternal Word.”
200

  

As such, as both God and man, “Christ is thus both the Word of God to man and 

the word of man to God, for in and through his incarnate life he has grounded and 

perfected man’s knowledge of God.”
201

 In a double movement, Jesus came in order to 

embody in himself both our questions to God and God’s answers to us, as well as God’s 

questions to us and true answers from us to God.
202

 Several considerations must be 

noted. First, Torrance’s insights on the assumption of our fallen human nature overlap 

here. As the true human, Christ embodied and exemplified the manner in which blinded 
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humanity might see God. Because Christ sanctified human nature by assuming sinful 

humanity, he also redeemed our fallen spiritual senses (to use Origen’s expression)
203

 to 

enable us to know God. Thus, “revelation is not only the uncovering of God but the 

uncovering of the ear and eye of man for God.”
204

 Second, in light of human inability 

and God’s priority, Christ is the sole ground of acceptable human response to the 

Father. As the true man, Christ represented humanity in himself in his conversation 

with God. Jesus is the “Believer for us, vicariously Believer, whose very humanity is 

the embodiment of our salvation.”
205

 The man Jesus is humanity’s ear and mouth, 

hearing and responding to the Self-giving of God. This is why Torrance calls Christ “a 

divinely prepared response to God’s revelation.”
206

 Finally, Torrance emphasizes that 

only the Son knows the Father. This implies that our knowledge of God is dependent 

upon the knowledge and relationship of the Son to the Father. Rather than a direct 

knowledge of God through Christ, therefore, it is only by our participation in the human 

knowing of Jesus that we know God.
207

 

 

Hypostatic Union  

In discussing the hypostatic union, Torrance asks: “How can we be faithful in our 

theological statements to the nature of the eternal being of the Son who became man 

and who yet remains God, and at the same time be faithful to the nature and person of 

the historical Jesus Christ?”
208

 According to Torrance, heirs of the Alexandria-Antioch 

Christological debates resurface in modern theology owing to the forgetfulness of both 

biblical and dogmatic theologians in appropriating the hypostatic union as the 

theological hermeneutic in understanding Jesus Christ. Parallel to the patristic situation, 

Torrance identifies the root of the problem as the dualistic framework that crept back 

into the church through Newtonian science and Kantian philosophy. For instance, 

Torrance identifies two particular movements with the tendency of emphasizing the 
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humanity of Christ at the expense of his divinity: Bultmann’s problematic 

demythologization project and the Leben-Jesus Forschung movement.
209

 For Torrance, 

Christ is both theological and historical, or divine and human united in one Person. 

Jesus Christ is the personal event of the co-existence of divinity and humanity, or 

metousia.
210

  

 The hypostatic union is both foundational and immensely significant for 

Christian theology. Following the assertion of the early creeds, Jesus Christ is the one 

Person in whom a permanent union of God and man took place. Torrance sees the 

centrality of the hypostatic union from two inseparable perspectives. First, the 

hypostatic union guards the full reality of Christ. The incarnate Son did not live a split 

personhood, but lived as one Person, as fully God-man. We can name this to be the 

ontological significance. Secondly, the hypostatic union is at the heart of the saving 

work of Christ. In fact, “the deity and humanity of Christ have no revealing or saving 

significance for us apart from their hypostatic union in him.”
211

 Thus, as Colyer 

concludes, “the hypostatic union of the divine and human natures within the one person 

of the incarnate Son is always and everywhere the source for all of Christ’s atoning 

activity on our behalf.”
212

 We name this the soteriological-epistemological significance.  

 The atonement is the work of the God-man, of God and man in hypostatic 

union, not simply an act of God in man, but an act of God as man. And so the 

hypostatic union and atonement belong together. Atonement is possible on the 

ground of the hypostatic union… If we could divide the two natures of Christ, 

his divine and his human nature, into a nature of a divine person and a nature of 

a human person, then the human acts would not be acts of the divine person, and 

the divine acts would not be in the human person. In that event, the 

accomplishment of reconciliation would be illusory, for its ultimate 

achievement, the union of God and man, would not have been carried through… 

The purpose of atonement is to reconcile humanity back to God so that 

atonement issues in union between man and God, but it issues in union between 

man and God because the hypostatic union is that union already being worked 

out between estranged man and God, between man’s will and God’s will in the 

one person of Christ.
213

 

 

For Torrance, therefore, hypostatic union and atoning union imply and interpenetrate 

each other in Christ’s mediation of reconciliation to humankind, which is a unique 
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feature of his soteriology, at least in light of his Reformed heritage: the hypostatic union 

is itself the atoning union.
214

  

 

THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST 

Reconciliation is Torrance’s favoured term for his soteriology.
215

 This decision has 

several ramifications in his soteriological understanding and formulation. First, 

Torrance’s soteriology is deeply relational in orientation. Human salvation is not 

primarily about entering an eschatological state of happiness in heaven or escaping 

future judgment (which are both characteristic of escapist soteriology), though these 

aspects are not altogether missing. Rather, salvation is primarily the event of 

reconciliation between two alienated parties, or “at-one-ment.”
216

 Secondly, the 

relational aspect of justification is recovered. Justification should not be viewed only as 

acquittal from sin, but also as restoration of lost relationship—reconciliation. Being 

integrative and holistic, Torrance is critical of soteriologies that are grounded solely 

upon humanity’s negative predicament (i.e. sin), to the point of neglecting the positive 

ground of our salvation that precedes even sin (i.e. God’s missional love). Thirdly, 

relational salvation is grounded upon the personal Being and Act of the Triune God. As 

a Community of Love, the Triune Being is essentially relational. Consequently, God’s 

acts in space and time with “the other” (created existents) are personal, in that He 

Himself comes to re-establish the broken covenant. Torrance asserts: 

 Jesus Christ the Son of God made flesh for us and our salvation, was crucified to 

bear and bear away the sin of the world, to break down the barrier between God 

and man, and to reconcile the world to God. Jesus Christ descended into hell, an 

awful hell of our sin and guilt and its righteous judgment. He has borne our 

iniquities and suffered for us in his holy sacrifice, that we might be forgiven and 

restored to the Father as His dear children. That is the deepest reason for our 

hope, that God has overcome our alienation and reconciled us to Himself.
217
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Attached to this, Christ’s reconciling work should be understood as the work of the 

Triune God himself. If Christ is the Mediator, who are the two parties mediated? 

Biblical statements such as “Christ is reconciling the world to himself” (2 Cor 5:18, 19) 

have a two-sided implication. On the one hand, the Triune God, in Jesus Christ, is 

engaged in a reconciling mission. The Son does not work autonomously, but vicariously 

from the side of the Triune God. On the other hand, the effected reconciliation in Christ 

is not only with Christ, but with the Triune God. Just as it is the Triune God who is 

effecting reconciliation, it is also the Triune God who is reconciled. Jesus Christ, then, 

is the reconciling link between the Triune God and humanity. “In Jesus Christ,” 

Torrance writes, “God Himself has come into our human life and forged a link between 

God and man which can never be broken.”
218

  

   

Incarnational Atonement 

Cur Deus Homo? Throughout the history of Christian theology, theologians have 

grappled with the question of how Jesus accomplished salvation for us. As early as the 

second century, Irenaeus already asked the soteriological question, “Why did Christ 

descend?” prompting him to write his monumental Against Heresies. Athanasius’ stress 

on the deity and humanity of Christ was also soteriologically driven. The furious 

theological debates from Nicea to Chalcedon were fuelled by soteriological 

implications. Similarly, Torrance’s agenda in asserting the Chalcedonic Jesus Christ is 

primarily soteriological. Torrance’s Christology is his soteriology, and vice versa. “On 

the basis of his articulation of homoousios, hypostatic union, and the vicarious 

humanity of Christ,” Habets observes, “it is clear that central to Torrance’s soteriology 

is the articulation of Christ’s incarnational redemption.”
219

  

Why did God descend? It is a temptation for theologians to regard this as an 

anthropological question, that is, to treat it as a question of the human condition 

requiring anthropological statements, or statements about humanity. Approached from 

this perspective, the logical choice would be an initial presentation of hamartiology, the 

human condition in sin. Torrance’s approach deviates from this popular Western 

route.
220

 Following Calvin and Barth, Torrance argues that the human condition should 
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be understood in light of the doctrine of grace, and within God’s gracious creative and 

redemptive scheme. In the first place, sin is illogical and irrational; it does not have a 

rationality of its own apart from Christ.
221

 The present human predicament cannot stand 

by itself and be an autonomous ground of any soteriological formulation. Interestingly, 

amidst Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity, he still recognizes the value and dignity of 

humanity through the lens of grace and of God’s creative intention for us. Thus, Calvin 

and Torrance view true and genuine humanity, not in light of the Fall, but in light of 

God’s will and purpose as revealed in Christ. Christology, theological teleology and 

eschatology precede anthropology and hamartiology. Torrance consistently asserts that 

humanity’s purpose is to be in relationship with God, which is our destiny and dignity: 

“The relation of creature to himself [God] [is] its true end.”
222

 Our future, then, is bound 

up with God in Christ, who is the mediator of reconciliation. 

In light of the gospel of grace, i.e. Jesus Christ himself in his life and death, 

Torrance argues that humanity, whom Christ came to redeem, is in the state of sin and 

under its effects. As such, humanity has fallen from its intended existence towards its 

opposite. “Ours is an existence,” Torrance writes, following Calvin, “from nature to de-

nature,”
223

 a state of “fearful deformity.”
224

 With this predicament arise three 

concomitant states. First, humanity became alienated from God. If “being made in the 

image of God means being brought into a holy and sacred bond of order with God,”
225

 

and if “human nature set forth in its truth as creature [is] made for a filial relation to the 

heavenly Father,”
226

 the perversion of the imago Dei consists in a motion against God—
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a broken relationship.
227

 Thus we understand that Christ is the minister of 

reconciliation. Second, our God-given capacity for truth and knowledge of God was 

also perverted. Torrance notes that Calvin’s favourite way of describing humanity’s 

corrupted reason is that humanity has been “alienated in mind from God.”
228

 Christ 

came to redeem our rational faculties as well—epistemological redemption. Finally, sin 

ushered in death. “Fallen man,” Torrance writes, “is dead—not sick, but dead, so that 

‘there is not a drop of life in him’.”
229

 In his resurrection and ascension, Christ 

conquered and triumphed over death. Christ came, lived, and saved us according to the 

nature of our predicament. Expressed as an equation, since the situation is S, Christ 

dealt with S using methods appropriate to the nature of S. But Christ also dealt with S 

according to his nature as God-man. This can be called scientific soteriology, that is, 

Christ as God-man enacted God’s will according to the nature of the incarnate Son and 

according to the nature of humanity’s needs.  

 

Vicarious Inhomination 

Grounded in the realization that Jesus Christ is both fully God and fully human in one 

person, and that both divine and human work flow from this one person, Torrance 

stresses that incarnation and atonement are interconnected throughout the earthly life, 

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The incarnation is in itself an act of salvation, an 

inauguration of a new humanity.
230

 From the virgin birth to the ascension, the salvific 

work of the Triune God was carried out in the incarnate Christ. Every aspect of Christ’s 

life is salvific.  

 Redemption begins with the very advent of Jesus, so that his conception and 

birth of the Virgin Mary are to be regarded as essential constituents in his saving 

activity, and his humanity is seen to be not just a means to an end. Atoning 

reconciliation is to be understood as taking place within the incarnate 

constitution of the Mediator. His person and his work are one. That is why the 

New Testament can say that Jesus is redemption, he is righteousness, he is life 

eternal. He himself in his incarnate person is our salvation.
231
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Following Scottish Reformed theology, Torrance explains that Christ accomplished his 

incarnational redemption in a two-fold obedience: active and passive. By active 

obedience, the whole life of Christ positively fulfilled and “maintained a perfect filial 

relation to the Father,” representing the whole of humanity in his Sonship.
232

 As true 

human, Christ embodied in himself humanity’s true relational nature, thus sanctifying 

our individualistic selves. With his perfect love and offering to the Father in our name 

and on our behalf, he enables us now to relate to God as his sons and daughters.  Also, 

by his passive obedience, his perfect submission to the judgment of the Father upon our 

sin by assuming our sinful human nature and embodying in himself sin’s appropriate 

penalty, he expiated our sins.
233

 Corresponding to Christ’s active and passive obedience 

are the positive and negative aspects of the incarnation. Positively, Christ fulfilled what 

true humanity is supposed to be in relationship to God. Torrance follows Irenaeus’ 

appropriation of Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:42-48, or of the Adam-Christ 

typology, in which Christ is taught to have vicariously and positively accomplished 

what the first Adam failed to be and do, thus renewing human capacity to relate again to 

God.
234

 In and through Christ, our Adamic alienation met a solution. Negatively, 

Christ’s whole life was a life of retracing and undoing fallen human nature. He assumed 

and lived the experiences of fallen humanity in order to rectify and sanctify each part.
235

 

Through Christ’s act, now, every aspect of human existence can be glorifying to God. 
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This aspect in Torrance’s soteriology, the emphasis on both the retrospective and 

prospective aspects of our redemption, is a valuable contribution.  

The significance of Torrance’s approach is that the atonement is understood as 

both personal and ontological. First, it is personal because it is God in Christ who is at 

work in drawing himself near to humanity and humanity near to God. The atonement 

“is not an act of God done ab extra upon man, but an act of God become man, done ab 

intra, in his stead and on his behalf.”
236

 This is also why Torrance rejects exclusively 

extrinsicist or instrumental views of atonement, where Christ’s redemptive work is 

considered to be an external transaction between God and humanity. He calls this 

extrinsicist atonement the Latin heresy, ascribing it to the dualistic “Western habit of 

thinking,” which, when applied to theology produces a thinking dominated by external 

relations.
237

 In it, Christ the Mediator is viewed as an Arian tertium quid, external both 

to God and to humanity. Contrary to this, Torrance argues that atoning reconciliation 

takes place within the personal Being of the Mediator, and not in some third party other 

than God himself. This also safeguards Christ’s sole mediatorship between God and 

humanity.  

Consequently, the personal work of God in Christ has a personalising effect for 

humanity as well. In his personal and saving relations with us, Christ was engaged in a 

radical personalizing and humanizing activity. The precise relation between the Person 

of Christ, his personal work, and his personalizing mission is that  

 In virtue of the fact that the Person who became incarnate in Jesus Christ is the 

Creator Word of God by whom all men are made and in whom they consist, and 

is therefore the Person from whom all creaturely being is derived, the 

Incarnation must be regarded as creative, personalising activity. As the incarnate 

Son of God Jesus Christ is Person in his own divine Being, but we are called 

created persons. He is the personalising Person, and we are the personalised 

persons… With the Incarnation there took place an acute personalising of all 

God’s interaction with us, so that the incarnational union of the Person of the 

Son with our human nature must be regarded as the most intensive personalising 

of it that could have taken place.
238

  

 

Secondly, equivalent to his personal agency, Christ’s incarnational redemption is also 

ontological in both its means and end. Reiterated by the vicarious nature of Christ’s life 
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and work, and as God really becoming man, Jesus “embodies the act and fact of our 

salvation in his own Person,”
239

 so that “the incarnation was seen to be essentially 

redemptive and redemption was seen to be inherently incarnational or ontological.”
240

 

Christ assumed our human nature in its ontological depths in order to redeem it. The 

Word became flesh, so that within those ontological depths he can forge an ontological 

bond between God and humanity in and through himself. This is why, following 

Athanasius, George D. Dragas points to the incarnation as “the vantage point in the 

divine and human co-existence.”
241

 The implication is staggering. That Christ’s 

redeeming work reaches humanity’s ontological existence and problems means that all 

our problems, within and without, met their solution in Christ, and that there is no 

aspect of human existence, past, present and future, that Christ did not deal with.  

 

Vicarious Death 

“Why the God-man?” should be followed by another question: “Why the gruesome 

cross?” It could not be pedagogical, for certainly the cross is “a stumbling block to the 

Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles” (1 Cor 1:23). Could it then be that the vicarious 

human life of God in Christ was insufficient for our salvation, so that Jesus’ death was 

necessary? Torrance says “No.” A holistic view of the incarnation includes the death, 

resurrection, ascension and Christ’s bodily intermediary-intercessory presence with the 

Father (Rom 8:34; Heb 7:25). But does an emphasis on holistic incarnational 

redemption contradict the New Testament insistence on the centrality of the cross, as 

MacLeod thinks?
242

 MacLeod’s critique is an example of a biblicism that Torrance 

rejects, because it emphasizes certain aspects at the expense of others and therefore fails 

to see the whole of the Gospel story. Torrance insists that the death of Jesus is part of 

Christ’s assumption of all human experiences that need to be redeemed. In assuming the 

experience of death, he also redeemed and overcame it through his resurrection. Thus, 

the cross occupies a central place in Christ’s redemptive activity. As Torrance writes, 

“It was his whole life, and above all that life poured out in the supreme sacrifice of 
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death on the cross, that made atonement for sin, and constituted the price of redemption 

for mankind.”
243

  

The precise question, however, is “What happened on the cross with the God-

man Jesus?”
244

 Torrance’s view is guided by his emphasis on the vicarious and 

incarnational nature of Christ’s work. As an act of reconciling at-one-ment, it is 

simultaneously an act from God to man and an act from man to God. “This is the most 

astonishing part of the Christian message,” Torrance adds, “the identification of the 

man on the cross with God himself.”
245

 Biblical metaphors of ransom, sacrifice, 

propitiation, expiation, and reconciliation are all legitimate expressions of Christ’s 

atoning work. They should not, however, be perceived as referring to any external 

transaction between God and humanity carried out by Christ, “but to what took place 

within the union of divine and human natures in the incarnate Son of God.”
246

 As such, 

Torrance does not flatly reject forensic atonement metaphors. What he objects to is the 

Latin heresy, or the preoccupation of Western theologians with forensic metaphors to 

the neglect of ontological considerations. As Cass concludes, Torrance combines both 

the forensic and the ontological aspects of redemption, although his emphasis clearly 

slides towards the ontological. Torrance’s integrative framework is one of his major 

contributions to theology that should be taken seriously, especially because his model 

offers a promising integrative alternative to Aulén’s dialectical approach to the 

Anselmic and Irenaean metaphors, and Aulén’s false autonomistic attitude.
247

 

The prominence of the vicarious humanity of Jesus Christ led Torrance to 

combine the themes of substitution and representation in a concept of total 
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substitution.
248

 On the cross, Jesus as fully human and on behalf of humanity, took upon 

himself our sins and its corresponding judgment, in order for us to be reconciled to 

God. At Calvary, Jesus “penetrates the utmost extremity of our self-alienating flight 

from God where we are trapped in death, and turned everything round so that out of the 

fearful depths of our darkness and dereliction we may cry with him, ‘Our Father’.”
249

 

Quoting John McLeod Campbell (1800-1872), the cross 

was essentially an amen of the sinner to the righteous judgment of God in being 

righteously condemned and justly forgiven… It is important to note that the 

“perfect Amen” in which Christ confessed our sin, and in which he yielded in 

body and soul to the inflictions of the Father, was yielded out of the ontological 

depths of his sinless humanity and in his inseparable relations to sinners, thereby 

acknowledging and receiving in our place and on our behalf the judicial 

condemnation of God upon us and absorbing it in himself.
250

 

 

Reacting against the scholastic Calvinist view of penal substitution, Torrance adds that 

Christ’s “joyful atonement” through his death, resurrection and ascension, “is not to be 

understood in any sense as the act of the man Jesus placating God the Father, but as a 

propitiatory sacrifice in which God himself through the death of his dear Son draws 

near to man and draws man near to himself.”
251

 “The self-offering of Christ [is] a 

voluntary sacrifice to his Father for us,” Torrance explains, so that “in our place and in 
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our stead and for our sake, Christ took our lost cause upon himself in submitting to the 

judgment of God upon our sin that we might be absolved from our guilt at the tribunal 

seat of God.”
252

 Torrance links Christ’s sacrifice on the cross with Christ’s priestly 

office, particularly with the Hebrew act of kpr, which results in the expiation of sin, so 

that the barrier of sin and guilt between God and humanity is done away with and 

propitiation is effected between them. Again, while admitting the forensic elements in 

this, he stresses the personal-ontological.
253

  

 

Vicarious Resurrection and Ascension 

The cross is central in Torrance’s soteriology. Following Mackintosh, Torrance 

repeatedly stressed that the cross is “the window into the heart of God”, for it reveals 

God’s self-giving love.
254

 In Torrance’s theology, however, “centrality” does not entail 

supremacy or priority. The cross definitely fulfils a unique and distinct significance that 

the other redemptive experiences of Christ do not convey, but it is only a part of the 

whole, not an aspect that can stand on its own apart from the virgin birth, resurrection 

and ascension. This is why Torrance argues that the resurrection and ascension should 

also be viewed soteriologically. He enumerates two soteriological significances of the 

resurrection, related to his holistic view of Christ’s incarnational redemption. First, just 

as Christ embodied in himself humanity’s predicament in his whole life and ministry, in 

his resurrection he embodied in himself humanity’s final triumph over everything he 

had assumed. Sin and death were both dealt with through life. It is no wonder that 

Torrance sees the resurrection as the ground of Christian hope:  

The Christian Church that believes in the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 

dead has no right to despair of “this weary world” or to be afraid it will crumble 

away into nothing. Christ is risen! He is completely victorious over the mighty 

demonic forces of destruction that threaten our world. In him we can lift up our 

heads and laugh in the face of disaster and death, for in him we are more than 

conquerors over all, knowing that God who raised Jesus from the dead, wearing 

our humanity, will not suffer the world for which he died and rose again to see 

corruption.
255
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Apart from the resurrection, therefore, the death of Jesus on the cross could not 

take on any sacrificial or vicarious significance. It is precisely because Christ triumphed 

over that which he assumed that Christ’s life and death become meaningful. “The 

resurrection is the fulfilment of the incarnate mission of the Son of God who has taken 

up our worldly existence and history into himself.”
256

 Thus, secondly, Christ’s 

resurrection pro nobis must be understood in light of his whole vicarious incarnation. 

Torrance writes: 

The resurrection does not come to its real significance unless it is the 

resurrection of the incarnate and crucified Son of God, that is, unless there is 

included in the full material content of the resurrection the concrete historical 

actuality of Jesus Christ in the whole sequence of his vicarious human life and 

passion, for what we have to do with here in the risen Lord is “the whole of 

Christ,” Christ clothed with his Gospel of saving deeds.
257

 

 

Christ died and rose again as the “firstfruit of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor 

15:20) in order that we may share in his life. Human life is grounded solely upon the 

reality of Christ’s bodily resurrection, and it is only in our sharing in his vicarious life 

that we find true life. Furthermore, because the incarnate Christ is the resurrected 

Christ, his bodily resurrection is an affirmation of our human physical existence, thus 

vindicating the possibility of corporeal relation to God. This is affirmed in the ascension 

of Christ in his resurrected body. Jesus is now in perfect communion with the Father in 

his hypostatic reality, as fully God and fully human. There are profound implications of 

this. Firstly, the ascension is not an addendum to Christ’s incarnational redemption, but 

is an integral part of it. Particularly, the relationship between the incarnation and the 

ascension can be described in terms of Christ’s anabasis and katabasis, his redemptive 

ascent and descent, which complement each other. “In the incarnation,” Torrance 

writes, “we have the meeting of man and God in man’s place, but in the ascension we 

have the meeting of man and God in God’s place.”
258

 Important here is the fact that the 

bodily presence of Christ, both in the incarnation and ascension, implies the real 

meeting and interaction between God and humanity. Secondly, the bodily ascension of 
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Christ vindicates our humanity, rather than demolishing it. It sharply repudiates Gnostic 

and escapist soteriologies that claim the escape of the soul from the physical body 

(which will be destroyed) in order to relate to God. Thirdly, the ascension points to the 

continuing bodily and priestly ministry of Christ in the throne of God: “Christ Jesus, 

who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is 

also interceding for us” (Rom 8:34). Christ is still the Mediator and the High Priest 

atoning for the sins of the world, and who will one day return to consummate his work.  

In his understanding of the ascension, Torrance discerns important soteriological 

points that theologians often miss. Ho argues that Torrance’s understanding of the 

ascension is nevertheless vulnerable to some criticisms. Ho accuses Torrance of 

espousing an “open-ended incarnation,” in which the human nature of Christ becomes a 

permanent reality, because Christ is interceding as human in the presence of the 

Father.
259

 This criticism exemplifies Ho’s ignorance of both historical theology and 

theological orthodoxy. In fact, Torrance is only affirming the position of the whole 

Christian church since the early Fathers on the ascension of the human Christ in the 

right hand of the Father. The inclusion of the clause “whose kingdom shall have no 

end” in the creeds, J. N. D. Kelly notes, is precisely to counter all remaining 

Apollinarianism and Marcellianism in the church, and to stress that the incarnation is 

not merely instrumental or transient.
260

 As such, Ho’s critique of Torrance actually 

comes from a heretical perspective. It is Torrance’s affirmation of the soteriological 

import of the priestly office of the ascended human Christ that represents the faith of 

the Christian church.  Ho perceives that Torrance holds a progressive incarnation which 

“challenges the effectiveness and sufficiency of Christ’s atonement on the Cross” by 

teaching the need for “a continual maintenance by the incarnate Christ.”
261

 This is a 

sharp criticism, perceivably grounded in the presupposition that the atonement is 

effectively completed in the Cross. However, the recent conclusions by Richard D. 

Nelson on the role of High Priest in the Yom Kippur favours Torrance’s position. Using 

Old Testament templates of sacrifice from Leviticus 16 and Exodus 24:3-8, Nelson 

argues that Christ’s sacrificial act can be divided into three stages, the (1) death of the 
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victim, (2) passage of the priest into the realm of the holy, and (3) use of blood to effect 

purification and to create a covenantal relationship. Important in this argument is the 

fact that the death of the sacrifice is not the end of the atoning process, but is actually 

just a part of the whole. The real consummation of the atonement is the physical 

presence of the High Priest in the Holy of Holies sprinkling the blood of the sacrificial 

animal. The ascent of Christ, the sacrifice and the priest, to the presence of God actually 

constitutes an important aspect of the whole atoning process.
262

  

  

Atoning Exchange 

Christ’s vicarious work can be summed up in what Torrance calls the “atoning 

exchange,” “reconciling exchange,” “blessed exchange,” “sacrificial exchange,” 

“wonderful exchange,” or “soteriological exchange.”
263

 Put simply, through the 

incarnation, Christ took what was ours so that we may partake of what is his. In his 

entire atoning life, a reconciling exchange is taking place between the Triune God in 

Christ and humanity in Christ, “between his obedience and our disobedience, his 

holiness and our sin, his life and our death, his strength and our weakness, his grace and 

our poverty, his light and our darkness, his wisdom and our ignorance, his joy and our 

misery, his peace and our dispeace, his immortality and our mortality.”
264

 This is 

precisely the “grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for our sakes 

became poor, that [we] through his poverty might be rich” (2 Cor 8:9). In his salvific 

katabasis, Christ assumed our Adamic humanity in order to live and redeem it, so that 

by sharing in our human experiences, as the second Adam, our humanness is sanctified 

in him. Colyer summarizes: “Christ’s union with us in our broken and sinful nature 

entails the humiliation and self-sacrifice of the incarnate Son, but also the 

transformation and the exaltation of our humanity that is lifted up in and through Christ 

to share in the communion that God is in God’s Trinitarian life.”
265

 One consideration is 

that although it is an “exchange,” it is more unilateral, for everything is the work of God 

in Christ from beginning to end.
266
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There are at least three profound implications of the atoning exchange. First, it 

radicalizes our understanding of God’s boundless love. Christ’s sacrifice has an infinite 

worth: “The benefits of God’s free gift of Jesus Christ to mankind are as inexhaustible 

as his love.”
267

 By virtue of Christ’s ontological assumption of the whole human for the 

whole of humanity, and the evidence of God’s unconditional love displayed in Christ, 

Torrance rejects the Calvinist doctrine (of the Synod of Dort) of limited atonement. But 

because of this, with his view of the universal range of salvation and his use of 

universal terminologies, Torrance is accused of holding universalism, or at least 

possessing a tendency towards it. Torrance himself explicitly rejects universalism, made 

plain in his quick response to J. A. T. Robinson’s article on universalism
268

 and in his 

own explicit denunciations of the concept.
269

 Torrance considers both universalism and 

limited atonement as twin heresies that impiously subjugate the logic of grace to a 

logico-causal understanding.
270

 Nevertheless, as Gunton and Hunsinger discern, 

Christology has a natural tendency to universalize.
271

 This is true in Torrance, because 

he argues for the ontological oneness between all humanity and Christ by virtue of the 

hypostatic union, which is the ground of the atoning union and atoning exchange. 

“Since in him [Christ] divine and human natures are inseparably united, the secret of 

every man, whether he believes or not, is bound up with Jesus.”
272

 Such a statement is 

indeed quite misleading if isolated from Torrance’s overall theology. What Torrance 

affirms is the universal scope, range and sufficiency of Christ’s atoning work, but it is 

not true that he is not concerned with the efficiency and efficacy of the atonement, as 

Ho mistakenly thinks.
273

 In the end, however, Torrance’s ultimate stance regarding the 

apparent discrepancy between the universal range of Christ’s atoning work and the 

reprobation of some – or between possibility and reality – in the last days, is that of 
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apophatism. Like sin, all he could affirm is that the damnation of sinners is a “strange 

mystery of iniquity.”
274

 

The second implication of the atoning exchange also reveals to us the 

redemption of suffering. God took upon himself the agonies of the human condition in 

order to redeem it. Using a rhetorical device which Morrison calls “a contrastive 

juxtapositioning,”
275

 Torrance writes: 

 In Jesus Christ himself God has penetrated into our passion, our hurt, our 

violence, our condition under divine judgment, even into our utter dereliction, 

“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”, but in such a profoundly 

vicarious way that in the very heart of it all, he brought his eternal serenity or 

apatheia to bear redemptively upon our passion.
276

 

  

Furthermore, the redemption of our suffering also entails the redemption of our 

weaknesses. Even the economic ignorance of Christ is vicarious, so that we may know 

God only according to the knowledge of the man Jesus. Finally, and most importantly, 

the atoning exchange in Christ reveals the Trinitarian structure of soteriology. Torrance 

writes: “Since this soteriological exchange takes place within the incarnate constitution 

of the Mediator who is both God and man in his one Person, it takes place not without 

but within the very Life of God himself.”
277

 The saving life of Jesus Christ is internal to 

the saving Person of God the Son, issuing from the saving nature of the Triune God. 

And in a double movement, the descent of the eternal Son is the Triune God’s 

movement to initiate and enable reconciliation decisively with humanity, which is then 

followed by the ascent of the human Christ to continue the enabled relationship with the 

Triune God.  

 

Participation “in Christ”  

Salvation “in Christ” flows logically from Torrance’s understanding of Christ’s 

incarnational redemption. It is here that the influences of Calvin’s participation 

soteriology and Mackintosh’s doctrine of the unio mystica in Torrance are readily 

discernible.
278

 As Robert Redman concludes, both Mackintosh and Torrance heavily 
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relied on the Pauline and Johannine expression “in Christ” to express the reality of the 

relationship between us, the redeemed, and Christ, the Redeemer.
279

 Clearly, therefore, 

the relational and more participative aspects are highlighted. Another important 

consideration is that our being “in Christ” should be understood in light of Torrance’s 

Trinitarian emphasis. Our being in Christ implies not only relationship with Christ but 

with the Triune God. Christ is the Mediator between humanity and God and by being 

“in Christ” we are also “in the Triune God”: “This union between humanity and God in 

Christ entails our adoption as daughters and sons of God in Christ, or our participation 

in the communion of God’s Trinitarian life, light and love.”
280

  

 

Union with Christ 

Habets argues that Torrance scholars generally agree that Torrance’s doctrine of 

reconciliation can be expressed in terms of a theology of “union with Christ.”
281

 While 

this conclusion is true, it appears that his fascination with the doctrine of theosis moved 

him to presuppose that “union with Christ is… informed by the more determinative 

doctrine of theosis.”
282

 The question, however, is whether this properly represents 

Torrance’s theology, or whether it is not rather an overestimation of theosis. 

Considering Torrance’s integrative approach, it is more appropriate to conclude that 

Torrance employs theosis and union with Christ interchangeably to articulate the reality 

of our salvation “in Christ,” not in the manner of categorizing one under the other.  

Torrance’s understanding of humanity’s union with Christ is grounded in the 

one person of Jesus Christ, the hypostatic union. Union with Christ, therefore, must 

primarily be understood as the reconciling initiative of God accomplished ontologically 

through Christ’s incarnate life. “Hypostatic union and atoning union implied and 
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interpenetrated each other in Christ’s mediation of reconciliation to mankind.”
283

 In the 

complete union of the human and the divine in Christ, vicariously and redemptively, the 

incarnate Son assumed our humanity and opened his mutual relation with the Father for 

human participation. This is why Torrance argues that the hypostatic union is “the 

ground for all Christ’s mediatorial and reconciling activity.”
284

 But what is at stake in 

Christ’s reconciling work expressed in “union with Christ”? First, because of the 

hypostatic union, there exists now an unbreakable ontological bond between God and 

humanity, a bond achieved within the personal constitution of Jesus Christ the Mediator 

throughout his life. This is what Torrance calls “the third dimension.”
285

 In Incarnation, 

Torrance speaks of “the once and for all union of God and man,” and the “continuous 

union in the historical life and obedience of Jesus” to balance the already, the on-going 

and the not yet.
286

 Habets expresses it differently but in a way which is complementary 

to Torrance’s agenda: “Union with Christ has a pretemporal basis (in God’s electing 

will), an historical application (in the incarnate life and death of Jesus Christ and the 

work of the Spirit), and an eschatological orientation (in both sanctification and 

glorification).”
287

  

Secondly, union with Christ implies our sharing in the benefits of his atoning 

exchange.
288

 To guard against any form of Pelagianism, Torrance stresses the sole 

Mediatorial role of Christ in his Being and Act.
289

 Christ already did everything for our 

salvation in his vicarious life and death. Whether this is a strength or weakness in 

Torrance’s theology can be judged differently from various perspectives, but his 

Christocentric soteriology tends to promote human passive participation, in that the 

only human role in the redemption drama is to share in what Christ already did for us 

and in us. This is why Colyer describes this aspect of Torrance’s theology as “a 

controversial area.”
290

 For instance, concerning faith, Torrance argues that  
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 We must think of Jesus as stepping into the relation between the faithfulness of 

God and the actual unfaithfulness of human beings… Jesus steps into the actual 

situation where we are summoned to have faith in God, to believe and to trust in 

him, and he acts in our place and in our stead from within the depths of our 

unfaithfulness and provides us freely with a faithfulness in which we may 

share… if we think of belief, trust or faith as forms of human activity before 

God, then we must think of Jesus Christ as believing, trusting and having faith 

in God the Father on our behalf and in our place.
291

 

 

In being united with Christ, then, “through his incarnational and atoning union with us 

our faith is implicated in his faith.”
292

 Similarly, our knowledge of God is a sharing in 

the knowledge of the incarnate Son, our “cognitive union with Christ.”
293

 Furthermore, 

salvation, faith, worship, and knowledge of God were all accomplished in Christ’s 

hypostatic person for us and on our behalf.
294

 This follows logically from Torrance’s 

stress on the vicarious humanity of Jesus, which includes his vicarious response for 

humanity to God’s judgment and love.  

 We are to think of the whole life and activity of Jesus from the cradle to the 

grave as constituting the vicarious human response to himself which God has 

freely and unconditionally provided for us… Jesus Christ is our human response 

to God. Thus we appear before God and are accepted by him as those who are 

inseparably united to Jesus Christ our great High Priest in his eternal self-

presentation to the Father.
295

 

 

Torrance’s radical emphasis on the objective vicarious act of Christ raises the 

suspicion of a neglect of the subjective pole in salvation.
296

 Torrance’s choice of 

terminologies has made him vulnerable to this critique. For instance, he argues: “We 

are to think of the whole human race, and indeed of the whole creation as in profound 

sense already redeemed, resurrected, and consecrated for the glory and worship of 

God.”
297

 As noticeable, the critique of universalism against Torrance is the twin sister 

of the critique of his neglect of our human involvement in salvation. Torrance’s 
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objection to what Cass calls “soteriological existentialism” is unquestionable,
298

 but it is 

still scripturally inaccurate to ignore the important part played by our grace-enabled 

response as human beings. This is important in our being truly transformed into a new 

creation, because if our conversion means sharing in the conversion brought by Jesus 

Christ alone, then it would appear that the only truly converted One is Jesus.
299

 But the 

real danger of Torrance’s view of a totus/totus vicarious act of Christ is that it logically 

leads to a coercive divine Love, especially because he holds that “no rejection or 

unbelief on our part can undo what Christ has done on our behalf or can undo the all-

decisive impact of his passion and resurrection on our human existence, so that we are 

quite unable to cut ourselves off from the resurrection of all men, the just and the 

unjust, at the last day.”
300

 In the words of Cass, “we are converted against our will in 

the freeing and renewal of our will.”
301

 A further implication of Torrance’s 

Christocentricism, according to Lee, is that salvation is merely discovery of what has 

already been fulfilled.
302

 Eschatologically, this is untenable, because the Bible suggests 

that in the day of judgement, some people indeed “discover” that they are not saved (see 

Matthew 7:15-23).   

