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in theophany, the special appearance of God such as at Mount Sinai (Exodus 
19). Theophany involves the work of the Spirit, who is closely associated with 
the glory and brightness of God’s appearing.6 Thus the use of subsystems is not 
confined to the medium of sound.

The four suits in a pack of playing cards also show a rudimentary form of three 
subsystems. The four suits are identifiable by physical shapes: ♠, ♥, ♦, ♣. The 
shapes contrast with one another and together form a geometrical subsystem. 
This system is the analogue to the phonological subsystem in language. The 
meanings of the suits are their meanings as spades, hearts, diamonds, and clubs 
within card games. These meanings are analogous to the referential subsystem. 
The meanings contrast, in most games, because two cards of the same suit will 
play against one another in a different manner than cards of distinct suits. The 
“grammar” of how the suits fit together may vary from game to game.

We can do a similar analysis of signs that have been more or less standardized 
for labeling the buttons on audio and video players. A square () on one of 
the buttons means “stop.” A right-pointing triangle () means “play.” A double 
triangle () or double chevron (») pointing to the right means “fast forward.” 
Two vertical lines () mean “pause.”

Music
Music represents a much more complex representation of meaning. Written 
music has symbols representing the pitch and length of each note and the man-
ner in which the notes occur in sequence. In music we have a system of symbolic 
representation that has at least two subsystems, the written subsystem with the 
notes on the page, and the music as played, sending out sound.

How might we further analyze the nature of music? Does it have reference and 
grammar in a manner analogous to language? People talk about the “language” 
of music, but that designation of music is metaphorical and does not by itself tell 
us how close a parallel we have.

One kind of music is vocal music, music with the human voice as the chief 
instrument. Usually, vocal music has words—the lyrics. Vocal music using words 
clearly has a close relationship to language, because it is language. It substitutes 
unusual and stylized sound patterns for the normal ones in prose speech. But 
the meanings are still identifiable, because the words have meaning and they 
fit together into sentences that have meaning. Like other examples of language, 
vocal music has the three subsystems: reference (content of what is talked about), 
grammar (structure of the sentences), and phonology (sound). We can say that 

6 Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980); Kline, “The Holy Spirit as 
Covenant Witness,” ThM thesis, Westminster Theological Seminary, 1972.
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this kind of music is language, but with a variation on the sound patterns for 
ordinary speech.

Music belongs not only to human beings but also to God and the angels. 
Zephaniah 3:17 describes God as rejoicing over his people “with loud singing.” 
Jesus sang a hymn with his disciples in the upper room before going to Gethsem
ane (Matt. 26:30). Hebrews 2:12 indicates that Christ sings praise to God the 
Father for his victory. The angelic beings sing praises in the presence of God and 
the Lamb according to Revelation 5:9–10.

What about written music? The written score for vocal music uses the con-
ventional system of musical notation, which is a graphological subsystem. This 
graphological subsystem corresponds to the sound subsystem used when the 
vocal music is performed. Thus the written music and the performed music 
correspond to one another in a manner parallel to the correspondence between 
written and spoken language.

If vocal music represents a variation on language, does the variation make a 
significant difference? It does. Music somehow enhances meaning. Emotion can 
come through strongly. We may suspect that, by analogy, similar principles might 
be true in mysterious ways for singing by God and his angels. For us at least, 
musical accompaniment enhances expression, in ways that are difficult fully to 
penetrate. We may find ourselves strongly moved by a song without being able 
to say exactly what it is about the song that makes it more moving than the same 
words without music.

Emotive Meaning
Emotional expression and “being moved” by communication are part of “mean-
ing,” in the broad sense. Meaning belongs not merely to the words and the sen-
tences, but also to the enhancement that they receive through music. Music itself 
has meaning—though the meaning typically is not isolated from how the music 
reinforces the words.

We may suspect that emotional and communicative meanings in music are 
not purely “conventional.” A dog is a dog, whether it is called a dog in English or 
chien in French. The link between meaning and sound is “conventional.” Is it the 
same with the emotional impact of music? Probably not. Is there a link between 
dissonance and emotional distress, or harmony and emotional rest? Is there a link 
between the rhythm of marching music and the vigor of bold action? It is hard—
maybe even impossible—exactly to separate what is “in our blood,” acquired more 
biologically, and what we have learned unconsciously from cultural associations 
built up over a long period of time.

It is clear as well that associations can build up between certain styles of music 
and cultural stances. Rock-and-roll music, at least in its origins, comes associated 
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with a broader social movement. Is that association a product of its sounds, its 
lyrics, the lives of its musicians, the teenage fans who were drawn into it because 
their parents disapproved, or some combination of influences?

We do need to leave space for variations in culture, even in music. The same 
exact sound sequence may not have the same significance within two disparate 
cultures. But music does get into our bones and our blood, and the way it does 
suggests that its power has a culturally universal side. In the end, we need not 
make a precise decision about what is cultural and what is natural. God created 
us as flesh-and-blood creatures, and the beat of our hearts can operate in time 
to the beat of music. He also designed us as cultural creatures. So the overlay 
of culture is not in the end an accident, or a merely human choice. It is God’s 
choice as well. So God gives us music to be appreciated for what it is within its 
full cultural context. All the meaning is real, as ordained by God. The integration 
of nature and culture in musical effects is part of what music is, and we need not 
tear apart what God has joined.

Vocal music is clearly a form of language. Music without words is vaguely 
analogous to language. The analogy does seem to extend to the subsystems, since 
music has sound together with meaning. The link between sound and meaning 
may be in part natural rather than conventional, but the link is there. Sound and 
meaning coinhere, and in this way music as a human product reflects God, who 
is the origin of human creativity and human expression.

Visual Art
Our observations about music can now be extended to visual art and other 
forms of human expression. God is the original artist, who made the world 
and made it beautiful. God instructed the Israelites to include music in their 
temple worship, and visual artistry played a role in both the tabernacle and the 
Solomonic temple (Ex. 31:1–11; 25:18–19; 28:2; 1 Chron. 16:4–36; 25:1; 
28:19; 2 Chron. 2:14; 3:10–14; etc.). The artistry ultimately reflects the beauty 
of God himself (Ex. 24:10; Ezekiel 1). Likewise our modern artistic expression 
reflects the meaningfulness of God in that man was created with the capacity 
for creative artistry.

Visual art has distinct subsystems similar to what we have already seen. A 
painting or a sculpture has meaning, appreciated by the viewer. That meaning 
composes the referential dimension. And the art object has shape and form and 
color and texture, which form the physical basis for the communication of mean-
ing. That physical substratum belongs to the visual subsystem. Both are necessary. 
They coinhere, since only through the one expressing the other can meaning be 
communicated through physical means.
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Analog versus Digital Communication
Visual art is language-like in some respects. But it is not literally a language. It is 
not a sign language or a written text. What makes the difference? Many things, 
perhaps. Each creature and each artifact within it belong to a larger world of 
meaning, but each is also unique, not simply the same as anything else.

But we can go partway in noticing some of the differences between visual art 
and language. One of the differences lies in the question of conventional versus 
“natural” meaning. The word dog has the meaning of “dog” “by convention,” we 
say, because it is different in French. Music and visual art may have some ele-
ments influenced subtly or dramatically by convention. But they rely on natural 
bonds as well. The landscape painting looks like a landscape, and the portrait 
looks like a person. The connection between form and meaning is not purely 
conventional. The artist is directly imitating God, who created the landscape as 
part of his world of creation.

A second difference comes to light when we consider the difference between 
analog and digital communication. Digital communication uses as its basis black-
and-white, yes-or-no contrasts. For example, the letter b is distinct from all the 
other alphabetic letters. The b sound in English is distinct from all the other sounds 
in English. Ordinary language is mostly digital in substance. Each alphabetic let-
ter and each word is distinct from every other letter or word. It can therefore be 
transmitted in written form over thousands of years, with no degradation except 
in the case of accidental copying errors that are in principle avoidable.

On the other hand, the difference between a loud and a soft sound is an ana-
log difference, because there is a smooth gradation between the two. There is 
no exact boundary between a loud sound and a soft sound. We can specify the 
loudness of a sound with some precision using a numerical scale like decibels. 
But the specification never exactly captures the analog original. Characteristi-
cally, digital information can be exactly reproduced; analog information can-
not. Copying analog information multiple times results in gradual, irreversible 
degradation in the quality.

We can see illustrations in music. Written music is mostly digital. (I say mostly, 
because a few elements, like the labels for loudness or speed or mood of per-
formance, allow for a good deal of interpretation and are not purely digital.) 
Sound can vary in pitch by minute amounts. But Western music breaks up this 
analog-like continuum into discrete, “digital” pieces, namely, the notes on one of 
several standard musical scales.7 In principle, such music can be copied exactly. 
On the other hand, an actual musical performance can never be copied exactly, 

7 In a chromatic scale beginning with middle C, these can be labeled C–C#–D–D#–E–F–F#–G–
G#–A–A#–B. Then the sequence repeats at the next higher octave or the next lower octave. Each 
note is digitally distinct in pitch from every other.
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because the exact length, timbre, and loudness of each note cannot be completely 
captured. They are analog in nature.

Ordinary languages have words with stable meanings. The words and their 
meanings contrast with one another, so at the level of meaning as well as the 
level of sound the subsystems are digital in nature. How does music compare? 
Music has meanings, in emotional expression. But are they expressed digitally, 
by something analogous to words? At least most of the time it does not appear 
that music without words has an exact analogy to word meanings. Musical 
meaning is much closer to being analog in character. Only its basic sound 
subsystem is digital.

Large stretches of languages, whole discourses, using context as well as choices 
about arrangements of words, can express delicate nuances and precision beyond 
the functions of a single word. Taken in large amounts, language is more like the 
analog expressiveness of music.

Visual art like painting and sculpture appears to have an analog structure in 
its visual subsystem as well as its referential subsystem. In neither painting nor 
sculpture are there clearly identifiable digital units with convention-based contrast 
to other units. Yet they still express meaning, and the meaning is distinguishable 
from the mere physical appearance. Schools of painting and of sculpture can 
endeavor to express meaning in particular ways, and certain stylizations can have 
regular meaning. Even here, then, meaning and form coinhere. Their coinherence 
depends ultimately on God, who made man with capabilities for communication 
in many media. God ordains both digital and analog media.

The Use of Systems for Meaning
Musical expression or expression in painting uses the systematic resources offered 
by music or painting as a medium of communication. Let us think briefly about 
these systematic resources.