Thirdly, union with Christ implies our sharing in his relationship with the 

Father, and our participation in the very life and communion of the Triune God. 

Redman is right is saying that “in Christ” expresses the continued fellowship of the 

disciples with Christ even after his ascension.
303

 Jesus’ admonition to “remain” in him 

(John 15) stresses the personal element of relationship. But Torrance also emphasizes 

that relationship with Christ is not the end of Christ’s reconciling work. The true telos 

of Christ’s reconciling activity is for humanity to enter into the communion with the 

Trinity: “It is not atonement that constitutes the goal and end of that integrated 

movement of reconciliation but union with God in and through Jesus Christ in whom 

our human nature is not only saved, healed and renewed but lifted up to participate in 

the very light, life and love of the Holy Trinity.”
304

 This is why alongside Dawson and 

Colyer we are justified in saying that Torrance’s soteriology is Trinitarian.
305
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Justification in Christ 

Torrance’s doctrine of justification accomplishes two interrelated aims: (1) positively, 

to stress the priority of Christ, and (2) negatively, to combat what he calls “a gospel of 

external relations.”  First, Torrance is adamant that justification should be expounded in 

light of the vicarious Person and Work of Christ. Fuelled by the emphasis on the 

objectivity of salvation, he explains that justification was accomplished by Christ for 

us—the weight being given to Christ rather than for us. Torrance is critical of Roman 

Catholics, evangelicals and liberals who preach an anthropocentric salvation and stress 

human, personal or existential decision to gain salvation. This is why he views 

“justifying faith” as inappropriate, for it promotes the human act, rather than the 

mediatorial and vicarious ministry of Christ.  By contrast, Torrance elaborates 

“justification by faith” from a participative approach, which is grounded in our union 

with Christ.
306

 This implies that our faith is actually Christ’s faith made vicariously for 

us. It is Christ’s faith and vicarious obedience to the Father that is important, not ours. 

By being in Christ, we then participate and share in his faith. Quoting the seventeenth-

century Scottish minister James Fraser of Brae, Torrance stresses “the correlation of our 

faith with the faith of God and the faith of Christ,” because “human faith derives from, 

rests on, and is undergirded by divine faithfulness.”
307

 C. F. D. Moule criticizes this, 

stating that it does not consider the polarities of faith. Moule’s view is partly right: 

Torrance  has a tendency towards a one-sided view of the pistis Christou.  On the other 

hand, Torrance’s programme against an existential understanding of faith, prominent in 

most Evangelical theology, is also praiseworthy. He is not really opposed to human 

faith, and considers it “absolutely essential,” but he argues that “the faithfulness of 

Christ” should be “the main ingredient.”
308

 At stake, Torrance argues, is the all-

sufficiency of Christ, “for it is on Christ and his all-sufficiency in his obedient life and 

death, and God’s good-will toward sinners incarnated in him, that believing faith is 

grounded.”
309
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Torrance speaks of how our justification happens wholly in Christ by 

expounding the complementary relationship between objective justification and 

subjective justification. Objective justification refers to what took place in Christ before 

the Father as the incarnate Son of God, which Torrance calls Christ’s “incarnational 

fraternity.”
310

 Through his active and passive obedience, Christ embodied in himself 

both God’s judgment and love in order to redeem us and reconcile us back to God. 

Subjective justification refers to the act of Christ on our behalf—highlighting his 

redemptive roles “as our Substitute and Representative who appropriated the divine Act 

of saving Righteousness for us.”
311

 What happened to Christ in his life, death and 

resurrection becomes ours, because Christ did them not for his own sake but for our 

sake.  

 Justification has been fulfilled subjectively as well as objectively in Jesus Christ, 

but that objective and subjective justification is objective to us. It is freely 

imputed to us by grace objectively and we through the Spirit share in it 

subjectively as we are united to Christ. His subjective justification becomes 

ours, and it is subjective in us as well as in him, but only subjective in us 

because it has been made subjectively real in our human nature, in our own 

human flesh in Jesus, our Brother, and our Mediator.
312

 

 

Secondly, because justification is accomplished in Christ by Christ for us, 

Torrance argues that left on their own, forensic and juridical views of atonement are 

insufficient in expressing Christ’s personal agency, because they lead to an instrumental 

view of Christ. Justification, following this line of thought, appears like an external 

transaction between God and humanity through a third party. Furthermore, Torrance 

argues that several other errors which he found in federal-contractual Reformed 

theology spring from this extrinsicist perspective, such as double predestination and 

limited atonement.
313

 Habets is right that Torrance did not really reject the Reformed 
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doctrine of imputation, but deepened it with the ontological perspective by relocating it 

within his participation theology.
314

 Cass also argues that Torrance’s position takes up 

both Eastern and Western soteriological concerns, in an integrative whole, thus making 

his position superior to others.
315

 

Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that Torrance’s position tends more towards 

the ontological aspect, particularly because of his emphasis on justification, grounded in 

a “theology of internal relations,” and the vicarious nature of Christ’s redemptive 

agency.
316

 Justification happens in Christ and consequently, in us. At the cross and in 

the resurrection, a positive ontological transformation, there and then, happens in us 

(and all of humanity) through and in Christ. “Justification is… importing new 

humanity.”
317

 Through union with Christ, righteousness is imputed to us—“not just in 

terms of imputed righteousness but in terms of a participation in the righteousness of 

Christ which is transferred to us.”
318

 Thus,   

 Justification means not simply the non-imputation of our sins through the 

pardon of Christ, but positive sharing in his human righteousness… it is only 

through this union of our human nature with his divine nature that Jesus Christ 

gives us not only the negative righteousness of the remission of sins but also a 

share in the positive righteousness of his obedient and loving life lived in perfect 

filial relation on earth to the heavenly Father.
319

 

 

Justification, Habets properly concludes, is not simply a declaratory act, but an 

actualisation of what was declared and what happened at the cross.
320

 Justification and 

sanctification happen in us “in Christ.” Torrance points to the resurrection as the 

evidence of this reality. Jesus was not only declared righteous by God but raised him 

from the dead. The Amen of God to Christ was tangible, true and effective.
321
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CO
CLUSIO
S 

Torrance’s understanding of salvation in Christ is grounded in the reality of the 

incarnation of the Son, who, as fully human, is also homoousios with the Father. As the 

Son, his descent to created space and time is a salvific movement accomplished by the 

Triune God in drawing Himself near us in revelation and reconciliation. Likewise, his 

ascent as fully human to the throne of God in his ascension is a salvific movement 

accomplished from the side of humanity, on behalf of humanity. God’s initiative in 

electing us to salvation is characterised by a double movement: God in Christ’s human-

ward movement and human in Christ’s God-ward movement.
322

 Christ vicariously 

redeemed us not only from the side of humanity, but from the side of God. Salvation is 

accomplished by Christ not solely in what he did, but primarily in who he is as fully 

God and fully human. The Being, Person and Work of Christ are one. His salvific work 

is his salvific Person. This is another way of saying that Christ’s distinct salvific agency 

is also grounded in his hypostasis as the Son, which can be called kath hypostasin 

economy.  

Torrance’s soteriology, contrary to criticisms of Christomonism, is actually far 

from it. It is indubitable that Torrance is thoroughly Christocentric. However, his 

Christocentricism is just an introduction to his Trinitarian theology. His starting point is 

definitely Christological, but he also stresses that our salvation is accomplished by the 

Triune God in Christ, not by Christ alone. Furthermore, the end of the gift of 

reconciliation in Christ is not reconciliation with one Person, but with the Triune God. 

Just as the Being and Work of the Triune God is the origin of reconciliation, the telos 

and end of human salvation is also reconciliation and relationship with the Triune God, 

accomplished in Christ. Thus, Torrance writes that the incarnation is “at once the act of 

God’s humiliation and the act of man’s exaltation, for he who is such amazing grace 

descended to make our lost cause his own, ascended in accomplishment of his task, 

elevating man into union and communion with the life of God.”
323

 Just as the Triune 

God is in the world in Christ, so is humanity in Christ lifted up to the Triune Life and 

Love. This chapter focused on the reconciling work of the Triune God in Christ, but 

Torrance’s Trinitarian theology also discusses the distinct agency of the Father and the 

Spirit. In fact, even in the life and work of Christ the Son, Torrance admits the co-
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working of the Father and the Spirit.
324

 The next chapter, thus, deals with the Person 

and Work of the Father in the economy of reconciliation. 
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Chapter III 

THE LOVE OF GOD THE FATHER 
 

 

Following the discussion of the Person and Work of the Son in the economy of 

salvation, we proceed to the Person and Work of the Father in Torrance’s Trinitarian 

soteriology. Here, it is already presupposed that the Father is involved in his hypostasis 

as the Father in the salvific economy. This in itself stands as a distinct emphasis in 

Torrance’s soteriology, because not so many soteriological formulations even mention 

the Father’s active involvement in the economy. Against binitarian “two hands” missio 

Dei formulations, as such, this constitutes another important contribution by Torrance 

to theology, grounded in his two-tiered kataphysic soteriology. The first part of this 

chapter deals with the Person of the Father, emphasizing Torrance’s Christo-

conditioned approach to knowledge of the Father, in which his biblical and realist 

theology is brought into sharp contrast with all abstractive and speculative approaches 

to the doctrine of the Father. The second section deals with the distinct Work of the 

Father in the economy of salvation. This separation is only pedagogically helpful, 

because in reality, the Person and Work of the Father are indivisible, as will be made 

manifest in the unavoidable overlaps in presentation.  

 

THE LOVE OF GOD THE FATHER 

 

“
o One Comes to the Father Except through Me”  

While it is true that the Son takes priority in the order of knowing, Torrance asserts that 

in the order of being, the Father comes first, precisely in virtue of his being the Father 

to the Son.
325

 This does not mean, however, that the priority of the Person of the Father 

should be understood in terms of temporal priority or ontological superiority. Rather, 

for Torrance the priority of the Father should be understood in terms of relation: “The 

relation of the Son and the Father is irreversible, for ‘the Son is from the Father, not the 

Father from the Son’.”
326

 That such a priority is inverted in Christian epistemology is a 

mystery of the Gospel, expressed gnomically by Jesus’ claim that “no one comes to the 
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Father except through me” (John 14:6). Christian theology (concerned particularly with 

the Trinitarian economy of salvation and the knowledge of God made available for 

humanity through it), to remain faithful to Jesus’ model, should begin precisely where 

the God-incarnate wants it to begin: “through me [Jesus].” This Christocentric approach 

to the Father is enveloped within Torrance’s Christocentric approach to the Trinity in 

general.
327

 God can be known only through his acts, by his acts, and in his acts. But it is 

precisely because God is a Personal Being that his dealings with humanity are also 

personal. Humanity through Christ is in personal encounter with the Triune God, which 

is why the Nicene homoousios plays a vital role: “It is only in him who is both 

homoousios with the Father and homoousios with us, that we may really know God as 

he is in himself and in accordance with his nature.”
328

 Torrance highlights that human 

knowledge of the Father in Christ is participative: it is only possible through our 

participation in Christ in revelation, worship and reconciliation.  

 

Participation in Revelation 

In Torrance’s Christian epistemology, the conviction that only God knows himself 

fully, and that only by God is God known is fundamental.
329

 In essential reality, 

therefore, only the Father, Son and Holy Spirit know one another, and only through 

God’s gracious and free decision does God make himself known to created existents. 

Two aspects are important to consider in our human knowledge of God: (1) God has 

enabled humanity to know God in Christ, and (2) God in Christ has prescribed the way 

to know him. Torrance speaks of the second as “the covenanted way of vicarious 

response to God” through and in Christ.
330

 Outside of Christ, or “behind the back of 

Christ,”
331

 there is no genuine knowledge of God. Torrance’s rejection of both the 

traditional arguments for natural theology and speculative abstractions concerning God 

from philosophical presuppositions is rooted here.  
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Underlying this argument for the covenanted way of response in Christ is 

Torrance’s strong emphasis on the personal nature of revelation. First, the revelation of 

God is essentially the revelation of Persons, and only secondarily the revelation of facts. 

This can be perceived dialectically: just as the revealed is a Person, so the Revealer 

revealing is also a Person.
332

 Thus, the Person of the Father is revealed in the Person of 

the Son, for in the revelation of the Son, the Father is also revealed.  

 What God the Father has revealed of himself in Jesus Christ his Son, he is in 

himself; and what he is in himself as God the Father he reveals in Jesus Christ 

the Son. The Father and the Son are One, one in Being and one in Agency. Thus 

in Jesus Christ the Mediation of divine Revelation and the Person of the 

Mediator perfectly coincide. In Jesus Christ God has given us a Revelation 

which is identical with himself. Jesus Christ is the Revelation of God.
333

 

 

The Father is revealed, therefore, not primarily through semantics or other human 

symbols, but through the Person of Jesus Christ. Secondly, the personal nature of 

revelation is evidenced in the way it is received by humanity. According to Habets, 

“Knowledge is fundamentally relational, not merely cognitive; it is a personal knowing 

that comes only by personal participation.”
334

 This represents Torrance’s assertion that 

knowledge of Persons is only possible in reciprocal relations, and that no one knows the 

Father except the Son, and that a perfect and complete knowledge of the Other is only 

shared by them.
335

 Thus, he infers, “We are given access to the closed circle of divine 

knowing between the Father and the Son only through cognitive union with Christ, that 

is, only through an interrelation of knowing and being between us and the incarnate 

Son.”
336

 Humanity has no independent knowledge of the Father apart from sharing in 

the Son’s knowledge of the Father.
337
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Participation in Worship 

Along with his brother James, Torrance contends for a Christocentric and Trinitarian 

view of worship that is guided by the life and work of the incarnate Son.
338

 Central to 

their arguments is the sole mediation of Jesus as the God-man in his humanward and 

Godward agency, and the concomitant emphasis on the sole priesthood of Christ pro 

nobis both in the past and in the present. In Jesus’ earthly human life and perfect 

obedience to the Father unto death, he is humanity’s only and perfect representative, 

responding to the Father’s words and lifting humanity’s prayers in his prayers.
339

 

Likewise, the ascended Christ is still vicariously interceding in his resurrected human 

body as our high priest in the presence of the Father. As such, as is true in revelation 

and reconciliation, so in worship Jesus is embodying in himself the covenanted way of 

human approach to the Father in worship.
340

 This is the doxological implication of 

Christ’s incarnation and ascension.  

That Christ is the way to the Father in worship also emphasizes the role of the 

human mind of Christ.
341

 Scorning the Apollinarian tendency of contemporary worship, 

Torrance reiterates that in Christian worship, the essential role of the human mind of 

Christ in the mediation of our worship to the Father is non-negotiable. “Once we lose 

sight of the vicarious role of the mind of Christ in its oneness with the mind of the 

Father, the whole meaning of worship changes and with it the basic structure and truth 

of liturgy.”
342

 Because Jesus is the only one who knows the Father and who offers 

perfect worship to the Father, worship is “the gift of participating through the Spirit in 

the Son’s communion with the Father—of participating, in union with Christ, in what 

he has done for us once and for all in his life and death on the Cross, and in what he is 

continuing to do for us in the presence of the Father.”
343

 This, according to Torrance, is 

what makes the Christian view of worship distinct, in that the emphasis is given in what 
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the God-man did and does rather than what other humans do; and absolute priority is 

given to the sole priesthood of Christ and our sharing in his priesthood.
344

  

 

Participation in Reconciliation 

For Torrance the gospel of salvation depends on the inner relations between the life and 

activity of Jesus Christ and the Father.
345

 As Jesus is the way to the Father in 

knowledge and worship, so too he is the only way to reconciliation with God. 

Reconciliation is the necessary presupposition of our knowledge and worship of the 

Father. This should not be understood in an existentialist I-am-reconciled-therefore-I-

know approach but in light of Christ’s work pro nobis. Torrance’s emphasis that 

reconciliation precedes humanity’s knowledge of God is a further contribution to 

theology, and is an antidote to the common perspective in existentialist evangelical 

theology that Wissen (knowledge of facts) precedes Kennen (personal knowledge). 

Torrance inverts the ordo cognoscendi, arguing that we are reconciled in Christ first, 

through his vicarious life and obedience, before we can be brought up into the presence 

of God. This consistently ties with his assertion that God cannot be known at a distance 

or in detachment.
346

 To be in relation and to know are inseparable. Reconciliation in 

Christ through his atoning life and death, and union with him in his death and 

resurrection, enable us to share in the inner relations of God’s own circle of knowing. 

Again, Torrance’s emphasis on the objective accomplishment of Christ two thousand 

years ago is unmistakable here:  

By his blood Christ has reconciled us to God and thereby opened the way for all 

who believe in his name to enter with him into the holy presence of God and 

share in the gift of the Holy Spirit which he received from the Father. Thus 

through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the Communion of the Holy 

Spirit we sinful human beings may have access to the love of the Father, and 

know him not from afar but intimately as he is in himself.
347

 

 

Christ’s twofold movement of atoning propitiation in the incarnation and atonement is 

the Father’s appointed way of drawing himself near to us and us near to him. It is only 

through Christ’s sole mediatorial role, his assumption and sanctification of our 

humanity, and our consequent participation in his sanctified vicarious humanity, that we 

are given access to the life and love of the Triune God.  
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The Father of the Son 

Torrance argues that God may be known only through his own act of Self-revelation, 

and not through any speculative formulation grounded upon abstract principles and 

presuppositions derived from extrabiblical sources. Thus he opposes the approach 

employed in most theology textbooks that begin by enumerating the attributes of God 

prior to a presentation of God’s historical acts.
348

 More importantly, respecting the 

nature of God as Triune requires that relationship or Communion is employed as the 

primary category in the identification of any of the Persons. Correspondingly, “the 

Father is not properly Father apart from the Son and the Spirit, and the Son is not 

properly Son apart from the Father and Spirit, and the Spirit is not properly Spirit apart 

from the Father and the Son.”
349

 This is even more significant, considering that in the 

doctrine of the Trinity we are concerned with Persons-in-relations, whose very nature is 

what Nazianzen called pros ti, understood as meaning “Being for.”
350

  

The church fathers, according to Torrance, already discerned the necessity of 

approaching the Father in terms of Christ’s essential relationship with Him, as 

manifested in the Gospels. Therefore, it is only in light of what the incarnate Son 

revealed throughout his historical existence that we can know the Father, Jesus’ Father. 

And because Jesus is the incarnate Son of the Father, then the relationship between 

them in the economy of salvation is revelation itself. “God was Father because he was 

his Father and he was his Son.”
351

And, because Jesus called the Father “Abba”, and not 

something else, Torrance follows Athanasius’ argument that “It would be more godly 

and true to signify God from the Son and call him Father, than to name God from his 

works and call him Unoriginate.”
352

 Athanasius’ statement cannot be isolated from his 

reaction against the Arians, who erroneously approached the being of the Son in terms 

of creation rather than his relationship to the Father. Torrance argues that personal 

relations have priority over relations of functions in theology, because knowing the 
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Father in terms of the Creator-creation relation does not provide direct and personal 

revelation, but only external and negative affirmations. Thinking and speaking about 

God from the perspective of creation, or from the Unoriginate/originate relation, means 

“we can only think and speak of him in vague, general and negative terms, at the 

infinite distance of the creature from the Creator where we cannot know God as he is in 

himself or in accordance with his divine nature, but only in his absolute separation from 

us, as the eternal, unconditioned and indescribable.”
353

 More positively, knowing the 

Father in terms of the Father-Son relation is knowing him as He is in his Being—thus, 

knowing him kata physin.  

If we are to have any true and precise scientific knowledge of God, we must 

allow his own nature, as he becomes revealed to us, to determine how we are to 

know him, how we are to think of him, and what we are to say to him. That is 

what happens when we approach God the Father through Jesus Christ his Son, 

for the Son is of one and the same nature and being as the Father… He is God of 

God, the one way of access to God the Father.
354

  

 

Thus, in both the order of being and acting, and our knowledge of the Father, there is 

the absolute priority of the Fatherhood of God over his designation as Creator. “The 

concept of God as Creator is wholly governed by the coinherent relation between the 

Father and the Son and the inseparable activity in which they are engaged.”
355

  

 

“Father” as God’s 
ame  

Knowing the Father based on the Son’s relationship with him in the Gospels prevents us 

from imposing and importing into the Father our own earthly and human categories of 

fatherhood. Torrance rejects gender issues about God, for gender only belongs to 

created existents and should not be read back into the Nature of God as Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. He objects to the anthropocentric technique in feminist theology of refusing 

the Fatherhood of God because it is equated with the human experience of earthly 

fathers.
356

 Torrance writes: “Human fatherhood may not be used as a standard by which 
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to judge divine Fatherhood, for it is only in the light of the Fatherhood of God that all 

other fatherhood is to be understood.”
357

 Torrance’s understanding of the Father as 

loving is grounded upon the Father’s eternal being, his relation with the Son, and his 

work in creation and redemption. First, the Father is Love because the Being of the 

Triune God is a Communion of Love. Secondly, that the Father is Love is portrayed in 

his eternal relation to the Son: “the Father/Son, Son/Father relation belongs to the 

innermost Being of God as God – in fact the flow of Love from the Father to the Son 

and from the Son to the Father reveals that God is the ever-living and ever-loving God 

precisely as this dynamic Communion of loving and being loved within himself.”
358

 

Finally, the Father is love as manifested in his creative and sustaining act and 

redemptive purposes. “By revealing himself in the Lord Jesus Christ as his dear Son, 

God reveals that Fatherhood belongs to his eternal Being, and in giving his Son to be 

the Saviour of the world, he reveals that he loves us to the uttermost with an eternal 

fatherly Love.”
359

 

However, although the designation “Father” is derived primarily from the 

relation of the Son to the Father, “to name God Father is to signify his very Being.”
360

 

Torrance writes: 

When the Father is considered relatively, that is ad alios in relation to the Son 

and the Holy Spirit, he is thought of as Father of the Son, but when the Father is 

thought of absolutely, that is in se, as God himself (Autotheos), the name 

‘Father’ is often applied to God (Theos) or the Godhead (Theotes). The name 

‘Father’, then, may refer to the one Being of God or ousia of God, but it may 

refer to the Person or hypostasis of the Father.
361

  

 

That Jesus called the Father Abba, means that he is calling God his own proper Name. 

The New Testament, therefore, through Christ, provides a “radical change in the 

understanding of God, for ‘Father’ is now revealed to be more than an epithet – it is the 

personal Name of God in which the form and content of his self-revelation as Father 

through Jesus Christ his Son are inseparable.”
362

 Torrance finds this in the prayer of 

Jesus in John 17: “Father… I have finished the work which you gave me to do… I have 
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manifested your Name unto men,”
363

 and in the Lord’s Prayer: “Our Father who art in 

heaven, hallowed by thy Name” (Matt 6:9). 

   

Monarchia and the Trinity  

In the early church, “Father” referred to two different but interrelated aspects: the Being 

of the Godhead (ousia) and the Person of the Father (hypostasis). However, according 

to Torrance, the Cappadocian fathers, particularly Basil, combined them together, 

arguing that the Being of the Godhead is in the Person of the Father. The result is that 

the Person of the Father became regarded as the source of the Being of God, 

particularly by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa. This means that the divine ousia is equated 

with the Uncaused Person of the Father, who then becomes the Cause or Arche of the 

Deity and of the personal Nature of the Son and the Holy Spirit.
364

 For Torrance, this 

move represents a partial return to the Origenist position that the Godhead is complete 

in the Father alone, but mediated in the Son and the Holy Spirit through their 

origination from the Father, against which Athanasius had insisted on the perfect 

equality of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in each of whom the Godhead is 

complete.
365

 He also notes Gregory Nazianzen’s uneasiness about the attribution of the 

Monarchia only to the Person of the Father, and the concomitant combinations of the 

terms arche and aitia in speaking of the origin of the Son and the Holy Spirit, for this 

appeared to imply and import notions of superiority and inferiority in the Trinity.
366
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And although Nazianzen “nevertheless spoke of the Father as the arche and the aitia in 

order to secure the unity of the Godhead,” Torrance adds, “actually he thought of them 

as referring to relations or scheseis subsisting in God which are beyond all time, 

beyond all origin, and beyond all cause.”
367

 

Torrance rejects the ascription of Monarchia to the Father alone.
368

 Guided by 

his understanding of perichoresis and onto-relations, he stresses that the Son and the 

Holy Spirit must be included with the Father in the one originless Source or Arche of 

the Holy Trinity.
369

 Also, Athanasius’ legacy and emphasis on homoousios enabled 

Torrance to formulate his view of the Monarchy of the Father and the Trinity: 

“Athanasius had such a strong view of the complete identity, equality and unity of the 

three divine Persons within the Godhead, that he declined to advance a view of the 

Monarchy in which the oneness of God was defined with reference to the Father alone 

or to the Person of the Father.”
370

 Like Athanasius, Torrance affirms the Father as the 

Arche of the Son in that he eternally begot the Son. Nevertheless,  

 While the Son is associated with the Arche of the Father in this way, he cannot 

be thought of as an Arche subsisting in himself, for by his very Nature he is 

inseparable from the Father of whom he is the Son. By the same token, 

however, the Father cannot be thought of as an Arche apart from the Son, for it 

is precisely as Father that he is Father of the Son.
371

  

 

Thus, that the Father is Arche of the Son should be understood not in terms of temporal 

origination or ontological superiority but in terms of an equal eternal relation, “for the 

Sonship of the Son is as ultimate as the Fatherhood of the Father.”
372

 In eternity, there 
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was the Godhead, not the Father alone. This is founded on the fact that the Father is not 

properly known as Father apart from the Son and the Spirit, that the Son is not properly 

known apart from the Father and the Spirit, and that the Spirit is not properly known 

apart from the Father and the Son. 

 

 

THE LOVE OF GOD THE FATHER 

Now that the Triune identity of the Father is established, we can proceed to discuss his 

agency in the mediation of reconciliation. That the Father plays a distinct role in the 

salvific economy is a given in Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology: “There are relative 

distinctions in his three-fold activity appropriate to the Persons of the Father, the Son, 

and the Spirit, which bear upon creation.”
373

 As a caveat, although this section will deal 

particularly with the salvific work of the Father, this is only pedagogically 

distinguished, for in evangelical reality not only are the Being and Act of the Triune 

God inseparable, but in their perichoretic Love and Life, the work of the Father is 

inseparable from the work of the Son and the Holy Spirit. The only theological basis for 

the possibility of distinguishing the distinctive role of the Father from the work of the 

Son and the Holy Spirit is that even though the Triune God works as One, the Persons 

of the Trinity are “engaged in the work of reconciliation in distinctive ways appropriate 

to each Person.”
374

 So in relation to what this thesis referred to as Torrance’s kath 

hypostasin Trinitarian soteriology, this chapter is concerned with the Father’s kath 

hypostasin economy.  

 

The Loving Father  

The evangelical experience of the Triune God as the way that God willed to make 

himself known serves as the foundation of all statements of God’s character as love. 
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This is why Torrance’s view of the Father’s character as love is also Christo-

conditioned. In particular, he argues that it is through the Cross that we learn “the 

innermost nature of God the Father as holy compassionate love,”
375

 which the 

resurrection also confirms: 

The resurrection tells us that the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is not 

the kind of God who remained alone and aloof in his eternity, who did not lift 

even a finger to save Jesus when he was hounded to death on the gibbet and put 

to an open shame. He is not the kind of God who abandoned his Son in his 

despairing cry on the Cross… On the contrary, He is the kind of God who 

remained unswervingly true and faithful to Jesus and all he revealed through 

him.
376

 

 

It is no wonder, therefore, that Torrance understands the nature and work of the Father 

as characterised by Love.
377

 His use of 2 Corinthians 13:14 is also central. In fact, it is 

only after an affirmation of this Pauline statement that Torrance expounds how and why 

Love is properly attributed to the Father.  

 

Love as God’s Character: God as Communion  

Eastern theologian Emilianos Timiadis writes: “God has love for us because he is love 

himself. We witness a Trinitarian relationship based on the mutual love of each Person, 

where the difference is only apparent, necessary to communion. Each time we speak of 

the Trinity, we must think of nothing else but Love… God is Love.”
378

 This is 

important to Torrance, because of his insistence that human salvation is ontologically 

grounded in God’s Being. This means that if God were not Love in his innermost 

Being, his loving Act in Christ and the Holy Spirit would be groundless and 

incomprehensible.
379

 This is also related to understanding the Trinity as Communion: 

“The one triune Being of God is to be thought of, then, as essentially and intrinsically a 

mutual movement of loving self-communication between the Father, the Son and the 

Holy Spirit, an intensely personal Communion, an ever-living ever-loving Being.”
380
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But God is love not only in se but also ad extra. Torrance points to the personal naming 

of God as the I AM or Yahweh as an illustration.  

 The significant point to be emphasized here is that the self-naming of God as 

Yahweh is bound up with the covenant of steadfast love and truth he made with 

Israel. The divine pronouncement “I am who I am/I will be who I will be,” is not 

isolated from the establishing of a holy fellowship between Yahweh and Israel 

which he backs up with his own Being: “I am the Lord”, and reinforces with his 

promise “I will be with you”. The Being of Yahweh is his Being-in-union with 

his people.
381

 

 

Thus, the Being of God as Love flows to his Acts in history. It is precisely because God 

is both Personal and a Communion of Love that he establishes communion and initiates 

personal relationships with others. Hence, because the Being of God as Love is 

essentially personal, dynamic and relational—he is also personally, dynamically, and 

relationally involved in reconciling the world to the himself.  

 

Love and Creation: God as Open Communion 

Torrance’s rationale for discussing creation under his presentation of God the Father is 

that the notion that God is Creator is only intelligible through the primary principle that 

God is eternally Father to the Son: “God was always Father, not always Creator, but 

now he is Creator as well as Father.”
382

 Furthermore, his understanding of creation, and 

his emphasis on the creative work of the Father rests on the Father-Son relation: 

“Creation arises, then, out of the Father’s eternal love of the Son, and is activated 

through the free ungrudging movement of that Fatherly love in sheer grace which 

continues to flow freely and unceasingly toward what God has brought into being in 

complete differentiation from himself.”
383

 In relation to humanity and redemption, 

however, Torrance warns that “While God is Creator in virtue of his being eternally 

Father, with us the reverse is the case, for God has become our Father, not by nature but 

by grace, after he had become our Creator.”
384

  

Concomitant to this is the fact that God is not a solitary, detached Being who is 

aloof and distant from the other. God is an eternal communion of love and personal 

being in himself, but this is to be understood not in terms of the Being of God grounded 

in an abstract necessitarian-philosophical view of “being,” but as the Being of God for 
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others whom he seeks and with whom he creates fellowship. God’s transcendence and 

immanence, his Being-in-himself and Being-with-us, or ousia and parousia are 

inseparable.
385

 In light of this, creation in general and humanity in particular, in Habets’ 

and Rahner’s terms, possess a “transcendental determination,” i.e. we are made to 

commune with the Triune God.
386

 “The whole raison d’être of the universe lies in the 

fact that God does not will to exist alone, that he will not be without us, but has freely 

and purposely created the universe and bound it to himself as the sphere where he may 

ungrudgingly pour out his love, and where we may enjoy communion with him.”
387

 

Torrance calls this humanity’s “supernatural destiny,”
388

 and attributes the nature and 

purpose of creation to the Triune Love, but especially to “the activity of divine Love 

which is peculiarly appropriate to the Father.”
389

  

 

Love and Creation: Relation and Redemption  

Torrance quotes Calvin: “It is not enough for us to conceive God to be the Maker of the 

world, and to father all power upon Him, but we must know him to be our Father 

because He draws us to Him with so gentle and loving a care as if we were His 

children.”
390

 Humanity, created by God the Father as Love, is essentially covenanted to 

filial relationship with the heavenly Father: “We come to God not only as Him that 

created me, but also as Him that hath uttered a fatherly love toward me.”
391

 On the other 

hand, the goodness and dignity of creation, or anthropology in particular, should also be 
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triangulated with the doctrines of sin and redemption, placed in the context of the 

Father’s love. Sin effects the corruption of the imago Dei in humanity. Because sin is 

rebellion against God, it is therefore the dehumanization of humanity.
392

  

 If in Calvin’s thought the imago Dei has thus to do first of all with God’s 

gracious beholding of man as His child, which is the objective basis of the 

imago, and then with man’s response to that decision of God’s grace in coming 

to Him as a Father and yielding to Him the gratitude and honour which are due 

in such a filial relation, which is the subjective basis of the imago, it is implied 

throughout that God created man just for this relationship with God… Calvin 

thinks of sin as destroying or utterly defacing the image of God in man. In this 

way man has become a ‘double beast’.”
393

 

 

Important here is the fact that creation and redemption are interrelated, especially when 

viewed relationally. Torrance argues that it is only on the basis of viewing redemption 

as reconciliation with God that the inner logic and telos of creation is brought to light, 

because creation is proleptically conditioned by redemption.
394

 Colyer explains: 

 What Torrance intends, I believe, is that God’s ultimate telos for creation from 

the beginning is revealed and actualized in the incarnation, death and 

resurrection of Christ, a telos in which all creation comes to share in the eternal 

communion of love that God is. This is the ultimate goal of both redemption and 

creation. It is actually realised in redemption after the Fall, and it is a telos that 

proleptically conditions the creation.
395

 

 

Interesting here, therefore, is the relationship between the work of the Father and the 

work of the Son in restoring creation. Torrance argues that although creation possesses 

temporal priority in terms of existence in space and time, “the actual creation of the 

universe in the outward movement of the Father’s love was proleptically conditioned by 

the incarnation of that love… in order to redeem creation and to reconcile all things, 

things visible and invisible alike, to himself.”
396

 The original creation, the restoration of 

God’s creation, and the incarnation of the eternal Son and Word of God in Jesus Christ 

are interrelated. “The restoration of creation to communion and fellowship with Him in 
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which the peace of God reigns over all, the joy and gladness in God the Father fills the 

whole of creation”
397

 are at the heart of the Triune act of creation. 

 

The Electing Father  

Theologians must realize that the redemption of humanity and the restoration of 

communion with God are not divine afterthoughts necessitated by and only 

consequential upon the Fall. This adds significance to Torrance’s argument that 

redemption proleptically conditions creation. Communion with God derives its origin 

not from temporal necessity but from the eternal will and purposes of God, which 

Torrance refers to as the import of predestination.
398

 That such intended communion 

was disrupted in the Fall does not entail the defeat of God’s eternal purposes; rather, 

through the Father’s sending of the Son and the Holy Spirit to reconcile humanity back 

to God, the eternal openness of the Love of God is displayed as eternally the same, pre- 

and post-Fall. The origin of creation is also the telos of redemption.  

 

Prothesis, Mysterion and Koinonia  

A doctrine of appropriation, and the kath hypostasin distinction of works in the 

economy of salvation is revealed most explicitly in Torrance’s threefold categorisation 

of the Triune work as prothesis, mysterion, and koinonia. Under the banner of “union 

with Christ,” both Lee and Habets affirm this triadic Trinitarian action as follows: “The 

cause of ‘union with Christ’ is prothesis, the election of God [the Father]. Its substance 

is mysterion, the hypostatic union in Jesus Christ, and its fulfilment is koinonia, the 

communion of the Holy Spirit.”
399

 This triadic Trinitarian work reinforces Torrance’s 

emphasis on the unbroken relation of Being and Act among the Persons of the Trinity. 

Moreover, in speaking of the Triune work in terms of prothesis, mysterion and 

koinonia, the weight falls on continuity and oneness in the economy of salvation. The 

emphasis here naturally falls on the work of the Father, understood by Torrance as 

prothesis, or election.  
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To understand better how the three terms are interrelated, it is best to proceed 

from where Torrance starts: in Christ. Habets fails to represent Torrance’s theological 

attitude when he began with prothesis, election of the Father, rather than with 

mysterion, hypostatic union in Christ.
400

 Torrance’s theological consistency concerning 

the epistemological and evangelical priority of Christ even in this triadic movement is 

displayed in Incarnation, and is also purposeful in that it seeks to avoid grounding the 

doctrine of election behind the back of Christ or in some divine abstract eternal decree. 

The eternal will of the Father, therefore, can only be properly understood in light of the 

mystery of Christ. Torrance calls it mysterion, or mystery, because it refers primarily to 

the hypostatic union, the union of God and humanity in the one Person of Christ,
401

 and 

his emphasis on the salvific and vicarious humanity of Christ reverberates: the 

hypostatic union is reconciling union in “the form of a dynamic atoning union… 

worked out within the structures of our human existence” throughout his life, death, 

resurrection and ascension.
402

 This is related to the Father’s eternal will for communion.  