We can again use language as our starting point. The language system of English 
includes patterns like the patterns for use of English tenses, or the patterns for 
sounds in English words. Since man is made in the image of God, his speaking 
ability images God’s speaking ability. When God speaks, there are three aspects: 
(1) God has his purposes, (2) he has a knowledge of truth against the back-
ground of which he speaks, and (3) he speaks a specific utterance. Consider the 
example where God says, “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3). “Let there be light” is 
the specific utterance. God’s purpose is the creation of light. What language did 
he use? Later he had the utterance recorded in Hebrew (Gen. 1:3). But at the 
initial point at which he created light, God was not speaking to any human being, 
so the utterance would not necessarily be in any (later) known human language. 
If God spoke in a particular human language, he would use the resources of that 
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particular language system (a system that he himself fully controls). The system 
offers possibilities for many distinct utterances. But what God said still contrasts 
with many other things that he might have said. The deeper “system” behind all 
human languages is the system of God’s truth and his wisdom, which he uses in 
creating the world (Prov. 8:22–31). He knows all the possibilities for what he 
might have created, and all the possibilities for what he might have said. Thus 
we have three aspects to God’s speech: his purposes, the system of his wisdom, 
and his specific utterance (see fig. 31.1).

God 
said, “Let 
there be 

light.”

Figure 31.1. God Speaking

light

plan of God systematic 
wisdom

wisdom of God

utterance

By analogy, God’s artistic expression involves three aspects: his purposes, 
his expression, and the system of wisdom against the background of which he 
chooses his particular expression (see fig. 31.2).

God 
enables 

Bezalel to make 
the ark

Figure 31.2. God’s Expression

plan 
for the ark

plan of God systematic 
wisdom

wisdom of God

physical 
expression

Ex. 31:1–5
Ex. 37:1–9

God’s activity in artistic expression has its ultimate foundation in his Trinitarian 
character. The plan of God is the plan preeminently of the Father. The system-
atic wisdom of God is found in the Son, “in whom [Christ] are hidden all the 
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treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3; see 1 Cor. 1:30). And the Holy 
Spirit is like the breath of God that empowers his specific works (see fig. 31.3). 
Thus the artistic activity of human beings displays an image of the Trinitarian 
character of God.

Figure 31.3. God in Trinity

plan of God systematic 
wisdom

expressive 
action

from the Father from the Son

from the Spirit

Now let us consider a particular example: Amy composes a piece of music 
for trumpet. Western music as a system, with notational conventions, must have 
resources for enabling Amy to carry out her purposes in writing a specific piece. 
In order to fulfill Amy’s purposes, music as a system has resources for expressing 
meanings: emotions, moods, struggles, victories, relating to innumerable human 
purposes. These resources for expression are the referential subsystem. Music 
also has resources for articulating the use of the medium of sound—specifically, 
the sounds made on a trumpet. The stable resources for this purpose are the 
system of sounds, that is, the phonological subsystem. A Western musical scale 
is the starting point for this system. Finally, music as a system offers resources 
for regular ways for building structures that combine both sounds and referential 
resources together in an internally consistent way. This internal structuring takes 
the form of the grammatical subsystem.

Human Dependence
The three subsystems in music, and their analogies in other artistic media, have 
their ultimate foundation in God’s Trinitarian nature. Human purposes using the 
referential subsystem imitate God’s purposes, and more specifically the purposes 
of God the Father. Human expression with sound or shape or color imitates God’s 
expressiveness, which he executes through the power and “breath” of the Holy 
Spirit. Human articulation of meaning uses the systemic resources of music or of 
painting, in imitation of God who uses the systematic wisdom of God the Son. 
The interlocking between meaning, media, and system reflects the coinherence 
among the persons of the Trinity. Human beings must rely on the interlocking 
of these functions whenever they communicate artistically. They are using a gift 
from the Trinitarian God.
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32

Signs and Their Meanings

He [Abraham] received the sign of circumcision as a seal  
of the righteousness that he had by faith  

while he was still uncircumcised.

—Romans 4:11

What is a sign? Roughly speaking, it is an item with significance.1 Words 
and sentences have significance, and in this sense they are signs. We 

know their significance because we use them all the time. Dog means “a canine.” For 
native speakers of a language, a large amount of this knowledge is tacit. We know 
how to use words, but we seldom concentrate on them explicitly. When linguists 
do undertake to analyze words in detail, they find startling complexity.2

Language is the richest resource for signification. But cultures have other means 
of signification, as we have seen. And God himself gives us signs in the form of 
the miracles recorded in the Bible. Let us consider one of the miracles and then 
an ordinary sign from today’s world.

God’s Signs to Us
In Luke 5:12–16 we have an account of Jesus healing a leper. The physical, visual 
side of the healing is one side of the total significance of the account. But the 
healing also has a spiritual significance. In the Old Testament, leprosy made 

1 Technical discussion can be found in semiotics, the study of signs. See, for example, Daniel Chan-
dler, Semiotics: The Basics (London: Routledge, 2001). 
2 See Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), especially chap. 33.
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a person ceremonially unclean, which disqualified him from approaching the 
presence of God that was symbolized in the tabernacle (Leviticus 13). Leprosy 
was a ceremonial symbol for sin. So the account about Jesus healing the leper 
symbolizes that Jesus comes to heal our spiritual disease, that is, sin. This spiritual 
meaning of the healing is a second side of it.

The two sides, the physical healing and its spiritual significance, cohere with 
each other. The physical side has relationships with a kind of physical subsystem, 
consisting of all kinds of physical actions and physical health and disease. The 
spiritual side has relationships to all the meanings involving our relationship 
with God, and the breaking of that relationship through sin. That side belongs 
to a kind of referential subsystem, where the deeper meaning of the healing has 
relations to all the meanings associated with relationship to God.

In addition, we can speak of a kind of “grammar” of the healing. The episode 
of healing has a sequence that fits together naturally. It starts with the leper’s 
recognition of Jesus. Then it goes to the leper’s request, and from there to Jesus’s 
touch and healing. Likewise God’s action in healing us from sin has phases: (1) our 
recognition of Jesus, (2) our prayer requesting forgiveness, and (3) Jesus’s spiri-
tual touch and healing. God shows who he is and what he is doing in redemption 
through physical signs. The grammar, the spiritual significance, and the physical 
actions cohere with one another.

Miracles as signs have a special, central role in God’s work of redemption. But 
they also show what is true in a less intense way in God’s providential action. Every 
time that God supplies food, he gives people a physical sign, namely the food, which 
signifies his goodness: “He [God] did good by giving you rains from heaven and 
fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and gladness” (Acts 14:17).

An Example with the Symbol for Playing a CD or DVD
The pattern that we see in God’s signs to us is analogous to the pattern in signs 
that human beings use. Let us see how this works using a particular example. 
Consider the symbol  for “play.” This play symbol appears on a button on a 
cassette player, CD player, DVD player, or other playback device. It labels the 
place that we are supposed to push or click to start the playback device, which 
then begins playing whatever medium has been placed within it. The play sym-
bol is a sign. It has meaning, namely “play,” or more precisely, “start play,” usually 
from the current position.

Multidimensional Relationships for Signs: Referential Relations
Signs interact with all three of the subsystems of signification that we examined 
in the previous chapter. First, signs have referential relations, relations to meaning 
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content. The play symbol means “start playing.” It is not fully equivalent to the 
clause “start playing,” but signifies that the place where it appears is to be pushed 
or clicked in order to start the playback device of which it is a part. It has a specific 
relation to the actions of people who want to start a device. The people execute 
their purposes by a finger push at the spot designated by the sign.

It gets more complicated, because we have remote-control devices. These 
devices usually have a button with the play symbol on it. Pressing the play symbol 
starts internal electronic activity within the remote-control stick. But the whole 
point of this internal activity is to send a signal to the playback device that actually 
holds a CD or a DVD placed within it. Typically the remote-control stick gener-
ates an electromagnetic signal that goes through space to the playback device (say, 
a DVD player). The signal sent through space has its own electronic means of 
signification, though this is invisible to the casual user. The play symbol enjoys 
meaning relations to the signification sent through space, and this new means 
of signification must convey the same message as did the original finger push in 
order that the physical playback device may respond correctly.

The playback symbol also enjoys meaning relations to other symbols found 
on playback devices and on remote-control sticks. We earlier mentioned the stop 
symbol () and the fast-forward symbol (). Others could be added. The mean-
ing of the play symbol contrasts with the meaning of these other symbols. The 
other symbols belong to a common field of meaning (technically called a semantic 
domain or semantic field). They all have to do with various operations performed 
on the medium (say a DVD disc) that has been inserted in the playback device (say 
a DVD player). Similar symbols can also be found on computers, where images 
may represent the computer analogue to a DVD player (for example, the VLC 
computer program emulates a physical audio or video player). The play symbol 
means what it means in the context of the choice offered for other options. Do 
you want to play at normal speed or fast forward?

You can also use the play symbol in combination with other features to have a 
more specialized experience. You can turn up the sound, turn it down, or turn it 
off altogether. Depending on your situation, you may be able to adjust between 
a “full-screen” view of a video or a box view or a cropped view. The play symbol 
can encompass this variety—the variations in the exact manner of playing cohere 
with the general meaning of the play symbol.

We mentioned that the play symbol is part of a semantic domain consisting of 
the symbols for the various kinds of playback options (and sometimes options 
for recording and not merely playing). This semantic domain may be called the 
domain of media-playing options. But this domain interlocks with other domains 
of meaning. It has meaning as part of still larger groupings of action, including all 
kinds of recreational and leisure activities, educational activities (an educational 
video), and business activities (a training video). Human interaction with a video 
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interlocks with human interaction, if several people are watching the video and 
interact while they are watching.

The play symbol also has meaning relations to signs that are near to it in mean-
ing. The conductor raises his hands and his baton, and a stylized motion signifies 
to the orchestra that it is supposed to begin playing. A light in the backstage of 
a theater could signify to the actors that they are to come on stage and begin 
acting.

Relations in the Visual Subsystem
Next, the play symbol has relations in its appearance to a visual subsystem, analo-
gous to the system of sounds in a language. The play symbol has a distinctive shape. 
It is a triangle, oriented with one point toward the right. It is similar to triangles 
with other orientations (and indeed, such triangles may appear on remote-control 
sticks). It contrasts with these triangles in orientation, and it contrasts with the 
square symbol used to signify “stop playing.” It can have variations in size and 
shape, and still be recognized as the play symbol.

Its being recognized as the play symbol also depends on context, what we have 
called distribution (chap. 18). In a context in a geometry class, a triangle is just a 
triangle, not the play symbol. One of my computer monitors has a button with 
a right-pointing triangle, but these buttons adjust the features of the monitor. 
Nothing is played.