 Mystery is the secret that lies behind God’s creation. In the heart of that 

creation, God created man, made in the union of male and female as one flesh, 

to reflect the image of God within their relation of union with God. But that 

union between man and God was sundered, and the union within mankind 

making mankind one flesh was sundered: the secret was lost to man, the mystery 

remained wholly recondite. But the eternal purpose of God remained, and so at 

last in Jesus Christ after long and patient preparation in God’s purpose with 

Israel, the mystery of God’s will became incarnate. It embodied itself in the 

midst of our humanity, begetting in Jesus Christ the one in whom all mankind is 

gathered back into communion with God.
403

  

 

Thus, the mysterion enacted in the incarnation of Christ, and vividly displayed in the 

Cross, reveals the eternal heart and will (or prothesis) of the Father.
404

 Prothesis has a 

twofold inseparable meaning: (1) the purpose of God, or election of the Father; and (2) 

the “setting forth” of God for the redemption of humanity in Christ.
405

 Torrance points 

to Ephesians 1:11 and Romans 8:28-30 to explain that the eternal election of the Father 

includes both predestination and future glory (Christologically understood), 
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emphasizing “the purpose of God in Christ reaching out from and into the eternal and 

infinite mystery of God.”
406

 In grounding salvation in the election of the Father in 

Christ, Torrance follows the Reformation doctrine of sola gratia, which epitomises “a 

strictly theonomous thinking, from a centre in God and not in ourselves.”
407

 This is 

because the doctrine of election essentially refers to “the eternal decision which is 

nothing less than the Love that God himself is, in action; it is the unconditional self-

giving of God in the undeflecting constancy of his Grace.”
408

  

 

Election and Predestination  

It is, therefore, only on the grounds of the eternal Love of the Father and the 

incarnation of the Son that election and predestination should be understood. Torrance 

is critical of federal Calvinism for importing philosophical, logical and mechanistic 

apparatuses to explain the doctrine of election theologically, which is precisely the 

opposite of the meaning of election, for essentially, “the doctrine of election… rejects 

any projection of human ways of thought, speech or behaviour, or any creaturely 

representation, into God.”
409

 Election is primarily grounded in God’s free sovereign 

decision in creation and redemption, and is thus “to be equated with the sheer mystery 

of God’s Love which knows no reason beyond its own ultimateness as the Love that 

God eternally is.”
410

 As such, it is not an abstract decree; rather, “Christ in His own 

Person is the eternal decree of God.”
411

 Torrance rejects causal and deterministic 

understanding of election espoused by Scholastic Calvinists
412

 such as Samuel 

Rutherford (1600-1661), who, since he followed Beza and the Synod of Dort instead of 

Calvin and Knox, was caught up with a strictly causative understanding of the relation 

between God’s eternal decrees and the efficacy of Christ’s atoning work, forcing him to 

admit limited atonement.
413

 This could have been avoided, Torrance says, if election 

had been understood primarily in Christ, as in the incarnational and corporate view of 
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election held by John Forbes of Corse (1593-1648): “the compredestination of Christ 

and the elect in Christ.”
414

  

 Compredestination means not only that God has elected and adopted us in Christ 

before the foundation of the world, but that he has elected Christ himself in 

whom he is well pleased, and elected us in Christ, predestinating us in love as 

those who are redeemed through the precious Blood of Christ as of a Lamb 

without blemish and spot. He has elected us not on the ground of any holiness or 

belief on our part, but in order that we may believe. Christ himself is the 

primary object of election and as such the ground of our election.
415

 

 

That election should be understood in Christ, however, should not overshadow 

the primacy of the Father’s love in the whole process of redemption. Robert Boyd 

(1578-1627), another Scottish theologian, stressed that the omnium primo in election is 

the act of the Father in willing and delivering up his own Son.
416

 This is the eternal 

priority of the Father’s free and gracious decision not only to create but to elect 

humanity into communion with the Triune God. Torrance quotes Campbell: “the love 

of God as the cause, and the atonement as the effect. ‘God so loved the world, that he 

gave his only begotten Son’.”
417

 Torrance’s understanding of the personal, ontological 

and relational work of the whole Triune God for humanity’s salvation is also relevant 

here:  

 The “pre” of predestination cannot be regarded as the prius to anything here in 

space and time; it is not the result of an inference from effect to first cause, or 

from relative to absolute, or to any world-principle. The “pre” in predestination 

takes election not out of time but grounds it in an act of the Eternal which we 

can only describe as “per se” or “a se”. In other words, it is grounded in the life 

of the Godhead, that is, in the personal relations of the Trinity. Just because we 

know God to be Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we know the Will of God to be 

supremely Personal—and it is to that Will that predestination tells us our 

salvation is to be referred.
418

 

 

The Sending Father 

That the Son became incarnate in accordance with the eternal will of the Father, and 

that the Holy Spirit is operative in the world for our salvation, logically entails the 

essentially and eternally dynamic Being of God.
419

 Torrance elaborates: “Movement 

belongs to his eternal Being. If God is who he is in his activity toward us through the 
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Son and in the Spirit, then it belongs to the essential Nature of his eternal Being to 

move and energise and act.”
420

 This emphasis is indisputably applicable to both the 

evangelical and ontological Trinity, God ad intra and ad extra, and can be discerned 

specifically in the double movement of God’s saving love “from the Father, through the 

Son, and in the Holy Spirit, and to the Father, through the Son, and in the Holy 

Spirit.”
421

 James Torrance refers to this katabatic, God-humanward and anabatic, 

human-Godward activity as “a double movement of grace,”
422

 which is equivalent to 

Torrance’s view of God’s “redeeming movement in Love,”
423

 and the definition of 

atonement as “the movement of divine reconciling and justifying love.”
424

 And because 

the Triune God is a Being-in-movement, this immediately implies that God is in 

essence a God who is Self-sending.  

 

Procession of the Son and the Holy Spirit  

In light of the fact that the Persons of the Triune God work in strict accordance with 

their personal nature as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, it is plausible to say that the 

sending agency belongs distinctly and primarily to the Father. This is displayed, for 

instance, in Irenaeus’ understanding of the two hands of the Father, referring to the Son 

and the Holy Spirit.
425

 The procession of both the Son and the Holy Spirit, therefore, 

should not only be understood as coming from the divine nature, but also from the will 

and love of the electing Father.
426

 Torrance argues, however, that this should be 

understood only in light of the economic relations, and not imposed on the Trinity in se, 

so as to avoid any notion of subordination or hierarchy within the Godhead. Referring 

to the procession of the Son, he writes: “We believe in Jesus Christ as our Lord and 

Saviour with the very same faith with which we believe in God the Father Almighty, 
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and we believe that what he is toward us, with us and for us in his incarnate mission 

from the Father he is antecedently and eternally in himself, the eternal Son of the 

eternal Father.”
427

 That the mission of the Son is willed by the sending Father does not 

entail priority or superiority of the Person of the Father, or accepting the absolute 

Monarchia of the Father alone.  

The same applies to the procession of the Holy Spirit, or the controversial 

filioque.
428

 Here too, the Father (together with the Son), again assumes the sending role: 

“The Spirit is ever in the hands of the Father who sends and of the Son who gives him 

as his very own, and from whom the Spirit on his part receives.”
429

 However, Torrance 

maintains that this Athanasian statement should be interpreted “in such a way that the 

enhypostatic realities and distinctive properties of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

always remain the same in the equality and consubstantiality of the Holy Trinity.”
430

 

Thus the creedal affirmation of Constantinople in AD 381 proves an insightful 

safeguard against heresies: “We believe in one Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of Life, 

who proceeds from the Father, who with Father and the Son together is worshipped and 

glorified.”
431

  

 

Shaliach of God  

That God the Father sends is particularly evident in John 3:16-17, where John refers to 

the incarnate Son as the apostolos of God. The same Johannine emphasis is in 10:36, 

where Jesus calls himself the one whom the Father sent into the world (apesteilen eis 

ton kosmon). In light of these Scripture passages, Torrance argues that the whole 

mission of Christ can be called “the apostolic mission of Christ from the Father.”
432

 

Using Hebrews 3:1-6, Torrance then equates the apostleship of Christ with the Hebrew 

concept of the Shaliach of God.
433

  Based on the Hebrew tradition and reflected in both 

the Old and New Testaments, Torrance concludes that at the basic level, “Shaliach 
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referred to the man who speaks for God and acts for God in semeia.”
434

 For instance, in 

the Old Testament, prophets and leaders like Moses, Elijah, Elisha and Ezekiel were 

referred to as sheluchim; in the New Testament, the apostles who bore witness to the 

life and resurrection of Jesus were also called apostle-shaliachs.
435

 Torrance says, 

however, that there is a difference when the term Shaliach is applied to God and to 

human representatives. For instance, “The whole New Testament doctrine of shaliach is 

one in which the person of the shaliach retreats into the background, so that the living 

person of the risen Christ comes to the fore.”
436

 When applied to God and the Triune 

Persons, however, there is an inseparability of Being and Act between the Father who 

sends and the Son and the Holy Spirit who are sent into the world as agents of 

reconciliation. Ultimately, then, it is the incarnate Son and the Holy Spirit who are the 

Sheluchim of the Father. Torrance relates this to the apostleship and priesthood of 

Christ, and his twofold function in the mediation of revelation, reconciliation and 

worship. In Atonement, Torrance refers to Christ as the “unique shaliach of God in 

word and deed,” to which he adds: 

 It is supremely in that sense that Christ is shaliach: he is the word of God and 

the deed of God, who not only brings from God his word of pardon, but 

effectively enacts it. In Jesus Christ the word and deed of God are identical, 

identical in his person. He is the word of God which he represents, so that his 

word is not just word about God, but actually is God’s word, God in his word. 

His actions not only point to God, but he is himself God in action, so that his 

acts are God’s own acts. Christ was sent from the Father not only to forgive sin, 

but to heal, not only to speak of God’s pardon but to enact that pardon in our 

flesh and blood.
437

 

 

Concerning the Holy Spirit as Shaliach, Torrance grounds his arguments 

primarily in the Gospel of John.
438

 In 14:26, Jesus says that the Spirit is sent by the 

Father, but in 16:7, Jesus says that he himself sends the Spirit. When Jesus says that the 

Spirit is sent both by the Father and the Son (John 15:26), the Spirit’s role as witness is 

also highlighted. From these verses Torrance concludes that inasmuch as Jesus Christ is 

the Shaliach of the Father, the Holy Spirit is the Shaliach of the Son, in that “He [the 

Spirit] does not draw attention to Himself or speak of His own Person, but speaks only 
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of Christ.”
439

 Nevertheless, both the Son and the Spirit, as the two hands of the Father, 

are the Sheluchim of the Father in the economy of salvation.  

 It is unfortunate that Torrance offers no explanatory statements on Irenaeus’ 

view of the “two hands of the Father,” which would have helped him elaborate the 

sending agency of the Father. Perhaps his concern and polemic against 

subordinationism imported to the intra-divine Trinity prevented him from emphasizing 

this Irenaean phraseology. In fact, it is this neglect that led Gunton to think that 

Torrance holds “a homogeneous view of the persons of the economy,” or that the three 

Persons of the Triune God share equal divinity even in the economy.
440

 Gunton 

perceives Torrance’s position as a double-edged sword: it is profitable in light of the 

Arian controversy, but it also offers a complication in light of the issue of economic 

subordination. Although Torrance himself affirms economic subordination,
441

 his 

polemic against ontological subordinationism prevented him from elaborating important 

aspects that may be interpreted to mean or imply the latter (in this case, “the two hands 

of the Father”). On one hand, Torrance’s silence illustrates his determination for 

theological consistency; but on the other hand, it portrays his purposive evasion of 

selected topics that could open a critique to his position.  

 

The Receiving Father  

For Torrance, there is a reciprocity in the saving movement made by the Father from 

beginning to end in the one economy of salvation in accordance with his Person and 

nature as Father. As was shown above, he ascribes to the Father the electing and 

sending offices—“from the Father through the Son in the Spirit”—with special 

emphasis on the eternal will and love of the Father, which is then reciprocated by a 

Godward movement: “in the Spirit through the Son to the Father.” From this double 

movement of grace, one can immediately recognise that for Torrance, in the economy 

of salvation, the Father is both the sending and receiving Person: from the Father and to 

the Father.
442

  

Torrance’s understanding of “to the Father” as a salvific event is best discerned 

in the language of adoption. Here, “Fatherhood is defined in terms of redeeming grace 
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toward us and free adoption of us as his children.”
443

 As such, the church, as the 

community of the reconciled, is “the universal family of God the Father sharing 

brotherhood with Jesus Christ and therefore sharing with him sonship to the Father.”
444

 

This is grounded and accomplished in Christ.  Thus, Torrance argues, “new birth refers 

ultimately to His [Jesus’] own birth,” in which humanity shares.
445

 “It is in Christ and 

through Christ only that we are born again.”
446

 Interpreting John 3:16 and quoting John 

1:12 in this light, he argues that “to those who receive him, Jesus Christ gives the power 

and the right to become children of God.”
447

 Again, humanity’s filial relation with the 

Father is mediated through Christ, in consistency with his whole soteriological 

framework that access to the Father happens only through Christ in the Spirit.
448

  

We must distinguish, however, two kinds of sonship: one by nature and one by 

grace.
449

 The former refers to the relation of the Son to the Father; the latter to 

humanity’s adoption into the family of God: “Our being children of God falls outside 

the Being of God, for we are created beings, utterly distinct from the Being of God. But 

Jesus Christ is Son of God in a unique sense, for he is Son of God within God, so that 

what he is and does as Son of the Father falls within the eternal Being of the 

Godhead.”
450

 This distinction is important, because it maintains the creaturehood of 

humanity and safeguards the intrusion of the dangerous traditional Western 

misinterpretation of theosis into soteriology. So, “the Son became man without ceasing 

to be divine in order to make creatures participate in the divine communion without 

ceasing to be creatures.”
451

 Nevertheless, Torrance asserts, because of the incarnation, 

we are called sons of God by sharing in the Sonship of Christ. Thus, as Frater, “the Son 

of the Father has made himself our Brother, for through his incarnational union with us, 

he has established our union with him. By making himself our Brother, he has made us 
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brothers of his and therefore sons of the Father.”
452

 This is what Torrance calls 

“incarnational fraternity.”
453

 Humphrey follows Torrance’s Christocentric assertions: 

“Because of the person and work of Christ Jesus, we become children, or more 

properly, ‘sons’ of the Father.”
454

  

According to one central strand of biblical soteriology, the Christian life is 

fundamentally a sharing in the Son’s relationship with the Father in the power of 

the Spirit through the economic earthing of that same relationship in the 

particular flesh of Jesus of Nazareth. We do not share in the person of the Son, 

but precisely in the relationship which he has with the Father and the Spirit in 

the triune life of koinonia. This is the trinitarian shape of the kerygma and of the 

Christian experience of God.
455

 

 

The quotation above from Trevor Hart expresses two important reminders: (1) 

that our adoption is a sharing by grace in the Sonship of Christ and (2) that our sharing 

in Christ ultimately means sharing in the Triune koinonia. Inasmuch as humanity’s 

adoption into the family of God is effected by “the third dimension,”
456

 referring to the 

union of God and man in the one Person Christ, Torrance also maintains a Trinitarian 

view of adoption. We become sons and daughters of the Father through Christ in the 

Spirit. “The work of spiritual rebirth is performed in unison by the Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit.”
457

 James Torrance expresses Trinitarian adoption more beautifully:  

Firstly, I have been a child of God from all eternity in the heart of the Father. 

Secondly, I became a child of God when Christ the Son lived, died and rose 

again for me long ago. Thirdly, I became a child of God when the Holy Spirit—

the Spirit of adoption—sealed in my faith and experience what had been 

planned from all eternity in the heart of the Father and what was completed once 

and for all in Jesus Christ.
458

 

 

That adoption should also be construed from a Trinitarian perspective is completely 

consistent with Torrance’s conception of the nature of human salvation as sharing in the 

life and love of the Triune God.
459

 Filial relation, reconciliation, and union with God are 

inseparable: “Through his Sonship, that is, through his obedient Life in filial relation 
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toward the Father, and through his brotherhood with us in our estrangement, Christ is 

the active Agent who reveals God to us and reconciles us to God… [bringing] us back 

to union with God.”
460

 In other words, adoption into the Father’s household is a 

conceptual equivalent of participation in the Life and Love of the Triune God. This is 

what Torrance calls “our adoption into the communion of the divine life,”
461

 the 

fulfilment of God’s eternal plan to invite creation to himself as sons and daughters.
462

 In 

light of this, and recalling that union with Christ also implies communion with the 

Triune God, a Trinitarian pattern is already apparent in Torrance’s soteriology: the 

salvific agency of the Three Persons and relationship with each of them imply more 

than a relationship with individual hypostasis, because each relationship means a lifting 

up into the Triune Communion to which each of the hypostases belong. This will be 

made evident again in the salvific agency of the Holy Spirit, and will be explained in 

Chapter V as humanity’s mediated participation in the Triune Life.  

 

CO
CLUSIO
S 

As demonstrated, the distinct nature and work of the Father in the salvific economy 

could be best described in terms of his love as Almighty Creator, his electing and 

sending agency, and finally his receiving role, whereby the Father accepts through 

Christ in the Spirit humanity as children of God. Of course, all of these should be tied 

into to four of Torrance’s important emphases. First, the Person and Work of the Father 

are one and inseparable. It is precisely because God is the Father who loves the Son and 

the Holy Spirit that he is able to love and invite “the creaturely other” into communion 

with himself. Torrance quotes John Knox: “We call him Father not so much because he 

has created us, but by reason of his free adoption by which he has chosen us in Jesus 

Christ.”
463

 Secondly, the eternal will of the Father and the sending of the Son and the 

Spirit are one: his Will and Act are one. In relation to the latter, thirdly, the electing, 

sending and receiving roles of the Father are inseparable. In other words, the origin and 

goal of Trinitarian salvation are one. “Bringing humanity back from estrangement to 
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communion with the Father,” Torrance argues, is the mission of Christ.
464

 Fourthly, 

Trinitarian salvation involves a “glorious exchange,”
465

 willed by the Father through the 

Son in the Spirit, enabling humanity to participate in the love of the Father, the Sonship 

of the Son and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. 
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Chapter IV 

THE COMMU
IO
 OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
 

 

There is a noticeable imbalance in Torrance’s treatment of the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit in his writings, demonstrated clearly by a non-existent separate treatment of the 

Holy Spirit amidst the large corpus of Torrance’s works (and in comparison to his 

numerous treatises on Jesus Christ). As Deddo argues, however, Torrance’s reflections 

on the Spirit and his relation to both Trinity ad intra and ad extra are scattered 

throughout his writings.
466

 As such, far from lacking a mature theology of the Holy 

Spirit, Torrance actually has a well-developed pneumatology that is integrated and 

integral to his whole theological cogitation. Kruger justifiably adds pneumatic thinking 

(and eschatological thinking) on Robert Palma’s list of six cardinal facets of Torrance’s 

theology (Trinitarian, Christocentric, unitary, rational, and natural theology).
467

 Overall, 

Torrance’s pneumatological approach is both Christocentric and Trinitarian, and is thus 

consistent with his entire theological programme. “There is no separate activity of the 

Holy Spirit in revelation or salvation in addition to or independent of the activity of 

Christ, for what he does is to empower and actualize the words and works of Christ in 

our midst as the words and works of the Father.”
468

 Torrance’s pneumatology thus 

“comes to fruition in an onto-relational and Trinitarian formulation.”
469

 This is why a 

presentation of the Person and Work of the Holy Spirit in Torrance’s Trinitarian 

soteriology may advance only after treatment of the Persons and Works of the Son and 

the Father.  

 

THE COMMU
IO
 OF THE HOLY SPIRIT  

Torrance admits that the doctrine of the Holy Spirit is the weakest of all the doctrines of 

the Church, owing to the difficulty of the subject.
470

 He hints that weak pneumatology 

in Christian theology goes back as early as the first century, citing the Apostles’ Creed 
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which offered a laconic treatment of the Holy Spirit, moving quickly on to the 

church.
471

 Hing Kau Yeung critiques Torrance for ironically falling into the same pit, 

arguing that his  distinct treatments of the Holy Spirit are overly brief. While this is true 

to a certain extent, Yeung’s consequent judgment that Torrance’s doctrine of the Holy 

Spirit is “more or less only significant to the knowledge of God” is unacceptably 

harsh.
472

 Rather, Deddo’s analysis, presented above, does more justice to Torrance’s 

theological scheme. Also, in Torrance’s defence, presentation of the nature and Person 

of the Holy Spirit requires a deliberate degree of apophatism in accordance with the 

nature of the Spirit as Spirit.  

Torrance recognizes that as in Christology and the doctrine of the Trinity, the 

deity of the Holy Spirit was initially only implicit in the worship of the early Church.
473

 

Similarly, it was only after clear knowledge of the Father and the Son had been 

achieved that the necessity for explicit statements on the Holy Spirit became 

increasingly imperative. The task was undertaken by prominent theologians such as 

Athanasius, Basil, and Gregory of Nazianzus. Following Athanasius, Torrance’s 

understanding of the Holy Spirit consistently proceeds from the doctrine of the Son, 

particularly in the homoousios as applied both to the incarnate Son and the Holy 

Spirit.
474

 The difference of application of the homoousios to the Son and the Holy 

Spirit, is only that “it is only [Christ] who is both homoousios with the Father and 

homoousios with us,” while the Spirit is only homoousios with the Father, but not with 

humanity.
475

 Clearly, Torrance’s approach to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit is 

integrated in his understanding of the triadic relation between the Triune God and the 

world, which highlights his consistent contention that knowledge of the Spirit is in line 

with the knowledge of the Son.  

 

God is Spirit  

A discussion of the Person of the Spirit faces serious ambiguities in relation to God’s 

being. This is owing to the fact that while the doctrine of the Trinity delineates the 

                                                 
471

 SF, xcv. 
472

 Yeung, “Being and Knowing: An Examination of T. F. Torrance’s Christological Science,” 

(Ph.D. thesis; University of London, 1993), 223.  
473

 Following Mackintosh, Torrance can say, therefore, that the origin of the idea of the Spirit in 

its Trinitarian meaning is not in philosophic thought, but in history and life. See The Doctrine of the 

Person of Jesus Christ, 519. 
474

 TF, 201-204; TRE, 233.   
475

 TF, 203; GR, 167. 



108 

 

hypostasis of the Holy Spirit from the ousia of God, it is clear in various passages of 

Scripture that God’s being and nature is in itself Spirit. Torrance identifies this 

distinction between thinking of the Spirit absolutely and thinking of him relatively.
476

 

Concerning the former, Torrance succinctly admits: “Spirit is the specific nature of 

God’s eternal being (ousia), whether as Father, Son or Holy Spirit.”
477

 Three important 

ontological-epistemological implications follow. First, calling God Spirit has a dialectic 

or comparative merit, because it underlines the fact that God’s nature is infinite, 

transcendent, invisible, immaterial and immutable, in contrast with the contingent, 

transient and limited nature of creaturely beings.
478

 Secondly, that God is Spirit is 

important in a realist and imageless epistemology: “God is Spirit, and therefore he is to 

be known and thought of by us in a reverent and spiritual way without the crude use of 

creaturely or material images.”
479

 Thirdly, and in relation to the latter, the spiritual 

nature of God should re-shape our thinking of God even when we use human language. 

Thus, Torrance writes: “terms like ουσία, ύποστασις, or φύσις when applied to God 

must be understood in a wholly spiritual, personal yet genderless way.”
480

  

Thinking of the Spirit in the absolute sense, however, does not rule out the 

distinction between the Persons of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The Western 

tradition, following Augustine, turned the ambiguous use of the term “Spirit” into a 

positive advantage by conceiving of the Spirit as the bond of love between the Father 

and the Son. Torrance takes this position when he speaks of the Holy Spirit as “a kind 

of consubstantial Communion (communio quaedam consubstantialis) between the 

Father and the Son,”
481

 and by speaking of the Holy Spirit as “the Bond of /ature in the 

Holy Trinity.”
482

 Torrance elaborates: “The fact that the Holy Spirit is both the 

hypostasis of the whole Being of God, and, considered absolutely in himself as God, is 

identical with that Being, for God is Spirit, means that he is the consubstantial bond of 

the Holy Trinity.”
483
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God the Holy Spirit 

Torrance, consistent with his realist and historical approach, owes his pneumatology to 

creedal and patristic theology. His engagement and critique of liberal theology’s 

subjective understanding of the Holy Spirit and the human spirit, along with the failure 

to distinguish one from the other, probably marks his only engagement with “recent” 

pneumatological issues. Although Torrance shows optimism concerning the renewal of 

interest in pneumatology as part of the renewed interest in the Trinity and in 

ecumenism,
484

 his silence concerning Pentecostal theology evidences his lack of 

involvement with fresh understandings of the Holy Spirit’s Person and Work developed 

by other contemporary traditions.
485

  

The early fathers regarded the concept of homoousios as inspired by the Holy 

Spirit in determining and expressing the consubstantial relation of Jesus Christ to the 

Father, and of the Holy Spirit to the Father and the Son.
486

 Torrance asserts that it was 

Athanasius who “had little hesitation in applying the term homoousios to the Spirit as 

well as to the Son.”
487

 In this way, the Person of the Holy Spirit is established on the 

same ontological and soteriological grounds as the Person of the Son. Yet again, 

Torrance’s concern in the application of the homoousios to the Holy Spirit, like 

Athanasius’, is soteriological, and not exclusively ontological per se. Torrance’s 

pneumatology, like his Christology and Pateriology, therefore, is soterio-conditioned. 

Moreover, Torrance’s affirmation of this is deliberate, and is entirely consistent with his 

realist theology.  

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is derived, therefore, not merely from biblical 

statements, nor from doxological formulae alone, but from the supreme truth 

that God reveals himself through himself, and therefore that God himself is the 

content of his revelation through the Son and in the Spirit. That is to say, far 

from being an extraneous intrusion, the doctrine of the Spirit was developed 

naturally and properly out of the inner structure of knowledge of the one God 

grounded in his self-revelation and self-communication as Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.
488

 

 

By employing homoousios, Torrance’s argument that knowledge of the Spirit, like 

knowledge of the Father, is controlled and grounded by knowledge of the Son is further 

solidified. His hierarchical epistemology is also strengthened, in which the movement 
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from knowledge of the Son to knowledge of the Spirit “tells us how our thought moves 

from the first to the second theological levels… in determining how we are to think of 

the dynamic and spiritual nature of the ontological relation that obtains between the 

economic Trinity and the ontological Trinity.”
489

 Colyer justly concludes that Torrance 

follows “a biblical, evangelical/doxological and Trinitarian approach” to his 

pneumatology.
490

  

Torrance’s confidence in identifying the Person of the Holy Spirit, however, 

should be balanced with his reluctance in offering a definitive statement concerning the 

distinct Person of the Spirit. He reserves an element of mystery in his pneumatology, 

and quotes Cyril of Jerusalem’s words that “to define accurately the hypostasis of the 

Holy Spirit is impossible.”
491

 Torrance adds: 

 The Holy Spirit is not cognoscible in himself. In the doctrine of the Spirit we are 

concerned with the ultimate Being of God before whom the very cherubim veil 

their faces, for there God the Spirit hides himself not only by the very mode of 

his Being as Spirit, but by his exaltedness, his greatness and majesty, that is, by 

his infinite holiness. Because he is infinitely greater that we can conceive, we 

can think and speak of him in his revelation to us only with awe and awareness 

of the weakness of our minds to apprehend him.
492

 

 

This apprehensiveness is intertwined with the self-effacing nature of the Holy Spirit.
493

 

By the very mode of the being of the Spirit, he hides himself from us behind the Father 

in the Son and behind the Son in the Father, so that we do not know him face to face in 

his own hypostasis. Thus, ultimately, “the difficulty of the doctrine of the Spirit derives 

from this hiding of himself on the part of the Spirit behind the Face of the Father in the 

Son and the Heart of the Son in the Father.”
494

 Therefore, Torrance concludes, the 

identity of the Holy Spirit remains a mystery that needs to be honoured.  

 

The Holy Spirit and the Trinity 

Our approach to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit must be from his inner enhypostatic 

relation to the triune being of God. Torrance’s use of enhypostasia concerning the Spirit 

highlights the fact that the Person of the Spirit is inseparable from the One Being of 
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God. As such, the divine personal nature of the Spirit and the personal objective 

subsistence of the Holy Spirit in God is an identity in being with the undivided 

Trinity.
495

 Consistent with Torrance’s Trinitarian emphasis on the doctrine of God, the 

Holy Spirit, like the Father and the Son, cannot assume an autonomous position, for 

knowledge of the Holy Spirit is inseparable from the knowledge of the Son and the 

Father, and therefore knowledge of the Triune God. Similarly, in our explicit 

knowledge of the Holy Spirit, we encounter the Trinity as a whole simultaneously, 

albeit in an implicit and inarticulate manner.
496

  

 

Homoousios and Consubstantiality  

Following Athanasius, Torrance is adamant that similar to knowledge of the Father, 

knowledge of the Spirit should not proceed from the divine Person’s relationship with 

created reality.  

Athanasius would have nothing to do with an understanding of the Spirit 

beginning from manifestations or operations of the Spirit in creaturely existence, 

in man or in the world. Instead…, he took his controlling point of reference 

from what he called “the propriety” of the Spirit to God on the divine side of the 

line dividing between the Creator and the creature, and therefore from the inner 

relation of the Son to the one being of the Godhead.
497

  

 

As such, Torrance’s pneumatology develops out of the Spirit’s essential relation to the 

one God and his undivided consubstantiality with the Father and the Son. This explains 

why Torrance follows Athanasius and the Nicene-Constantinopolitan application of 

homoousios to the Holy Spirit. Because the Holy Spirit is wholly God and is also 

inseparable from the Father and the Son both in eternity and in the economy of 

salvation, it is proper that the early fathers applied homoousios not only to the Son’s 

relation to the Father but also to the Holy Spirit’s relation to the Father and Son.
498

  

The important consequence of the homoousios of the Holy Spirit is the 

necessary equal ascriptions of divine attributes to the Holy Spirit. Thus, like the Father 

and the Son, with the Holy Spirit, “these three are one, eternal God, the same in 
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substance, equal in power and glory.”
499

 As Gunton writes, one of the greatest 

pneumatological errors in Christian theology is the depersonalization of the Spirit in 

equating him with the concept of “grace” as substance,
500

 or thinking of the Spirit 

impersonally, as in Pannenberg’s “force field.”
501

 This is not so far from Torrance’s 

rejection of the tendency in the second and third centuries to think of the Holy Spirit as 

“an immanent Pneuma emanating from God” that “led to the notion of [his] 

creatureliness.”
502

 Torrance quotes Epiphanius: “When you pronounce the homoousion, 

you assert that the Son is God of God, and that the Spirit is God of the same 

Godhead.”
503

 As such, with the Father and the Son, the Spirit is equally honoured, 

adored, worshipped and glorified. But Torrance also offers a caveat concerning the use 

of homoousios in the doctrine of the Trinity. He holds that the term not only stresses 

Oneness in Being in the Trinity, but also implies a distinction of Persons in God. This is 

because “one Person cannot be consubstantial with himself, and… each of the three 

Persons has real, substantial, true and perfect subsistence in the one being of God, and 

indeed that the whole being of the Spirit is the same as the whole being of the Son and 

the whole being of the Father.”
504

 In short, tautonomy should not be inferred from the 

Nicene homoousios. Even though the Holy Spirit is ever with the Father and the Son, 

coinhering with them in the one being of God, it is an “enhypostatic coinherence” in 

such a way that in the one being of God, the Holy Spirit is always Spirit, as the Father is 

always Father and the Son is always Son, and each possessing distinct marks and 

properties that are incommunicable or transferable to the other two Persons.
505
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Filioque Controversy  

To the present, Torrance’s theology offers the greatest available solution for the 

misunderstandings and misgivings attached to the filioque controversy. In fact, 

reiteration of an Athanasian stress on homoousios and its consequent ramifications on 

both the East’s and West’s arguments on the procession of the Holy Spirit is one of 

Torrance’s greatest contributions to both pneumatology and ecumenical theology.
506

 

Torrance’s contribution to the subject is not, however, in providing an answer to the 

question of how the Spirit proceeds from God, for this is tantamount to “an ungodly 

attempt to intrude into the holy mystery of God’s Being.”
507

 Torrance even contends 

that like the idea of Son’s “begottenness,” we do not really know what the “procession” 

of the Holy Spirit really means.
508

 It is rather his argument that the procession of the 

Spirit should be understood in light of the theology of Nicea, particularly on the 

consubstantial and perichoretic relation among the Triune Persons that is important.
509

  

Theologically, it is evident that the filioque debates revolve not specifically 

about the deity or Person of the Holy Spirit per se, but on the Being and Person of the 

Father in the Trinity, understood differently by the fathers.
510

 Torrance follows 

Athanasius in affirming the double procession of the Holy Spirit, in contrast to single 

procession held by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa through their ascription of Monarchia 

and Arche only to the Person of the Father. Owing to homoousios, which argues for the 

consubstantial relation between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Torrance’s solution is 

logical and precise: “Since the Holy Spirit like the Son is of the Being of God, and 

belongs to the Son, since he is in the Being of the Father and in the Being of the Son, he 

could not but proceed from or out of the Being of God inseparably from and through the 

Son.”
511

 Athanasius’ application of homoousios to the Holy Spirit, added by Torrance’s 

stress on the concept of perichoresis and triune Monarchia, has the effect, not only of 

asserting that the Spirit is also of one Being with the Father, but also that the procession 

of the Spirit is from the Being of the Father, in which the Son shares, and not from the 
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Person (hypostasis) of the Father. This means that in both Trinity ad intra and ad extra, 

any proper understanding of the procession of the Holy Spirit must be of procession 

from the whole spiritual Being of the Triune God, which the Holy Spirit has entirely in 

common with the Father and the Son. This equally applies to the mission of the Holy 

Spirit.  

Discussions concerning the filioque serve the purpose of challenging 

theologians to rethink the internal and eternal relation of the Holy Spirit to the Father 

and the Son. In particular, what is needed is the overcoming of what Moltmann calls 

“monarchical pneumatology.”
512

 Ho argues, however, that because Torrance (unlike 

Zizioulas) grounds the procession of the Spirit in the Being of the Godhead and not in 

the Person of the Father, he destroys the personal-relational aspect of the Spirit’s 

procession. As such, even though Ho admits that articulating procession not from God 

the Father but from God who is Father is a “creative move,”
513

 he concludes that 

Torrance’s solution “does not really solve the issue of filioque.”
514

 Ho’s critique also 

represents Zizioulas’ concern that the Holy Spirit, as a Person, should proceed from a 

Person (the Father) and not from an abstract Being. But as to why Ho thinks that 

Torrance disagrees with this basic contention is a mystery. Ho’s misjudgement lies in 

his fundamental error of regarding Being (ousia) as essentially impersonal, which he 

then crudely imposes on Torrance, when in fact Torrance holds a Personal view of 

Being more similar to Zizioulas than Ho recognizes.
515

  

   

Conclusions: The Holy Spirit in the Trinity 

In a sense, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit completes the doctrine of the Trinity. Only 

after developing an explicit awareness of the consubstantial relation of the Spirit to the 

Father and the Son, did the Church explicitly understand the Triune Being of God. But 

the Spirit, enhypostatic with the Father and the Son, does not just fill an empty seat in 

the Triune Communion. The Holy Spirit, for Torrance, is the bond of Love and 

Communion in the life of the Triune God, or “the consubstantial Communion of the 

Father and the Son in the Trinity.”
516

 Consequently, concerning the Spirit’s salvific 

agency in the divine economy, because he “comes to us from the inner communion of 
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the Father, Son and Holy Spirit” he is also “the bond of truth and faith who creates 

unity among us and brings us into communion with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”
517

 

The Person of the Holy Spirit, thus, reinforces Torrance’s assertion of an onto-

relational God, ad intra and ad extra. This also solidifies what this thesis calls 

Torrance’s kath hypostasin soteriology, which in this chapter, focuses on the distinct 

agency of the Spirit in the salvific economy in strict accordance to his hypostasis as the 

Holy Spirit. Furthermore, that the Holy Spirit is relation- and communion-constituting 

also implies that the Holy Spirit is in himself personal. The Holy Spirit is not an 

impersonal emanation, force or energy of God but is “at once intensely personal 

reality.”
518

 Moreover, the Spirit clarifies the nature of God as both holy and spiritual: 

“The very designation of God’s spiritual nature as holy and the third person as Holy 

Spirit emphasizes the otherness, the utterly transcendent glory and majesty of God.”
519

  

 

THE COMMU&IO& OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

The saving work of the Spirit is inseparable from his saving Person. As Torrance writes, 

“To be ‘in the Spirit’ is to be ‘in Christ’, and to be in Christ is to be in God, for the 

operations of the Holy Spirit in us, like the work of Christ for us, is empty of 

evangelical substance or saving validity unless it is grounded in God and flows from 

God.”
520

 Torrance’s soteriology is uncompromisingly Trinitarian, so that even his view 

of the salvific agency of the Spirit is grounded in his affirmation of the perichoretic co-

activity of the Triune Persons. This is only proper, because “a proper understanding of 

the gifts and diverse operations of the Spirit” is possible only “from the perspective of 

their source and ground in the divine Trinity, from the Father, through the Son and in 

the Spirit.”
521

 The activities of the Holy Spirit, therefore, are the activities of the Triune 

God working in our midst the salvation wrought by the grace of the Son and the love of 

the Father, but in particular, the Holy Spirit is the “holy presence of God in and through 

whose communion we may know the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God 
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the Father.”
522

 Pentecost, or the universal outpouring of the Spirit to the Church for the 

world, thus, belongs to the salvific economy. In fact, Torrance argues that the last times 

“are fully inaugurated by the descent of the Spirit, for it is through the Creator Spirit 

that the saving work of Christ is actualized in the Church as redemption.”
523

 Moreover, 

the eschatological Spirit is also the teleological Spirit, for it is the agency of the Holy 

Spirit, in relation to the work of Christ, to bring to completion the mediation of 

reconciliation.
524

  

 

The Holy Spirit and Jesus Christ 

Because of Torrance’s emphasis on homoousios, he argues that the doctrine of the Son 

requires the doctrine of the Spirit, and vice versa.
525

 In the economy of salvation, the 

Work of the Holy Spirit is never independent from the work of the Son, just as his 

Person is never independent from the Persons of the Son and the Father. This means 

that Pentecost should be understood as Christ himself ministering to the Church. 

Torrance summarizes: the Holy Spirit “comes to us in the /ame of the Son and is sent 

by him. Hence he is known as ‘the Spirit of Christ’ (Rom 8:9), ‘the Spirit of Jesus 

Christ’ (Phil 1:19), ‘the Spirit of the Son’ (Gal 4:6), ‘the Spirit of the Lord’ (2 Cor 

3:17), ‘the Spirit of Jesus’ (Acts 16:7),”
526

 and the Other Paraclete whom Christ sends 

in his place (John 14:16).
527

 In short, the Holy Spirit is “Christ’s Other Self.”
528

  

Nevertheless, there is an apparent imbalance in Torrance’s attention to the 

Triune relationships in the economy of salvation. As previously demonstrated, Torrance 

develops the economic relation between the incarnate Son and the Father. This section 

will present the economic relation between the Holy Spirit and the Son. What is 
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missing, then, apart from discussions on the filioque and shaliach, is Torrance’s 

attention to the relationship between the Holy Spirit and the Father. Therefore, from a 

systematic theologian’s point of view, Torrance’s failure to devote the same amount of 

detailed presentation of the Father-Spirit relation found in his presentation of the 

Father-Son and Son-Spirit relations is unfortunate. In a sense, however, and in 

Torrance’s defence, to identify the specific economic relation between the Holy Spirit 

and Father would certainly prove difficult, particularly since the Bible itself does not 

clearly discuss the Father-Spirit relation. So from a biblical-evangelical theologian’s 

perspective, Torrance’ silence on the matter is an appropriate doxological response to 

the Scriptures’ silence.  

 

Mutual Mediation of the Son and Holy Spirit 

To encapsulate, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit mutually mediate one another. Christ’s 

revealing and reconciling work should be interpenetrated by the doctrine of the Spirit, 

for the Spirit is wholly present (albeit behind the curtains) in the life and ministry of the 

incarnate Son.
529

 Reciprocally, the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost is not a coming of 

an isolated Spirit, but rather the Spirit “charged with all the earthly encounter of the 

historical Jesus,” and that “the new mode of activity on the part of the Spirit is 

[actually] conditioned by the evangelical events that lie behind it.”
530

 This salvific 

relationship between the Spirit and the Son goes back even before the incarnation, 

because the Spirit is co-active with the Son in all acts of redemption and sanctification 

as well as in all acts of creation.
531

 This double mediation is summarized by Torrance: 

“The co-activity and co-essentiality of the Spirit with the Son meant that the doctrine of 

the Spirit must be allowed to interpenetrate the doctrine of Christ and his revealing and 

reconciling work, for it is the Spirit who mediates the Son as it is the Son who mediates 

the Spirit.”
532

 Therefore, even in our knowledge of the Son and the Spirit, the two 

Persons are at work. 
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In what way, however, is the present presence and work of the Holy Spirit in 

and to the world Christ-mediated? First, the Spirit became universally available for all 

only after Christ’s Spirit-filled earthly human life. Christ vicariously received the Holy 

Spirit in his incarnate life in order to achieve for us a life of perfect communion with 

the Father in the power of the Holy Spirit. Torrance writes: 

 Since he is himself both the God who gives and the Man who receives in one 

Person, he is in a position to transfer in a profound and intimate way what 

belongs to us in our human nature to himself and to transfer what is his to our 

human nature in him. That applies above all to the gift of the Holy Spirit whom 

he received fully and completely in his human nature for us. Hence in the union 

of divine and human natures in the Son the eternal Spirit of the living God has 

composed himself, as it were, to dwell with human nature, and human nature 

has been adapted and become accustomed to receive and bear the same Holy 

Spirit.
533

 

 

Secondly, the Spirit is mediated by and through Christ’s finished redemptive activity. 

This is coherent with Torrance’s thought that unredeemed humanity cannot approach 

God face to face. In other words, the Spirit could not be mediated to the rest of 

humanity while humanity is yet in sin, or if Christ’s atoning work was not complete.
534

 

Expressed negatively, 

 Until he had sanctified himself and perfected in our human nature his one 

offering for all men, until he had made once and for all the sacrifice to take 

away sin, until he had vanquished the powers of darkness and overcome the 

sharpness of death, until he had ascended to present himself in propitiation 

before the Father, the Kingdom of Heaven could not be opened to believers and 

the blessings of the divine Spirit could not be poured out upon human flesh or 

be received by sinful mortal men.
535

 

 

This is why Torrance insists that Pentecost and Calvary intersect together.
536

 Because 

the world is already reconciled in Christ, and the enmity between God and humanity is 

already overcome in the history of Christ himself, the Holy Spirit could now be poured 

out without consuming humanity in judgment in the process.  
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The Self-Effacing Spirit and Jesus Christ 

Gunton argues that the self-effacing nature of the Holy Spirit encapsulates the central 

asymmetry of the Triune relation in the economy of salvation.
537

 Torrance admits that 

there is indeed an economic subordination in the Trinity, and the self-effacing Spirit 

evidences this, but his difference with Gunton is his approach to the subject matter. 

Gunton proceeds from the economic superiority of the Father, which he takes from 

Basil and Zizioulas,
538

 while Torrance primarily takes his cue from his kataphysic 

theology, i.e. that the Spirit’s self-effacing activity is in strict accordance with the 

Spirit’s nature as imageless and transparent.
539

 Torrance’s approach is also more 

biblically founded, for he takes his arguments from the Gospels, particularly from 

Christ’s statements concerning the Spirit. As such, Molnar regards this as one of the 

most important aspects of Torrance’s pneumatology, in contrast to theologians who 

spend more effort concerning the identity of the Holy Spirit.
540

 

For Torrance, the self-effacing nature of the Holy Spirit is evangelically 

purposive. In the first place, the Spirit’s function is not to bear witness to himself, but to 

Christ. As “the Spirit of Testimony and the Spirit of Truth, the Spirit does not utter 

himself but utters the Word. He does not incarnate himself but incarnates the Son. He 

does not show his own Face, but shows us the Father in the Face of the Son.”
541

 This is 

why Smail refers to the Spirit as a “Person without a face.”
542

 Calling the Spirit “the 

invisible Spirit of truth,” Torrance adds that he is sent from the Father in the name of 

the Son, and does not speak of himself but speaks only of the Father and the Son.
543

 

This is the distinct activity of the Spirit in both the mediation of revelation and 

reconciliation.  

That is the self-effacing nature of the Spirit who hides himself behind the Father 

in the Son and behind the Son in the Father, but also the enlightening 

transparence of the Spirit who by throwing His eternal Light upon the Father 

through the Son and upon the Son in the Father, brings the Being and Reality of 

God out of His hiddenness to bear upon man, and brings man out of his darkness 

to have communion with God, in Jesus Christ.
544
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Consistent with his Christocentric theology, Torrance argues that the agency of the 

Spirit is to focus our attention on the Person and Truth of Jesus Christ. Just as Christ 

revealed the Spirit to his disciples, the Spirit reveals Christ and points the Church to 

him. “The office of the Holy Spirit in the Church is not to call attention to himself apart 

from Christ but to focus all attention on Christ, to glorify him, to bear witness to his 

deity, to testify to his mind and will, and in him and through him to lead us to the 

Father.”
545

 As Fiddes notes, “the anonymity of the Holy Spirit is thus an eschatological 

self-effacement in God, and a self-effacement in human life which enables our 

participation in God.”
546

 Torrance’s emphasis here is on the personal character of the 

self-effacement of the Spirit and his witness to Christ. “The Holy Spirit is indeed 

personally present among us, but in his transparent and translucent mode of being, who 

as homoousios with the Father and the Son throws his eternal light upon the Father in 

the Spirit and the Son in the Father.”
547

 Through the presence of the Spirit’s mode of 

being, he confronts humanity with the sheer presence of God, so that we are in 

immediate touch with God Himself. Thus, “it is not just that the Spirit throws His Light 

upon a distant Christ but actually connects us with Christ Himself.”
548

  

 

Subjective Actualization of Christ’s Objective Work 

Torrance uses the terms “objective union in Christ” and “subjective union in the Spirit” 

to signify the difference-in-unity in the one movement of salvation between the finished 

work of Christ, which he accomplished in his whole life, death, resurrection and 

ascension, and the continuing work of Christ in the world through the agency of the 

Holy Spirit. The work of the Spirit in redemption has two sides: “from the side of Christ 

in the application of His finished work, and from the side of man in receiving the fruits 

of that work.”
549

 Like Calvin, Torrance’s view concerning how the benefits of Christ 

are applied to humanity is instructed by pneumatology.
550

 Humanity’s sharing in the 

saving work and benefits of Christ is through union and participation in him, which 
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“takes place through the Communion of the Holy Spirit.”
551

 As Torrance asserts, “the 

work of the Spirit in God’s people [is] actualizing subjectively in them what has been 

accomplished for them once and for all objectively in the Incarnation.”
552

 Interestingly, 

it is these clarificatory statements that Ho disregards when he considers Torrance’s 

view of the finished objective work of Christ on the cross and the continuing subjective 

activity of the Holy Spirit in believers as contradicting each other. Ho believes that 

Torrance’s view of the ascended Christ’s continuing priestly work and the Spirit’s 

subjectivation of Christ’s work in us is equivalent to belief in an on-going redemptive 

process that renders the cross insufficient.
553

 While Torrance would support Ho’s 

emphasis on the objective aspect of salvation in Christ, it is obvious that Ho’s non-

Trinitarian thinking misses the soteriological import of Torrance’s pneumatological 

soteriology. That Torrance actually involves the Holy Spirit in the appropriation of 

Christ’s saving benefits marks his difference from thinkers like Ho who possess no 

robust Trinitarian perspective on salvation. 

As stated, the subjective work of the Spirit is also located within Torrance’s 

Trinitarianism. First, Torrance borrows Basil’s view of the Father as “the originating 

cause,” the Son as “the moulding cause,” and the Spirit as “the perfecting cause” in the 

economy of salvation,
554

 with emphasis on the act of the Spirit in bringing “to 

completion the creative purpose of God for human persons in the Son.”
555

 Torrance also 

borrows Barth’s emphasis on the unity of God’s Act and Being, and argues that “when 

we speak of the ‘subjective’ operation of the Holy Spirit in us, or of our being ‘in the 

Spirit’, that is to be understood in an objective, ontological sense, as a being in God.”
556

 

Describing the activity of the Spirit as enousios energeia, Torrance affirms not only 

“that God’s activity towards us is grounded in his own being, but that God’s being is 

present to us as Spirit in a dynamic and creative way.”
557
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Union with Christ through the Holy Spirit 

For Torrance, the communion of the Holy Spirit is the vital link between Jesus Christ 

and humanity. “The Reformed doctrine of the Communion of the Spirit,” is “a doctrine 

of Communion in Christ through the Spirit, or, to put it otherwise, of union with Christ 

through the Communion of the Spirit.”
558

 Thus, the objective union which we have with 

Christ through his incarnational assumption of our humanity into himself is subjectively 

actualized in us through his indwelling Spirit. The communion of the Holy Spirit, 

though a new relationship with humanity in accordance to the Person and nature of the 

Spirit, has an original Christological content. The communion of the Spirit does not 

create a union that is not already a reality in Christ.
559

  

As Habets notes, Torrance follows Calvin: “the Spirit is the bond by which 

Christ effectually unites us to himself.”
560

 This incorporation into Christ can be 

regarded in two interrelated ways, yet as both works of the Holy Spirit. Humanity is 

incorporated into Christ as the subjective actualization in us through the Spirit of the 

objective revelation and reconciliation fulfilled in the incarnation and atonement. On 

the other hand, “this incorporation into Christ through the Spirit is to be regarded as our 

participation in the new covenant in Christ.”
561

 This is both individually and 

corporately. The entire Christian life is a participation in union with Christ in the Holy 

Spirit, which takes place within the corporate fellowship of love in the church. This is 

intertwined with Torrance’s view of the church “rooted and grounded in Christ by being 

incorporated into him through his Word and Spirit. It is called into fellowship with him 

and united to him by his baptism of the Spirit, so that its members are made to share in 

Christ’s obedient life and are assimilated to his new humanity.”
562

 Thus, Torrance can 

also say that by virtue of the personalizing Person of the Spirit, the humanizing work of 

the man Jesus, and our being united with Christ through the Spirit, humanity finally 

becomes the humanity God intends us to be, that is, to be in relation with both God and 

others.
563
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The Holy Spirit and the World 

The specific importance of the office of the Holy Spirit in Torrance’s soteriology is this: 

“Apart from the Communion of the Holy Spirit, we could not enjoy the Grace of our 

Lord Jesus Christ and the Love of God the Father.”
564

 As such, although this chapter 

focuses on the particular salvific works of the Spirit in the world, this does not mean 

that the distinct works of the Spirit could be isolated from either the Son’s or the 

Father’s Being and Act. Rather, what is argued here is that the Spirit fulfils aspects in 

our salvation that are unique and in accordance with his nature as the Holy Spirit, the 

third Person of the Triune God, or, that like the Father and the Son, therefore, the Spirit 

has a kath hypostasin agency in the salvific economy.  

 

The Spiritus Creator  

Torrance develops his understanding of the Spirit’s agency in creation in light of the 

creedal confession that the Holy Spirit is the “Lord and Giver of Life.” He argues that 

this possesses a fundamental Trinitarian background, for it is related to the creative 

works of the Father and the Son. Torrance elaborates: 

 The Holy Spirit shares in the Sovereign Power of the Father and the Son, but his 

distinctive sovereign activity is that of quickening or giving life to the creature. 

That is to say, while there is only one creative activity of God, from the Father, 

through the Son and in the Spirit, the special work of the Holy Spirit is to be 

discerned in that he brings the life-giving power of God to bear upon the 

creature in such a way that through his immediate presence to the creature and 

in spite of its creaturely difference from God he sustains it in its being and 

brings its relation to the Creator to its true end in him.
565

 

 

The primary work of the Holy Spirit, then, is to uphold creaturely existence and prevent 

it from lapsing into nothingness from which it was created. This stresses the 

contingency of creation and assures the Lordly presence of God himself in creation. 

God does not “deistically abandon” creation, Torrance argues, but indwells it for its 

continuing existence.
566

 Torrance’s pneumatology, however, is not pantheist or 
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panentheist, explicitly or implicitly.
567

 The personal agency and presence of the Holy 

Spirit in creation is precisely Torrance’s safeguard against such errors, because he 

understands the Spirit to be the power of God in action over against that which is not 

God. The Holy Spirit in Torrance’s thought balances the theological pendulum 

regarding God’s transcendence and immanence.
568

  

Using the 1581 Craig’s Catechism, Torrance demonstrates that the Spirit’s work 

“in the order of nature” is to “keep all things in their natural state” though he adds that 

all alterations in creation are also the work of the Spirit, who works “diversely in 

nature.”
569

 This highlights the fact that the Spirit, though God himself immanent in the 

world, does not destroy the creaturely different (or the wholly other), but upholds 

creaturely being while maintaining the distinction of being from Being. In short, the 

Spirit in his freedom and sovereignty maintains the order of nature or the order of 

created reality, keeping it as it should be, as creation. Torrance holds an important 

dialectical view of the work of the Spirit here, because the Spirit maintains and 

transforms creaturely existence at the same time: “Far from crushing our creaturely 

nature or damaging our personal existence, the indwelling presence of God through 

Jesus Christ and in the Holy Spirit has the effect of healing and restoring and deepening 

human personal being.”
570

 This is related to the creative work of the Spirit in renewing 

and sanctifying creation, or of consummating the intended relation between the creature 

and the Godhead.
571

 The Holy Spirit, “in upholding living, rational creatures from 

below and within them and in bringing them to their true end or telos in God, makes 

them participate in the very life and holiness of God himself.”
572
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The Spiritus Redemptor 

Torrance presents the work of the Holy Spirit in redemption in relation to Christ’s 

triplex munus.
573

 In relation to Christ’s prophetic office, the Holy Spirit “continues to 

utter Christ the Word and utters the Word with all the quickening, life-giving power of 

God.”
574

 In regard to Christ’s priestly office, the Spirit subjectively actualizes in us 

Christ’s objective work for us. Following Hippolytus, Torrance refers to the Holy Spirit 

as “the high-priestly Spirit.”
575

 And finally, in regard to Christ’s kingly office, “the 

Spirit works as the power and operation of God, effectively applying Christ’s victory 

over the powers of darkness to us, and so delivering us from bondage into the freedom 

of the sons of God.”
576

 In all these, the emphasis in on the fact that the fulfilment and 

realization of the work of the Son is effected by the coming and indwelling of the Spirit. 

The coming and presence of the Spirit, thus belongs to the Triune mediation of 

reconciliation, for the presence of the Spirit is the actualization of the new and 

redeemed life, which sons and daughters of the Father have in Christ.  

 With the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost God’s redemptive and his 

creative acts merged together. It was a movement of recreation through atoning 

sanctification, for through the Holy Spirit the full creative impact of the divine 

Word broke in upon the apostolic Church constituting it a new creation in 

Christ, fulfilling in it the sanctifying and regenerating of our human nature that 

has already taken place in Christ, and so bringing it into a new stage of being in 

which it was renewed in the image of God.
577

 

 

Torrance’s emphasis at this point is the dynamic recreating, incorporating and 

sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit in our continuous and progressive Christian 

experience: “We grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ as we surrender to the 

creative impact of the Holy Spirit upon us.”
578

 Elsewhere Torrance refers to the Holy 

Spirit as “the Spirit of Holiness, the Spirit of Redemption and the Spirit of Glory.”
579

 

This is because it is through the Spirit “that we come to participate in God and 

experience his vivifying power toward us, for he is himself the Author and Source of 
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our justification and sanctification, of truth, of grace and every good thing.”
580

  Crump 

properly refers to the Holy Spirit as “the Spirit of regeneration,”
581

 because new birth is 

of spiritual origin, and is the Holy Spirit’s work.
582

  

Interestingly, Torrance also believes that being reborn in the Spirit involves a 

radical transformation.
583

 This is why he thinks that spiritual birth is painful, because 

“man must be unmade and remade, be broken and recreated, be slain and made alive 

again.”
584

 Using the analogies of old man and new man, Torrance argues that in being 

born of the Spirit, a new nature is given to humanity to displace the old. Thus, his 

ethics, far from missing in his theology, is found under the Pauline umbrella “new life 

in the Spirit.”
585

 In fact, Torrance is uncompromising in his agreement with his father: 

“To dwell with God, man must be godlike and to be godlike requires a fundamental 

change of heart and mind. That is: he needs a new righteous disposition which will hate 

the evil and love the good. This is what it means to be born again and receive new 

spiritual life by the Holy Spirit.”
586

 Whether this is a well-developed aspect of 

Torrance’s theology, however, is another question. It seems that Torrance’s definitive 

view of the Holy Spirit’s specific active role in daily Christian life is only on the role of 

the Spirit in affirming the Lordship of Christ.
587

 In a sense, this objective grounding of 

the self in Christ in the power of the Spirit is what contemporary Christian theology and 

spirituality needs, in response to the subjectivist distortion characteristic of the modern 

confusion of anthropology and pneumatology.
588

 But still, Torrance did not fully 

elucidate the Pauline expression “life in the Spirit” in his theology, which is truly 

regretful. One also wonders whether his anxiety over a moralistic version of 

Christianity became an unhealthy prejudice that purposely prevented him from 

articulating this aspect of the Spirit’s agency in the world.
589

 Unlike Calvin, Torrance’s 

                                                 
580

 TP, 53.  
581

 Crump, “Re-examining the Johannine Trinity,” 405. 
582

 In TP, 53, Thomas Torrance (T.F.’s father) argues that the Spirit is “the Author of 

regeneration and of immortality, not by some borrowed power but by his very own.” See Expository 

Studies in St. John’s Miracles (Carter Lane: James Clarke and Co., nd), 40; WCCCA, 69. In the first 

place, Jesus is the example of being born from above, Torrance adds on p. 72. 
583

 Kruger, “The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God,” 387. 
584

 WCCCA, 71. God does not override humanity, Torrance writes in TR, 237, but recreates him.  
585

 APWC, 177. 
586

 Torrance, Expository Studies in St. John’s Miracles, 41.  
587

 TR, 238; SF, cv.  
588

 TR, 238. 
589

 Ray S. Anderson says that Torrance “seldom ventures onto the turf where practical 

theologians ply their trade,” in “Torrance as a Practical Theologian,” in The Promise of Trinitarian 

Theology, 176. Torrance’s calls to proper Christian life are found mostly in Life and Work. See “A 



127 

 

theology lacks an emphasis on the vivifying agency of the Spirit in the lives of maturing 

believers.  

Connected to this are two other relevant critiques related to Torrance’s 

Christology. First, as discussed in Chapter II, Torrance’s view of human response 

vicariously accomplished by Christ pro nobis in a totus/totus manner, and thus an 

emphasis on the in Christ of salvation, could be pointed to as a source of his neglect of 

the in the Spirit of salvation. In short, because Torrance views the vicarious human 

response of Christ for humanity as objective and final, the work of the Spirit in 

liberating and enabling humanity to respond is undermined. The gift of 

“responsiveness” by and in the Spirit is neglected.
590

 The second critique is related to 

Torrance’s insufficient treatment of the kingly office of Christ, which Kruger 

discerns.
591

 As demonstrated in Chapter II, Christ’s priestly sacrifice in redemption and 

prophetic Word in revelation and their implications for humanity are thoroughly 

discussed by Torrance. The kingly office of Christ in his incarnate economy and its 

implications for Christian life, however, are neglected. The immediate consequence is 

that the important implications of Christ’s vicarious victory over sin and death for 

Christians now are not elaborated. One wonders whether Torrance’s anxiety over the 

active part of humanity for salvation thus became a hermeneutical key for him to avoid 

discussing (1) the kingly office of Christ and its implications, and (2) the vivifying 

agency of the Spirit in the lives of believers, which are interconnected. Moreover, one 

wonders if he avoided these themes because he thought of them as incoherent with his 

emphasis on the objective work of Christ. 

 

The Spirit of Truth 

Basic to Torrance’s epistemology, and cohering with his scientific theology is the 

realization that because God is Spirit, he can only be known in a spiritual way. As such, 

Torrance places emphasis on the epistemological significance of the Holy Spirit. First, 

Torrance distinguishes “epistemology of the Spirit” from the “epistemological 

relevance of the Holy Spirit,”
592

 and considers the latter the proper aspect: “In 

epistemology we are concerned with the formal aspects of knowledge, the forms of the 
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how and the forms of the what… whereas in the Spirit we are concerned rather with the 

non-formal, with the given reality or object of our knowledge as it outruns all forms of 

our understanding.”
593

 Secondly, the work of the Spirit in Christian epistemology 

should not be interpreted as an abstract, detached enabling. Rather, because the Holy 

Spirit is “the living action and personal presence of God himself among men,”
594

 his 

revealing agency should be understood as God’s dynamic activity. The Spirit is the 

“speaking Spirit,” and “who speaks to us in Person.”
595

 Thirdly, the revealing work of 

the Holy Spirit is the revelation of the Triune God. There can be no “independent 

epistemology of the Spirit as if He had His own epistemological ground apart from the 

Father and the Son.”
596

 Finally, and consistent with the argument for a transformational 

encounter with the Holy Spirit, “the epistemological relevance of the Spirit lies in the 

dynamic and transformational aspects of this knowledge.”
597

 

 

The Holy Spirit and Knowledge of the Triune God  

Torrance’s reservation about establishing an “epistemology of the Holy Spirit” is 

because it implicitly presupposes that knowledge of God is accessible by humanity on 

autonomous grounds. Consistent with his evangelical approach, Torrance insists that 

“we do not have any knowledge of God apart from the Spirit, for God is Spirit.”
598

 This 

can be explored from two Trinitarian perspectives: in relation to the self-effacing nature 

of the Spirit, and in relation to the participative nature of our knowledge of God. First, 

the Spirit deliberately hides his own hypostasis behind the Father and the Son and 

throws his eternal light upon the Father in the Son and upon the Son in the Father. The 

Holy Spirit is the “speaking Spirit,” but speaking only in order to reveal the Father and 

the Son.
599

 Secondly, knowledge of God is primarily participation in the Son’s 

knowledge of the Father in the Spirit.
600

 “It is through the gift of His Spirit to us and by 

the presence and power of the Spirit,” Torrance writes, “that we are enabled to share in 

the knowledge of God grounded and established and once and for all made accessible to 

                                                 
593

 GR, 166.  
594

 Torrance, “Knowledge of God and Speech about Him according to John Calvin,” Revue 

d’Historie et de Philosophie Religieuses 44 (1964), reprinted in TR, 92-93. 
595

 TF, 247; Kang, “Epistemological Significance,” 359. 
596

 GR, 165. 
597

 GR, 166. 
598

 GR, 165. Torrance argues that the coming and presence of the Holy Spirit breaks humanity’s 

own sinful creative imagination and abstraction (TR, 255).  
599

 TF, 247.  
600

 Kruger, “The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God,” 368. 



129 

 

us in Jesus Christ.”
601

 Fundamental to this argument is that only God knows Himself, 

and that consequently, our knowledge of God is participation in God’s Self-knowledge 

through the Son in the Spirit. Furthermore, this participation is not possible from the 

human side; it is only “through Jesus Christ we are given access to the Father in one 

Spirit.”
602

 This is the epistemological relevance of the Holy Spirit in the knowledge of 

God: that even though God infinitely transcends the grasp of human minds, the Spirit 

“lifts us up to the level of participation in God where we are opened out for union and 

communion with him far beyond the limits of our creaturely existence.”
603

 

 

The Holy Spirit and the Scriptures 

Kruger argues that for Torrance, Holy Scripture is one of the earthly means of the 

communion of the Holy Spirit.
604

 As long as “earthly means” is not equated with the 

Augustinian and Medieval concept of “means of grace,” Torrance would agree.
605

 The 

Holy Spirit has a double relation to the Scripture: in inspiration and in interpretation. 

First, Torrance affirms that the Scripture is inspired, through “the witness of the Holy 

Spirit,”
606

 not as in literal and verbal dictation, but as the operation of the Spirit to holy 

people obedient to the Spirit’s guidance.
607

 Moreover, the inspiration of the Scripture is 

not as an isolated work of the Spirit, but is coordinated within the whole history of 

God’s revealing act in Israel and in the human Christ, where the Word of God and the 

word of humanity are perfectly bonded within the hypostatic union.
608

 But specifically, 

it is the Holy Spirit who empowered and helped the biblical writers to fulfil the special 

role in their written witness to Christ.
609

  

Secondly, regarding the interpretation of Scripture, Torrance’s primary concern 

is in the relation between human language and divine meaning. Torrance argues that the 

Holy Spirit makes the human words of the Bible transparent, so that the reality of God 
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embedded in them shines or sounds through.
610

 He is also concerned that human words 

do not sufficiently reflect the realities they refer to, and that most times linguistic forms 

are opaque. He solves this problem by identifying the two-fold character of the 

Scriptures: somatic and pneumatic.
611

 “We cannot break through the physical sense of 

the Scriptures without the direct help of God and the enlightenment of his Spirit, but 

when our ears and eyes are trained and adapted to the divine truth we will be able to 

interpret the Scriptures in accordance with their deeper message.”
612

 Thus, 

“interpretation,” Torrance concludes, “requires spiritual perception or theoria, if the 

divine acts and words are to be discerned in the historical, prophetic or apostolic 

statements of the Scriptures.”
613

 

 

The Holy Spirit and the Truth of Being 

Torrance is also concerned about the nature of theological statements and their relation 

and function to the Truth. This area is both technical and related to general 

epistemology, but we will discuss this here only in relation to the agency of the Spirit. 

Torrance critiques both Roman Catholic and Protestant theologies for their nominalistic 

tendencies in focusing on human statements, and their failure to differentiate truths of 

statement from truth of being, or between signs and the thing signified.
614

 This is 

important in Torrance’s realist and objectivist theology, in which the truth of statement 

is but a medium and has no objective reality on its own. Its only function and 

significance is to serve the truth of being by directing attention to the reality on which it 

is grounded and which it signifies at the same time. With the aid of the Holy Spirit, its 

function is to show through and point towards or beyond itself. “Apart from the Spirit, 

we would not break through to the divine Being, or rather the divine Being would not 

break through to us in His reality as Being and thus in His distinction from our thought 
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and speech of Him.”
615

 Theological statements operate as “open concepts” that reveal 

God and allow God to reveal himself to us, and it is the Spirit who is “the act of God 

upon us which keeps our concepts or cognitive forms open, so that our thought and 

speech are stretched out beyond themselves toward the inexhaustible nature of the 

divine Being.”
616

 

 

The Holy Spirit and the Social Coefficient of Knowledge 

In Torrance’s understanding of God’s revelation, human reception requires 

participation. This can be approached in three ways: personal participation, 

participation in the movement of grace, and participation in the social coefficient of 

knowledge. First, he emphasizes that knowledge of God requires the personal 

coefficient of knowledge, and the consequent participation and wilful humility of the 

human mind to the objective claims of God’s revelation. “To know the Truth is to 

become a participant to it.”
617

 Alan Torrance follows the same argument in rejecting the 

idea of the neutral theologian, arguing that “to be absolutely neutral before God is to be 

absolutely hostile to God,” because knowledge of God entails intellectual obedience 

and submission.
618

 To truly know God is to be transformed. Secondly, knowing God 

involves “participation and coordination with its communicated pattern and inner 

organization.”
619

 Just as the movement of grace has a pattern, so too is the knowledge 

of God: “Knowledge of God takes place through a movement of divine revelation from 

the Father through the Son in the Spirit and an answering movement of faith in the 

Spirit through the Son to the Father.”
620

 The emphasis here is that knowledge of God is 

only possible in the Spirit. Finally, the motion of grace involves a social coefficient of 

knowledge: the Church. In the context of the Church, where one develops tacit 

knowledge through indwelling, Torrance adds, following Polanyi, our minds gain 

thought patterns and semantic tools that are common to the Christian Church.
621

 But 

what exactly is the role of the Spirit? Torrance asserts that it is the Personalizing Spirit 
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who creates the earthly communion of the Church, grounded in the inter-personal 

Communion of the Triune God, not only as the social coefficient of knowledge, but also 

as a “circle of knowing.”
622

 

 

The Spirit of Participation 

Torrance’s theological reflection is imbued with participation theology. This is not 

surprising, because several of the Reformed theologians to whom Torrance is indebted, 

like Calvin and Campbell, had strong participatory languages in their own theologies.
623

 

In Torrance’s theology, the Spirit is the “Agent of participation.”
624

 But the 

Pneumatological element cannot be dissected from the Christological and the 

Trinitarian elements, because participation in the Spirit implicitly refers to participation 

in Christ’s relation to the Father in the power of the Spirit. Alan Torrance rightly argues 

that participation in Christ means: (1) participation in his worship of the Father in the 

Spirit, (2) participation in his knowledge of the Father in the Spirit, and (3) participation 

in his mission from the Father in the Spirit.
625

 Our only concern here however is 

participation in the Son’s union with the Father in the Spirit.  

Torrance repeatedly accentuates that sharing in the life and love of the Trinity is 

the goal of salvation, and the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Communion and Love, is the 

One who is sent in order to sanctify us and facilitate our communion with the Trinity. 

“By coming into man,” Torrance writes, “the Holy Spirit opens him out for God.”
626

 

Through the incarnation and the Spirit, humanity, without being consumed or 

overwhelmed by the presence of God, is able to commune with the Trinity, though this 

sharing and indwelling in God is “not ours but is the Spirit’s who is in us and abides in 

us.”
627

 Torrance refers to this experience in the Spirit as “objective inwardness.”
628

 

Elaborately, “As the Father, Son and Holy Spirit dwell in one another, so God is in us 

by the indwelling of the Spirit and by participation of the Spirit we are in God, and thus 

our being in the Father is not ours but is the Spirit’s who is in us and dwells in us.”
629
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Therefore, in the Triune order of mediation, “from the Father through the Son 

and in the Spirit [and] to the Father through the Son in the Spirit,” it is undeniable that 

the Spirit himself fulfils a mediatorial role between humanity and God. Like the Son, 

referred to by Torrance as “the One and the Many” in light of his vicarious incarnate 

redemption,
630

 the Holy Spirit fulfils a similar office in his God-humanward descent 

and human-Godward ascent: “By his nature the Holy Spirit not only proceeds from the 

Father but lifts up to the Father… Not only is he God the Holy Spirit descending to us, 

the Spirit by whom God bears witness to himself, but God the Holy Spirit lifting up all 

creation in praise and rejoicing in God, himself the Spirit of worship.”
631

 This raises the 

question why Torrance did not explicitly call the Spirit “Mediator,” arguing that Christ 

is the “One Mediator” between God and humanity instead.
632

 This is another area where 

Torrance differs from Barth, who considered the Spirit as “Mediator of communion.”
633

 

Again, it appears that his Christocentricism leads to understatements about the Holy 

Spirit, even on something as significant as this. It would have been more consistent for 

Torrance, especially since he faithfully employs the Athanasian soteriological formula 

“from the Father through the Son in the Spirit and in the Spirit through the Son to the 

Father,” if he also unreservedly referred to the Spirit as Mediator mediating 

reconciliation in accordance with his hypostasis as the Holy Spirit. In a sense, what is 

missing is just Torrance’s explicit affirmation of this, because he himself implicitly 

considers the Spirit fulfilling a mediatorial office like Christ, evident in his 

appropriation of the topos to both Christ and the Holy Spirit. Notice the double topos-

ascription in the following quotations: “Jesus Christ is the place (topos) where God and 

man meet, where God stoops down to man and man draws near to God: the one place 

where we have access to the Father in the Spirit”
634

 and “the Holy Spirit is the ‘place’ 
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(topos) where men may meet with God and are enabled to have communion with him, 

receive his revelation and worship him.”
635

 

 

The Holy Spirit and the Church 

In Trinitarian Faith, Torrance observes two central affirmations that can be gleaned 

from the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed regarding the Church. First, the doctrine of 

the Church belongs to and follows from the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, “for holy 

Church is the fruit of the Holy Spirit.”
636

 Secondly, the church belongs to the articles of 

saving faith, so that the ministry of the Gospel as embodied in the church is affirmed.
637

 

In relation to the first, that the church belongs to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit in 

particular and to the Trinity in general, is important to Torrance, particularly in his 

affirmation that the church cannot be considered as an institution founded on human 

ideals and beliefs. He asserts that the church is founded in Christ, indwelt by the Holy 

Spirit, and is rooted in the Holy Trinity.
638

 A problem this thesis faces is that owing to 

Torrance’s integrative approach, his doctrine of the church is intertwined with several 

elements of his theology, such as Christology, pneumatology, eschatology, and 

soteriology. The constraints of this thesis mean that we can only briefly deal with three 

specific aspects: the church as (1) the Body of Christ, (2) the Community of the Holy 

Spirit, and (3) a communion-constituting community.  

 

The Church as the Body of Christ 

Torrance’s soteriology balances the personal and the corporate elements of salvation. 

He considers salvation as union with Christ through the Spirit as a one-on-one 

relationship, but also emphasizes that the Spirit unites us into Christ by incorporating us 

into an earthly-historical community “which the Lord Jesus Christ through the 

quickening power of the Holy Spirit has formed and continually renews.”
639

 The 

                                                 
635

 TF, 229.  
636

 TF, 252. 
637

 APWC, 358; ST, 27. 
638

 TF, 254. In CAC I, 18, Torrance spells out the importance of pneumatology in the church to 

keep the church from being a hierarchical institution, and to maintain the centrality of Christ and of the 

reconciled life. 
639

 KBBET, 25. The Church, Torrance writes in SF, cxxiv, is “a corporate Communion, that is a 

Communion of mutual participation through the Spirit in Christ and His graces, and a personal 

Communion which each may have with Christ within the corporate Communion. That is the doctrine of 

the Church as the Communion of Saints, in which each shares with the other and all share together in the 

life and love of God in Jesus Christ. In that Communion no one can live for himself alone, or believe or 

worship alone, for he is nothing without his brother for whom Christ died, and has no relation to Christ 

except in Christ’s relation with all for whom He died.” 