Relations in the Grammatical Subsystem
Finally, the play symbol has relations in grammar within the grammatical subsys-
tem. As we observed, it can be used in combination with other adjustments, in 
sound and in visual size and quality. More fundamentally, its meaning depends 
in a sense on a simple grammar. The play symbol in its effect is like an activity 
and corresponds within language to an active verb: play. The medium inserted 
in the DVD player is like an object. It is a “patient” or recipient of the action, and 
corresponds within language to an object: “this DVD disc.” The button plus the 
position of the DVD disc together determine the action as a whole: “play this 
DVD disc.”

There is also a kind of “grammar” for working your way through the menus 
and possibly submenus on a typical DVD disc in order to get from the disc the 
one particular piece that you select. Suppose, for example, that you wish to show 
to a friend a particular scene from a DVD movie. You have to go through a menu 
or two to start the movie, then fast forward until you get close to the scene, then 
shift to regular play in order to play through the scene at regular speed. The play 
symbol is used in the process along with other buttons in order to maneuver 
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toward the scene and then enjoy it. The grammar also provides ways to “back 
out” of the results of a button if you make a mistake.

Tacit Knowledge of Relations
Anyone who has learned to use DVD players and other such devices knows the 
meaning of the play symbol. He does not just know the meaning in total isolation. 
He tacitly understands a multitude of relations.3 The relations are an essential part 
of knowing how to recognize and use the symbol. The user has to know relations 
in meaning to other symbols and to the world in order aptly to choose when to 
press the play symbol and when to make other adjustments first. In addition the 
user has to know the properties of the symbol in visual appearance in order to 
identify it correctly.

For the adept user (the insider) the play symbol enjoys all these relations in a 
unity. Take away the visual appearance, and the entire symbol disappears. Take 
away the meaning, and the symbol disappears. (We may still imagine the appear-
ance of the triangle, but without the meaning it would be just a triangular shape, 
not a symbol.) Take away the grammar, which includes the fact that pressing the 
symbol initiates an action on a particular object, and nothing of substance remains. 
The three aspects of symbol interlock. As we saw in the previous chapter, this 
interlocking reflects the coinherence of persons of the Trinity. It also reflects the 
coinherence in signs that God gives to us, both extraordinary signs in the miracles 
and ordinary signs like food.

An immense amount of complex learning goes into mastering the meaning of a 
sign. Some people do not understand the latest technology and may fumble if they 
try to use it. But many others do it effortlessly because they are not conscious of 
the knowledge that they have. We owe all of this heritage to God. It is God who 
made us in his image.4 And one implication is that we have the capacity to learn 
and use signs—at least insofar as the capacity has not been damaged by physical 
effects such as brain damage. But it is not only a capacity, an innate ability. God 
in his providence also has put us in families and in environments where signs 
are used, and day by day gives opportunities to learn new signs. Both children 
and new adult users of technology utilize these opportunities. The opportuni-
ties eventually issue in mastery of new signs.5 The immensity of richness of any 

3 On tacit knowledge, see Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1967); 
Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-critical Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1964).
4 It is God also who multiplied the languages at Babel (Gen. 11:1–9). This multiplication, as a 
result of the fall into sin, reminds us that there can be competing and confusing systems of signs, 
and that signs can be used deceitfully or for destructive purposes.
5 In this and in other ways we can find sad exceptions within a fallen world. On occasion children 
are abandoned or grow up in dysfunctional families, or in conditions of famine or war, where their 
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particular sign system reflects the immensity of richness in the gifts that God has 
given to us. The immensity understandably becomes the fascination of those 
who study languages and sign systems professionally. Even those students who 
profess not to know God see his wisdom, beauty, order, and richness in the object 
of their study.

Aspects of Signs: Features, Variation, and Context (Distribution)
Let us now consider the play symbol in terms of another triad of interlocking 
aspects of signs: features, variation, and context (distribution). We introduced 
this triad in analyzing the behavioreme (chap. 18). In fact, behavioremes are of 
many different sizes. An entire basketball game is a behavioreme. So is a single 
utterance, a single sentence within the utterance, or a single sign such as a hand 
gesture. So also is the inscribing of the play symbol on a button by the manufac-
turer. A sign, then, can be characterized by its contrastive-identificational features, 
its variation, and its context (distribution). In discussing the play symbol above, 
we have for the most part focused on contrastive-identificational features. But 
we have already said a few things about context (distribution). The play symbol 
occurs in the distributional context of human activity. A human being interacts 
with electronic playback devices in order to receive the meaningful content on 
a DVD disc or other medium.

Another kind of context (distribution) for the play symbol is its distribution 
in relation to other button actions that can substitute for it in a particular larger 
sequence. Any of the buttons that are pushed result in action in relation to the 
DVD disc inside the DVD player. Each represents one possible action in relation 
to this disc. In this sense they are substitutes for one another within a certain 
larger structure.

Now consider variation. The play symbol can vary slightly in appearance. It 
can be black or gray or some other color, depending on the device and its color 
context. It can be relatively large or small. We can see it in dim light or bright light. 
Such variations are in visual appearance. But there is also grammatical variation in 
the fact that the play symbol can occur in any number of possible sequences with 
other buttons in the process of searching for a particular scene. The play symbol 
can be used by many different people in many different situations. Each use is a 
particular instance of its variation. Contrast, variation, and context (distribution) 
of the play symbol interlock. Here is another reflection of coinherence.

opportunities with respect to sign systems are severely curtailed. Access to special, technical sign 
systems like mathematical signs or signs on playback buttons also depends greatly on cultural 
privileges not open to all.
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Foundations for Unified Signs

O Lord, how manifold are your works! 
In wisdom have you made them all; 
the earth is full of your creatures.

—Psalm 104:24

Signs are complex in their structure of relations. To a native user (the insider) 
it seems simple to use them. We do it without thinking about it. But there 

are challenges when it comes to seeking wisdom through the use of signs or 
categories of thought. Thought largely takes place in connection with signs, so 
the signs we use can have an influence on our thought.

The Search for Pure Concepts
From as early as the ancient Greeks, philosophers have reached out for wisdom 
about the fundamental character of the world. Metaphysics or ontology is 
the study of the fundamental kinds of things that there are. In thinking about 
the world, we use signs from language. It has been tempting to philosophers 
to treat these signs as if they are pure ideas, without any embodiment. For 
the play symbol, this approach treats the idea of playing as all-important. 
The physical manifestation in the triangular shape is purely accidental and 
dispensable.1

1 For further discussion of the philosophical quest for pure ideas, see Vern S. Poythress, In the 
Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), 
chap. 33, and appendix D.
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There is a grain of truth in the search for pure ideas. God did make us so 
that we could recognize unified ideas, such as the idea of the play symbol: 
“start playing (whatever is in the playback device).” God’s word and God’s 
power ordered the world, so that it has unified patterns. But the order of the 
world is a multidimensional order, an expression of the richness of God’s word 
and the richness of his plan. It expresses the richness of his language and his 
signification. God does not start with preformed “ideas” that are superior to 
him and to which his acts of creation must conform. The ideas are his ideas. 
And using the word idea is not apt in this context, because we are dealing with 
the infinite richness of God’s mind, not with merely a list of terms—dog, chair, 
horse, man, playback.

Avoiding Reductions
In fact, signs are not pure abstractions. They are form-meaning composites, hav-
ing both meaning and form.2 The meaning of the play symbol has to do with its 
function in the referential subsystem and its relation to the activity of starting 
playback. The form of the play symbol is the visual appearance of the symbol. 
The play symbol is not “pure” meaning with no form. A pure meaning could not 
be used, because we could not designate it or point to it. We need form (sound 
or visual appearance) for communication. And even when symbols are in our 
minds, they have relational ties to their use in practical activities, including not 
only the ties to visual appearances but also ties to the things for which we have 
seen the symbols used.

The One and the Many
Our body plays a role in learning about the play symbol. We learn about indi-
vidual instances of the symbol and also about the class of all such instances (the 
play symbol as a generality). There are many instances of the play symbol, but 
there is one class. In our bodily experience, the two are involved in one another. 
When we see an instance of the symbol, we classify it as the play symbol and 

2 See the previous chapter. The search for a pure meaning, detached from all form and from all 
bodily manifestation, represents an unreachable ideal. And at least in some cases it may be a dis-
torted ideal. It may express a desire to escape our finite condition. And in some cases it may be a 
reduction of the richness of what God has given us. The ideal of “pure” meaning can sometimes 
take the route of trying to reduce the three aspects—the referential, the grammatical, and the 
physical/phonological—into one alone, namely, the referential, in order to master it perfectly 
and completely. In that case, it may be a desire for Unitarianism. Unitarianism is the theological 
position that says that there is one God but not in the Trinity, the three persons in the Godhead. 
Unitarianism has a final unity but no coinherent diversity. The analogue to Unitarianism within 
signs is to claim that there is a final unity, the unity of the meaning of a sign, with no diversity—in 
particular, no diversity in physical manifestations and grammar.
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thus use the general idea “play symbol.” Conversely, we learn the general idea of 
the symbol by experience of individual instances, either from teachers or from 
life in general. The relation of these two has been called the problem of the 
one and the many. The universal category of the play symbol is “the one.” The 
particulars—many particular instances appearing on playback devices—are “the 
many.” How do they relate?

In medieval discussions, there were two parties. The realists said that the univer-
sal category, the play symbol, was the starting point, and that individual instances 
were embodiments of the prior, real idea. By contrast, the nominalists said that 
the particular instances were the starting point, and that the general category 
was a convenient kind of grouping together of the particulars under one name 
or one idea, the play symbol.

Our examination of signs suggests that neither of these accounts is completely 
right. The contrastive-identificational features of signs, particularly those related 
to the referential subsystem, are the focus of the realists. The meanings of signs 
are stable, and that stability suggests to the realists that the generality, the totality 
of general features of meaning, is more ultimate than the particulars. The nomi-
nalists are closer to focusing on variation. And some forms of modern structural-
ism constitute a kind of third alternative that focuses on distributional context: 
everything boils down to relations. All three of these approaches are partly right. 
But they become wrong if they insist that they have the whole account. All three 
aspects are necessary, and all three interlock. All three are ordained by God in 
their relations to one another.

Real instances of the play symbol show a unity among different instances. 
The unity goes back to the unity of the plan of one God. The diversity among 
different instances of the symbol goes back to the diversity in the plan of God 
for a diversity of human activities. And that diversity in the plan of God has its 
foundation in a diversity in God himself, in that he is three persons. So creation 
itself is a reflection of God.