135 

 

church, then, is the communion of the Holy Spirit where our union and communion 

with Christ is actualized “in the actual structure of our human, personal and social 

being.”
640

 The relationship between Christ and his Body, however, should not only be 

understood analogically or metaphorically. Rather, precisely because reconciliation is 

achieved by Christ through his own incarnate constitution as true God and true man in 

one person, the Church is internally and ontologically related to Christ, made possible 

by Christ’s incarnational and atoning union with us and our consequent union with him 

through the Spirit.
641

 This is consistent with Torrance’s overall theology of internal 

relations, which must also govern the doctrine of the Church as the Body of Christ. 

Because of the ontological relation between Christ and the Church, Torrance thus 

argues that “Body of Christ” is the best designation for the church,
 
although the 

emphasis should not be on the Body, but on the of Christ, stressing that Christ Himself 

is the Head, King and Saviour of the Body.
642

 This is interesting, because although 

Torrance argues that the doctrine of the church is “a function of belief in the Spirit,”
643

 

following the creedal formulations, he still defines the church primarily as the Body of 

Christ. At first sight, this might appear both as a contradiction and another evidence of 

Torrance’s undervaluing of the Holy Spirit. But actually, Torrance is being consistent 

here with his view of the self-effacing nature of the Spirit. Thus, the church is primarily 

the Body of Christ and not the Body of the Holy Spirit because it is Christ to whom 

believers are united to in the church by the Spirit. The Spirit’s kath hypostasin agency is 

not to create a new communion or a new union apart from what Christ has already 

established. Although there is a sense in which the Church is the koinonia of the Spirit 

(as will be elaborated later), it is not a unique communion isolated from Christ’s union 

with us.  

Moreover, the church as the Body of Christ has several implications. First, it 

implies that Christ is the law of the church’s life, although it is through the Spirit that 

the Church is able to share in Christ’s obedience.
644

 The incarnate Son is “the regulative 

centre with reference to which all the worship, faith and mission of the Church take 
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their shape.”
645

 Secondly, the church, therefore, can never justify itself by claiming 

historical succession or doctrinal faithfulness, or by referring to its own place and time 

in history. The church should not displace Christ as the Head of the Church by any 

human agenda, be it in the form institutional regulations or political authorities.
646

 The 

relation between Christ and his Church is the irreversible relation between the Head of 

the Body and the members of the Body. Thirdly, the irreplaceable Headship of Christ in 

the church also forms the foundation of the proper understanding of “catholicity” and 

“ecumenicity” of the Church: “The essential nature of the church is catholic because it 

is the one Body of Christ, and the essential life of the Church is ecumenical because it 

consists in the sanctification and gathering of mankind into a unity in Christ the Head of 

all creation.”
647

  

 

The Church as the Community of the Spirit 

The Spirit’s personalizing and incorporating agency could be understood as: (1) uniting 

us to Christ, and (2) forming “a community of reciprocity” on earth that reflects the 

Trinitarian communion in heaven.
648

 In Torrance’s theology, the Holy Spirit plays a 

dominant role in creating a threefold relationship. The Holy Spirit is the bond of love of 

the Father and the Son, and therefore of the Triune God. This can be called as onto-

horizontal relationship. The Holy Spirit also makes possible our union with Christ to 

the Father, ushering us into sharing in the very life and love of the Triune God. “The 

Spirit creates not only personal union but corporate union between us and Christ and 

through Christ with the Holy Trinity, so that it is the Holy Spirit who creates and 

sustains the being and life of the Church, uniting the Church to Christ as his one 
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Body.”
649

 This could be referred as economic-vertical relationship. The Holy Spirit also 

creates, within space and time, “a community of reciprocity among ourselves.”
650

 This 

can be called a creature-horizontal relationship, which is only possible in light of the 

first and second relationships.
651

  

In the economy of salvation, thus, the communion of the Spirit means 

communion with Christ by way of and within communion with others in their 

communion with Christ. This highlights Torrance’s stress on the primary and secondary 

meanings of koinonia in the Church as participation in Christ and communion with one 

another in Christ, respectively.
652

  

 It is only through a vertical participation in Christ that the Church is horizontally 

a communion of love, a fellowship of reconciliation, a community of the 

redeemed. Both these belong together in the fullness of Christ. It is only as we 

share in Christ Himself, that we share in the life of the Church, but it is only as 

we share with all saints in their relation to Christ that we participate deeply in 

the love and knowledge of God. Participation is a conjoint participation, a 

participation-in-communion, but the communion is above all a communion-in-

participation in Christ.
653

 

 

The emphasis here is on the conjoint participation in Christ effected by the agency of 

the communion-constituting Spirit. Because the Church is created in the power of the 

Spirit, the communion shared by its members is a “communion of love,” grounded in 

the agape-love of God.
654

 The Church “represents that area within humanity where the 

love of God is poured out by the Holy Spirit and where men and women are given to 

share together in their life on earth, and within the social cohesions of humanity, in the 

overflow of the divine Life.”
655

 The fellowship of the Church is “the great communion 

of saints.”
656

  

 

The Church as a Communion-Constituting Community  

The Church  as a communion-constituting community can be regarded in three distinct 

ways. First, the Church is an already communion-constituted community. The Church 
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embodies the already existing union with Christ in the communion of the Spirit. It is the 

community of the already reconciled in Christ, living in communion with God through 

the Spirit.
657

 Those who are already engrafted into Christ and who share in his objective 

and finished work through union with Him are unified in the Spirit in the earthly 

community for co-sharing, co-participation and co-fellowship. The Church is a 

community constituted by the communion of the Holy Spirit for communion with the 

Triune God and with others. 

Secondly, the Church is a continuing communion-constituted community. This 

highlights the fact that relationship with God and others is a dynamic and on-going 

event. Just as Christ himself through the Spirit is active in continuous Self-giving and 

receiving, the members of the koinonia should be active participants in self-giving and 

receiving, according to our own finite and creaturely natures. The communion in the 

Church, thus, allows for and encourages a deepening of both vertical and horizontal 

relationships. This is also evident in Torrance’s understanding of the sacraments “as 

signs and seals of the saving grace of Christ given to the Church to preserve and deepen 

its union with Christ and the participation of its members in all his benefits in 

regeneration and sanctification.”
658

 In differentiating between Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper, Torrance refers to the former “as the sacrament of what has taken place once 

for all in Christ, and the other [as] the sacrament of the continuing union and 

communion of the believers in Christ.”
659

 Thus, while Baptism is administered once, 

the Lord’s Supper is celebrated continuously in the Church as the sacrament of our 

continuous union, communion, and participation in the Body of Christ by the power of 

the Spirit.
660

  

Thirdly, the Church is a reconciling communion-constituted community. Deddo 

argues that in Torrance’s theology, the Church is the immediate sphere of the Spirit’s 

work and the world is the mediate sphere.
661

 This assessment is true, and could be 

explained more fully by examining the interrelationship between the work of the Spirit 
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in the Church, the work of the Spirit in the world, and the mission of the Church 

empowered by the Spirit in the world. The Holy Spirit is “poured out immediately only 

upon the Church, and yet through the Church it was destined for all men, for the Church 

is sent out on a mission to all nations… that they too might receive the promise of the 

Spirit and be incorporated in the One Body.”
662

 The Church is the community where 

reconciliation is intensively actualized through the Spirit, but it is also a “royal 

priesthood,” a reconciling community participating in the ministry of the Spirit in 

restoring alienated humanity to fellowship with God and ordering our disrupted 

existence through the ministry of proclamation and reconciliation.
663

 The nature and 

mission of the church are inseparable. Thus, the Church should live the reconciled life, 

as a witness to the world.
664

 Torrance affirms that the Holy Spirit is quenched when the 

church fails to fulfil its mission.
665

 As the eschatological community reaching out to the 

age to come,
666

 the Church embodies the unified and reconciled life, and is also “always 

thrust forward into the world and into world history in the fulfilment of the divine 

purpose for the reconciliation and unification of the world… for the realization in the 

world of the coming oikoumene, the universal community in which the redeemed life of 

the people of God and the life of all mankind will be one and the same.”
667

  

  

CO
CLUSIO
S 

As with the Person and Work of the Father and of the Son, the Person and Work of the 

Holy Spirit in the economy of salvation is important in Torrance’s Trinitarian theology. 

Even though there is an evident imbalance in Torrance’s greater treatment of the 

incarnate Son and the Father than of the Holy Spirit, overall, this does not entail a lesser 

appropriation of ontological and soteriological significance for the Spirit, although there 

are instances that could be developed more fully in Torrance’s Christ-Spirit equality. 
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Ironically, thus, Torrance’s criticism of Barth’s lesser treatment of pneumatology 

applies more to him, because he recognizes that “it belongs to the greatest need of the 

hour that this essential element in the life of the Church [i.e. pneumatology] be 

recovered in its fullness.”
668

 Torrance follows Athanasius’ application of homoousios to 

the Holy Spirit, which in turn entails the Spirit’s consubstantiality and co-equality with 

the Father and the Son. The role of the Holy Spirit as the Bond of Communion is also 

critical not only to the Triune Life, but also in understanding the Spirit’s work in the 

economy of salvation. In fact, Torrance uncompromisingly states that “apart from the 

Communion of the Holy Spirit we could not enjoy the Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and the Love of God the Father.”
669

 Moreover, the Spirit’s salvific agency should be 

understood in his triadic relation to Christ and the Father, the world and the church. 

These three relationships overlap and intermingle with one another, and one cannot be 

isolated from the others. The Holy Spirit, in his communion with us unites us to Christ, 

actualizing in us Christ’s finished and objective work for us. This applies to the Spirit’s 

office in creation, redemption, and revelation, in which he enables us to participate in 

Christ’s vicarious humanity and knowledge of the Father. Furthermore, the Spirit unites 

us to Christ and to one another by creating an earthly communion, the Body of Christ, 

through which our union and reconciliation with Christ (and the Triune God) and with 

others are continuously renewed and reinvigorated by the Spirit’s indwelling presence. 

Also, the Spirit through the reconciled community also reaches out to the world in the 

ministry of reconciliation, embracing every race and tongue, and incorporating 

everyone into the family of God.  
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Chapter V 

COMMU
IO
 WITH THE TRIU
E GOD 
 

 

In these preceding chapters, the Persons of the Trinity with their distinct Works in the 

salvific economy were presented. These chapters are both important and evangelically 

purposive, because they reveal that a robust and biblical doctrine of salvation, instead of 

being neatly encapsulated as “accepting Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour,” should 

actually be perceived from a Trinitarian angle: salvation means union with Christ and 

being adopted as sons and daughters of the Father into the incorporating communion of 

the Holy Spirit. Even the tempting alternative that salvation in Christ involves an 

implicit awareness of the Triune God should be regarded as insufficient. In fact, in 

theology and ministry alike, it is precisely this assumed adequacy of implicit 

Trinitarianism that paved the way towards both implicit neglect and explicit rejection of 

the doctrine of the Trinity. In this chapter, the primary point of discussion revolves 

around Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriological dictum, scattered throughout his writings, 

that humanity is enabled to “share in the inner relations of God’s own life and love.”
670

 

Two aspects need consideration: (1) the inner relations of the Godhead, or the Trinity in 

se, and (2) humanity’s sharing in the primordial Community of Love. These aspects are 

interrelated and inseparable. Therefore, in the first place, Torrance’s soteriological 

Trinitarianism will be discussed, and then, based on this, the final shape of Torrance’s 

Trinity-conditioned soteriology will be expanded.  

 

TORRA
CE’S SOTERIO-CO
DITIO
ED TRI
ITARIA
ISM 

Torrance’s theological hermeneutic rejects any approach to theological formulation 

grounded in abstract principles or pure idealism. Theologizing follows a different path, 

for instead of coming from anthropocentric procedures and starting points, theology 

proceeds from “the logic of grace.”
671

 True knowledge of the Triune God is possible in 

the Son and the Spirit. Knowledge of the Trinity in se derives from the activity of the 

Triune God ad extra. And it is precisely because it is knowledge rooted in the Triune 

economy of salvation that Torrance’s trinitarinism is soterio-conditioned. Our 
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671
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knowledge of the Triune Being of God is derived from God’s dynamic Self-revealing 

and reconciling Act in the world.  

The question is: Is Torrance’s soteriological approach different from his brother 

James’ doxological approach?
672

 The answer is No. Both agree that the initial 

formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity originated from the worship of the early 

church, but the defining factor of their agreement is their understanding of “worship.” 

In the words of James, worship is “our participation through the Spirit in the Son’s 

communion with the Father, in his vicarious life and worship.”
673

 The definition itself 

carries soteriological overtones. In fact, the definition above is precisely how T.F. 

Torrance understands what constitutes salvation. Furthermore, worship and knowledge 

are inseparable in his theological epistemology. Put simply, knowledge of God involves 

a self-prostrating subjection of the human mind to the rationality and revelation of God 

in Christ. Theologia, “which is properly the knowledge of the Holy Trinity,” and 

eusebia, “defined through Jesus Christ the Son of God incarnate,” are inseparable: “The 

more truly God is known in accordance with his nature, the more godliness is advanced, 

and the more godliness is advanced the more likely we are to know God in a godly way 

that is worthy of his nature as God.”
674

 In Torrance’s theology, therefore, the 

soteriological, the doxological, and the scientific approaches are cohesive.
675

  

 

The Evangelical Trinity and Theological Trinity 

Although Torrance frequently employs the conventional terminologies “economic 

Trinity” and “ontological Trinity,” he suggests that it is better to speak of them as the 

evangelical Trinity and theological Trinity.
676

 His proposed alternative evangelical 

Trinity is particularly important, for it is related to his overall approach to theology in 

general and to the doctrine of the Trinity in particular: that knowledge of the Trinity is 

evangelically grounded, because “it is revealed to us through the incarnate or human 

economy which Christ undertook toward us, in the midst of us, and for our sakes.”
677

 

Torrance opts for the term evangelical Trinity because of his emphasis on the 
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673
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evangelical-soteriological nature of the Triune God, because there is no God who is not 

a redeeming God.  

Torrance holds a more lenient position than, for example, Catherine LaCugna, a 

Roman Catholic Trinitarian theologian who not only avoided using Rahner’s 

terminologies but also criticized them for their several supposed weaknesses.
678

 

Whereas LaCugna considers the terms “economic” and “immanent” misleading 

altogether, Torrance considers them only insufficient. She is not only opposed to such 

terminologies, but is also prejudiced against talk regarding the Trinity in se. Gunton 

does not exaggerate when he judges that LaCugna deems ontology as the enemy in 

Trinitarian theology.
679

 LaCugna blames the Cappadocians for speculating on the intra-

divine Trinity, leading the church to abstraction and the neglect of the practical aspects 

of the doctrine.
680

 Torrance, by contrast, never considers ontology as the enemy, and 

argues that the historical manifestations of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit have 

evangelical significance only when they have “a transhistorical and transfinite 

reference:” the Being of God himself.
681

 Even though LaCugna proposes oikonomia and 

theologia to replace “economic” and “immanent,” her interest lies only in the former. 

She writes: “There is neither an economic nor an immanent Trinity; there is only the 

oikonomia that is the concrete realization of the mystery of theologia in time, space, 

history and personality.”
682

 For Torrance, it is clear that LaCugna’s position 

dangerously confuses the relation between the Being and Work of God.  

Interestingly, LaCugna’s position is a result of her zealous soteriological 

Trinitarianism. That Torrance reached quite different conclusions lies in his richer 

theological method and realism. While LaCugna considers the discussion of the Trinity 

ad intra as an exercise in speculative abstraction, Torrance considers it as 

indispensable. This is portrayed in his insistent scientific epistemology, where the 

stratified structure of knowledge dictates that knowledge progresses from experiential, 
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intuitive knowledge to knowledge of being in se.
683

 In line with this, Torrance’s 

proposed terminologies “evangelical Trinity” and “theological Trinity” are closely 

related to his scientific theology. The similarity in terminologies is just too weighty to 

dismiss. But if Torrance’s Trinitarian terminologies are consistent with, if not 

completely grounded in, his stratified epistemology, then one may wonder why 

Torrance opts to use “theological Trinity” rather than “meta-theological Trinity,” which 

is human knowledge (and description) of God at its peak level. Certainly, Torrance’s 

use of theological Trinity is purposive, grounded in a worshipful apophatism. It may be 

that Torrance wishes to avoid possible misunderstandings if his terminologies were 

juxtaposed with Rahner’s dictum “the economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity, and 

vice versa.”
684

  

The first part of this axiom, “the economic Trinity is the immanent Trinity,” if 

interpreted to mean that knowledge of the Trinity ad intra is possible through the 

Trinity ad extra, resonates well with Torrance’s epistemology, because it “has the effect 

of making the Economic Trinity the norm of all our thought and speech about God.”
685

 

Unfortunately, Rahner’s grounding of the economic Trinity in the immanent Trinity, 

and his making the economic Trinity universally immanent and available in human 

consciousness prior to God’s free act of Self-communication, make his understanding 

of the relationship between the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity radically 

different from Torrance’s. This is because Rahner’s epistemology is primarily grounded 

in his theological anthropology, in which knowledge of God is an existential capacity of 

human-ness, while Torrance’s is grounded in God’s concrete Self-revelation in Christ 

and the Holy Spirit.
686

  

 The element of abstraction which Rahner, in spite of his axiom of identity, has 

introduced between the Immanent and the Economic Trinity has to do only with 

a logical movement between sets of concepts taken from official declarations of 

the Church, and with an underlying desire on his part finally not to break with 

scholastic formulations of dogma. On the other hand, it must be recognized that 
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Rahner poses the identity of the Economic Trinity and the Immanent Trinity, 

first only as a methodological principle, as an instrument to reveal and organize 

understanding of the material presentation of God’s self-communication, which 

in the course of his arguments results in the conviction that in reality there is 

only one Trinity, for the Economic Trinity is found to be the same thing as the 

Immanent Trinity.
687

 

 

This displays that although Torrance perceives Rahner as essentially “a prisoner of a 

scholastic metaphysical framework,”
688

 he notes the profound implications of Rahner’s 

aphorism when perceived from Athanasius’ and Barth’s perspective of the oneness 

between God’s Being and Act. “The Trinity ad extra and ad intra are identical because 

the self-communication of God to us in the Son and in the Spirit would not be a self-

communication of God to us, if what God is for us in the Son and in the Spirit were not 

proper to God himself.”
689

 Thus, to say that the Self-communication of God in his 

revelation and the Self-giving of God in his Being are one and the same is just another 

way of saying the economic Trinity and the immanent Trinity are one, and vice versa.  

However, because Torrance agrees with Rahner’s identification of the economic 

Trinity with the immanent Trinity, he has made himself vulnerable to the same critiques 

posed against Rahner’s axiom on the problem of identicality.
690

 This may be posed as a 

question: what is the degree of the is-ness in the statement “the economic Trinity IS the 

immanent Trinity, and vice versa”? In recent Protestant theology, this problem can be 

seen in the debate between Bruce McCormack and Paul Molnar, both followers of 

Barth, concerning the relationship between God’s triunity and self-determination, or 

more particularly on the identicality of the logos asarkos and the logos incarnandus. 

For McCormack, God’s economic Trinity reveals that God is being-toward the 

economy of grace, and that God’s self-determination to be God with us is logically 

prior to God’s triunity.
691

 There is no Triune God who is not always a redeeming God. 

Molnar’s suggestion is that such a logical identification blurs the distinction between 

the economic Trinity and immanent Trinity, following Torrance’s argument.
692
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Torrance argues that both creation and incarnation, God’s activities ad extra, are new 

even to God.
693

 Epistemologically and ontologically, complete and logical 

identifications grounded in necessitarian, projectionist, and mechanistic relations, and 

not encased within the boundaries of God’s concrete Act in the economy, whether they 

are analogies from above (logical deductions from the immanent Trinity imposed on the 

economic Trinity) or analogies from below (projectionist deductions from the economic 

Trinity imposed on the immanent Trinity), simply have no place in Torrance’s theology. 

The only identicality that Torrance allows is based on soteriological-evangelical 

foundations, not metaphysical considerations.  

Finally, Torrance’s epistemological optimism must be balanced with his 

worshipful apophatism.
694

 Thus, although humanity is given the privilege to know God 

at the highest human level, the meta-theological level of knowledge, humanity could 

not claim that the meta-theological level is everything. To know God “does not mean 

that we can know what the being of God is, but it does mean that we are given 

knowledge of God that is directly and objectively grounded in his eternal being.”
695

 

Torrance adds: “Only God can comprehend himself, and only God can name himself… 

What God ultimately is in the essence of his eternal being we cannot know, but we are 

given by God to know who he is.”
696

 Two interrelated realities are evident in Torrance’s 
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view of the incomprehensibility of God. Just as knowledge of God is predicated in 

God’s own act of Self-revelation and humanity’s ability as a recipient, so too is the 

incomprehensibility of God. In the former, God’s Being is essentially inexhaustible by 

human knowledge. Rahner’s description of God as “Holy Mystery” perfectly fits 

Torrance’s apophatism; God is “Mystery” “in the fact that we experience it as that 

which cannot be encompassed… and hence it cannot be defined.”
697

 In this sense, 

incomprehensibility is both a religious and an  anthropological category: it is a 

statement about humanity as a limited creature incapable of exhausting the Being of 

God in both comprehension and articulation.  

 

Substantial versus Relational Trinity  

One of Bruce Marshall’s six theses characterizing recent Trinitarian theology is an 

overall recourse, particularly among Protestant theologians, to the Eastern or Greek 

approach to the doctrine of the Trinity as a better alternative to the Western or Latin 

model.
698

 Christoph Schwöbel agrees and explains the reasons for this phenomenon: (1) 

the recent encounter with Eastern Orthodoxy in the ecumenical context, (2) the 

interplay between the inspiration of Eastern Trinitarianism and the self-critical 

examination of the history of Western Trinitarianism, and (3) Eastern Orthodoxy’s 

criticism of Western Trinitarianism.
699

 Deeply entrenched in this is the generally 

accepted difference (and even incompatibility) that Rahner made in The Trinity between 

Eastern and Western approaches to the doctrine of the Trinity.
700

 In this, he suggests 

that the Western church, by looking mainly at Tertullian’s famous formula “tres 

personae, una substantia,” Augustine’s psychological Trinity and Aquinas’ bifurcation 

and placing of De Deo Uno before a section on De Deo Trino,
701

 has approached the 

doctrine of the Trinity through the category of substance, or an abstract property that is 

shared by the Three Persons. It is then argued that this substantialist perspective should 
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be abandoned in favour of the Eastern-Cappadocian view of the priority of three 

hypostases in one ousia. As John R. Franke notes, at the heart of this proposal is “the 

apparent incompatibility of an eternal, essentially immutable God with the portrait in 

the biblical narratives of a God who has entered into loving relationship with 

creation.”
702

 Rather than perceiving God in light of Aristotelian immutable substance, 

God should be seen as a relational God, a Person-in-relation. Consequently, as LaCugna 

argues, “person, not substance, is the ultimate ontological category.”
703

  

Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen’s comment that the “move to relationality is also in 

keeping with the dynamic understanding of reality and the human being” resonates with 

Torrance’s views on the necessary relational change of frame of thought in theology, 

parallel to the changes in the structure of natural sciences from Newtonian to 

Einsteinian physics.
704

 Is Torrance thus in agreement with the rejection of the Western 

substantialist approach in favour of the Eastern relational approach? No. Richard A. 

Muller’s judgment that Torrance has driven a wedge between patristic Trinitarian 

Orthodoxy and Western, Latin Christianity, is unfounded.
705

 In fact, as Mun-Chul Shin 

argues, Torrance holds a “dialogical” approach.
706

 Torrance’s comments in Trinitarian 

Perspectives on the agreed statement by the Reformed and Orthodox Churches 

illustrates his stance: 

 The Agreed Statement is also of considerable ecumenical significance in 

offering an approach to the doctrine of the Trinity which is neither from the 

Three Persons to the One Being of God, nor from the One Being of God to the 

Three Persons. As such, it cuts across the mistaken views of the doctrine of the 

Trinity according to which Western theology moves from the One Being of God 
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to the Three Persons of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, while Eastern theology 

moves from the Three Persons of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit to the 

One Being of God. It is preeminently a statement on the dynamic Triunity of 

God as Trinity in Unity and Unity in Trinity.
707

 

 

Torrance is not trapped into choosing from two neatly categorized opposing 

options. In this aspect of his Trinitarian theology he transcends all others.
 
His 

Trinitarian theology refuses to be categorized as essentially substantialist or 

relationalist. His Trinitarian discourse does not operate either from the Unity detached 

from the Distinction or from the Distinction detached from the Unity. In Torrance, it is 

not a matter of choosing between two wrong independent approaches, but developing or 

rediscovering an integrative approach that does justice to both biblical revelation and 

patristic theology. Torrance, therefore, does not reject theologizing concerning the 

ousia of God per se. Theological ontology occupies a central place in Torrance’s 

Trinitarian theology, but it is not a speculative ontology grounded in a priori abstract 

philosophical categories imposed on theology, but an ontology that is primarily a 

reflection grounded in a posteriori evidences provided by God’s own Self-naming and 

Self-revealing activity in space and time.
708

 In other words, Torrance’s Trinitarian 

ontology is both soteriological and relational.  

 

The Personal Triune God 

Like Zizioulas and Gunton, Torrance believes that a significant contribution of the 

church fathers is the concept of “person,” and its concomitant argument that being is 

essentially personal-relational.
709

 This patristic contribution developed slowly. The 

Cappadocians’ identification of hypostasis with prosopon to refer to a self-identifying 

personal being or reality paved the way for hypostasis to be redefined to become 

“suitable for theological speech expressing the objective, identifiable self-

manifestations of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”
710

 Three things are noteworthy. 

First, Torrance argues that it is the concrete Self-evidencing manifestation of the Triune 

God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit that required the early theologians to question and 

abandon the Greek static view of God. Secondly, an acknowledgment of God’s Triunity 

required the redefinition of terms, so that ousia and hypostasis, when applied to God, 
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could no longer be framed without regarding them as essentially relational terms. 

Thirdly, this redefinition of old terms resulted in the development of the new concept of 

personhood. Subsequently, in Christian theology, ontology and relationality could no 

longer be separated. Unlike Greek tragedy, Christian theology could no longer view 

relationality or personhood as a secondary quality attachable to and detachable from 

primordial nature.
711

 To be and to-be-in-relation are the same.  

Torrance’s appropriation of the concept of “person” in God is coupled with 

other important patristic terms: homoousios and perichoresis.  

It was in connection with this refined concept of perichoresis in its employment 

to speak of the intra-trinitarian relations in God, that Christian theology 

developed what I have long called its onto-relational concept of the divine 

Persons, or an understanding of the three divine Persons in the One God in 

which the ontic relations between them belong to what they essentially are in 

themselves in their distinctive hypostases. Along with this there developed out 

of the doctrine of the Trinity the new concept of person, unknown in human 

thought until then, according to which the relations between persons belong to 

what persons are.
712

  

 

In Torrance’s thought, relation possesses an ontic value. Torrance admits that his 

concept of Persons as “substantive relations” owes much to Naziansen’s alternative to 

the concept of tropos hyparxeos proposed by the other Cappadocians. Torrance asserts 

that the relations among the divine Persons are not just modes of existence but 

“hypostatic interrelations which belong intrinsically to what Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

are coinherently in themselves and in their mutual objective relations with and for one 

another.”
713

 In short, the relations among the Three Persons are as substantial as they 

are in themselves as Persons. In this area, Torrance deviates from Barth and Rahner, 

who both refused to use the term “Person” in their Trinitarian discourses.
714

 Also, this is 

where Alan Torrance fills in Torrance’s unexpressed critique of Barth’s mistaken 

preference for Seinsweise over the more theologically robust Person.
715

 Moreover, 
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Torrance’s use of perichoresis in his understanding of personhood in God also explains 

his difference from Zizioulas, who anchored his understanding of Person only in the 

Person of the Father as the Arche and Aitia of the Son and the Holy Spirit.
716

 Zizioulas 

and other Orthodox theologians defend Basil’s view of the Monarchia of the Father on 

the ground that it refers to the fact that the source of divineness is a personal one, or that 

the ground of the personhood of God is in a Person, the Person of the Father.
717

 

Torrance’s alternative follows Gregory of Nazianzus, who argued for the indivisibility 

of the Monas from the Trias, and vice versa.
718

 Molnar encapsulates Torrance’s 

argument: “The homoousion, perichoresis, and the onto-relational concept of persons 

function together with the result that God is understood as fully three distinct persons in 

communion with one another within the eternal Godhead.”
719

 

 

Being as Communion 

One of the immediate implications of understanding God as a relational Being is the 

realization that communion is what makes being “be.” Christian discussion of God’s 

being cannot proceed via speculating from a neutral impersonal essence, but via an 

acknowledgment of dynamic Personal Being, “for God is who he is in the Act of his 

revelation, and his Act is what it is in his Being.”
720

 The doctrine of the Trinity cannot 

be an addendum to the doctrine of God; rather, the doctrine of the Trinity is the doctrine 

of God.
721

 In God, Being and Communion, Ousia and Koinonia, are one and the 

same.
722

  

 The Being of God is to be understood, therefore, as living and dynamic Being, 

fellowship-creating or communion-constituting Being, but if it is communion-

constituting Being toward us it is surely to be understood also as ever-living, 

ever-dynamic Communion in the Godhead. By his very Nature he is a 

Communion in himself, which is the ground in the Being of God for his 

communion with his people.
723
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In light of the above quotation, Collins is clearly mistaken to say that Torrance 

understands the personhood of the Godhead in terms of an Absolute Subjectivity with 

its roots from Augustine.
724

 Also, Torrance cannot be subject to LaCugna’s critique of 

theologians who neglect the practical import of the Trinity by focusing entirely on the 

Being in se of God, because Torrance’s doctrine of God’s Being is not a neutral 

uninvolved Communion, but is rather a Being for others.
725

 The divine ousia is also 

parousia, God’s communing presence with others. “The Being of God,” Torrance 

writes, “known only in the fellowship created through his personal, self-naming, self-

affirming and self-giving to his people, is the living dynamic Being of God’s redeeming 

presence to them, with them and for them.”
726

 Thus, the Being of God should not be 

understood simply in terms of a self-grounded being, but as “the Being of God for 

others with whom he seeks and creates fellowship.”
727

  

One of the characteristic features of Torrance’s theology is his purposive 

comparative approach, which highlights the distinctiveness of Christian, Trinitarian and 

scientific ways of thinking, in contrast to strictly philosophical, cultural and dualist 

points of view. It is therefore surprising that he does not fully elaborate, given his deep 

knowledge of early Greek philosophy (as his discussion and critique of Platonic and 

Stoic views of space reveal),
728

 some aspects of the profound change in Christian 

theology from the Greek mindset, when personhood and relationality were given an 

elevated status equal to that of being.
729

 In this, we should turn to Zizioulas’ writings. In 

Being as Communion, Zizioulas argues that in Greek ontology, nature, as a neutral 

essence, is given priority. In the relationship between God and the world, for instance, 

one possesses a hypostasis given by the gods, which is subject to fate (or the will of the 

gods). In this deterministic world view, personality and personhood are like masks 

(prosopon) worn by an individual, but these do not constitute the being or hypostasis of 

the person. Personhood and relationality are extrinsic elements attachable to and 
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detachable from one’s given nature, and possess no ontological content. While 

Zizioulas admits, following Basil, that this might be the case for created beings 

(grounded in creation ex nihilo), this cannot be made into a metaphysical principle to be 

applied to the Being of God. Rather, the fact that God exists simultaneously as the One 

in Three and Three in One means that Personhood should be given equal ontological 

primacy. In God, it is neither Being/Nature preceding Persons nor Persons preceding 

Being/Nature. Rather, Being/Nature is Person-in-relation and vice versa. In short, Being 

is Communion.
730

 Even Torrance, who is usually critical of Zizioulas’ preference to 

Basil and Gregory Nyssen over Gregory Nazianzen and Athanasius in his trinitarian 

formulation, acknowledges Zizioulas’ and other modern Orthodox theologians’ weighty 

contribution to the centrality of thinking of God’s Being as a Personal and Communal 

Being.
731

 Nevertheless, as Gunton remarks, it is unfortunate that it is only this aspect in 

Zizioulas’ theology that Torrance engages with, and that he did not fully engage with 

Zizioulas’ work more than he could have.
732

  

 

Perichoresis and Personhood 

According to Torrance, the term perichoresis was first used “in a verbal form” by 

Gregory of Nazianzus as a Christological device to express the hypostatic union. As 

trinitarian debates continued, the term came to refer to “the way in which the three 

divine Persons mutually dwell in one another and coinhere or inexist in one another 

while nevertheless remaining other than one another and distinct from one another.”
733

 

Refined further, perichoresis means the “complete containing and interpenetration of 

the three divine Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in one God.”
734

 Perichoresis, 
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therefore, carries an intensely personal meaning. As Bevan concludes, “The true nature 

of personal being is revealed to us in the perichoretic relations of the Trinity as a 

communion of persons.”
735

 In relation to his stratified structure of knowing, Torrance 

refers to perichoresis as the supreme point of our knowing of God in his inner 

relations.
736

  

Furthermore, perichoresis also highlights the real enhypostatic relations in the 

Triune God so that personal distinctions are acknowledged and retained. Torrance 

writes: “While the three Divine Persons differ from one another precisely as Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit, they are nevertheless conjoined in all their distinctiveness, for the 

entire and undivided Godhead resides in each Person, and each Person dwells in or 

inheres in the Other; so that the whole of one Person is imaged in the whole of the 

Other.”
737

 As such, perichoresis safeguards against the tendency towards a generic view 

of ousia, which can result in a tautological view of the Persons and a partitive view of 

distinctions. Following Athanasius, coinherent relations within the one Being of God 

imply “not merely a linking of intercommunication of the distinctive properties of the 

three divine Persons but a completely mutual indwelling in which each Person, while 

remaining what he is by himself as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is wholly in the others 

as the others are wholly in him.”
738

 The doctrine of appropriation, Jüngel stresses, 

should be balanced with the doctrine of perichoresis.
739

   

Finally, perichoresis not only expresses the relational and Personal Being of the 

Triune God, but also implies the essential dynamism and activism of the Triune God. 

God’s Self-revelation in the world is grounded in God’s own and primordial essential 

dynamic Being. Activity and movement are not something external and only economic 

to God. The dynamism of the enousios energeia is grounded in the dynamic enousios 

logos.
740

 Perichoresis “gives expression to the dynamic nature of the consubstantial 

Communion between the three Persons,” which should be interpreted “in an intensely 

personal way, not in a static, but in a dynamic yet ontological way, as the movement of 

Communion which the Triune God ever is within himself.”
741

 Thus, in contrast to 
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Aristotle’s God as the “Unmoved Mover,” the biblical God is a dynamic active Being. 

Life, Movement and Activity are intrinsic to the very Being of God.
742

  

 

 

TORRA
CE’S TRI
ITY-CO
DITIO
ED SOTERIOLOGY 

Colyer’s statement that the Trinity is “the ultimate focus of Torrance’s theology”
743

 

appears to contradict Torrance’s 1959 statement that his “main theological work or 

interest” is “in the field of Christology and Soteriology.”
744

 Colyer’s assessment, 

however, is based on Torrance’s later Trinitarian writings. In an interview with Michael 

Bauman in 1990, Torrance admits that of the [many] books he had published, he was 

“most pleased with The Trinitarian Faith (1988).”
745

 From merely a retrospective view, 

it appears that Torrance’s main interests have shifted from Christology and soteriology 

to the doctrine of the Trinity, but did they? As Fred Sanders notes, the word “Trinity” 

encompasses an “extraordinary range of dogmatic material,” and even though 

Christology and Pneumatology are the obvious immediate subjects, the doctrines of 

revelation and salvation soon follow.
746

 Thus, Torrance’s Trinitarian theology did not 

abandon Christology and soteriology, but subsumed these fields under the doctrine of 

the Trinity. And, conversely, even from a chronological perspective, Torrance’s earlier 

fascination with Christology and soteriology could only lead to the doctrine of the 

Trinity. This double movement is what Torrance refers to as the circular character of 

Christian theology.
747

  

If the word “Trinity” is a comprehensive term, so is the word “salvation.” 

“Salvation,” Paul Fiddes writes, “is a concept of the widest scope.”
748

 This is especially 

the case in recent theological formulations, where an integrative frame of thought is 

prevalent, i.e. that doctrines are treated not as isolated but intertwined components. To a 

certain degree, therefore, firstly, this thesis is an ambitious project, in that it seeks to 

discuss two of the most encompassing doctrines in Christian theology: Trinity and 

salvation. The only major parameter that delimits the study is that the discussions 

revolve primarily around Torrance’s theology and not the whole of the Christian 
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theological tradition. Secondly, in a sense, the phrase “Trinitarian soteriology” is 

redundant, in that there should be no doctrine of the Trinity which is not also a doctrine 

of soteriology. As Sanders asserts, “the task of the doctrine of the Trinity is to describe 

the connection between God and the economy of salvation,”
749

 or as Jenson writes, the 

Trinity has to do with “the simplest mysteries: that we may in God’s own Spirit 

approach him as Father, because we do so with the man Jesus.”
750

 Nevertheless, the 

phrase is used here for emphatic purposes, and also to underline the fact that the thesis 

is an attempt to make explicit the inseparable connection between two often separated 

aspects in Christian theology.  

 

Atonement and the Trinity 

Accentuated throughout the thesis is the claim that Torrance’s soteriology is Trinitarian. 

Unlike the traditional models of atonement, which seem to be interested only in the 

crucified Christ and the efficient benefits, Torrance’s incarnational approach inquires 

into ontological aspects that are overshadowed by mere causal and logical 

considerations. Although traditional models of atonement appear to value the necessity 

of Jesus being fully God in order for redemption to be possible, their statements are not 

robustly Trinitarian. At best, these models’ view of Jesus as God is unqualifiedly 

monotheistic and primarily apologetic. Torrance, by contrast, grounds and views the 

deity of Jesus not in Jesus’ relation to a generic term “God,” but in Jesus’ relation to the 

Persons of the Father and the Holy Spirit. “Since Jesus Christ the only-begotten Son of 

God is of one being with the Father, and since he is God and man inseparably united in 

his incarnate Person, then, like the incarnation, the atoning work of the incarnate Son 

falls within the inner life of the Holy Trinity.”
751

  

While it is perhaps inevitable for a theologian of the Trinity to think of salvation 

Trinitarianly, there are reasons why Torrance is emphatic about perceiving salvation in 

terms of the Triune God at work in the economy. Historically and ecclesially, Torrance 

is reacting against some disturbing tenets prevalent in his own theological tradition. 

Torrance is an outspoken critic of the fascination of federal Calvinists with the benefits 
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of the death of Christ, understood in a mechanistic-logical manner.
752

 Kevin Kennedy 

identifies these Calvin interpreters as particularists who espouse an ex opere operato 

view of salvation that ultimately leads to limited atonement.
753

 At the root of this view, 

according to Torrance, is a logical one-to-one mechanistic view of the relationship 

between what Christ accomplished and what humanity receives (i.e. because not 

everyone is saved, Christ died only for the elect) without consideration of the dynamic 

nature of the Triune salvific economy (i.e. Christ is elected by the Father in the Spirit 

for the world). Thus, one effect of an explicit Trinitarian view of atonement is that the 

dynamic nature of redemption is highlighted. Instead of perceiving atonement primarily 

in terms of a transaction, it is perceived as a dynamic movement that “begins with the 

Father, extends through the Son and reaches its fulfilment in the Holy Spirit,” so that 

humanity through the Son in the Holy Spirit may become sons and daughters of the 

Father.
754

  

The effects of a robust Trinitarian view of atonement could be portrayed in 

Torrance’s view of the suffering of Christ on the cross. Although distinctions should be 

made concerning the agency of the Persons of the Triune God in the economy of 

salvation (grounded in the distinct hypostases of the Persons of the Triune God), the 

oneness in being and the perichoretic relations in the Triune God highlight the 

interpenetration in both God’s Being and Act. As such, although it is not the Father who 

is crucified, the Father suffers with the Son in the Son’s agony on the cross. Torrance 

even writes that the “passion of the Father” and “the passion of the Lord Jesus Christ” 

“is a passion in which the Holy Spirit shares equally.”
755

 Furthermore, if Jesus is not the 

true Son of the Father, Molnar writes, “his death could easily be construed as 

immoral,”
756

 for it would indeed portray a sadist Father leaving a masochist Son to 

suffer and die. If such were the case, the critique of liberation and feminist theologians 

of an immoral Father would be justified. Torrance finds no problem with the idea that 
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Christ suffered on the cross, but views it not in terms of the Father punishing the Son. 

Rather, the cross is understood in terms of what took place in Christ as the incarnate 

Son of God the Father obediently and joyfully, in which he took upon himself, in the 

power of the Holy Spirit, the predicament of humanity.
757

 Torrance even asserts that 

because the atonement is a “joint act of Christ and God, … the blood of Christ shed on 

the Cross could be spoken of as ‘the blood of God’.”
758

 

 

Participation in the Life and Love of God  

For Torrance, salvation is grounded in the Communing and Communal Being of the 

Triune God, whose perfection and fullness of Love “will not be confined within the 

Godhead but freely and lovingly moves outward toward others whom God creates for 

fellowship with himself so that they may share with him the very Communion of Love 

which is his own divine Life and Being.”
759

 Salvation is also the work of the Triune 

God. Salvation is not only willed and initiated by the Triune God, but is also enacted 

and accomplished pro nobis by the Persons of the Triune God in their Unity-in-

Distinction  and Distinction-in-Unity. Finally, salvation is oriented toward the Triune 

God, because the final goal of salvation is ultimately communion with the Triune 

God.
760

  

Among Torrance’s favourite terms in depicting our at-one-ment with God are 

our “sharing,” “joining” and “participation” in the inner life and love of the Triune God. 

These are relational terms, and there is no question that Torrance’s soteriology is 

relational. The phrase “relational soteriology,” however, is not strong enough to convey 

Torrance’s thoughts. Rather, the alternative “participation soteriology,” which resonates 

with participation theology that has gained prominence even in recent Calvin studies, is 

a better choice.
761

 Participation theology is not new in the history of the Christian faith, 
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but the representative traditions or movements will not be presented here (Instead, see 

Appendix I). Here, the focus is on Torrance’s participation soteriology, trifurcated for 

the purpose of elucidation, but in reality and experience are inseparable. First, the 

concept of mediated participation comprehends chapters II, III and IV, and emphasizes 

union with the Son and communion of the Spirit so that humanity may become children 

of the Father. Secondly, the concept of perichoretic participation describes the nature 

and shape of what it means to “share[s] in [God’s] own eternal Life and Love.”
762

 

Finally, it is argued that humanity’s participation in the Triune Life and Love is a 

genuine human participation.  

 

Mediated Triune Participation  

Chapters II, III, and IV highlighted salvation as the work of the Three Persons of the 

Triune God. Torrance espouses a doctrine of appropriation in the evangelical Trinity, 

grounded in the Distinction-in-Unity and Unity-in-Distinction in the Trinity in se. But 

the unique agencies of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit should be understood in light of 

the one act and goal of the “mediation of reconciliation,” in which “men and women are 

savingly reconciled to God by being taken up in and through Christ to share in the inner 

relations of God’s own life and love.”
763

 In short, the mediating Act of the incarnate 

Son is an Act within the Act of the Triune God which culminates in humanity’s 

reconciliation with God. The same is true with the Holy Spirit’s mediating communion 

with us, whereby the Spirit enables us to participate in the Primordial Communion.  

 

Union with Christ through the Spirit to the Father 

On the work of Christ, the concept of mediated participation is best portrayed in 

Torrance’s view of the interpenetration of the hypostatic union and atoning union in 

Christ and the double movement of the mediation of reconciliation, katabasis and 

anabasis, in which the Son mediates the Father in the Holy Spirit to humanity in his 

incarnation and correspondingly mediates humanity to the Father in the Holy Spirit in 

his ascension. It is in this sense that Torrance first understands Christ as Mediator.
764

 As 

in Calvin’s participation in Christ, our union with Christ’s humanity, grounded in his 

prior union with us in the incarnation, enables us to receive the benefits of Christ. But 

                                                 
762

 TP, 2.  
763

 MC, 64.  
764

 “The essential nature of the Gospel message of reconciliation through the mediation of 

Christ,” Torrance writes, is “reconciliation with the divine Trinity,” in ST, 86, 87.  



160 

 

Torrance transcends Calvin because he argues that the benefits of Christ do not end in 

justification and sanctification, but ultimately in relationship with the Triune God. “It is 

not atonement that constitutes the goal and end of that integrated movement of 

reconciliation but union with God in and through Jesus Christ in whom our human 

nature is not only saved, healed and renewed but lifted up to participate in the very 

light, life and love of the Holy Trinity.”
765

 Participation theology does not have union 

with Christ as its final goal; rather, union with Christ mediates to us union with the 

Triune God. The difference is perhaps found in Torrance’s emphasis on the fact that 

“the hypostatic union is grounded in, derived from and is continuously upheld by what 

is called the ‘consubstantial communion’ within the Trinity.”
766

 Consequently, this 

implies that to be “in Christ” ultimately means to be in relationship with the Triune 

God.  

 The eternal communion of love in God overflows through Jesus Christ into our 

union with Christ and gathers us up to dwell with God and in God. This is 

another way of saying that the Incarnation, and the reconciliation that took place 

within it, fall within the life of God… for in Christ our human relations with 

God, far from being allowed to remain on merely external basis, are embraced 

within the Trinitarian relations of God’s own Being as Father, Son and the Holy 

Spirit.
767

  

 

Adoption as Sons of the Father through Christ in the Spirit 

The Father, in virtue of his distinct hypostasis as the Father, is not sent into the world in 

the manner that we understand the mission of the Son and the Holy Spirit. The 

Scriptures nowhere depict the agency of the Father in the active sense in which the two 

other Persons engage with the world. The best summary of the role of the Father in the 

mediation of reconciliation is that, with some qualifications, the Father is the Mediated 

One, because his Love is the ground of the Election of the Son and the Communion-

constituting activity of the Spirit in the salvific economy. Torrance quotes McLeod 

Campbell: “the love of God [is] the cause, and the atonement [is] the effect.”
768

 

Mediation has a starting point: the love of the Father.
769

 Nevertheless, that the Father is 

the Mediated One does not mean that the Father is only passively involved in the 

mediation of reconciliation. In Torrance’s Athanasian formula “from the Father, 
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through the Son and in the Holy Spirit, and to the Father, through the Son and in the 

Spirit,”
770

 the phrases “from the Father” and “to the Father” should be regarded as the 

distinct and active mediating agencies of the Father in the reconciling economy. 

Remove or disregard these two phrases and the Trinitarian economy will collapse. The 

phrase “to the Father” is particularly noteworthy. The Father’s active Sending and 

Receiving enables us not only to enter into relationship with the Father as sons. Rather, 

they also enable our actual participation in the Familial Communion of the Triune God. 

In this sense, adoption could not be interpreted only as a two-way relationship between 

the Person of the Father and humanity. Rather, adoption refers to the dynamic 

relationship between humanity as brothers of Christ in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

with the loving and electing Father. Adoption is Trinitarian adoption. Put differently, 

adoption is another metaphor for participation in the Triune Communion. As Clark 

Pinnock writes, “God has not left us outside the circle of his life. We are invited inside 

the Trinity as joint heirs together with Christ. By the Spirit we cry ‘Abba’ together with 

the Son, as we are drawn into the divine filial relationship and begin to participate in 

God’s life.”
771

 

 

Communion in the Spirit with the Father through Christ 

The concept of mediated participation finds its clearest expression in the agency of the 

Communion-constituting Spirit. Because the Holy Spirit is “the Bond of the Trinity”
772

 

and is “the Communion of the Father and the Son in the Godhead,”
773

 his distinct work 

in the reconciling economy is discernibly to enable human communion with the Triune 

God as well.
774

 The Spirit accomplishes this on two levels. First, the Spirit’s 

communion enables us to be united with Christ so that we may both enjoy the benefits 

of Christ’s atoning work and be united in relationship with Christ as our Brother. The 

Holy Spirit mediates Jesus Christ to us and us to Jesus Christ.
775

 As the “Agent of 

participation,” the Spirit enables us to participate in Christ’s own worship and 

knowledge of the Father.
776
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 The Holy Spirit who is the consubstantial Communion of the Father and the Son 

in the Trinity, is the Spirit through whom the Word was made flesh in the 

hypostatic union of the divine and human natures in the Person of the Son, but it 

is the same Spirit through whom we have union with Christ and partake of the 

communion between the Father and the Son and the Son and the Father.
777

 

 

The last part of the quotation hints at the second level of the Spirit’s Communion-

constituting work, and is the main focus here: the mediating role of the Spirit in 

bringing us into the life and love of the Triune God. The Spirit’s saving communion 

with us and our communion with the Spirit does not function as an ultimate end in 

itself. Rather, through the Spirit’s communion, we are lifted up to share in the Triune 

Communion. “As the Father, Son and Holy Spirit dwell in one another,” Torrance 

writes, “so God is in us by the indwelling of the Spirit and by participation of the Spirit 

we are in God.”
778

 Again, this is related to the “from the Father… to the Father” 

economic formula. The Spirit comes from God and returns to God.
779

 Torrance explains 

this double movement: “By coming into man the Holy Spirit opens him out to God,”
780

 

and when the Spirit returns to God, he “raises us up in Jesus to participate in the 

worship of heaven and in the eternal communion of the Holy Trinity.”
781

  

 

Perichoretic Triune Participation  

As argued above, all Three Persons of the Triune God, in their own distinct hypostatic 

agencies, have their part in the mediation of reconciliation. Also, the mediatorial work 

of each Person has its ultimate end in humanity’s participation in the Triune Life. It can 

therefore be said that mediated participation, or reconciliation through the agencies of 

the Triune God, forms the ground of our actual perichoretic participation, or our 

inclusion, by grace, into the eternal Communion that the Triune God is. Perichoretic 

participation is derived from Torrance’s thoughts that perichoresis is the highest 

possible semantic expression of the co-inherent Triune relations,
782

 and is an eternal 

movement of Communion in which humanity is invited to participate.   

 [The Triune Persons] coinhere in one Another by virtue of their one Being for 

one Another and by virtue of the dynamic Communion which they constitute in 

their belonging to one Another. Hence in establishing communion with us 
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through his Son and in his Spirit God wants us to participate in his living 

Communion which as Father, Son and Holy Spirit he eternally is.
783

  

 

Torrance’s theological corpus is replete with similar statements and arguments 

concerning our sharing in the Triune Communion. He does not, however, elaborate on 

the nature or shape of such a Trinitarian participation. Perhaps Torrance purposefully 

left this unarticulated for fear of abstract speculation, but to leave such a prominent 

aspect of his soteriology to mere indicative statements without further elucidation is 

regrettable, and seems un-Torrance-like, and opens him to broad interpretation. The 

work of Habets that argues for theosis as a hermeneutical linchpin in reading Torrance’s 

soteriology, is perhaps the first attempt to explain the nature and shape of Torrance’s 

participation theology. Habets’ overall study is excellent, but his insistence that 

Torrance’s soteriology should be understood in light of theosis is unwarranted, because 

although Torrance employs the concept in his theologizing, it does not occupy the 

exalted position in Torrance’s theology that Habets ascribes to it. Instead, Torrance’s 

Trinitarian participation soteriology could be better explained in light of the concept of 

perichoresis, coupled with his understanding of “relational space.”  

At one level, perichoresis is an ontological concept, for it expresses the tension 

that should be maintained between enhypostatic relations and hypostatic distinctions in 

the Triune Being of God. Thus, in its most developed meaning, perichoresis refers to 

the co-inherent relations or the mutual indwelling of the Triune Persons. On another 

level, and of primary interest here, perichoresis is a spatial concept. This is evident in 

chora, “space” or “room” or chorein, “to contain” or “to make room” as its 

etymological roots.
784

 Thus, the eternal Triune perichoretic relation is involved in an 

eternal movement of mutual Space-giving and Space-receiving, corollary to each of the 

Persons’ reciprocal Self-giving and Self-receiving in the Triune Life. The Father opens 

himself for the Son and the Holy Spirit; the Son opens himself for the Father and the 

Holy Spirit; and the Holy Spirit opens himself for the Father and the Son. In other 

words, each of the Three Persons is Room-giving and Room-receiving at the same time. 

The Three Persons of the Trinity, Torrance writes, “wholly dwell in each other and who 

each have room fully for the others in the one God.”
785
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Our participation in the Life and Love of the Triune God could be said to follow 

the same shape, and is only made possible by the inherent Space-giving and Space-

receiving nature of the Godhead. Torrance argues that the Triune relations must be 

thought of “in terms of ‘abiding’ and ‘indwelling’, in which each wholly rests in the 

other.” He adds: “This is the doctrine of perichoresis.”
786

 Expressed using the concept 

of Love: “That God is Love means that he is the eternally loving One in himself who 

loves through himself, whose Love moves unceasingly within his eternal life,”
787

 and it 

is “the perfection and fullness of Love that will not be confined within the Godhead but 

freely and lovingly moves outward toward others whom God creates for fellowship 

with himself so that they may share with him the very Communion of Love which is his 

own divine Life and Being.”
788

 God’s Being is Being-for-Others and Being-for-others. 

God’s life and love allows beings-essentially-created-for-the-purpose-of-fellowship to 

participate. This can be called perichoretic participation.  

Torrance’s relational view of space sheds more light in understanding 

perichoretic participation. Our entry into the Divine Space is not an intrusion into the 

Divine Life. Contrary to the static receptacle views held by Plato, Aristotle and the 

Stoics, the Christian view of “space” is Subject-oriented. “Space,” Torrance writes, “is 

a predicate of the Occupant.”
789

 This means that it is God himself who creates what we 

call “space,” the arena of God’s gracious Communion-creating activity. As such, the 

Newtonian and Kantian view of space as a transcendental that limits the interaction 

between God and the world should be abandoned, for God, as the author of space, could 

not be confined both within himself and by our human categories. In God, space “is a 

sort of differential concept that is essentially open-ended.”
790

 To put it more vividly, the 

Divine Space, or the arena of God’s dynamic Communion of Love, is essentially open 

to creatures. Through the creative and salvific activity of the Triune God, creatures are 

embraced in the perichoretic Communion that God is.  

Furthermore, perichoretic participation is only possible from above, that is, from 

the side of God. “Mere creatures are unable to make ‘room’ for God in their natures.”
791
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It is only because God’s Being is Being-for-Others that our participation in God is made 

possible. But this participation is also neither automatic nor could be interpreted in a 

mechanistic necessitarian manner. To make the logical connection between God’s open 

Being and our participation in God’s Life and Love is something that Torrance would 

immediately reject. Thus, Torrance’s appropriation of perichoresis in his Trinitarian 

soteriology differs from Moltmann’s pericherotic panentheism, which is rigid and 

deterministic, in that God and creation cannot but be in perichoretic relation. For 

Moltmann, because God’s nature and love “is a self-evident, unquestionable 

‘overflowing of goodness’ which is therefore never open to choice at any time,”
792

 God 

must be in an eternal relation with creation. Creation, too, cannot escape this 

perichoretic oneness with God. Torrance, however, understands humanity’s perichoretic 

participation in the Triune Life and Love as completely gratuitous. God elects and 

humanity participates freely and only by grace. Perhaps the distinguishing factor 

between Moltmann and Torrance is the latter’s emphasis on mediated participation. For 

instance, in elaborating the mediating agency of Jesus Christ, Torrance writes: “Now 

when the Son, who abides in the Father in that way [i.e. mutual indwelling] became 

incarnate, He became for us the ‘place’ where the Father is to be known and believed, 

for He is the topos or locus where God is found.”
793

 In short, participation in the life 

and love of God is through mediation. Humanity participates in the perichoretic 

communion of the Trinity only when we participate in the Son’s internal relationship 

with the Father in the communion of the Holy Spirit.  

 

Human Participation: Theosis and Theopoiesis 

The revival of interest in Eastern theology equally ushered in renewed interest in the 

doctrine of theosis, neglected for centuries in Western theology due to the categories it 

employed—categories that are incomprehensible and misunderstood in Western 

theology. Equally disturbing are the translations “divinisation” and “deification” which, 

when interpreted using Aristotelian substantial philosophy rather than through the 

Triune mediation of reconciliation, create theological problems. Such was the case for 

Aquinas’ doctrine of participation modelled on Neo-Platonic philosophy, and adopted 

in contemporary theology by Radical Orthodoxy. Torrance quotes Georges Florovsky: 
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 The term theosis is indeed embarrassing, if we would think of it in “ontological 

categories.” Indeed, man simply cannot become “god.” But the Fathers were 

thinking in “personal” terms, and the mystery of personal communion was 

involved at this point. Theosis means a personal encounter. It is the ultimate 

intercourse with God, in which the whole of human existence is, as it were, 

permeated by the Divine Presence.
794

 

 

Theosis, therefore, is primarily a relational concept. Torrance himself is defensive of his 

use of the term: “Let us not quarrel about the word theosis,” he writes, “offensive 

though it may be to us, but follow its intention.”
795

 He makes clear that in his use of the 

term, he does not employ it as “divinization,” but as the grace of God in redeeming 

human weakness and allowing us to commune with Him in his glory.
796

 Torrance 

interprets theosis in its interconnected two-fold significance. First, theosis refers to “the 

emancipation of man from imprisonment in himself,” the alienation from God and self-

centredness which is sin.
797

 Secondly and consequently, “theosis describes man’s 

involvement in such a mighty act of God upon him that he is raised up to find the true 

centre of his existence not in himself but in [the] Holy God.”
798

  

A systematic study of Torrance’s appropriation of theosis in his soteriology was 

undertaken by Habets in his book Theosis. Although Habets admits that theosis is not 

the central point of Torrance’s dogmatics, he argues that the concept “is of fundamental 

importance” in Torrance’s soteriology in particular, and “is a necessary crucial 

integrating theme within his overall theological oeuvre” in general.
799

 Based on this 

conclusion, in an almost apologetic manner, the book thus shows how theosis can be a 

justifiable hermeneutical key in a presentation of Torrance’s soteriology. Habets admits 

that he undertakes his project with an assumption that Torrance employs “conceptual 

equivalents” of theosis in his writings, such as “union, communion, participation, 

transcendental determination, reordering, humanising, personalising and atoning 

exchange.”
800

 Although Habets failed to represent the scientific character of Torrance’s 

soteriology by placing cosmological and anthropological discussions as the basis and 

background of his presentation of Torrance’s soteriology, Habets’ appropriation of the 
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incarnate Son’s and the Holy Spirit’s agencies in bringing humanity into relationship 

with the Triune God are noteworthy. It serves to reinforce the argument for mediated 

participation in the Triune Life and Love. In Torrance’s words: God, “through the Son 

and in the Spirit lifts us up to the level of participation in God where we are opened out 

for union and communion with him far beyond the limits of our creaturely existence – 

which is another way of describing theosis.”
801

 Even the Athanasian term theopoiesis, 

which essentially refers to our adoption as sons and daughters of God by grace,
802

 is 

indubitably communal, for it refers to “the staggering act of God in which God gives 

himself to us and adopts us into the communion of his divine life and love through 

Jesus Christ and in his one Spirit.”
803

  

In Torrance’s theology, the primary significance of theosis is not that it affirms 

(or restates) his Trinitarian participation soteriology. Rather, negatively, Torrance 

rejects the interpretation of theosis in the Thomist and Radical Orthodoxy tradition as 

substantial metamorphosis or absorption into one divine esse that negates all human 

characteristics. Positively, grounded in the saving agency of the Son from the 

incarnation to his ascension in his resurrected body and the Spirit’s affirmation of 

creatures’ otherness, theosis in Torrance means the personalization and humanization of 

humanity.
804

 Theosis or theopoiesis is not divinization or deification but the adaptation 

of humanity in our contingent nature for knowledge of and fellowship with the Triune 

God.
805

  

 The Athanasian doctrine of theopoiesis (or theosis) through the Spirit, in which 

we are sanctified, renewed and enlightened through adoption in the Incarnate 

Son to be sons of God, does not import any inner deification of our human 

nature, but the assuming of us into the sphere of the direct and immediate 

activity of God himself in such a way that our human being is brought to its 

teleiosis in relation to the Creator and we find our real life hid with Christ in 

God.
806

 

 

Our participation in the Communion of the Triune God is a human participation, and 

could not be anything other. Just as the resurrected human body of Christ has ascended 

and is in the presence of the Father in the Holy Spirit, so our fellowship with the Triune 
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God is bodily, tangible and real. This is only possible, Torrance argues, because of the 

personal power of God, which is “not power that overrules the creature but sustains the 

creature, … power therefore that sustains the relation and freedom of the creature 

before God, for it is always creative, and in relation to his human creatures always 

personalizing and humanising power.”
807

  

 

Communion with the Triune God in the Church  

Torrance’s consistent argument that the Trinity is “the ground and grammar of Christian 

theology,” and therefore the foundational element of all doctrinal formulations, is 

reflected in his ecclesiology. As to the specific relationship between the Church and the 

Trinity, three categories merit discussion: (1) the Church is grounded in the Trinity, (2) 

the Church images the Triune Communion, and (3) the Church as a communion within 

Communion. 

Firstly, as the Archbishop Simon of Ryazan and Kasimov writes, “the Holy 

Trinity is the Beginning and Archetype of the life of the Church, as well as the ultimate 

goal of all its spiritual aspirations.”
808

 Torrance is critical of churches that turn into 

social institutions trying to be gods, and thus, rather than serving God, oppose him.
809

 

He argues that the Church’s being is rooted in the Being of God, and does not have any 

independent existence.
810

 More elaborately, Torrance relates both the being and mission 

of the Church to the Head of the Body, Jesus Christ, and to the Communion-

constituting Holy Spirit. Torrance agrees with Zizioulas’ suggestion that “the Church is 

the outcome of the Father’s will, a will he shares with the Son and the Holy Spirit, and 

which is realized through the economy in which each of the persons of God is 

engaged.”
811

 Torrance’s long history of ecumenical endeavours and his critical stance 
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against his own ecclesiastical tradition also have influenced his argument for grounding 

ecclesiology into the doctrine of the Trinity. This is one of the conclusions in both 

volumes of The Theological Dialogue between Orthodox and Reformed Churches.
812

  

Secondly, inasmuch as the Communion of Love is the source of the church’s 

life, the communion in the Church also images the Triune Communion. Torrance’s 

emphasis here is primarily on the unity in the church, which, Timiadis writes, reflects 

“the Trinity’s inner love, like a mirror-image.”
813

 Gunton, too, following both Zizioulas 

and Torrance, refers to the church as “a living echo of the communion that God is in 

eternity.”
814

 However, this does not imply a direct analogy between the Trinity and the 

church. Gunton’s concern about inferring logical and analogical deductions between the 

being of the church and the being of God is also the reason why Torrance himself did 

not deal too much with the idea of the church mirroring relation to the Triune God.
815

 In 

places where this idea surfaces, it is usually qualified by the assertion that the Church is 

grounded in the Being and Act of God. For instance, in Reality and Scientific Theology, 

where Torrance deals with personhood in general, he writes: “What images the Trinity 

is our interpersonal structure, and not least the interrelations of love which reflect the 

fact that God is Love in the consubstantial Communion of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

although in the nature of the case our inter-personal relations of love have properly to 

be understood from the Communion of Love in God which is both their source and their 

goal.”
816

 This “profound unity arises ultimately from the Holy Trinity.”
817
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Finally, precisely because the source and goal of the Church are in the eternal 

love of God, which freely and graciously overflows in creation and redemption, the 

church could be considered a communion of people within the Communion of God. 

Torrance explains this by referring to the vertical and horizontal relations in the Church.  

 Through God’s self-communication to us within the personal structures of our 

human being we are drawn into the “vertical” relation of the incarnate Son on 

earth to the heavenly Father, and thereby share in the relation of mutual 

knowing and loving between the Father and the Son. At the same time God 

communicates himself to us in another act by pouring out upon us the Spirit of 

the Father and of the Son in such a way that there is set up on the “horizontal” 

level within our social or interpersonal existence a communion of love as a 

created counterpart or reflection of the trinitarian Communion of Love within 

the Life of God… Through the Communion of the Holy Spirit we are given to 

share in a meeting with God with himself within the structured relations of our 

personal and social being and are thereby enfolded within the divine Self-

Communion of the Holy Trinity.
818

 

 

This illustrates that although it is true that the horizontal interpersonal communion in 

the Church mirrors the Triune Communion, it is clear that for Torrance, this mirroring 

function does not constitute the telos of the Church. As in Kathryn Tanner’s arguments, 

a Trinitarian ecclesiology does not end with merely human social functions, but rather, 

“we should seek to understand what it means to participate in the fellowship of the 

triune God.”
819

 This is proper because the true being of the Church is not found in its 

horizontal relation, but primarily in its vertical relation with the Triune God. “The 

Church is truly Church in so far as it dwells in the Holy Trinity,”
820

 and “it is only 

through vertical participation in Christ that the Church is horizontally a communion of 

love, a fellowship of reconciliation, a community of the redeemed.”
821

 Thus, in 

Torrance, the Church is a communion within Communion, “ecclesiola in Ecclesia”. 

This is a vital element in ecclesiology, because it prevents the Church, through the Holy 

Spirit, “from remaining content with its own fellowship.”
822

 

To be in the Church essentially means to be in the Life and Love and 

Communion of the Triune God. Torrance thinks that in participating in Christ in his 

Body, there transpires “a soteriological and ontological unification of people in whose 
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midst God himself dwells through the presence of his Spirit.”
823

 As God dwells in the 

Church, we also dwell in God. In more Eastern formulation, Timiadis argues that the 

church “is the mystical ladder on which man ascends and God descends, so that a real 

ascent and descent take place, resulting in the blessed meeting of Creator and 

creature.”
824

 The way in which the church becomes the avenue where humanity 

participates in the Communion of the triune God – as consistently stressed by 

Torrance’s argument for mediated participation in the Triune Life – is in the Son and in 

the Spirit.
825

 The Church, therefore, performs the function of secondary mediatorial role 

in our participation in the Triune God, but only because the Church is the Body of 

Christ and the Communion of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, although reference to 

Christ as the Head of the Body abounds, the Communion-constituting agency of the 

Holy Spirit seems to take primacy in this discussion. In Trinitarian Faith, Torrance 

writes that “the church to be in the Spirit in an objective and ontological sense, is to be 

in God.”
826

 Later on, he then refers to the church as a “divine dimension in the world” 

and “the direct fruit of God’s Holy Spirit.”
827

  

 

Possible Objections and Critiques to Creaturely Communion with the Triune God 

Torrance’s high optimism is evident in his view that salvation is ultimately humanity’s 

participation in the Triune Life, Love and Communion through Jesus Christ and the 

Holy Spirit in the Church – here and now. This soteriological vision is not grounded in 

humanity’s achievement or capability. It is actually quite the opposite. Torrance’s 

optimism is grounded in the power and love of the Triune God as revealed in the saving 

economy to redeem and reconcile hopeless, depraved, and fallen humanity. Torrance’s 

Trinitarian soteriology as humanity’s participation in the eternal Life of the Triune God, 

can, however, be critiqued from a few perspectives.  

 

A Cosmonistic or Uniform Communion 

Succinctly, the ultimate telos of human salvation as participation in the Communion of 

the Triune God could be mistakenly interpreted to imply humanity’s absorption into the 

                                                 
823

 TF, 254; Colyer, How to Read, 219-220. 
824

 TDORC I, 44. Even the traditional marks of the Church, una, sancta, catholica, apostolica, in 

relation to ecumenism, should be understood in light of “the sanctification of the Church through and in 

the Spirit whereby it participates in the eternal life of the Triune God” (TRE, 17).  
825

 TF, 274-275. 
826

 TF, 251.  
827

 TF, 254.  



172 

 

Life and Light of God at the cost of human individuality (weak form), or loss-of-being 

through substantial re-absorption into a primordial mass of Substance (strong form). 

The participation theologies of Aquinas and Radical Orthodoxy are susceptible to the 

strong form, although the weak form could also be implied. Because their cosmology 

facilitates Neo-Platonic emanation philosophy, their teleological vision for gradated 

existents could not be other than the gradual return of borrowed essence to their source 

of Being.
828

 This is what we mean by a “cosmonistic communion,” or that persons 

would disappear in “one vast ocean of being.”
829

 Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology is 

not susceptible to this critique. His appropriation of creation ex nihilo, and rejection of 

both analogia entis and vestigial anthropology are sufficient safeguards against this 

substantialist absorption. Therefore, even though, as Groppe writes, “we exist in a 

being-from and being-toward God and as such we have an ontological relation to 

eternity,”
830

 this should be understood primarily in relational and not essential terms. 

Our relation to the Triune God is not a partitive sharing, but a relational sharing.
831

 

The question, however, is whether Torrance’s soteriology possesses the 

propensity towards the weak form: that participation in the Triune Life implies the loss 

of human identity. Is there, in Gunton’s words, “the loss of the manysidedness of our 

humanity in the undifferentiated unity of the whole”
832

 in Torrance’s soteriological 

vision? Torrance does not explicitly deal with this problem in his writings, but his 

position is discernible. In fact, it is similar to adherents of social Trinitarianism who 

ground their defense in the eternal hypostatic distinctions among the Persons of the 

Trinity in the Triune perichoretic Communion.
833

 The important point here is that 

personal distinction is a necessary ingredient of onto-relation, because only persons 

who are different from one another can establish a relationship of intimacy, mutual 
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surrender and love that ground a communion and a community.
834

 Thus, in communion, 

there happens “a new and paradoxical conception of united separation and separated 

unity,”
835

 or a “personological unity.”
836

 The mediation of Christ and the Holy Spirit 

play important roles here as well. Just as Christ as truly human in his resurrected body 

communes with the Father, so does and will humanity commune with God in our 

resurrected bodies, distinct from God and from other fellow human beings.
837

 Also, 

because the Spirit enables us to recognize the utter Godness of God in our communion 

with Him, our finitude as contingent created existents, along with our finite 

consciousness are retained.
838

  

 

Intermingling of Uncreated and Created Realities  

In general, the relationship between created and Uncreated realities is an issue that both 

philosophers-metaphysicians and theologians are concerned with, although their 

fundamental concerns and responses diverge. At the basic level, metaphysicians would 

immediately dismiss the idea of personal relationship between the two. This attitude is 

portrayed by Arius, who thought that the only relation between Uncreated and created 

realities is that of separation, or at best, subordination. This, of course, is grounded in 

Greek dualism, where personal relation between entities of the kosmos noetos and 

kosmos aisthetos is inconceivable.
839

 In contrast to philosophy, possibility is 

presupposed in theology, and it could be said that the whole point of theology is to 

articulate the personal relationship that exists between God and the world.  
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Torrance’s theology embodies a fundamental rejection of cosmological and 

epistemological dualisms.
840

 In the relationship between God and creatures, Torrance 

admits “a mutual, but not a symmetrical, relation of detachment,”
841

 but only in order to 

safeguard the distinction between “the Godness of God” and “the naturalness of 

nature.”
842

 His overall position concerning the relationship between God and creature is 

optimistic, not because of inherent creaturely potentiality or capacity, but because of 

God’s gracious Act of Self-giving. 

 The distinction between Grace and nature must not be interpreted as a 

dichotomy, as if there were only a deistic relation between the creature and the 

Creator. There is a relation of being between the creature and the Creator 

immediately maintained by the Creator, but it is the irreversible relation of 

Grace which He freely posits and preserves in love. It is a Creator-creature 

relation which God establishes freely out of pure Grace; as such it is neither 

explainable from the side of the creature nor logically definable, and therefore is 

not reversible.
843

 

 

Thus, it could be concluded that concerns about the possibility of creaturely 

communion with the Divine are propelled by philosophical presuppositions, rather than 

thinking out of the “logic of grace.”
844

 In short, impossibility is perceivable only if 

anthropocentric considerations (i.e. finite limitations) form the underlying and 

controlling factor. But if the controlling foundation is predicated in the dynamic being 

of God, then Creator-creature relationship is essentially not impossible at all. In the first 

place, God’s Being is Being-for-others – “others” understood as every being that is not 

God. In the words of Jenson, God’s essential Being is “roomy.”
845

 In soteriology, 

therefore, the most important considerations are the active and dynamic Being of God 

and the mediation of reconciliation in Christ and the Holy Spirit. As Gunton discerned, 

“If God and the world are ontologically other, some account of their relation – some 

theology of mediation – is indispensable.”
846

 Through the incarnation of the Son in the 

Spirit, Torrance writes, “God in himself is no longer closed to us, but has opened 
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himself” so that “we may now enter into personal communion with God without being 

limited by our creaturely incapacities or being obstructed by our alienation.”
847

  

 

Economic versus Essential Communion 

For Torrance, the indwelling participation of humanity in the Communion of the Triune 

God is not only metaphorical or psychological, but real.
848

 Because the coming of God 

in Christ and the Holy Spirit is a genuine parousia, the presence of God in space and 

time, this reciprocally enables us to share in God’s Communion.
849

 Torrance repudiates 

the invented concepts of uncreated grace, created grace, and “means of grace” whereby 

it is thought that God does not directly or personally act with us without a created 

medium, often called “grace.”
850

 He is also suspicious of the Eastern distinction 

between ineffable divine essence and uncreated energies.
851

 The reason is that this 

distinction undermines genuine and intimate contact with God,
852

 and has “the effect of 

restricting knowledge of God to his divine energies, and ruling out any real access to 

knowledge of God in the intrinsic relations of his eternal triune being.”
853

 

Consequential to this held distinction is the view, particularly expressed by 

Lossky, that theosis is participation only in the energies of God.
854

 “Union with the 

Trinity,” Timiadis writes, “means union with the divine energies not the divine essence. 