But suppose a person does not want to acknowledge the role of God as the 
source of unity and diversity. He may claim that the unity of the play symbol, the 
unity in the general idea, is simply a unity that is just “there” without any further 
explanation. Then how can it come about that the idea of the play symbol ever 
has a particular embodiment in a particular instance? How do the particulars 
come about, and how do they come to have a relation to the general idea? There 
is no explanation, if the “one” is the only ultimate, of how the many come about. 
A converse difficulty arises if we start with the particulars. If the particulars are 
just irreducibly “there” without further explanation, how does it come about that 
we can unite them under the heading of one general idea? Extreme nominalism 
might say that the unity is simply a unity imposed by the human mind. But if so, 
it is ultimately illusory in comparison with how the things themselves are related 
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to one another. And how can it come about that different human minds could 
agree on the unities?3 We need God as Creator to form the unity among human 
beings created in his image.

God’s Self-Disclosure
We can see the challenge in another way if we consider what the Bible indicates 
about God’s name. God’s name is a sign that signifies God. What are the implica-
tions for our thinking about signs?

In modern American culture, personal names often have little meaning. But 
in ancient Hebrew culture names often had meaning. For example, “The man 
called his wife’s name Eve, because she was the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20). 
In Hebrew, Eve resembles the word for living. So, too, God says to Abram, “No 
longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I 
have made you the father of a multitude of nations” (Gen. 17:5). Abraham means 
“father of a multitude.”

In the same way, the name of God has meaning. For example, after Hagar’s 
experience of encountering the Lord, “she called the name of the Lord who 
spoke to her, ‘You are a God of seeing,’ for she said, ‘Truly here I have seen 
him who looks after me’” (Gen. 16:13). Hagar spoke a name that expressed 
something about her previous experience with God. God in speaking to Moses 
reveals his name as “I am who I am” (Ex. 3:14), in contrast to the earlier name 
“God Almighty” (Hebrew, El Shaddai). A name for God reveals something of 
his character. It is not just an arbitrary sound. So when God says concerning 
the “angel” (that is, the messenger) of the exodus that “my name is in him” (Ex. 
23:21), it implies that God’s character is in him, that is, that the messenger is 
himself divine.

In the end, a name for God designates the entirety of God, no matter which 
particular name or description we start with. The “name” of God is a condensed 
or summary version of his character and so implicitly points to the whole of his 
character.

Visual appearances of God also manifest his character. The thunder and light-
ning on Mount Sinai underline the power of God. The bright cloud accompanying 
God’s appearing shows his splendor. The figure on the throne in Ezekiel 1:26–27 
manifests God’s character as King and Judge of the world.

When the Son becomes incarnate, we are told, “And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from 

3 Once again we can see a relation to some themes in postmodernism. Postmodernists, in order 
to protect the diversity, are tempted just to give up on unity—except that they want everyone to 
agree about giving up, and in doing so they still cling to a final unity, even if it is a second-order 
negative unity of jointly giving up on unity concerning first-order human judgments.
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the Father, full of grace and truth” ( John 1:14). The “Word” communicates who 
God is. He is “full of . . . truth.” He shows the character of God, and this idea is 
very close to the function in the Old Testament of the name of God. In the Old 
Testament, God put his name on the temple of Solomon (1 Kings 8:29). When 
the Word “dwelt among us,” he was the replacement or antitype for the temple 
of Solomon. It follows that God’s name was on him. He revealed God’s character 
in climactic form.

In his incarnation the Son is also the climactic visual manifestation of God. 
Jesus says, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” ( John 14:9). The language 
of “glory” in John 1:14 echoes the mention of glory that accompanies God’s 
appearing in the Old Testament.

The name of God in the Old Testament is a sign: it has a physical side, namely, 
its sound and pronunciation. It has a meaning side, namely, its designating God. 
The appearances of God in the Old Testament likewise have a physical side, in 
the visual display, and a meaning side, namely, in the display of God’s character. 
Both of these aspects are fulfilled in Christ.

Christ reveals God, both in his words and in his actions. But that revelation 
needs to be received if we are going to profit from it. The Holy Spirit enables 
us to see this revelation for what it is. Christ signifies God to us through the 
Holy Spirit.

God himself is therefore the archetype or original for signification. He is the 
foundation for all signification, whether in language through names or through 
visual phenomena. Signification has an origin in the character of God the Father, 
who is the meaning or significance of verbal and nonverbal revelation. Significa-
tion takes place through the manifestation of the Son, who displays the character 
of God to human view. The Son as one person unifies the physical manifestation 
with the divine character. And the Holy Spirit opens our eyes spiritually to the 
physical manifestation.

This archetypal revelation is unique. But since it reveals God’s character, we 
can expect that it is reflected dimly in signification in general. Signification in 
general owes its significance to man being created in the image of God.

Signification in God’s revelation of himself involves God’s character as sig-
nified, God’s Son as the unified channel, and the Holy Spirit as the signifier 
who conveys the signified to the recipients. By analogy, signification in general 
involves signified meaning, unified manifestation, and a conveying signifier. The 
play symbol, for example, has the meaning “start playing,” expressed in a unified 
manifestation: button, together with label (the triangle), together with a con-
nection of the button to activation of a device. The physical appearance of the 
symbol, together with transmission of light, together with human visual capacity, 
convey the meaning to the human actor.
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The Origin of Signs
So we see in God himself the logical origin for signs. Signs do not come out of 
nowhere. Out of his bounty, his goodness, God has supplied human beings with 
all the signs in all the particular systems of signs. He has not given signs in isola-
tion but signs that are tied to and related to one another in their meanings, their 
appearance, and their ability to form larger patterns that act in the world. And 
it is not a gift that is unrelated to the giver. The gift reflects the giver in mysteri-
ous ways. Signs, with their ability to signify, reflect God who signifies himself, 
as is hinted at in his self-description, “I am who I am.” God describes himself 
to himself in the communication and communion of the persons of the Trinity, 
in unity and diversity. And then that unity in diversity is reflected in the unity 
(contrastive-identificational features), diversity (variation), and interconnected-
ness (distribution) that exist in any one sign. When you use a sign, you rely on 
God. Each sign shows God’s eternal power and divine nature (Rom. 1:20). Each 
sign comes to you in a situation that depends on God’s creation of you and your 
environment. In its coinherence of aspects, each sign images the coinherence in 
God’s Trinitarian character.

Human Action as Signifying
The play symbol is a specific sign within a specific sign system. But the observa-
tions that we have made can apply by analogy to the larger question of significance. 
Human actions have significance, related to human purposes. So we can see some 
analogies to sign systems.

Consider again the example where I give my credit card to the grocery store 
clerk. That action has significance. In analogy to the visible appearance of the play 
symbol, my action has a visual and tactile side. To understand what I am doing, 
the clerk has to receive physical input. This visual and tactile side is analogous 
to the phonological subsystem for language or the visual subsystem for the play 
symbol.

The action also has a meaning side. Given the context of American life, the 
cultural understanding of credit cards, and the agreement of the credit card 
company, my signature on the credit card receipt signifies that I am willing to 
have the grocery store transfer money from my credit card account to the store’s 
account. This meaning coheres with a larger system, the credit card system, and 
the familiarity that system has in the mind of the American public. This system 
is the analogue of the referential subsystem of language and the referential aspect 
of the play symbol (“start playing”).

Finally, the credit card transaction has a kind of “grammar.” The credit card 
with its numerical identification has a role in a kind of grammatical operation in 
which the local human action with the clerk results in bringing together (1) my 
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personal monetary balance with the credit card company, (2) a transfer of money 
from the credit card company, and (3) a delivery of money to the store. In this 
transfer we can see a kind of analogue to a sentence in language. The order to 
transfer money is like the verbal part of the sentence, that is, the verb transfer. 
The agent in the transfer, namely, the credit card company, is like the subject of 
the sentence. The two pieces fit together grammatically in a manner analogous 
to the subject and verb in a sentence: “The credit card company transfers . . .” 
Then there is the amount to be transferred, let us say $2.50. It functions like the 
object in a sentence. “The credit card company transfers $2.50 . . .” Finally, there 
are two monetary accounts, which are analogous to source and destination within 
a sentence. The two accounts are “my balance with the credit card company” 
and “the store’s account.” The full sentence then runs, “The credit card company 
transfers $2.50 from my credit card account to the grocery store account.” The 
actual transaction may take place without anyone using a sentence to describe 
it. The transaction is nevertheless sentence-like in its structure. It has a “gram-
mar” linking the credit card company, the activity of transferring, the amount 
transferred, and so on.

Thus, a credit card transaction involves the use of and interaction of three 
“subsystems” of the action, a visual subsystem, a referential subsystem, and a 
grammatical subsystem. These, as usual, interlock in a harmony, in imitation of 
the Trinitarian character of God.
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From Signs to Perspectives

The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took 
and sowed in his field. It is the smallest of all seeds,  

but when it has grown it is larger than all the garden plants  
and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come  

and make nests in its branches.

—Matthew 13:31–32

Signs are relatively stable in meaning, but they also have flexibility. Over time 
the meaning of signs can shift around. Today the play symbol means “start 

playing.” But it did not always mean that. It is similar in shape to the stylized head 
of an arrow, which has a more generic meaning: “this direction (toward the tip of 
the arrow) is marked (for some purpose, to be discerned from context).”

The point here is that meaning develops. Meaning can come to be firmly 
associated with a sign by a series of steps. The steps may build on earlier, related 
meanings. Or meaning can be created suddenly, by a striking new association. In 
scientific and technical fields, new symbols can be created as need arises.

Associations
How is it that we can “stretch” the meaning of a sign in a new direction or create 
a completely new sign? This creativity goes back to God.

When we use the field perspective on meaning, we focus on the relation that a 
particular sign like the play symbol has with various aspects of its normal meaning, 
as well as further associations that it may have with neighboring meanings and con-
trasting meanings and “stretched” meanings. We can apply a similar field perspective 
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to words used in describing God. A name for God, or an attribute of God such as 
“gracious,” designates his character. It is a kind of condensation or summary of one 
aspect of his character. But his character is a whole. God is righteous and gracious 
and loving and holy and all-powerful. When any name is used to designate God, it 
designates the God who has all these characteristics. Thus any one name for God 
does two things simultaneously. It singles out or focuses on some one characteristic 
of God or a small number of related characteristics. And, second, it designates God 
and all that he is, and so invites us to associate with it all the other things that we 
know about God. A name is like one perspective on God.1

A Sign as a Perspective
If a name for God can be used as a perspective on God, can we do the same with 
other signs? Take the play symbol as a sign. Can that sign be expanded into a 
perspective on life? Yes, it can. We start with more or less the literal meaning, 
“start playing.” Why is the action of starting to play significant in human experi-
ence? The button is part of a larger process in which we receive an audio or video 
recording. We become recipients of meaning, musical meaning or speech meaning 
or video action. This reception of meaning coheres with reception of meaning 
in all of life. The recording medium provides the possibility of transmitting and 
reproducing meaning over gaps in time and space.