We do not become the Father or the Son or the Holy Spirit; rather we share so 

intimately in their life-creating energies that we are joined to them.”
855

 On the contrary, 

                                                 
847

 TF, 67. The fact that the incarnation of the Son of God in the world falls within and not 

without the inner life of God, Torrance argues, teaches us about both the openness of God for others and 

the openness of the world for God (in TP, 101). The question of possibility and impossibility of 

communion with God is tied to the question of the incarnation. See the debates in John Hick, ed., The 

Myth of God Incarnate (London: SCM, 1977); M. D. Goulder, ed., Incarnation and Myth: The Debate 

Continued (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), and Oskar Skarsaune, Incarnation: Myth or Fact? (trans. 

Trygve R. Skarsten; St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1991).  
848

 Or even allegorical, which happens when dualisms are not overcome. See DM, 19.   
849

 CAC II, 157; TRE, 130-131. In “Deposit of Faith,” 6, Torrance speaks about “the oikonomia 

of the divine ousia.” Elsewhere, Torrance explains, “in God, logos and pneuma are not separated from 

ousia and physis or therefore from aletheia,” in TFCK, 304. In DM, 182, Torrance argues that the ousia 

of God should be interpreted as both being and presence: presence in being and being in activity.  
850

 Sanders, “The Trinity,” 50. See TR, chapter 10 on Torrance’s critique of both Roman 

Catholic and Protestant views of grace.  
851

 One of the arguments of Eastern theologians against the filioque, for instance, is grounded in 

this distinction. See Zizioulas, Lectures in Christian Dogmatics, 71-73. Palamas asserts that the 

procession of the Holy Spirit from the Son is only at the level of the divine energies, not essence. See 

Heron, “The Filioque Clause,” in One God in Trinity, 72. On page 74, Heron adds that this distinction in 

general is dubious.  
852

 Sanders, “The Trinity,” 49.  
853

 TF, 336. See also Jenson, The Triune Identity, 126-127. 
854

 Papanikolaou, “Divine Energies or Personhood: Vladimir Lossky and John Zizioulas on 

Conceiving the Transcendent and Immanent God,” MTh 19 (2003), 358. 
855

 TDORC I, 128. See also Bobrinskoy, The Mystery of the Trinity, 73-76. 



176 

 

for Torrance, God’s energeia inheres in Being, so that God’s Being is in his Act and his 

Act is in his Being. To separate the two in our knowledge of God means knowing 

God’s Being apart from his Act or knowing his Act behind his Being.
856

 To separate the 

two in God’s salvific economy implies a loss of genuine relationship between God and 

humanity. In fact, reconciliation is diluted to reconciliation only with the Act of God. 

The economic Trinity is all that there is in both the doctrines of the Trinity and 

salvation. Against this, Torrance argues that our participation in the Triune God is a 

sharing “in the inner communion of his divine Being so that we are given to share in the 

mutual knowing of the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit in the immanent relations 

of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”
857

 For Torrance, the key to the oneness of God’s Act 

and Being and our actual participation is the homoousios.
858

  

 

Degrees of Participation in God?  

A serious question relating to Torrance’s view of humanity’s participation in the Triune 

Communion concerns the element of temporality, or more precisely, the origin and 

event of participation. Ironically, confusion emerges from Torrance’s understanding of 

relational space and his view of the oneness between the Act and Being of God. Put 

plainly, it appears that in Torrance, there are several levels or moments of participation 

in God, and their relation is not articulated. For example, because Torrance regards 

space as the sphere of God’s activity, it implies that by default, created existence is 

already embraced in God’s Life and Love. He writes: “God is not contained by 

anything but rather that He contains the entire universe, not in the manner of a bodily 

container, but by His power.”
859

 Contingent creaturely being only finds its existence 

within the sphere of God’s creative and sustaining activity.
860

 Outside of God’s activity 

is nihil, nothingness, and therefore non-being. Could we then say that there is a pre-

salvific participation in God? The fact that Torrance rejects the idea that God 

“deistically abandon[s] what he has brought into existence” could imply that God and 

creaturely existence are in an unbroken relationship in the first place.
861

 Could this be a 

pre-incarnation, pre-atonement and pre-Pentecost participation in the Triune Life and 

Love?  
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Furthermore, when Torrance discusses our participation in the Triune God 

through the incarnate Son and the communion of the Holy Spirit, whereby we share in 

the Life and Love of God in his inner Being, could this be different from the first level 

presented above? The problem is heightened by Torrance’s view that the incarnation 

and Pentecost are new to God. We can add that these events also have their temporal 

and spatial beginning, and thus are new to creation. Torrance explains that the 

incarnation and Pentecost are “decisive” moments in the economy of salvation, because 

God deals with humanity at a whole new personal level.
862

 But then this would seem to 

mean that there are also degrees of God’s personal relation with the created order. God 

is already involved personally in creation and providence, so is there a new and higher 

level of personal relation inaugurated by the incarnation and Pentecost that is distinct 

from the first?
863

 Moreover, the issue becomes more complicated by the fact that our 

creaturely body is not in its incorruptible form yet. If this is added to the equation, could 

there be another level of participation in the Triune Communion? Unfortunately, 

Torrance does not deal with these questions. 

 

 CO
CLUSIO
S  

Tityu Koev writes that there are three fundamental truths in Trinitarian theology. These 

are (1) that God is trihypostatic: mia ousia, treis hypostaseis, (2) that each of the three 

Persons possesses personal, hypostatic quality, and (3) that creation and redemption are 

the works of these Three Persons.
864

 It is fair to say that Torrance’s Trinitarian 

soteriology, presented in this chapter, encompasses all these three considerations. 

Moreover, if, as Barth asserted, the doctrine of the Trinity distinguishes the Christian 

doctrine of God as Christian,
865

 could we not also add that salvation understood and 

formulated in light of the doctrine of the Trinity is the exclusive Christian 

understanding of soteriology? If so, then Torrance’s accomplishment in his Trinitarian 

soteriology cannot be overrated. As demonstrated in this chapter, Torrance’s 
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soteriology consistently makes the doctrine of the Trinity both the source and goal of 

human salvation.  

The doctrine of the Trinity, in Torrance’s thought, is not just concerned with the 

Being of God as such, but is concerned with the Being of God in relation to others: 

“The doctrine of the Trinity gives expression to the fact that through his self-revelation 

in the incarnation God has opened himself to us in such a way that we may know him in 

the inner relations of his divine Being and have communion with him in his divine life 

as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”
866

 Because God’s Triune Being (or Nature) is a 

dynamic Communion of Love, he does not remain closed to us but has opened up his 

Being both for knowledge and communion.
867

 As Moltmann asserts, the Trinity is an 

“open Trinity. It is open for its own sending… It is open for men and for all creation. 

The life of God within the Trinity cannot be conceived of as a closed circle… [and] is 

open to man, open to the world and open to time.”
868

 Furthermore, God’s openness is 

reciprocated by God’s radical closeness to his creatures. In contrast to Eastern thought 

regarding the ineffability of God’s esse and therefore the necessity of viewing God’s 

relation to his creatures in terms only of God’s energies, Torrance perceives God’s 

presence as the real presence of God in the fullness of his Being in Christ and the Holy 

Spirit. Thus, the evangelical Trinity is the theological Trinity. In the economy of 

salvation, God is with us, Immanuel, in the most literal sense.
869

  

The possibility of real sharing in the Life and Love of the Triune Communion 

hinges on God’s free and gracious Act of real Self-giving and real Self-presence in the 

world. Torrance’s optimism, predicated on (1) God’s Being as essentially Being-in-Act-

for-others and (2) God’s Act in his own Being in the world, is justifiable. His 

foundations are purely theo-logical, within the logic of grace. The only way, albeit 

wrong, to critique real relations with God’s Communion is by grounding the 

impossibility in humanity’s finite “nature.” This is an anthropo-logical reasoning, 
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grounded in human principles, which Torrance abhors.
870

 In accordance with the logic 

of grace, or in the double movement of salvation from the Father to the Father through 

the Son and in the Holy Spirit, there transpires a mediated participation in the salvific 

Persons and Works of the Three Persons so that we are lifted up into the inner 

communion of his divine Being.
871

 In Torrance’s words, God “assimilates us into the 

communion of love in his triune Being.”
872

 This is humanity’s enabled perichoretic 

participation in the Triune Life, Love and Communion, which Torrance refers to as 

humanity’s destiny.
873
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FI
AL CO
CLUSIO
S  
 

 

This thesis accomplishes two things. First, it argues that Torrance’s soteriology is 

Trinitarian. In fact it could only be Trinitarian, especially because Torrance consistently 

applies his scientific and evangelical theology to every aspect of his theology. To a 

certain degree, that Torrance’s soteriology is Trinitarian is assumed as a fact in this 

thesis—not in an a priori way of thinking—but achieved (1) a posteriori through an 

indwelling of Torrance’s large theological corpus, and (2) deductively from his 

assertion that the doctrine of the Trinity is The Ground and Grammar of Theology. This 

thesis argues that Torrance’s doctrine of the Trinity is soteriologically conditioned and 

that his soteriology is conditioned by his doctrine of the Trinity, although this is just an 

instance of Torrance’s general insistence about an appropriate inherent circularity in the 

relationship between Christian doctrines and the doctrine of the Trinity. In Belief in 

Science and in Christian Life, Torrance speaks about “the fiduciary programme,” or a 

self-expanding system of belief in which initial beliefs and subsequent beliefs mutually 

relate to one another.
874

 It is indubitable that for Torrance, the doctrine of the Trinity is 

at the very centre of this system. As such, Flett’s assessment that Torrance’s works 

originate and terminate in the Triune God is not an overstatement.
875

   

Torrance understands salvation as having one reconciling purpose, proceeding 

in two movements, and accomplished by Three Persons. Although it would appear that 

salvation is Trinitarian only explicitly at the last aspect in this compressed soteriological 

formula, each facet is actually fully Trinitarian. First, there is only one origin and goal 

of salvation: the Life and Love of the Triune God. Thus, although the Father, the 

incarnate Son and the Holy Spirit fulfill distinct reconciling agencies in accordance with 

their hypostases, there are not three separate salvation stories. Rather, the mediation of 

the Father, the mediation of Jesus Christ and the mediation of the Spirit form the 

mediation of one salvation that culminate in our being reconciled to the Triune God. 

Secondly, the whole salvific economy proceeds through a double movement of divine 

katabasis and anabasis: “from the Father through the Son in the Spirit and in the Spirit 

through the Son to the Father.” And finally, salvation is accomplished through the 
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agency of the Three Persons of the Triune God, each fulfilling a distinct role in strict 

accordance with their hypostases as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.   

Secondly, this thesis also shows how Torrance’s soteriology is Trinitarian. The 

primary concern is the qualifying term Trinitarian. Torrance himself did not formulate 

a “systematic” Trinitarian soteriology, nor did he enumerate guidelines or institute a 

canon that would warrant the Trinitarian-ness of a specific soteriological formulation. 

What is clear, however, is that he follows Athanasius’ insistence that Christian 

salvation could not but be Trinitarian: “This is the salvation of Christians, that believing 

in the Trinity, that is in the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and being baptized 

into it, we may indubitably believe the Trinity to have the Same One True Godhead and 

Power, Majesty and Substance,” and that “he who should fall away from it would no 

longer be a Christian and should no longer be so called.”
876

 This is rightly so, because 

as Gunton argues, “the only satisfactory account of the relation between the Creator and 

creation is a trinitarian one.”
877

  

The challenge, thus, for Torrance scholars is to formulate his Trinitarian 

soteriology in a manner that he himself would most likely have done. This is what this 

thesis sought to accomplish. By considering Torrance’s own theological methodology 

and concerns, this thesis appropriates his evangelical theology and scientific theology as 

guidelines in sketching his Trinitarian soteriology. This decision has several 

significances. First, it does justice to Torrance’s integrative approach. Like any aspect 

of his overall theology, his soteriology could not be divested of both his theological 

hermeneutic, methodology and holism. Secondly, as a follower of Barth, Torrance’s 

evangelical theology dictates that the salvific economy cannot be separated from God’s 

Triune Self-revelation. The content of the Gospel of salvation is none other than the 

Triune God in his gracious reconciling work. Moreover, presentation of soteriology 

should follow the taxis of Triune revelation and reconciliation. Thirdly, in light of 

Torrance’s kataphysic theology, soteriology is perceived primarily in light of the 

Agents of reconciliation. Torrance does not have an ex opere operato soteriology. His 

soteriology is Subject-oriented. As such, his soteriological position offers a promising 

alternative to utilitarian soteriologies and their primary fascination with the benefits of 

salvation. For Torrance, the blessing, the gift and salvation cannot be understood apart 

from the Blesser, the Giver and the Saviour.  
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As such, and in relation to Flett’s assessment that Torrance’s view of the being 

of God as personal is “the most important, yet understated feature” of his theology,
878

 

this thesis actually argues that the personal Being of God is indispensable in Torrance’s 

soteriology. But here, the personal God is understood in two levels. First, it is 

highlighted that God’s personal Being could be understood in light of his personal ousia 

by arguing that God’s Being is essentially Communion-for- and Communion-with-

others. In light of his personal Being, his interaction with the created other is also 

personal and personalizing. This has been called in the thesis the Triune God’s kat’ 

ousian soteriology. Secondly, God is Personal in light of the personal activities of the 

Three Persons. The Three Persons interact with the created other in the salvific 

economy in light of their hypostatic uniqueness, acting personally and dynamically in 

the mediation of reconciliation. This is why chapters II, III, and IV begin with the who 

of the Three Persons, because it is only in light of their Personal hypostases that their 

salvific agency could be properly understood. This has been called in the thesis the 

Triune God’s kath hypostasin soteriology. 

Chapter I discussed Torrance’s scientific, evangelical and Trinitarian 

soteriology, and how the three qualifying adjectives are interrelated. As such, the 

chapter served as an explanatory account of the outline of the whole thesis, and the 

foundation upon which the subsequent chapters may be understood. Highlighted there is 

the fact that theological procedure inevitably affects theological product, or that 

methodology affects theology. The decision to follow the evangelical formula “the 

grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit” is 

therefore not arbitrary, but is in light of Torrance’s own insistence on it, and reflects his 

scientific, evangelical and Trinitarian approach to soteriology. By outlining the 

succeeding chapters in light of the benediction formula, the thesis also responds to 

Gunton’s critique of Torrance’s tendency to obscure the plurality of God’s activity and 

identity by an overemphasis upon the unity of God’s operations in the economy of 

salvation.
879

 As shown in the thesis, the distinction in the Works of the Persons in 

Torrance’s soteriology does not neglect the Unity, and vice versa. 

Chapter II presented the Person and Work of the incarnate Son in the economy 

of salvation. Highlighted there is Torrance’s emphasis on incarnational redemption, so 

that even in the discussion of every aspect of the Person and Life of Christ, soteriology 
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is already discussed. Nevertheless, in light of Torrance’s kath hypostasin soteriology, 

the God-man fulfills distinct roles in the salvific economy in strict accordance with his 

Person as the Son, or kata Christon. In contrast to the Holy Spirit and the Father, only 

the Son is incarnate and crucified on a wooden cross. Only the incarnate Son is both 

homoousion to Patri and homoousion hemin ton auton. In his oneness with the Father 

and with us, the Son fulfills a God-humanward and human-Godward mediation in his 

own incarnate constitution, and reconciles us to the Father and mediates to us the Holy 

Spirit through his vicarious life, death, resurrection and ascension. As such, through the 

hypostatic union and atoning union, we are not only united to Christ, but are also 

invited to share in the Life and Love of the Triune God. “It is not atonement,” Torrance 

argues, “that constitutes the goal and end of that integrated movement of reconciliation 

but union with God in and through Jesus Christ in whom our human nature is not only 

saved, healed and renewed but lifted up to participate in the very light, life and love of 

the Holy Trinity.”
880

 Torrance’s incarnational view of redemption and its ultimate end 

in the participation in the Triune Communion makes his soteriology surpass that of 

many others.  

Two interconnected problems-by-implication of Torrance’s emphasis on the 

objective and finished work of Christ pro nobis are also discussed in Chapter II: 

universalism and de-emphasis of human response. First, Torrance himself vigorously 

rejects universalism, and considers it a heresy like limited atonement, arguing that both 

arise through a logico-mechanistic way of thinking about the beneficia Christi. 

Nevertheless, Torrance’s vicarious incarnational redemption does not completely dispel 

all possible universalistic interpretations. It is undeniable that his optimism about 

Christ’s atoning exchange tends to lean towards universalism. Secondly, with his 

tendency to emphasize the objective pole of salvation in Christ come views of salvation 

as passive reception (weak form) or coercive reception (strong form). Torrance’s 

totus/totus understanding of the vicarious and atoning exchange may lead to 

undervaluing humanity’s contingent freedom. In its weak form, human freedom is 

unnecessary, and in its strong form, human freedom is overpowered. Like the problem 

of universalism, Torrance’s theology does not offer a sufficient buffer against this 
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critique. And although he explicitly rejected both in his writings, still, as Morrison 

writes, “vigorous assertion does not overcome incoherence.”
881

 

The beginning of Chapter III explains why a presentation of the agency of the 

Father has to proceed only after a chapter on the Son’s Person and Work. On the one 

hand, it takes seriously Jesus’ statement, “No one comes to the Father except through 

me” (John 14:6). The concern here is not the order of being, but the order of knowing 

the Father in revelation and reconciliation. The Torrance theological tradition’s strong 

participatory theology highlights that we only know the Father by participation in the 

knowledge of the Son in the Holy Spirit. Moreover, it is Jesus Christ the Son who 

knows the Father, and so his revelation of the Father must be considered absolute 

authority. Knowing the Father behind the back of Christ or from any speculative 

abstraction does not have any place in Torrance’s theology and methodology. On the 

other hand, the outline follows the Pauline benediction formula. The unresolved tension 

left, however, is in Torrance’s equation of “the love of God” with “the love of the 

Father.” Torrance himself affirms that “Father” could be considered as God’s Name. 

The question, however, is how this could be affirmed without contradicting his rejection 

of the Cappadocian’s view of the Father as the sole Arche and Monarchia.  

It could be said that Chapter III is quite unique to the thesis, because the Person 

of the Father is normally invisible in soteriological discourses. For Torrance, the Father, 

like the Son and the Spirit, fulfills a distinct role in the salvific economy in strict 

accordance with his hypostasis as the Father, or kata patera. This is another unique 

aspect of Torrance’s soteriology. Whereas the economy of salvation is typically treated 

only in light of the two missions (of the Son and of the Spirit), Torrance considers the 

“from the Father” and “to the Father” in the double movement of salvation as 

soteriological statements depicting the Father’s active involvement in the mediation of 

reconciliation. In terms of the “from the Father” aspect, the chapter elaborated that the 

Father’s loving, electing and sending roles are distinct to him in the salvific economy. 

In terms of the “to the Father” aspect, the concept of adoption into the family of God as 

sons and daughters of the Father was highlighted. But again, the reconciling paternity of 

the Father has as its ultimate goal sharing in the Life and Love of the Triune God. 

Adoption into the family of God is a conceptual equivalent to participation in the Triune 

Communion.  
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The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit is then discussed in Chapter IV. The 

imbalance in Torrance’s treatment of the Persons and Works of the Triune God, first 

noticeable in comparing chapters II and III, is further confirmed in this chapter. Like his 

handling of the Father, the Spirit’s agency, in comparison with his treatment of the 

Son’s agency, is not as intensively treated. This imbalance reflects Torrance’s 

acceptance of economic subordination in the Trinity. This does not mean, however, that 

Torrance does not have a robust pneumatology. The chapter has actually demonstrated 

that the Holy Spirit plays many central roles in the economy of salvation. Using a 

human analogy, it is the Holy Spirit who is actually over-worked in the economy! It 

was demonstrated that the Spirit operates in the salvific economy in light of his 

hypostasis and nature as the Self-effacing Spirit, which consequently requires 

worshipful apophatism on the part of the theologian. Again, this is in line with 

Torrance’s kath hypostasin soteriology, which, in this case, is kata Pneuma. Therefore, 

it is not as if Torrance held an instrumental pneumatology.
882

 Rather, it is the Spirit’s 

Self-effacing hypostasis and will that his agency in the salvific economy is that of being 

the vinculum caritatis in three levels of relationship: (1) onto-horizontal, or between the 

Father and the Son (and also even in the incarnate life of the Son); (2) economic-

vertical, or in humanity’s union with Christ to the Father; and (3) creaturely-horizontal, 

or in humanity’s relationship with one another in the Church. This is the koinonia of the 

communion-constituting Spirit.  

Again, just as in the case of the Father and the Son, the work of the Spirit has as 

its origin and goal the lifting up of humanity into participation in the Communion of 

Love that God is. And it is precisely because of this that the thesis critiqued Torrance’s 

reluctance to affirm fully the Spirit as Mediator. The Spirit also fulfills a mediatorial 

office between God and the world in accordance with his hypostasis as the Spirit, which 

does not contradict the mediation of Christ, who reconciles the world to the Triune God 

in light of the hypostatic union of God and humanity in Christ’s own Person. Of course 

it is not a mediation-in-isolation, because like the Son, the mediating work of the Spirit 

has its ground, origin and goal in the Triune communion.  

Another aspect in Torrance’s pneumatology that is left undeveloped by Torrance 

is the important Pauline concept of “life in the Spirit” and its moral-ethical implications. 

(He had a robust understanding of the Trinitarian and relational implications of the 
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term.) In a sense, this neglect corresponds to Torrance’s non-engagement with practical 

theology as a distinct branch of theology, and he should thus be acquitted of blame. But 

there is also a sense in which this neglect portrays a fundamental weakness in 

Torrance’s overall theological framework, and which is also reflected in his view of the 

passive role of humanity in the salvific economy discussed in Chapter II. As a 

consolation, this void has given others, like Ray S. Anderson, the opportunity to extract 

the practical implications of Torrance’s theology.
883

  

As repeatedly asserted throughout the thesis, the reconciling agency of the Three 

Persons of the Trinity has its goal in the participation of humanity into the Life and 

Love of the Triune God. Union with Christ means being united to the Father in the 

Spirit; to be children of the Father means to be a brother of Christ in the Spirit; and to 

be in the koinonia of the Spirit means to be united to Christ with the Father. The Three 

Persons all fulfill distinct roles in the economy, but there is ultimately one purpose: for 

humanity to be mediated into the Triune Communion. In a chiasmus, and elaborating 

the Athanasian “from the Father through the Son in the Spirit and in the Spirit through 

the Son to the Father” soteriological formula, the katabatic and the anabatic reconciling 

activities of the Triune God could be portrayed as:   

 

p, Communion of the Persons of the Triune God as the ORIGIN of human salvation  

 m1, The Father sends the Son and the Spirit to the world  

 m2, The Son mediates the Father in the Spirit to the world 

 m3, The Spirit mediates the Son of the Father to the world 

  m3, The Spirit lifts humanity in union with Christ to the Father  

  m2, The Son unites humanity to the Father in the communion of the Spirit 

  m1, The Father receives humanity as brothers of Christ in the Spirit  

p, Communion with the Persons of the Triune God as the GOAL of    

    human salvation  

 

 

Chapters II, III and IV emphasized the Three Persons’ mediation of reconciliation and 

humanity’s mediated participation in the Triune Life and Love (m1, m2, and m3), and 

they form the basis for Chapter V’s emphasis on humanity’s perichoretic participation. 

The thesis outline is heuristic because humanity’s perichoretic participation finds its 

ground in mediated participation. Without mediation, there is no communion in the Life 

and Love of the Triune God. Also, if Chapters II, III, and IV argued for a kath 

hypostasin Trinitarian soteriology, Chapter V explained Torrance’s kat’ ousian 
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Trinitarian soteriology, and argued that the origin and goal of humanity’s salvation is in 

strict accordance with the nature of God as a Communion of Love (p). Humanity’s 

perichoretic participation in the Triune Life and Love, therefore, finds its basis in the 

perichoretic Life and Love of the Triune God himself. The chapter also underscored 

Torrance’s soteriological Trinitarianism and Trinitarian soteriology, or the reciprocal 

inseparability of both knowledge of the Triune God’s Being in his Act and Act in his 

Being. Knowledge of the Triune God has its telos not in “complete clarification or 

understanding of God, but the reaching of a communion with him.”
884

 

Chapter V not only summed up and interrelated the arguments of the preceding 

chapters, but also offered caveats about Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology. It concluded 

that although Torrance holds that our communion with God is not only with his 

energies but with God’s essence, he does not hold a cosmonistic or uniform 

communion. But the most important caveat is that, far from understanding participation 

in the Triune Communion as humanity’s substantial metamorphosis or divinization, 

redeemed humanity actually communes with God as humanized humans and 

personalized persons. “The exaltation of human nature into the life of God,” Torrance 

writes, “does not mean the disappearance of man or the swallowing up of human and 

creaturely being in the infinite ocean of divine Being, but rather that human nature, 

remaining creaturely and human, is yet exalted in Christ to share in God’s life and 

glory.”
885

 Important and interrelated here again are the humanizing agency of the 

incarnate Son and the creative and sustaining office of the Holy Spirit.  

Perhaps the main weakness of this thesis is its generally appreciative tone, and 

therefore it only offers rudimentary critiques of Torrance’s position. As an overall 

evaluation, Torrance’s theology is phenomenally coherent and his writings exude 

consistency in both thought and methodology, which explains his somewhat repetitive 

style of writing as well. The critiques presented in the thesis were more like detection of 

avenues that need further elucidation or correlation rather than pointing out 

inconsistencies. On one hand, these critiques are only minor, and Torrance could easily 

be acquitted, because any theologian could not be really considered at fault for failing 

to elaborate all the issues involved in a particular theme. But on the other hand, it seems 

that Torrance may be guilty of purposively evading topics that might provide avenues 

of critiques for inconsistency in his theology. For instance, he did not develop Irenaeus’ 
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“two hands of the Father” because it might vindicate the sole Monarchia of the Father. 

He also did not have a well-treated view of the kingly office of Christ in relation to the 

Christus Victor and the Pauline “life in the Spirit” because they might lead to 

discussions on human agency, and thus subvert his emphasis on the objective and 

finished work of Christ. As such, Torrance’s determination towards theological 

consistency is achieved at the expense of neglecting important theological aspects. 

The thesis also avoided making critiques of Torrance’s theology by imposing 

them from a different perspective. But this is just proper, because this thesis is 

descriptive and analytical in nature, and was never intended to be comparative. The 

fallacy of approaching Torrance’s theology from a specific perspective is also 

purposively evaded to desist from imposing and measuring Torrance in accordance with 

the biases of a particular theological tradition. Similarly, approaching Torrance from a 

supposed Archimedean point is just spurious. If these approaches are undertaken, there 

will be many critiques of Torrance’s position, but only because of prejudiced 

preferences rather than an informed engagement. Ho’s A Critical Study on Torrance’s 

Theology of Incarnation is an example of this biased reading of Torrance, and so 

although the book offers many critiques, these critiques do not really have an overall 

cohesive theological ground other than approaching Torrance from several traditions 

that are in conflict with Torrance’s views. This is why I referred to the book as “a 

cornucopia of awkward theological critiques.”  

Finally, this thesis has at least two strengths and contributions to wider Torrance 

studies. First, it is the first to offer an analysis of Torrance’s Trinitarian soteriology. It 

argues that Communion of and with the Triune God constitute the origin and goal of 

human salvation, and brings to focus Torrance’s interrelated ideas of mediated 

participation and perichoretic participation in the Triune Life and Love. Both are 

actually important in Torrance’s view of humanity’s sharing in the Communion of Love 

that God is, and they qualify each other. In summary, Torrance’s soteriology is 

Trinitarian because for him (1) the Communion of God is the origin of human 

salvation, (2) the Persons of the Triune God are the Agents of mediation and 

reconciliation, and (3) Communion with God is the goal of human salvation. Because 

of this three-fold consideration, how he understands each aspect, and how he sees their 

interrelation, Torrance’s soteriology has a lot to offer to Christian theology. Secondly, 

this thesis uniquely presents the interrelation of Torrance’s scientific theology, 

evangelical theology and Trinitarian soteriology. It argues that Torrance’s unique 
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soteriological formulation is informed by kat’ ousian and kath hypostasin principles. It 

also argues that Torrance’s evangelical theology or understanding of the Gospel guides 

both the content and procedure of his Trinitarian soteriology. 
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Appendix I 

PARTICIPATIO
 THEOLOGY  
 

Participation theology is not new in the history of the Christian faith. Early and 

contemporary theologies from both Catholic and Protestant traditions have their 

representatives to name. There are three theological schools in particular that will be 

discussed in this section: participation Thomism, Radical Orthodoxy and participation 

in Calvin.  

 

Participation Thomism   

David Tracy enumerates five principal schools of modern Thomism: (1) modern 

defenders of the commentators, (2) existential Thomism, (3) participation Thomism, (4) 

transcendental Thomism, and (5) Thomistic linguistic analyses.
922

 Our concern is the 

third, as initiated by Cornelio Fabro and Louis Bertrand Geiger, in which Aquinas’ 

metaphysics are withdrawn from the essentialism of Aristotle and interpreted using neo-

Platonic emanationism instead.
923

 Cosmologically, this means that everything is nothing 

other than a derivation or emanation from God. The problem is that the emanation 

process did not arise out of God’s volitional willing, but just involuntarily flowed out of 

God’s brimful Being. Consequently, because the existence of all beings-other-than-God 

come from the very Being of God, a certain amount of God’s esse is transferred to all 

other degrees of reality.
924

 One would therefore understand Aquinas’ interrelated views 

on the relationship between nature and grace, analogia entis, and natural theology, in 

which in all three, a necessary and unbreakable proportionality between God and 

creatures is presupposed. In short, to exist is, by default, to possess a certain degree of 

divine esse. By the sheer act of existing, humanity, whether consciously or 

                                                 
922

 David Tracy, “The Analogical Imagination in Catholic Theology,” in Talking About God: 

Doing Theology in the Context of Modern Pluralism (eds. David Tracy and John B. Cobb; available at 

http://www.religion-online.org/showchapter.asp?title=162&C=1575).  
923

  Their discovery instigated acrimonious conflicts over Thomas’ Aristotelianism. Other than 

transcendental Thomism, which regards Aristotle’s philosophy to be dominant in Aquinas’ thoughts, the 

prevailing view now is that Aquinas’ thoughts are best interpreted as neo-Platonic. See the informative 

study by Wayne Hankeys, “Denys and Aquinas: Antimodern Cold and Postmodern Hot,” in Christian 

Origins: Theology, Rhetoric and Community (eds. Lewis Ayres and Gareth Jones; London: Routledge, 

1998), 139-184. For an appreciation and argument for the appropriation of Aristotelian metaphysics in 

theology, particularly with the doctrine of the Trinity, see William P. Aliston, “Substance and Trinity,” in 

The Trinity (eds. Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall, and Gerald O’Collins; Oxford: Oxford U. Press, 

1999), 179-201. 
924

 Along with participation Thomism, this position was also advocated by the existential 

Thomist and Anglican theologian Eric Marcall. See Fergus Kerr, After Aquinas: Versions of Thomism 

(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002), 145-147.  
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unconsciously, and wilfully or unwilfully, are ontologically related to God. This is 

reinforced by the fact that existence is dependent upon God, and that in itself, created 

nature is nothing. Echoing Augustine, “matter participates in something belonging to 

the ideal world, otherwise it would not be matter.”
925

 Overall, participation in God is 

understood primarily in mechanical ontological-substantival terms.  

While the approach of this participation theology is noteworthy, in that it 

articulates the being of created realities in terms of the Being of God, it has several 

disagreeable overtones. Firstly, although it is an attempt to overthrow Aristotle in 

Aquinas’ thoughts, the substantive aspect of Aristotle’s metaphysics still remains, so 

that emphasis is still given to substantial participation. This view leads to a serious 

misunderstanding of theosis. Secondly, in connection to the first, the nature-grace 

relationship it advocates leads to panentheism with its emphasis on immanence, which 

consequently overlooks the Wholly Otherness of God.
926

 In comparison, although 

Torrance also advocates the real presence of God in the world, he does not view it as an 

infused involuntary presence, but as a parousia grounded in God’s free and gracious 

Act of Self-communication. And finally, because ontological participation is a 

presupposed given, whether creatures will it or not, there is also the tendency to 

undervalue human created and contingent autonomy. This has a further implication in 

soteriology. With this approach, the eschatological options are either universalism, 

when everything returns back to God, or annihilationism, when some existents are 

reduced to absolute nothingness, nihil absolutum. 

 

Radical Orthodoxy 

At the beginning of the emergence of the theological revolution that emerged out of 

Cambridge in the late 1980s known as Radical Orthodoxy, its major advocates spelled 

out that their central framework is “participation as developed by Plato and reworked 

by Christianity.”
927

 James K. A. Smith outrightly questions whether their foundation is 

really Platonic, instead of neo-Platonic.
928

 Smith’s critique is well grounded, for Radical 

                                                 
925

 Augustine, De vera religione 11.21; cited in Michael Hanby, Augustine and Modernity 

(London: Routledge, 2003), 87.  
926

 This pantheistic tendency is particularly most evident in Buxton’s The Trinity, Creation and 

Pastoral Ministry. Molnar argues that there is no panentheism in Torrance, in Theologian of the Trinity, 

139. 
927

 John, Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward, eds., Radical Orthodoxy (London: 

Routledge, 1999), 3. 
928

 James K. A. Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy: Mapping a Post-Secular Theology 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 198. 
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Orthodoxy owes its participation theology to Aquinas’ metaphysics.
929

 Milbank, 

probably the first proponent of the movement, encapsulates their starting point: “Once 

upon a time, there was no secular.”
930

 To this condition does Radical Orthodoxy seek to 

re-integrate the metaphysical to the physical in their understanding of theology and 

reality. This is their understanding of participation, which “refuses any reserve of 

created territory, while allowing finite things their own integrity” and that “every 

discipline must be framed by a theological perspective; otherwise these disciplines will 

define a zone apart from God, grounded literally in nothing.”
931

 Particularly, they blame 

John Duns Scotus’ teaching on the univocity of being, where being is given an 

autonomous existence and without necessary dependence upon Being, leading to 

modern secularization.
932

 “In opposition to the ontology of immanence produced by the 

shift to the univocity of being,” Smith analyzes, “RO proposes a participatory ontology 

that understands transcendence as an essential feature of material reality.”
933

 This 

participatory ontology is in turn the supposed “antidote to both nihilism and 

fundamental dualism.”
934

 Moreover, with a participatory hermeneutic, instead of 

understanding being as being-towards-death (which Karl Rahner critiques in 

Heidegger’s philosophy as ontochronistic),
935

 being is understood to be being-toward-

perfection.
936

 

Radical Orthodoxy’s ambitious project to re-integrate the metaphysical in every 

aspect of human life, not only in theology and in the life of the church, but also in 

                                                 
929

 Having said this, although Thomistic participation is evident in the whole of Radical 

Orthodoxy’s participation theology, there are significant traces of influence from Anglican theology as 

well, as advocated by seventeenth-century theologian Richard Hooker and the Cambridge Platonists, 

particularly on John Milbank. See J. Todd Billings’ arguments in “John Milbank’s Theology of the ‘Gift’ 

and Calvin’s Theology of Grace: A Critical Comparison,” MTh 21 (2005), 93. On Anglican participation 

theology, see Edmund Newey, “The Form of Reason: Participation in the Work of Richard Hooker, 

Benjamin Whichcote, Ralph Cudworth and Jeremy Taylor,” MTh 18 (2002), 1-26; and A. M. Allchin, 

Participation in God: A Forgotten Strand in Anglican Tradition (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 

1988).  
930

 John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1990), 9. This publication is identified as the birth of the Radical Orthodoxt movement.  
931

 Milbank, Radical Orthodoxy, 3.  
932

 Catherine Pickstock is the proponent of Radical Orthodoxy who traced this back to Scotus. 

See her After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of the Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 

122-123.  
933

 Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy, 185.  
934

 Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy, 189.  
935

 Karl Rahner defines ontochrony as “a science showing that the meaning of all being as such 

and the meaning of being in the absolute, is nothingness,” in “The Concept of Existential Philosophy in 

Heidegger,” (translated by Andrew Tallon) PhilT 13 (1969), 136. 
936

 Matthew Levering, “Participation and Exegesis: Response to Catherine Pickstock,” MTh 21 

(2005), 587-601. Significantly interesting in Levering’s analysis of Aquinas’ participatory exegesis of 

John 3:27-36, which is very Trinitarian and Christocentric, particularly his emphasis on the humanity of 

Christ in pages 592-597. 