The play symbol represents part of a process of communicating meaning. So it 
can be viewed as one instance within a larger domain of many types of personal 
communication. It therefore can serve as a perspective on personal communication 
in general. Human reception of meaning depends on divine meaning, and human 
communication of meaning depends on the original divine capacity for communica-
tion of meaning, including communication not only from God to man but also from 
God to God among the persons of the Trinity. In fact, all of God’s action, within 
the Trinity as well as from God to the world, can be viewed as communication of 
meaning. So now the original example of starting to play a DVD disc has become 
a perspective on all communication, including divine communication.

God has always been communicating among the persons of the Trinity. He 
never started but always exists. Yet even the idea of starting to play a DVD depends 

1 For further discussion of perspectives, see Vern S. Poythress, Symphonic Theology: The Validity 
of Multiple Perspectives in Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987; repr., Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2001); John M. Frame, Perspectives on the Word of God: An Introduction to Christian Ethics 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1990); Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of 
God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987); and other books by Frame. More on 
the name of God can be found in Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—
A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), chaps. 33–34. The name of God in 
Ex. 3:14 is special because it defines God by referring us to God.
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on constancy before the start. The relative constancy within the created world 
depends on the eternal constancy of God, who had no beginning.

We can reach a similar conclusion if we start not with the reception of mean-
ing but with the meaning received. What are the contents of the audio or video 
recording to which the play symbol intends to give access? Those contents involve 
human and divine action and so become a perspective on the larger vistas of 
action. These larger vistas eventually encompass all of world history. And world 
history depends on God who governs it.

Signs in General as Perspectives
Making a sign into a perspective on everything may be easier with some signs than 
with others. But the potential is there with any sign as a starting point, because 
signs exist in relationships, as the field perspective emphasizes. Following the 
relationships out from one point to another connects us with a never-ending 
web of relationships, and the relationships end up by including everything. We 
can rephrase this phenomenon by thinking in terms of the mind of God. The 
relationships that we see are relationships that we were not the first to create. God 
is the source for and controller of all relationships. He knows all the relationships 
in his own mind, as part of his plan for the entirety of history.

Our own knowledge is a partial image of God’s knowledge. So in using a sign 
as a starting point for exploring relationships, we are tracing in our minds some 
of the patterns that exist first of all in God’s mind. God’s plan is harmonious and 
coherent, and so all the relationships hold together; everything is genuinely 
related to everything else.

Perhaps another account can be given of the capabilities of perspectives. We 
saw in the previous chapter that God’s name was a special case for understand-
ing signs. The name of God is climactically revealed in Christ, who is the Word 
of God according to John 1:1–3. The character of God is summed up in Christ. 
Christ is in this sense a “perspective” on the whole of God; but the word per-
spective is too weak, since he is himself God. The second person of the Trinity, 
as the Word of God, is also the archetype for all signs. So do all signs enjoy a 
structure that is analogically related to the one archetypal Word? If so, the use 
of any sign as a perspective is an analogical image of the name of God, who is 
the Word. The flexibility of signs in this way reflects the original dynamics of the 
Word who reveals the Father. “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is 
at the Father’s side, he has made him known” ( John 1:18). When you use a sign 
perspectivally, you are relying on God, who holds together literal meanings and 
their perspectival uses.

All signs depend on God. But creaturely signs do not become God. God remains 
God, and we remain his creatures. What is creaturely reveals God in his wisdom.
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35

A Jigsaw Piece as a Perspective

That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you,  
so that you too may have fellowship with us;  
and indeed our fellowship is with the Father  

and with his Son Jesus Christ.

—1 John 1:3

We may illustrate the function of perspectives by using a piece of a jigsaw 
puzzle as a perspective on relationships.

Reaching a Solution to a Puzzle
We have considered the situation where a father and a son are putting together 
a jigsaw puzzle. The father’s movement of a single piece into place is part of the 
process. The movement of the piece contributes to the endpoint, the solution of 
the entire puzzle. The solution, when it is achieved, represents a tiny achievement 
of a goal, and this achievement of human purpose imitates the grand purpose of 
God, the achievement of the goal of the consummation, the final “solution” to 
the “puzzle” of life in a fallen world.

Cooperative Solution
We may also consider the solving of the puzzle from the standpoint of relation-
ships. The father undertakes to solve the puzzle with his son not merely for the 
purpose of the puzzle but also for the purpose of his relationship with his son. 
The father and the son work together, and this working together is itself part of 
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the point. The father and the son share in the struggle and may help one another 
by collecting pieces of one color or pattern. They also share the triumph when 
the puzzle is finished.

The work on the puzzle thus integrally involves the family relationship. If 
the puzzle solving goes well, the father through his fellowship with the son 
expresses and confirms his commitment. Every single piece laid in place 
expresses the relationship, though the implications of the relationship only 
become visible through the accumulation of a large number of individual 
steps. In the process the father is committed to helping and guiding his son 
both with the puzzle and with life. The expression of love and concern for 
his son in the puzzle solving underlines the larger concern that he has with 
the son living his whole life. We might say that the father’s commitment 
is covenantal, both because it is a personal relationship with intimacy and 
because the relationship is mandated by God. Fathers are required by God to 
look after and raise their children (Eph. 6:4).1 The covenantal commitment 
between a human father and son imitates or reflects the commitment that 
God the Father has to his people, whom he treats as sons: “It is for discipline 
that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there 
whom his father does not discipline?” (Heb. 12:7). God has established us 
in a relationship of sonship because of his unique Son: “But when the full-
ness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under 
the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive 
adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his 
Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Gal. 4:4–6). The passage in 
Galatians is speaking of redemptive adoption, which is based on Christ the 
Son being sent to accomplish redemption. God the Father relates to God the 
Son redemptively. Behind that redemptive relation stands the eternal relation 
of love between the Father and the Son, a relation that holds true even apart 
from creation and redemption.

Hence, the jigsaw puzzle piece points to the human father-son relation; the 
human relation points to the divine relation in redemption; and the divine rela-
tion in redemption points to the eternal Father-Son relation in the Trinity. This 
pointing remains in operation even when human action becomes perverted by 
sin. Sin corrupts and distorts and inverts the relationships. Even in the midst of 
distortion, however, they depend on God.

1 God’s fatherhood is helpful also to those children who grew up with no father in the home or 
who had an abusive father. God offers fellowship with himself as the true father, in contrast to the 
lack of a true father that a child experienced in growing up.
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Subsystems to Meaning
We can also analyze the placing of jigsaw pieces using what we have learned 
about subsystems of meaning (chap. 31). A jigsaw piece is a physical object. It 
has color, shape, and tactile presence. Its color and shape make it identifiable as 
a distinct physical object. It contrasts with pieces of different color or shape, and 
these relationships with other pieces, from the same or from different puzzles, 
form part of a visual subsystem for jigsaw solving. The color and shape are also 
clues to where it will fit. So they function with a certain “grammar” in relation 
to the other pieces in the same puzzles.

Finally, the piece contributes to a scene that has meaning. Often a solved jigsaw 
puzzle reveals an artistically pleasing photograph or artistic rendering of a land-
scape or some other interesting scene. The meaning then lies in the appreciation 
of the completed scene, to which each placing of a piece contributes.

In addition, the solving of the puzzle has added layers of social meaning for 
the father and son and their participation together in the process. The placement 
of one piece is a physical action, involving sight and touch. That dimension 

God the Father God the Sonlove

God the Father the Son as 
incarnate 
Redeemer

love

human father his sonlove

father with jigsaw son with jigsawlove

God the Father God’s people 
as sons

love

father with  
single piece

son in relation 
to placing of 
single piece

love

Figure 35.1. Reflection of Relationship
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enjoys relations with the whole subsystem of the human body detecting color 
and shape and tactile sensations. The physical sensations belong to the phys-
ical subsystem for the process of moving a piece into place. But the moving of 
a piece also has a personal, social significance, because it expresses the sharing 
of father and son in a process and a goal. That human significance is part of a 
referential subsystem involving relations to other expressions of social bond-
ing. The moving of a single piece also fits together in a kind of “grammar,” in 
that the physical process of moving one piece fits with the physical processes 
for other pieces, while the human meanings for one piece fit with the human 
meanings for other pieces. These acts of gradually fitting together, in the two 
dimensions, cohere with one another, so that the physical solving of the puzzle 
goes together with the human expression of victory, which is achieved when the 
whole puzzle comes together. Grammar may not here occupy a distinct “layer” 
from the other systems. Instead, it is merely the coherent link between the two 
sides, the physical and the social.

God has designed coherence for the three subsystems for puzzle solving. He 
has also designed human relationships in imitation of and in reflection of his 
own eternal relationships.
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Living in Relationships

And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us,  
a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.

—Ephesians 5:2

How extensively do we meet with relationships? We meet them in all of 
our social life—family, business, education, economy, law, art, sports. 

Our relationships with animals, plants, and nonliving things are subpersonal. 
But even in these relationships, we also have a relationship to God, who gives 
and ordains the animals, plants, and nonliving things to which we relate. Our 
relationship with God is inescapable.

Attributes of Lordship
Let us remember the three attributes or perspectives on lordship: authority, 
control, and presence. God is the Lord. As an attribute of his lordship, he has 
authority over all his relationships to human beings and over all our relationships 
to one another. His authority extends even to those things that human beings may 
never notice: a single cell in a muscle fiber in a finger moving to grasp a jigsaw piece. 
God’s authority specifies what is right and wrong in relationships. He requires the 
father to serve as wise guide for the son, and the son to respect the father.

Second, God controls the relationships. He controls everything in every human 
relationship and institution and artifact and culture throughout the world. His 
control is what imparts power to our human control and gives significance and 
meaning to our human significances.

PoythressSociologyBook.indd   275 3/14/11   5:29:12 PM



276 Applications

Third, God is present in his wisdom and truth in the midst of human meanings, 
purposes, and attempts at control. He confronts us not only with his goodness 
and his name, but also with his holiness and his requirement of truthfulness 
and moral responsibility on our part. Personal relationships are not something 
that we are to be involved in as we please, independent of all moral standards. If 
people tried consistently to abandon moral standards with respect to relation-
ships, no one could be trusted, and social life would be full of failures as well as 
treacheries. God makes the social world generally livable. But in a fallen world, 
there may indeed sometimes be anarchic situations and evil groups where human 
destruction rises to horrible heights. Short of completely reforming and purify-
ing people as God will do in the consummation, he rules over a world that still 
contains treacheries in human relationships.

Acting in Relationships
Within this world we have the privilege of acting and reflecting on our relation-
ships. In our actions, in our creativity, we draw out and make manifest mean-
ings that God has already ordained. We depend on meanings all the time—the 
meanings in the episodes and the meanings in our motives and the meanings in 
the effects on others.

At every point in relationships we depend on God, even when we are not aware 
of it. Our duty to God is not to become perfectly aware of everything, which 
would be impossible anyway. Our duty is to love the Lord our God with all our 
heart, soul, strength, and mind, and our neighbor as ourselves (Matt. 22:37–40). 
Love, not knowledge, is our prime duty. But how shall people be changed when 
they have rebelled against God and turned in hatred against him? We must not 
pretend that we are not sick with sin and rebellion.

We must come to Christ, the source of our redemption, and live from his 
authority, control, and presence. We must live in his truth ( John 14:6), being 
sanctified by his word ( John 17:17). We must walk in his truth, and speak the 
truth (2 John 4; 3 John 3–4; Eph. 4:25). We may express our gratitude to God 
for our relationships, not only by praising him when we think of their marvels, 
but also by serving him even when we are not thinking of those marvels.

Situations with Non-Christians
We may also grow in our appreciation of the struggle that non-Christians have. 
They live in God’s world, and according to Romans 1:18–25 they know God in 
his eternal power and divine nature (1:20). God is present to them in their every 
breath and every interaction in human relationships. And that is not pleasant, 
because they do not want him there.
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Non-Christians cannot get God’s presence out of their relationships. That is 
something different from the question of whether they can cease consciously 
to think about God. Clearly they can. But to abolish God’s presence would be 
to abolish relationships themselves, including every significance of every smile, 
every sign, every episode, every step, every jigsaw piece.

Some people have tried to do so. Eastern forms of meditation often involve 
the practice of emptying the mind and trying to bring thought to an end. The 
goal is to be one with the universe or to experience union with “the All,” that is, 
with a god who is conceived pantheistically. Allegedly, such a union dissolves 
the restlessness of the human mind in order to advance toward the goal of final 
peace. The Buddhists want nirvana, which is the dissolution of the mind and the 
person and all human relationships into the cosmic “All.”

Yes, the mind is restless. The mind involved in human relationships is rest-
less. “Our hearts are restless till they find their rest in You.”1 What we need is a 
renewed relationship with God—fellowship with God and reconciliation with 
God, not nirvana. The paradox of Eastern mysticism is that it seeks by heroic 
mental, spiritual, and bodily efforts to arrive at a god, when all along God, the 
true God, is already there. He is there right in the structures of persons and their 
relationships. “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28).

You do not have to cease to think, and you do not have to empty out meaning 
to get there. God is already there with persons in their fullness, in their relation-
ships. Fill your mind with him, rather than emptying it. In fact, emptying it is 
retreat from God into one more idolatry, where a person pretends that the self 
is identical with the One, identical with a god. Non-Christians do not see how 
to receive God, this God who is closer than thought itself. In fact, no one on his 
own initiative does. We are rebels. “No one can come to me unless the Father 
who sent me draws him” ( John 6:44). God must give light, through his Son 
( John 8:12; 9:5). And then, when God casts off the darkness and fog in our 
minds, we may begin to understand how much God was present to us all along, 
in our relationships as well as other ways. He was present even while we rebelled, 
hated, and fled.

1 Updated language, from St. Augustine, The Confessions of St. Augustin, vol. 1 of A Select Library 
of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, ed. Philip Schaff (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1979), 45 (1.1.1).
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Appendix A

René Descartes’s Method

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; 
all those who practice it have a good understanding.

—Psalm 111:10

R ené Descartes in his Discourse on Method1 struggled with the issues of 
the influence of society and the influence of teachers. On the one hand, 

he recognized that he could learn from others. On the other hand, he discov-
ered the unreliability of received opinion. Here are his own words concerning 
philosophy: 

As to philosophy, I shall say only this: that when I noted that it has been cultivated 
for many centuries by men of the most outstanding ability, and that none the less 
there is not a single thing of which it treats which is not still in dispute, and noth-
ing, therefore, which is free from doubt, I was not so presuming as to expect that 
I should succeed where they had failed.2

Already in my college days I had been brought to recognise that there is no opinion, 
however strange, and however difficult of belief, which has not been upheld by 
one or other of the philosophers.3

1 René Descartes, Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting the Reason and of Seeking for Truth 
in the Sciences. I have used the translation by Norman Kemp Smith in Descartes’ Philosophical 
Writings (London: Macmillan, 1952).
2 Ibid., 121.
3 Ibid., 127.
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And then concerning the opinions of ordinary people:

Yet, here again, so long as I gave thought only to the manners and customs of men, I 
met with nothing to reassure me, finding almost as much diversity in them as I had 
previously found in the opinions of the philosophers. The chief profit I derived from 
study of them was therefore this: observing that many things, however extravagant 
and ridiculous they may in our view appear to be, were yet very generally received 
and approved by other great nations, I learned not to be too confident in any belief 
to which I had been persuaded merely by example or custom.4

Descartes discerned the influence of upbringing:

Bearing also in mind how the selfsame man, with the mental equipment proper 
to him, if nurtured from infancy among the French or the Germans, would come 
to be different from what he would have been had he lived always among the 
Chinese or the cannibals; and how, in respect of fashions in dress, what pleased 
us ten years ago, and which will again please ten years hence, appears to us at the 
present moment extravagant and ridiculous. Thus I came to see that custom and 
example have a much more persuasive power than any certitude obtained by way 
of inquiry.5

Wrestlings with Confusions in Knowledge
Descartes struggled with some of the same issues that we have addressed in this 
book. The fall introduces confusion into human knowledge, and this confusion 
has a social dimension. Human teachers are not completely trustworthy, not 
merely because they can be consciously deceitful, but also because they belong 
to a larger tradition that over a long period of time may have gone astray from 
the truth.

Descartes might have added that many differences in custom fall on a different 
plane than differences about truth. We have made the point that diversity among 
human beings and diversity among cultures is not always bad or unacceptable; 
it may sometimes be a created diversity compatible with God’s universal truth, 
or it may sometimes be a contradictory diversity in which one or several views 
go astray from truth (chap. 17).

A Christian Remedy?
Descartes could have said, in responding to the difficulty, that we need God 
to straighten us out. We need God to act in redemption, and we need him to 

4 Ibid., 122 (italics original).
5 Ibid., 127–28 (italics original).
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speak in order to instruct us. That would have been an answer in line with the 
Bible’s teaching about the fall and its remedy. But Descartes does not take this 
route. Religion falls under the same uncertainty as does everything else because 
Descartes observes the plurality of religious notions. As part of his “method,” 
Descartes indeed proposes as a practical measure to follow the precepts of the 
religion with which he has grown up.6 But this practice is temporary. Descartes 
has in effect treated religion as a social phenomenon, as opinions and practices 
of multiple societies across the world. So treated, it cannot yield certainty. He has 
not asked himself directly about God and whether God has revealed himself in 
special revelation through the deeds of Christ and the words of the Bible.

Autonomous Reason
Instead, as a fundamental principle of his method, Descartes proposes accepting 
as true only what is clearly evident: “The first [rule] was to accept nothing as 
true which I did not evidently know to be such. . . .”7 Together with this rule go 
three others that have to do with dividing difficulties and arranging thoughts. 
Descartes says concerning the rules, “I came to believe that the four following 
rules would be found sufficient.”8 And then, “But what pleased me most in this 
method I had discovered was that it afforded me assurance that in all matters I 
should be employing my reason, if not perfectly, at least as well as it was in my 
power to do.”9

Later reflection has rightly called this method autonomous reason.10 Descartes 
pictures reason as functioning independently of God’s revelation. This picture 
is itself a ghastly mistake, because the social uncertainties in knowledge arise 
from human rebellion and its long-term effects. Descartes does not reckon with 
the fall or its remedy. Or rather, he has a false remedy, a remedy that continues 
the rebellion of Adam and Eve, who wanted to think independently of God’s 
instruction.

Descartes has some complimentary things to say about the religion in which 
he was raised. But he thinks that he cannot rely on it. And he indicates why:

I revered our theology, and would be as desirous as anyone to reach heaven, but 
being reliably given to understand that the way to it [heaven] is not less open to the 

6 “The first [maxim, part of “a provisional code of morals”] was to obey the laws and customs of 
my country, adhering unwaveringly to the religion in which, by God’s grace, I had been educated 
from my childhood . . .” (ibid., 133).
7 Ibid., 129.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., 132.
10 Cornelius Van Til, A Survey of Christian Epistemology (n.p.: den Dulk Foundation, 1969), 
103–4.
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most ignorant than to the most learned, and that the revealed truths which afford 
us guidance are above our power of understanding, I did not dare to test them by 
the feebleness of my reasonings. I recognised that to enter on an examination of 
them, and to succeed in so doing, I should require to have some special help from 
above, and to be more than man.11

Descartes is in danger of making a polarity between human “reasonings” and 
divine truths, which are “above our power of understanding.” By making a polarity, 
he suggests that the divine truths are then left totally mysterious. A person would 
have to “be more than man” to understand them. Maybe this expression about 
being “more than man” is qualified by the neighboring clause, which speaks of 
“special help from above.” Does Descartes mean that we need the Holy Spirit? 
We certainly do. But then the logical response is to ask God and to humble our-
selves before him, acknowledging our need. By God’s grace we can then come to 
know him, to know Christ, and to know the way to heaven. But Descartes does 
not follow this route.

On the other hand, the expression “be more than man” could effectively bar 
the door to almost everyone. Taken at face value, it seems to make genuine human 
knowledge of God impossible. If we give up on such knowledge, human reason is left 
free in its own sphere to conduct its operations independently of God’s presence and 
his instruction. The freedom on the human sphere then boils down to the exercise 
of autonomy, self-reliance independent of divine instruction and communion.

The biblical view of God’s truth, on the other hand, brings the two sides, reason 
and revelation, together.12 Our modes of reasoning need to be transformed through 
communion with Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, so that we may examine 
both “religious truth” from the Bible and ordinary affairs and philosophical issues 
with minds trained in knowing God and his ways. That is what I am trying to do, 
albeit imperfectly, in this book. We can know God without becoming “more than 
man” because in Christ God has acted to redeem us, to have fellowship with us, 
and to instruct us. When we know him, we have his guidance as we sort through 
the mixture of truth and error in human tradition and the training we receive 
from human societies.