216 

 

politics, economics, and other areas of society, is revolutionary. Their pronounced telos 

for humanity and social renewal explicated in terms of “divine friendship” that is 

grounded on an ontology of peace is also enticing.
937

 Nevertheless, however agreeable 

the objective of the movement is, their particular method or system of participation is 

grounded upon theologically questionable foundations. Their recourse to neo-Platonic 

and Thomist ontology comes among the first series of their grave errors. To avoid 

unnecessary repetition, my critique of Radical Orthodoxy’s participation theology is the 

same as of Thomas’s, as underscored above.  

 

Participation in John Calvin  

In an interesting article, J. Todd Billings makes the connection, albeit comparatively, 

between Milbank and Calvin on the doctrine of participation, with particular attention 

to the former’s critique of the latter’s understanding of grace in light of Milbank’s 

understanding of “gift.” Billings concludes that Milbank’s critique is unfounded, 

especially that the concept of “gift” (which Milbank borrows from Marcel Mauss, 

Derrida and Jean-Luc Marion) is foreign to Calvin. Nevertheless, he adds that amidst 

their differences, “Calvin has much in common with Milbank’s concerns in developing 

a theology of ‘participation as deification’.”
938

 The same argument is forwarded by Carl 

Mosser, who asserts that evidences (which unfortunately he does not provide) are 

noticeable in the language and imageries that Calvin used in his soteriology, 

eschatology and Trinitarianism.
939

  

Nevertheless, although both Billings’ and Mosser’s interpretation of Calvin are 

stimulating, they are wrong. Jonathan Slater was right when he asserts that Calvin’s 

understanding of participation should not be equated with deification or theosis. Slater 

is definitely sensitive about what “deification” connotes, especially if it is interpreted in 

                                                 
937

 See particularly David Moss, “Friendship: St. Anselm, Theoria and the Convolution of 

Sense,” in Radical Orthodoxy, 127-142. An ontology of peace is the alternative that Radical Orthodoxy 

seeks to establish against a “differential ontology” or “an ontology of violence” which Milbank finds in 

Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and Michael Foucault, stemming from the influence of Friedrich 

Nietzsche in their philosophies (see Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, 278-325). According to 

Milbank, the problem with a differential ontology is that differences are construed as competing and thus 

ultimately oppositional. In short, being ultimately leads to war. To counter this myth of differential 

ontology, says Milbank, “one cannot resuscitate liberal humanism, but one can try to put forward an 

alternative mythos, equally unfounded, but nonetheless enbodying an ontology of peace, which conceived 

differences as analogically related, rather than equivocally at variance” (Milbank, Theology and Social 

Theory, 279).  
938

 Billings, “John Milbank’s Theology of the ‘Gift’ and Calvin’s Theology of Grace,” 97.  
939

 Carl Mosser, “The Greatest Possible Blessing: Calvin and Deification,” SJT 55 (2002), 36-

57. 
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light of the Petrine phrase “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). In Calvin’s 

theology, he stresses, what is dominant is not the idea of participation in the divine 

nature, but of participation in the humanity of Christ.
940

 He writes:  

Although Calvin speaks of Christ uniting us to God, it is not clear that our unity 

with God involves a sharing in the divine nature, or that Christ performed this 

work according to his divinity. Without in any way denying that it is the eternal 

Son who is our mediator, Calvin’s emphasis is on the humanity of the mediator. 

It is as our substitute, which Christ is according to his human nature, that we are 

included in Christ.
941

 

 

This emphasis on the humanity of Christ is explicit in Calvin’s Institutes. Discussing 

the work of the Mediator “to restore us to God’s grace as to make of the children of 

men, children of God,” Calvin writes:  

Who would have done this had not the self-same Son of God become the Son of 

man, and had not so taken what was ours as to impart what was his to us, and to 

make what was his nature ours by grace? Therefore, relying on this pledge, we 

trust that we are sons of God, for God’s natural Son fashioned for himself a 

body from our body, flesh from our flesh, bones from our bones, that he might 

be one with us. Ungrudgingly he took our nature upon himself to impart to us 

what was his, and to become both Son of God and Son of man in common with 

us.
942

 

 

The emphasis on union with the substitutionary work of the humanity of Christ, and our 

participation in the same humanity, is what Trevor Hart calls “the twin aspects of 

redemption in Christ.”
943

 Hart even argues that union with Christ and participation in 

him is the central theme in Calvin’s theology.
944

  

Julie Canlis observes that although participation theology is indubitably present 

in Calvin’s theology, Reformed theology in general has been hesitant to speak about it 

because of Calvin’s own negative reaction to the theology of participation taught by his 

contemporary, the Lutheran theologian Andreas Osiander.
945

 Osiander’s participation 

theology is a product of his critique of and alternative to Reformation theology’s stress 

                                                 
940

 Jonathan Slater, “Salvation as Participation in the Humanity of the Mediator in Calvin’s 

Institutes of the Christian Religion: A Reply to Carl Mosser,” SJT 58 (2005), 39-58. 
941

 Slater, “Salvation as Participation in the Humanity of the Mediator,” 43. 
942

 Calvin, Institutes I.12.2.  
943

 Trevor Hart, “Humankind in Christ and Christ in Humankind: Salvation as Participation in 

our Substitute in the Theology of John Calvin,” SJT 42 (1989), 82.  
944

 Hart, “Humankind in Christ,” 81. Disagreements with such notions of a central theme in 

Calvin, particularly on the sovereignty of God, is becoming more and more the sentiment of modern 

scholarship. See Billings, “John Milbank’s Theology of the ‘Gift’ and Calvin’s Theology of Grace,” 98; 

and especially Charles Partee, “Calvin’s Central Dogma,” SCentJ 18 (Summer 1987), 191-200. Partee 

argues that Calvin’s writings, particularly the Institutes, would be better interpreted using the theme 

“union with Christ.”  
945

 Canlis, “Calvin, Osiander and Participation in God,” 169. 
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on the doctrine of justification, with its twin concept imputed righteousness, which for 

him fails to consider the ontological transformation corresponding justification.
946

 The 

problem, however, was Osiander’s formulation of participation in the righteousness of 

Christ, which is at best Apollinarian. As Mosser puts it, what was problematic in 

Osiander’s view was “that justification was an in-pouring or infusion of Christ’s divine 

essence into the believer which rendered the believer righteous.”
947

 It is this exact 

concept that Calvin could not digest. Without abandoning the doctrine of participation 

altogether, Calvin approached the doctrine from a different perspective. He first and 

foremost rejected the ontological-substantival interpretation of Osiander, then employed 

a Christologically-conditioned Trinitarian theology to formulate his theology. The result 

is that instead of Osiander’s justification by the divine essence within, Calvin insisted 

that we participate in Christ’s own righteousness through being united with him. As 

Canlis asserts, “It is a non-substantial participation in the person of Christ, made 

possible by Calvin’s innovative doctrine of the Holy Spirit who is a safeguard against 

substantial participation.”
948

 

 

Conclusions  

As is evident, Calvin’s debate with Osiander reveals that his understanding of 

participation in God is different from the one promoted by participation Thomists and 

Radical Orthodoxy theologians. Their dissimilarities seem to summarize the two 

options for understanding participation throughout its historical development and 

manifestation: it is either a neo-Platonic substantival participation, or a relational, 

Christ-centred participation. Torrance’s views are akin to Calvin’s participation 

theology, although Torrance’s soteriology far exceeds Calvin in terms of trinitarian 

depth. This might be because while Calvin wrote on the doctrines of the Trinity and 

salvation, they were only among the other doctrines that Calvin was interested in. On 

the other hand, Torrance, because his main line of interests are in both the doctrines of 

the Trinity and salvation, has given more time in unpacking their relation.  
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 See John Weis, “Calvin Versus Osiander on Justification,” The Springfinder 30 (1965), 31-

47; also reprinted in Calvin’s Opponents (ed. Richard C. Gamble; Articles on Calvin and Calvinism 5; 

New York: Garland, 1992), 353-369, 
947

 Mosser, “The Greatest Possible Blessing,” 48-49. 
948
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Appendix II 

THOMAS F. TORRA
CE’S U
PUBLISHED WORKS  
 

 

All of the unpublished works listed here are found in The Thomas F. Torrance 

Manuscript Collection. Special Collections, Princeton Theological Seminary Library. 

They were read and consulted, but not used in the main text of the thesis. 

 

The list here is organized according to the Box Numbers they come from.  

Items in brackets indicate illegible words, primarily from Thomas F. Torrance’s 

handwritten documents.  

 

 

Box 23: General Theology Lectures: Revelation, the Word of God, Doctrine of 

God, Introduction to Christology and Soteriology (Auburn Lectures, 
ew College 

Lectures and other documents) 

“Christian Doctrine of God” 

“Christ’s View of God, and Ours” 

“The Doctrine of God in Traditional Theology” 

“The Christian Doctrine of Revelation” (Auburn Lectures, 1938/9) 

“The Sovereignty of God” (draft)
949

  

“Where is God?” (New College Lecture) 

“Who then is God, and What is His Nature?” (draft)
950

  

 

Box 36: Material collected for a proposed third volume of Conflict and Agreement 

in the Church 

“From a Christocentric to a Trinitarian Ecumenism, Ecumenical Suicide or 

Christocentric Renewal”  

“The Heart of the Matter, ‘Down with Romantic Slush’,” sermon preached at 

The Great St. Mary’s Church, Cambridge, 14 Nov 1965 

“Liturgy and Apocalypse,” Church Service Society Annual  

 “What is the Church?”  

 

Box 38: Sermons, Lectures and Addresses, in Scotland and Abroad 

“Christ in the Centre of Mission,” sermon preached at Craiglockhart Parish 

Church (Centenary Celebration) 

Communion Sermon, Whitekirk 5 Dec 1993 (also found in Box 39) 

 “No Other Name,” sermon on Num 6:22-27 and Acts 4:5-12; New Restalrig 

Church, Edinburgh, 9 Feb 1992  

“The Real Light,” sermon on John 1:9, University Sermon, Emmanuel Church, 

15 Nov 1981 

“… that in everything he might be preeminent,” sermon on Col 1:13, St. Giles’, 

Edinburgh, 24 May 1977
951

  

Untitled sermon preached at Beechgrove Church Aberdeen, 2 Nov 1997
952

 (also 

found in Box 39) 

                                                 
949

 Contents of this document contain lots of affinity to CDG, chap 8 “The Sovereign Creator.” 
950

 Content almost similar with “The Changelessness of God: Permanence, Constancy, 

Invariance: Preliminary Points (draft); later published in CDG, chap 9 , “The Unchangeableness of God.” 
951

 Similar sermon to “The Centrality of Christ,” First Presbyterian Church in Dillon, 2 Feb 

1997. This sermon was published in Expository Times 89 (1977): 54-55.  
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Untitled sermon on 1 Cor 2:1-5 (np, nd) 

Untitled sermon on Isa21:11-12 (np, nd) 

Untitled sermon on Rom8:32 (np, nd) 

Untitled sermon on John 1:6-9 (np, nd)
953

 

Untitled sermon on John 5:17, Eton College, 27 Nov 1983 

Untitled sermon outline on Matt 11:28-30  

Untitled sermon on John 5:17, Huntly Parish Church, 14 Nov 1976  

“With God Is Terrible Majesty,” sermon on Job 37:22 (np, nd) 

 

Box 39: Sermons, Lectures and Addresses, in Scotland and Abroad 

“The Centrality of Christ,” Luke 22:31-32 (np, nd) 

 “Ecumenical Service – Kirk of the Greyfriars,” sermon on Acts 2:41-47, esp. 

v42, Edinburgh, 24 May 1970, Trinity Sunday (also found in Box 47) 

“Letter to Douglas Kelly,” Reformed Theological Seminary, 9 Jan 1997 

Untitled sermon on Exo 20:1-4 and John 14:6, 9, Monkton Combe School 

Chapel, 3 Nov 1963 

Untitled sermon on Mark 2:5, Athelstaneford,  Whitekirk, 12 Aug 1979 

Untitled sermon on 2 Cor 8:9, Beechgrove, 10 Dec 1967  

Untitled sermon on Mark 15:34, “At the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud 

voice…” (np, nd)
954

  

Untitled sermon on Matt 5:23-24, (np), 13 Dec 1973 and 8 Sept 1974 

Untitled sermon from Titus 3:4ff, Baptism of Robyn Alison Meta Torrance, 

Hillswick, 31 Mar 1985 

“Violence in Society,”
955

 

 

Box 40: Sermons, Lectures and Addresses, in Scotland and Abroad 

“Aristotelianism and Calvinism in Scotland” 

“The Christian Church and Israel,” address in Capex Town Cathedral 

Ecumenical Centre and to Christian Missions to Jews in London, 1976 

 “Christian Protest and the Power of Evil,” Eckherd College, Fireside Chat with 

students, March 1980 

“The Divine Vocation and Destiny of Israel in World History” 

“For Modern Science ‘Prayer is ridiculous and miracles are absurd’” 

“Implicit Faith” 

                                                                                                                                               
952

 This sermon has similarity in content with B38 Untitled sermon at Penicuik, Scotland, 5 Sept 

1993; B38 Cluny Parish, Edinburgh, 17 Oct 1993; B38 Mcdoland Memorial Church, Bellshhilll, 7 June 

1998; B39 “‘He that spared not his own Son…’”, Cluny Church, 17 Oct 1993; “The Cross – a Window 

into the heart of the Father,” First Presbyterian Church in Dillon, 2 Feb 1997. 
953

 This sermon has similarity in content with B38 Untitled sermon from 1 John 1:5, [___] 1973; 

B38 “I am the light of the World…” sermon on John 8:12, preached at Whitekirk, 31 Aug 1980; B38 

“The Real Light,” University Sermon on John 1:9, Emmanuel Church, 15 Nov 1981; B38 Untitled 

Sermon on John 1:34, Loretto, 4 Nov [no year]; B39 “A Faith for Hard Times: The Living Light,” 20 

Nov 1977; B39 “Light: It’s Theology and Physics,” Lawnswood School, Leeds, 16 Nov 1981; B39 

“Light,” Moderatorial sermon while visiting Aberdeen Presbytery and University, Kings College Chapel, 

Aberdeen, 13 Feb 1977; “Christ the Light of the World,” Davidson College Presbyterian Church, 26 Jan 

1997; B41 “Christ the Light of the World: with reference to James Clerk Maxwell,” Parton Kirk, 11 June 

1989; B41 “The Christian Faith and the Physics of Light, 26 Jan (no year), Eton College, Windsor; and 

27 Feb (no year), [____] Washington; B45 Untitled sermon on 1 John 1:1-10; 2:1-11. 
954

 See almost the same sermon B42 “My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?” from Matt 

27:46, Braid Church, Edinburgh, 29 Oct 1967; and also found in Box 47. 
955

 Also preached at B41 IBA Lunch, Glasgow, 1 July 1976. 
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“Israel: People of God – God, Destiny and Suffering,” lecture delivered to the 

Anglo-Israel Friendship League and the Israel Ecumenical Working 

Group, Jerusalem Chamber of Westminster Abbey, 6 Feb 1978 

Torrance’s notes on Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics on Church and Israel 

 

Box 41: Lectures and Addresses, in Scotland and Abroad (contains written works 

and other unorganized material) 
“Diaconate Service,” Cluny Parish Church, Edinburgh, 23 Nov 1979 

“The Sanctification of the Temple,” sermon on Matt 21:1-16 (np, nd) 

“The Secularization of the Church” 

“The Task of the Church in Britain in the Eighties” 

Untitled sermon on 1 Cor 3:16, Beechgrove, 8 June 1975 

Untitled sermon on 1 Cor 1:22, Whitekirk, 6 Sept 1981 

Untitled sermon on Matt 18:18-20, given on two occasions: (1) The Canongate 

Kirk, Edinburgh, 18 July 1978, 11:15AM [as an?] introduction of Rev. 

Charles Robertson, M.A.; and (2) Northmavine, Hillswick, Shetland [as 

an?] Introduction of the Rev Dr Iain R. Torrance, 24 Jan 1982 

 

Box 42a: Sermons on Genesis 

“Creation”, sermon on Gen 1:1, Alyth, 28 Sept 1941 

“Sin at the Door,” sermon on Gen 4:7, Alyth, 1940 

“Lot and Daniel,” sermon on Gen 13:12 and Dan 6:10, Alyth, 9 Feb 1941 

“Abram the Hebrew,” sermon on Gen 14:13, Alyth, 1940 

“Oh that Ishmael might live before Thee,” sermon on Gen 17:18, Alyth, 9 Feb 

1941 

“Mahanaim: The Punctuality of Angels,” sermon on Gen 32:1-2, Alyth, June 

1940; Beechgrove, 8 Feb 1948 

“For how shall I go up to my father, and the lad be not with me?” sermon on 

Gen 44:34, Alyth, Ascension Day, 1940 (also celebration of baptism) 

 

Box 42b: Sermons on Exodus  

“Frustration,” sermon on Ex 13:17-18 and John 13:37, Alyth, Nov 1940 

“Second-hand Religion,” sermon on Ex 20:19, Alyth 1940; Beechgrove Dec 

1948  

“Knowledge of God,” sermon on Ex 20:1, 3, Alyth, 9 March 1941 

“Aaron’s Calf,” sermon on Ex 32:1, Alyth 1940, Blair[___], Dec 1940; 

Dun[___], Dec 1940; Pollok-Slagno, 2 May 1943 

“Moses wist not that the skin of His face shone while he talked with him,” 

sermon on Ex 34:29, Alyth, 1940 

 

Box 42c Sermons on Leviticus 

“Harvest Thanksgiving,” sermon on Lev 26:10, Alyth, 1940 

 

Box 42d Sermons on 
umbers  
 “Balaam,” sermon on Num 23:10, Alyth, 20 July 1941 

 

Box 42e Sermons on Deuteronomy  
“Who is like unto thee, O people saved by the Lord?” sermon on Deut 33:29, 

Alyth, 22 Mar 1942 
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Box 42f Sermons on Judges  
 “Samson,” sermon on Judg 16:20, Alyth, 1940 

 

Box 42g Sermons on 1 and 2 Samuel 

“Make us a King to judge us,” sermon on 1 Sam 8:5, Alyth, 2 Feb 1940 

“Wherefore am I come from Geshur?” sermon on 2 Sam 14:32, Alyth, 10 May 

1942; Beechgrove, 21 Aug 1949; [___] Edinburgh, 19 Aug 1951 

“Let him curse, for the Lord hath bidden him,” sermon on 2 Sam 16:11, Alyth, 

1941; Beechgrove, 2 May 1949 

“The Well at Bethlehem,” sermon on 2 Sam 23:15f, Alyth, Sept 1940; 

Beechgrove (Communion), 10 Apr 1949; Pl[___] Edinburgh, 11 Nov 

1951; L[___]tt[_], 24 Nov 1951 

 

Box 42h Sermons on 1 and 2 Kings  

“The unknown Prophet from Judah,” sermon on 1 Kings 13, Alyth, Oct 1940 

“Naaman,” sermon on 1 Kings 5:10-12, Alyth, 1940 

“Jonah and Elisha,” sermon on 2 Kings 13:14-16, Alyth, 9 Nov 1941 

 

Box 42i Sermons on 2 Chronicles  
“Manasseh,” sermon on 2 Chron 33:11, 13, Alyth, 27 July 1941 

“The Hall [___] the Temple,” sermon on 2 Chron 6:8, Alyth, 14 Jan 1942 

 

Box 42j Sermons on Esther  
 “National Day of Prayer,” sermon on Esther 4:14, Alyth, 23 Mar 1941 

 

Box 42k Sermons on Job  
 “Doth Job Fear God for nought?” sermon on Job 1:9; 21:15, Alyth, 1940 

 

Box 42l Sermons on Psalm  

 “Prosperity of the Wicked,” sermon on Ps 73:16-17, Alyth, 1940 

 “Thanksgiving After Communion,” sermon on Ps 116:12, 13, Alyth, June 1940 

 “Wonder in Christianity,” sermon on Ps 139:14, Alyth, 9 Mar 1941 

 “What is Man?” sermon on Ps 8:4, Alyth, 1942 

 

Box 42m Sermons on Proverbs  
“There is a way that seems right unto a man,” sermon on Prov 14:12, Alyth, 27 

Sept 1942 

“Foreign Missions,” sermon on Prov 24:11-12, Alyth, Dec 1940 

 

Box 43a Sermons on Ecclesiastes  

 “Keep thy Foot,” sermon on Ecc 5:1, Alyth, 1940 

 

Box 43b Sermons on Isaiah  
“Behold a Virgin,” sermon on Isa 7:14, Alyth, 28 Dec 1941 

“The Holiness of God,” sermon on Isa 6:3, Alyth, April 1941 

Untitled sermon on Isa 50:11, Alyth, 1940 

“The Messenger of Peace,” sermon on Isa 52:7, Alyth, Christmas, 1940 

 

Box 43c Sermons on Jeremiah  

 Untitled sermon on Jer 7:2 (np, nd) 
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“Cursed be the man that trusted in man,” sermon on Jer 17:5, Alyth, 31 May 

1942 

 

Box 43d Sermons on Ezekiel  
 “The Little Sanctuary,” sermon on Ezek 11:16, Alyth, 1940 

 

Box 43e Sermons on Daniel  
“O man greatly beloved – be stronger,” sermon on Dan 10:19, Alyth, 22 Mar 

1942 

 

Box 43f Sermons on Zechariah  
 “The Great Division,” sermon on Zech 14:4, Alyth, April 1941 

 

Box 43g Sermons on Matthew 1-9 
Untitled sermon on Matt 1:18-25, Alyth, 20 Dec 1942; Beechgrove, Christmas, 

1948; Athelstaneford and Whitekirk, 28 Dec 1975 

“The First Temptation of Jesus,” sermon on Matt 4:1f, Alyth, 5 Oct 1941 

 “The Second Temptation,” sermon on Matt 4:5-7, Alyth, 5 Oct 1941 

 “The Third Temptation,” sermon on Matt 4:8-10, Alyth, 12 Oct 1941 

 “Be ye therefore perfect,” sermon on Matt 5:48, Alyth, 1 Feb 1942 

“The Hem of His Garment,” sermon on Matt 9:20, Alyth, 19 Jan 1941; 

Beechgrove, 6 June 1948 

 

Box 43h Sermons on Matthew 10-19 
 “The Fatherhood of God,” sermon on Matt 11:27, Alyth, July 1941 

 “Beware the leaven of the Sadducees,” sermon on Matt 16:6, Alyth, 2 Nov 1941 

Untitled sermon on Matt 16:24-25, Fettes College, Confirmation Service, 28 

May 1978 

 “Conversion,” sermon on Matt 18:3, Alyth, 1941 

“The Lost Sheep,” sermon on Matt 18:13 and Luke 15:14, Alyth, 1940; 

Beechgrove, 11 Jan 1948 

 

Box 44a: Sermons on Matthew 20-28 

“Labourers in the Vineyard,” sermon on Matt 20:16, Alyth, 1940; Beechgrove, 

23 Jan 1949; Greentar[___], 23 Sept 1951 

“Following Christ in Service,” sermon on Matt 20:28, Alyth, Sept 1940 

“Who is This?” sermon on Matt 21:10, Palm Sunday, Alyth, 29 March 1942 

“Palm Sunday,” sermon on Zech 9:9 and Matt 21:10, Alyth, April 1941 

“Watchers at the Cross,” sermon on Matt 27:36, Alyth, 1940  

Untitled sermon on Matt 28:19-20, Alyth, 21 Sept 1941 

Untitled sermon on Matt 28:19, Confirmation Service (np, nd) 

 

Box 44b: Sermons on Mark 

“Christ: God or Not!” sermon on Mark 3:21 and Matt 26:65, Alyth 1940; 

Beechgrove, 7 Dec 1949 

“Faith and Doubt,” sermon on Mark 9:24, Alyth, 23 March 1941 

“Moral Matrimony,” sermon on Mark 10:9, Alyth, 26 Jan 1941 

“Communion Sermon,” sermon on Mark 10:38, Alyth, June 1940; Blairgrove, 

May 1940; Beechgrove, 18 Jan 1948 

“Why This Waste?” sermon on Mark 14:4, Alyth 1940  
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Box 44c: Sermon on Luke 

“What manner of child shall this be?” Baptism sermon on Luke 1:66, Alyth, 

1940 

“What shall we do then?” sermon on Luke 3:10, Alyth, 17 May 1942 

“The Story of Jairus,” sermon on Luke 8, Alyth, 19 Jan 1940 

“These Candidates for Discipleship,” sermon on Luke 9:57-62, Alyth, 3 Aug 

1941; Beechgrove 14 March 1948 

“The Pharisee and the Publican at Prayer,” sermon on Luke 18:10f, Alyth, 18 

Jan 1942 

“Then opened their understanding,” sermon on Luke 24:45, Alyth, 5 April 1942; 

Beechgrove, 28 March 1948 

“Emmanuel,” Easter sermon on Luke 24:30f, Alyth, March 1940  

 

Box 44d: Sermons on John 1-5 

“Behold the Lamb of God,” sermon on John 1:29, Edinburgh BBC service, 28 

Sept 1952 

“The Fig Tree,” sermon on John 1:48, Alyth, 1940; Beechgrove, 11 Jan 1948 

Untitled sermon on John 3:1-21; Luke 10:25-37 

“He must increase, I must decrease,” sermon on John 3:30, Alyth, 2 Feb 1941 

“Search the Scriptures,” sermon on John 5:39, Alyth, Sept 1940 

 

Box 45a Sermons on John 11-15 

 “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life,” sermon on John 14:6 (np, nd)
956

  

“He who has seen me has seen the Father,” sermon on John 14:9 (np, nd) 

“If a man die, shall he live again?” sermon on John 14:14, 19, Alyth, 8 March 

1942 

“The Peace of Christ,” sermon on John 14:27, Alyth April 1940; C[___]sshill, 

May 1940; Beechgrove [nd]; Black[___], 9 Sept 1951; Old Hamstocks, 

30 Sept 1951 

“Greater love hath no man…” sermon on John 15:13 and 1 John 4:10, Alyth, 6 

Sept 1942; Beechgrove, 21 March 1948 

 

Box 45b Sermons on Acts  

Untitled sermon on Acts 1:11, Beechgrove, 8 June 1975 

Untitled sermon on Acts 1:7 and Heb 13:8, Alyth, New Year, January 1941 

“Pentecost,” sermon on Acts 2:37-38, 39, Beechgrove, 5 June 1949 

“The Marks of the True Church,” sermon on Acts 2:42, Alyth, 30 Nov 1941 

“Jesus Christ our Saviour,” sermon on Acts 4:12, Alyth, 2 Nov 1947; 

Beechgrove, 1949 

Untitled sermon on Acts 5:3, 4 (np, nd) 

“The Conversion of Saul,” sermon on Acts 9, Alyth 17 Jan 1943 

“Paul and Silas at Philippi – Songs in Prison,” sermon on Acts 16:25, Alyth 22 

Feb 1942 

“The Philippian jailer,” sermon on Acts 16:30-31, Alyth, 22 Feb 1942 

“Christian Witness – Public Christianity,” sermon on Acts 26:26, Alyth 1940 

 

                                                 
956

 Similar sermon are B45 “No man cometh unto the Father but by me,” sermon on John 14:6, 

Alyth, 12 Aug 1945; “The Way, the Truth, and the Life,” sermon on John 14:6, Alyth, 23 May 1943 and 

Beechgrove, 7 Aug 1948. 
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Box 45c Sermons on Romans 1-7 

“The Epistle to the Romans (1)” sermon on Rom 1:16-18, Alyth, 13 Dec 1942 

“What is Faith?” sermon on Rom 1:16-17 (np, nd) 

“The Just Shall live by faith” (on Christian assurance), sermon on Rom 1:17, 24 

Jan 1943; Beechgrove, 10 Jan 1949 

“Romans chapter 2,” Alyth, 27 Dec 1942 

“Law and Grace,” sermon on Rom 3:19-20; 11:6, Alyth, 11 Oct 1942 

“Being justified freely by his grace,” sermon on Rom 3:24, Alyth, 25 Nov 1945 

“Justification,” sermon on Rom 3:24, Alyth 24 Jan 1943 

“Reconciliation through the Person of Christ,” sermon on Rom 5, Alyth, 14 Feb 

1943 

Untitled sermon on Romans 6:11, Alyth, 14 March 1943 

Untitled sermon on Romans 7, Alyth, 9 May 1943 

 

Box 46a Sermons on Romans 8-16 

“Sacramental Prayer,” sermon on Rom 8:26-28 (np, nd) 

“God commendeth his love toward us…” sermon on Rom 6:7-8, Alyth, 6 Sept 

1942 

“The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit…” sermon on Rom 8:16, Alyth, 

28 July 1946 

“Put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ,” sermon on Rom 13:14, Alyth, Dec 1941 

“The Fullness of the Christian Gospel,” sermon on Rom 15:29, Alyth, 19 May 

1946 

 

Box 46b Sermons on 1 Corinthians 

“The Cross a stumbling block,” sermon on 1 Cor 1:23, 24, Alyth, Dec 1940; 

Beechgrove, 15 Feb 1948  

Untitled sermon on 1 Cor 2:2, Alyth, 15 July 1945; Alyth, 18 Oct 1942 

“Ye cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of devils,” sermon on 1 Cor 

10:20, Alyth, 15 Feb 1942 

“The Contrasts to Love,” sermon on 1 Cor 13:1-3, Alyth, 23 Nov 1941 

“If Christ be not risen…” sermon on 1 Cor 15: 17, 18, Alyth, Easter April 1941 

“But now is Christ risen from the dead,” sermon on 1 Cor 15:20, Alyth, Easter 

April 1941 

“How are the dead raised up?” sermon on 1 Cor 15:35, Beechgrove, 19 Feb 

1950 

 

Box 46c Sermons on 2 Corinthians 

“Constraint of Love,” sermon on 2 Cor 5:14, Alyth, 1940 

Untitled Moderator’s sermon on 2 Cor 5:18, during the National Service of 

Thanksgiving in Scotland on the occasion of the Silver Jubilee of Her 

Majesty the Queen, 17 May 1977 

“God in Christ reconciling the world,” sermon on 2 Cor 5:19, Alyth, Christmas 

1940 

“The Poverty of Christ,” sermon on 2 Cor 8:9, Alyth, 1940  

“The Trinity,” sermon on 2 Cor 13:14, Alyth, Nov 1940; Beechgrove, 20 June 

1949 

“The Communion of the Holy Spirit,” sermon on 2 Cor 13:14, Alyth, Sept 1940  
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Box 46d Sermons on Galatians 

“He loves me and gave himself for me,” sermon on Gal 2:20, Alyth 10 Jan 

1943; Beechgrove, 13 Jan 1948  

“O Foolish Galatians,” sermon on Gal 3:1, 14 Feb 1948 

“Freedom from Bondage,” sermon on Gal 3:3; 5:11, Alyth, 16 Nov 1941 

Untitled sermon on Gal 3:26-29, (np), 19 Jan 1969 

“Ye have known God, or rather are known of God,” sermon on Gal 4:9, Alyth, 

25 Aug 1945; Beechgrove, 14 Dec 1947; 26 Dec 1948 

 

Box 46e Sermons on Ephesians 

Untitled sermon on Eph 4:26, Alyth, 10 Nov 1946; A[___], 1948 

Untitled sermon on Eph 4:20-24, Alyth, 10 March 1946 

“A Disciplined Life,” sermon on Eph 4:11-15, 20-25, Beechgrove, Jan 1950 

“Predestination in Christ,” sermon on Eph 1:4-6, Alyth, 15 Sept 1946 

“Ascension and Second Advent,” sermon on Eph 4:8-10, Alyth, 18 May 1947 

“Speaking the Truth in Love,” sermon on Eph 4:2, [___], 23 Nov 1947 

 

Box 46f Sermons on Philippians 

Untitled sermon on Phil 2:2-8, (np, nd) 

“Work out your own salvation for..,” sermon on Phil 2:12f, Alyth, Oct 1940; 

Beechgrove, 18 Sept 1949 

“Incarnation,” sermon on Phil 2:5-8, Alyth, Dec 1940 

“God’s Arrows,” sermon on Phil 3:8, 12-14, Alyth, 19 (nm) 1942 

“The peace that passes understanding,” sermon on Phil 4:7, Alyth, 12 Jan 1946; 

Beechgrove, 16 Jan 1949 

 

Box 47a Sermons on Colossians 

“Handwriting and Forgiveness,” sermon on Col 2:14, Alyth, 1940; Beechgrove, 

28 Dec 1947  

“Your life is hid with Christ in God,” sermon on Col 3:3, Alyth, Dec 1940; 

Beechgrove, 4 Jan 1948 

 

Box 47b Sermons on 1 Thessalonians  

“Prayer without ceasing… despise not prophesyings,” sermon on 1 Thess 5:16-

20, Alyth, 7 Oct 1945 

 

Box 47c Sermons on 1 and 2 Timothy 

“Prayer – holy, without resentment and without disputing,” sermon on 1 Tim 

2:8, Alyth, 31 Jan 1943 

“God’s Faithfulness,” sermon on 2 Tim 2:12f, Alyth, 1940 

“The Believer’s sealing in Christ,” Baptism sermon on 2 Tim 2:19, Alyth, 27 

Jan 1946; Beechgrove, 8 Jan 1950 

 

Box 47d Sermons on Hebrews 

“Christ tempted in all points like as we are,” sermon on Heb 2:8; 4:15, Alyth, 12 

Oct 1941 

Untitled sermon on Heb 4:9-16, (np, nd) 

“Leaving First Principles,” Baptism sermon on Heb 6:1, Alyth, Nov 1940 

“Christ the Priest of the Resurrection,” sermon on Heb 6:19-20, Beechgrove, 25 

April 1954; St K[____] L[____], 13 June 1954 
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“Sure and Certain Hope,” sermon on Heb 6:17-20, Ar[____] Hall, NC, 7 Oct 

1954 

“Such an high priest became us,” Preparatory service sermon on Heb 7:26, 

Alyth, 19 Oct 1945 

“Without,” sermon on Heb 9:22; 11:6; 12:14, Alyth, 1940 

“Faith,” sermon on Heb 11:1, Alyth, 19 April 1942 

“Contradiction of Sinners,” sermon on Heb 12:3, Alyth, 1940 

“Esau’s Birthright,” sermon on Heb 12:16f, Alyth, 1940 

“Thanksgiving after Communion,” sermon on Heb 13:16, Alyth, 16 Feb 1941 

“Jesus Christ the same yesterday, today and forever,” sermon on Heb 13:8, 

Beechgrove, 2 Jan 1949 

 

Box 47e Morning Service – Advent Series 

“What is God Like? – God in the Face of Jesus Christ,” Advent Series 1/3; 6 

Dec 1964 

“What is God Like? – God in Judgment,” Advent Series 2/3; 9 Dec 1964 

“What is God Like? – God in Mercy,” Advent Series 3/3; 20 Dec 1964 

 

Box 47f Sermons on 2 Peter 

“Time and Eternity,” sermon on 2 Pet 3:8, Alyth, 1940 

Untitled sermon on Mark 13:33-37, Athelstaneford and Whitekirk, 4 Jan 1976 

 

Box 47g Sermons on 1 John  

“Communion,” sermon on 1 John 1:1-3, Alyth, 16 Feb 1941  

“If we walk in the light,” sermon on 1 John 1:7, Alyth, 9 Nov 1941 

“Foreign Mission,” sermon on 1 John 2:2, Alyth, Dec 1940 

“Behold what manner of love…,” sermon on 1 John 3:1, on Christian assurance, 

Alyth, 14 Oct 1945; Beechgrove (nd) 

“The Condemning Heart,” sermon on 1 John 3:20, Alyth, April 1940; 

Blair[___], May 1940; Edinburgh, Oct 1940; Beechgrove, 14 Dec 1947; 

Queen’s [___], 6 June 1948; Bla[___], 4 May 1952; M[___] High 

Church, Edinburgh, 13 Sept 1952 

“Everyone that loveth is born of God,” sermon on 1 John 4:7-8, Alyth, 5 May 

1946; Beechgrove, 11 Sept 1948 

“Herein is love..,” sermon on 1 John 4:10, Glasgow University Hall, May 1943; 

St Columba’s, Oxford, 22 July 1945 

 

Box 47h Sermons on Revelations  

“The Message to the Church of Philadelphia,” sermon on Rev 3:7, 8, 10, 16; 

Dedication of Elders, Alyth, 3 May 1947 

“Lion and the Lamb,” sermon on Rev 5:5f, Alyth, 1940; Con[___]: St. Andrews, 

1940; Blair[___]: St. Andrews, 1940 

“And there was no more sea,” sermon on Rev 21:1; Alyth, 3 May 1942 

 

Box 47i Other Sermons  

Untitled sermon on Rom 12:1, preached upon the death of John Baillie, 1960  

“The Christ who came by water and blood,” Communion sermon on 1 John 5:5-

8, Alyth, 19 Oct 1941; Beechgrove, 11 April 1948 