Descartes as Sociologist
Descartes’s discussions come long before the rise of sociology as a distinct scien-
tific discipline. But in some ways they lay the foundation. Descartes lays out the 

11 Ibid., 120–21.
12 See, in particular, the discussion of divine transcendence and divine immanence in John M. 
Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987), 
13–15; Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), appendix C.
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difficulty: the unreliability of human opinion. And he discerns that this unreli-
ability stems from the social dimension of human knowledge and learning. But he 
provides a “solution” that sends people off in fundamentally the wrong direction. 
He in effect counsels them to rely on themselves rather than on God. Whether or 
not he actually intended it that way, the practical effect is to encourage ignoring 
God’s instruction in Christ and in the Bible and try to build up knowledge by an 
independent exercise of rational discernment.

This counsel offers an alternative way of salvation. The difficulty is to know the 
truth in important matters. Descartes’s method proposes a way to save ourselves, 
with reason as the instrument for our salvation. All modern methods of knowledge 
that are at bottom self-reliant rest on the same principle. Rely on yourself, on your 
reasoning powers, and thereby save yourself. By contrast, the Bible offers another 
way: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps. 111:10). God himself, 
speaking in the Bible, counsels us to rely not on ourselves but on him.

Assumptions
Descartes wanted not to rely on any assumptions that were not clearly evident. 
But from a different point of view we can see that he had plenty of assumptions. 
He seems to have assumed that his reasoning powers, and those of other human 
beings as well, were fundamentally intact, rather than being corrupted by the fall. 
He assumed that religion could be treated fairly when treated sociologically, apart 
from reckoning with the presence of God and God’s revelation of his character. 
He assumed that the difficulties with unreliable human opinion were in the end 
merely intellectual, rather than moral and spiritual and therefore due ultimately 
to rebellion against God. He assumed that it was morally all right to search for 
a method self-reliantly. He suppressed the knowledge of the fact that such self-
reliance recapitulates the desire for self-reliance in the fall of Adam and Eve.

Descartes’s own rules for his method were not clearly evident. I would guess 
that he was not troubled by the fact, because he did not claim that the method 
itself was knowledge. But how can we know that the method will be conducive 
to knowledge? And even if, in practical experience, we find that it is a practical 
aid to knowledge in some ways, how do we assure ourselves that it does not 
contain some fatal flaw that leads us astray in subtle ways? In particular, does it 
contain the fatal flaw of ignoring the fear of God by seeking instruction without 
reference to divine revelation?

Broader Difficulties
I mention Descartes because his difficulties are not unique to him. In some ways 
he speaks for the Western world. How do we conceive of human reasoning? Is it 
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built to function most effectively when on its own or when in communion with 
God? Western science is certainly infected with this difficulty.13 So also is the 
process for reflectively analyzing the nature of human relationships, the nature 
of society, and the nature of what we can expect to know when we are social 
creatures who learn from our parents and teachers and peers.

Descartes hoped to train himself to become critically aware of the influence of 
society. Modern sociology may do the same thing. This critical awareness repre-
sents a form of reflection, of standing back from our immersion in practical living. 
We stand back to take a view of ourselves, our relationships, and their meaning. 
We stand back in a form of transcendence (chap. 11). But if we claim an absolute 
viewpoint, we take the place of God. That is the bad kind of self-reliance. That 
kind of transcendence will fail us because it is rebellious. Descartes fell into it in 
his desire to transcend the limitations of human opinions in the various cultures 
that he encountered. Modern sociological analysis can fall into it if it wants tran-
scendent insight without relying on God’s guidance.

13 Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2006).
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Appendix B

Modern Sociology

Be not wise in your own eyes; 
fear the Lord, and turn away from evil.

—Proverbs 3:7

Observations about social life go back into the distant past. The book of Prov-
erbs is an outstanding example of such observations. Confucius, Plato, and 

Aristotle all thought about society and its organization.1 The Reformation and, later, 
Descartes wrestled with the issue of tradition, including the possibility that social 
influence can pass on untruths and encourage us to adopt them (see appendix A). 
But the academic study that we call sociology arose somewhat later. In 1838 Auguste 
Comte invented the term sociology to describe a new way of looking at social life.2 

Distinctives for Sociology
Sociologist John Macionis, in his textbook introduction to sociology, defines 
sociology as “the systematic study of human society.”3 He then delineates four fea-
tures distinctive to a “sociological perspective.”4 

1 John J. Macionis, Sociology, 11th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2007), 13.
2 Ibid. Considerable variation occurs among different approaches to sociology (ibid., 14–21, 33–39). 
In this and the following appendices I focus for convenience on Macionis’s textbook Sociology as 
an important representative. It claims in the preface that it and its paperback companion Society: 
The Basics, 10th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2008), are “chosen by far more faculty 
than any other text” (Macionis, Sociology, xxiii). Later (appendix G) we consider postmodern 
directions that do not surface much within Macionis’s account.
3 Macionis, Sociology, 2.
4 Ibid., 2–5.
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First, the sociological perspective sees “the general in the particular.” Macionis 
illustrates with a generalization about women’s hopes for marriage:

Lillian Rubin (1976) found that higher-income women typically expected the 
men they married to be sensitive to others, to talk readily, and to share feelings 
and experiences. Lower-income women, she found, had very different expecta-
tions and were looking for men who did not drink too much, were not violent, 
and held steady jobs.5

But such generalizations are not unique to modern sociology. The book of Prov-
erbs is full of generalizations, such as

The vexation of a fool is known at once,
	 but the prudent ignores an insult. (Prov. 12:16)

So how does modern sociology differ from the book of Proverbs or other 
ancient observations about society and human relationships? Is the key differ-
ence in the systematic character of sociology? Perhaps. But Plato’s and Aristotle’s 
discussions of society have some elements of systematization. What about the 
book of Proverbs? Can we say that the proverbs, unlike modern sociology, are 
not a “systematic” study? It depends on what we are looking for. The biblical 
proverbs could easily be arranged in larger categories, such as wisdom and folly, 
riches and poverty, wise and foolish speech, diligence and laziness, and of course 
human relations to God. That would be a “systematic” arrangement and would 
differ little in basic content from the book of Proverbs as we have it. And how 
do we tell whether some of the proverbs derived from “systematic” rather than 
merely casual observation of human life?

Second, according to Macionis, the sociological perspective sees “the strange 
in the familiar.” Macionis explains, “We are used to thinking that people fall in 
love and decide to marry based on personal feelings. But the sociological per-
spective reveals the initially strange idea that society shapes what we think and 
do.”6 He calls the idea of social shaping “strange”; but he also indicates that this 
“strangeness” has a connection with the fact that “we live in an individualistic 
society.” Other societies therefore might not find the idea strange, but might be 
quite accustomed to socially oriented thinking. The Old Testament includes 
situations of “arranged marriage,” where the parents take the initiative in bring-
ing together the future marriage partners (see Genesis 24). Proverbs provides 
examples of social influence, both in its many observations about wisdom being 
acquired from parents, and in its particular examples:

5 Ibid., 2.
6 Ibid., 3.
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My son, if sinners entice you,
	 do not consent. (Prov. 1:10)

An evildoer listens to wicked lips,
	 and a liar gives ear to a mischievous tongue. (Prov. 17:4)

Third, the sociological perspective sees “personal choice in social context.” 
Macionis gives as an example the difference between high-income countries, 
where women have two children or fewer, and low-income countries, where the 
average number of children may be anywhere from three to seven.7 The Bible also 
provides examples. A just or unjust king has an effect on the whole country; so 
does idolatry. Individual choices are influenced by such contexts, and even if an 
individual resists the prevailing social atmosphere, he cannot escape its effects in 
the form of injustice and suffering that issue from the society as a whole.

By justice a king builds up the land,
	 but he who exacts gifts [bribes] tears it down. (Prov. 29:4)

When the righteous triumph, there is great glory,
	 but when the wicked rise, people hide themselves. (Prov. 28:12)

Fourth, the experience of living in the margins of society and the experience 
of social crisis help people to think sociologically. “No African American grows 
up in the United States without understanding the importance of race in shaping 
people’s lives.”8 The Bible provides examples of this experience also in observa-
tions about the poor and despised: “The poor man’s wisdom is despised and 
his words are not heard” (Eccles. 9:16); “Those who are well have no need of a 
physician, but those who are sick. I [ Jesus] have not come to call the righteous 
but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31–32). Moreover, in a good deal of the his-
tory recorded in the Bible, the Jews lived comparatively “at the margin” of great 
imperial powers, such as Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, and Rome.

Scientific Sociology
So what is sociology?9 The “sociological perspective” claims to offer a distinctive 
way of thinking about and analyzing society and social relations. But is this analysis 

7 Ibid., 5.
8 Ibid., 6.
9 For more interaction with sociology from a Christian point of view, see David Lyon, Christians 
and Sociology: To the Challenge of Sociology—a Christian Response (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1976); Russell Heddendorf and Matthew Vos, Hidden Threads: A Christian Critique of Sociological 
Theory (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2010).
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really distinctive to modern sociology, or has it characterized many reflections about 
society and culture throughout history? Is sociology just another label for reflecting 
self-consciously about social relations? We could say that sociology is whatever is 
taught in sociology classes and what is practiced under the label of “sociological 
research.” But that does not succeed in telling us what is truly distinctive about it.

I think there is something distinctive about modern sociology. But what is it? 
That is not so easy to say, and a textbook introduction to sociology can easily 
gloss over the question.

Transcendence through a Sociological Perspective
In many situations new perspectives help us to see things that previously escaped 
notice.10 We understandably become excited with what we are discovering. We 
wonder how it could have escaped us so long, and we give credit to the perspective. 
The same is true for a sociological perspective. It offers us genuine benefits and 
insights. Many people raised in monocultural situations have never asked them-
selves questions about society. And even those exposed to multiple cultures may 
not ask deeper questions about the functions of social interaction and culture.

Asking questions about society means standing back from the immediacy of 
our circumstances, and the immediacy of our immersion in mundane action. 
The book of Proverbs provides an example. So the practice of standing back is 
not unique to modern sociology. It is nevertheless one feature.

In standing back, we exercise transcendence. We survey the field of human life. 
This human ability for transcendence imitates divine transcendence (chap. 11). 
But then it is influenced by whether we are wanting to be a god, self-sufficient in 
our knowledge, or we acknowledge our dependence on the ultimate transcen-
dence of God. Religious influence, based on our communion with God or our 
rebellion against him, affects the operation of our transcendence. It also affects 
the operation of transcendence by way of our conception of the rules or regu-
larities observed in society. Do these regularities depend on God and manifest 
God’s character, or are they merely there as impersonal somethings (chap. 9)?

So the development of a sociological perspective has potential both to give 
insight from a kind of transcendence and to become an instrument in furthering 
our communion with God or our rebellion against God, as the case may be.

Critical Analysis
Sociological analysis can attract us for both good and bad reasons. It attracts 
us because it offers fresh insights, and that is good. It attracts us also, perhaps, 

10 On perspectives, see chaps. 4, 7, and Vern S. Poythress, Symphonic Theology: The Validity of Multiple 
Perspectives in Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987; repr., Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2001).
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because it offers transcendence that promises superiority of a certain kind. At 
the end of the analysis we have ideas about society that make us feel superior to 
the blundering, unselfconscious participant. We have become critically aware of 
social influences, whereas the ordinary participant just drifts along in subjection 
to the influences.

Alternatives to Modern Sociology
Critical awareness is a popular and sometimes a heady acquisition. It has its 
value as a perspective, just as we have affirmed the value of many other per-
spectives. But sociology does not always discuss as critically as it might the 
very decisions that lead to modern sociology. If one of the characteristics of 
sociology is to have some critical awareness, critical awareness can apply to 
sociology itself.

For example, we can ask ourselves whether social analysis might proceed in 
other ways besides what is offered to us in a typical form of modern sociology. 
Why this way rather than another way? 

To its credit, Macionis’s textbook raises this same question indirectly by 
expounding not one but three different approaches to sociological theory, and 
three ways in which people do sociology.11 We want to look at these approaches 
a little later. But the same question about foundational choices arises even earlier, 
in Macionis’s account of the origin of sociology with Auguste Comte.

As noted earlier, Auguste Comte first introduced the term sociology in 1838. 
Comte claimed that thinking about society passed through three historical stages. 
In the first stage, the theological, “people took a religious view that society expressed 
God’s will.”12 According to Comte, this view prevailed until the end of the Middle 
Ages in about AD 1350. In the second stage, the metaphysical stage, “people saw 
society as a natural rather than a supernatural system.”13 The final, third stage was 
the scientific stage, in which the scientific approach to physics and the natural 
world was applied to society. Comte “believed that society operates according to 
its own laws, much as the physical world operates according to gravity and other 
laws of nature.”14 According to this account, sociology is distinct from everything 
that came before in that it is scientific.

Macionis’s textbook is intent on summarizing Comte’s thought briefly and in 
merely descriptive fashion. So he does not raise all the questions that might be 
raised. But we will go ahead and raise the critical question: Why is a scientific 
approach superior to the theological and the metaphysical? If sociology is to be 

11 Macionis, Sociology, 14–21, 33–39.
12 Ibid., 14.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
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established on a sound basis, this question asks to be debated. The historical 
fact that one approach has taken over from another does not imply by itself the 
superiority of the later approach.

We have the modern idea of progress to assist us. We live in a society where 
science has prestige, where the later development of an idea is typically assumed 
to be superior to the earlier, and where respect for the prestige of a long-
standing academic subject tells us that the founders of the subject must have 
had good reasons for preferring their choices. The result, unfortunately, may 
be to lead the unthinking reader merely to accept the status quo for modern 
sociology. Instead of engaging in critical analysis of the sociological forces 
at work in the founding of sociology, the reader just accepts the prestige of 
the academic tradition. Accepting this prestige unthinkingly is all the more 
delightful because, as we observed, it offers the student superiority to the 
ordinary individual.

We may focus particularly on what is called the theological stage. In this stage, 
according to the textbook summary, “people took a religious view that society 
expressed God’s will.”15 Actually, Comte’s thought on this point is complex. But a 
simple summary like this one makes it easy for a student to dismiss a theological 
approach as antiquated and simplistic. Such a dismissal, however, depends on 
caricaturing theology.

Let us see how. The textbook summary talks about “God’s will.” Does it have 
in mind God’s decretive will or his preceptive will (chap. 5)? The decretive will of 
God expresses his plan for whatever will happen. If this will is what the textbook 
summary has in mind, it may make it sound as if an appeal to God’s will eliminates 
all study of society. It suggests that the religious person says, “God has ordained 
it,” and thus there can be no more discussion or reflection.

Such an understanding is a caricature. Actually, God’s decretive will is compat-
ible with secondary causes operating within the created world. Human actions 
have consequences, including social consequences. The book of Proverbs in fact 
contains both observations about God’s sovereignty over social life and observa-
tions about secondary causes. Some verses indicate that God is primary cause:

Commit your work to the Lord,
	 and your plans will be established. (Prov. 16:3)

Elsewhere in Proverbs human beings function as secondary causes:

Iron sharpens iron,
	 and one man sharpens another. (Prov. 27:17)

15 Ibid.
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Whoever tends a fig tree will eat its fruit,
	 and he who guards his master will be honored. (Prov. 27:18)

Like an archer who wounds everyone
	 is one who hires a passing fool or drunkard. (Prov. 26:10)

Proverbs is full of such observations of life. Saying that God ordains the order 
of society does not end reflection but in the book of Proverbs is a beginning for 
reflection on the details and many dimensions of that order.

The summary about “God’s will” given in the sociology textbook could also 
have in mind God’s preceptive will, his moral will (instead of his decretive will). 
It would then mean that people thought they were merely supposed to submit 
to the existing social order because it was the moral will of God, and nothing 
was supposed to change. Indeed, religion has sometimes been perversely used 
to stifle dissent and to excuse oppression. But that is quite contrary to what the 
Bible offers. The Old Testament prophets, Jesus, and the apostle Paul had critical 
things to say about some existing social practices and some aspects of the status 
quo. They exhorted people to follow God’s precepts, which were not at all identi-
cal to the status quo.

The summary of the “theological stage” can lead quickly to dismissing the stage. 
But the dismissal takes place by means of an impoverished conception of what 
it would mean to look at society theologically. My own reflections within this 
book offer one example of such an approach. Such an approach is not confined to 
looking at the book of Proverbs or at the Bible’s direct teaching about society. The 
Bible’s instruction should give us a foundation. But then we can go out and make 
observations about our own society and those around us, as Proverbs indirectly 
encourages us to do. We could include quantitative, statistical analysis of data as 
well. Nothing prohibits this kind of integration of a theological framework with 
careful attention to detail.
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Appendix C

“Scientific” Sociology

Can papyrus grow where there is no marsh? 
Can reeds flourish where there is no water?

—Bildad the Shuhite, in Job 8:11

We can approach the issues of modern sociology in another way by asking 
what it means for a discipline to be “scientific.”

What Is “Scientific”?
Macionis’s textbook account indicates that Auguste Comte’s approach, called posi-
tivism, involved an oversimple parallelism with natural sciences: “We [sociologists] 
now realize that human behavior is far more complex than the movement of planets 
or even the actions of other living things. We are creatures of imagination and spon-
taneity, so human behavior can never fully be explained by rigid ‘laws of society.’”1 So 
Comte’s attempt to distinguish modern sociology on the basis of a clear delineation 
of its “scientific” character sounds like a failure. Yet, Macionis says, “Most sociologists 
still consider science a crucial part of sociology.”2 In what way?

Ways of Doing Sociology
Macionis’s textbook explains “three ways to do sociology.” These are (1) “scien-
tific sociology,” which relies heavily on quantifiable and reproducible measure-

1 John J. Macionis, Sociology, 11th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2007), 14.
2 Ibid.
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ment, often based on statistics and statistical analysis; (2) “interpretive sociology,” 
which endeavors to focus on the human meaning of social activities—here the 
researcher exercises empathy with people and how they understand their activi-
ties; and (3) “critical sociology,” which endeavors to highlight the injustices 
and inequities in a society and to suggest or implement changes.3 A fourth 
way that Macionis does not mention, namely, postmodernist critical analysis, 
will receive our attention later (appendix G). There are also combinations of 
approaches, and variations within the approaches.4 A detailed consideration 
of variations would lead us into a great deal of complexity. It is best for us to 
make some general points using Macionis’s simplified classification into three 
approaches. 

So let us consider these three approaches one at a time. Of these three 
approaches, only the first has the clear aspiration to be “scientific” and “objec-
tive.” But when we analyze its ideas, numerous difficulties come into view.

First, the decision to focus on what is quantifiable is selective about the objects 
of research. The object is no longer really society, or social relationships, or social 
institutions, or social behavior, but only those aspects of society that are quantifi-
able. Who knows beforehand what crucial insights we are leaving out, insights that 
might come from nonquantifiable aspects? Given what we naively know about 
human beings, quantifiable aspects cannot be expected to plumb the depths of 
what we typically find most fascinating, most mysterious, or most revealing about 
what it means to be a person.

Suppose, for example, that we undertake a quantitative analysis of a father and a 
son working to solve a jigsaw puzzle. We may measure the speed at which a father 
and a son complete the puzzle. That is quantifiable. But we ignore their social 
interaction because it is not quantifiable. Or perhaps we draw up a questionnaire 
about jigsaw puzzles and give it to a large number of people. We can get quantita-
tive results if we ask yes-or-no questions or multiple-choice questions, but a lot 
will depend on just what questions we ask. The results will be insightful only if 
the questions are insightful. And we may doubt whether any stereotyped series 
of questions will reveal much about the special feelings shared by one father-and-
son team. The discipline of “scientific sociology” appears to condemn itself at 
the outset to being one-sided and limiting. Or else it will be question begging 
if it postulates that it can tightly correlate some interesting feature like talent to 
some quantifiable variable like a test score.

3 Ibid., 33–39.
4 For an introduction to some of the complexities, see Russell Heddendorf and Matthew Vos, 
Hidden Threads: A Christian Critique of Sociological Theory (Lanham, MD: University Press of 
America, 2010).
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The Challenge of Spurious Correlations
Second, even if we restrict ourselves to quantifiable observations, there are 
still too many possible ways to interpret the quantities. We need to explain this 
difficulty.

The usual procedure in “scientific sociology” uses statistical data and sta-
tistical correlations. Macionis’s textbook provides an example. Statistical com-
parison shows a numerical correlation between the housing density of young 
people’s living situations and delinquency rates. The denser the housing, the 
higher the delinquency.5 The analyst can then be tempted to conclude that 
dense living conditions cause delinquency (or are at least a significant causal 
factor in it).

But the conclusion does not follow. Macionis explains that further research 
shows that income level has an influence. Both housing density and delinquency 
vary with income level. If we return to the statistics and look only at the statis-
tics for a single level of income, the correlation between housing density and 
delinquency rate disappears. Hence, there is no direct causal relation between 
crowded housing and delinquency. Rather, both are dependent on level of 
income. The correlation between the two was, in Macionis’s terms, a “spurious 
correlation.”6

So far so good. But we can ask a further question, which goes beyond 
what Macionis’s textbook presents. Since income level correlates with both 
housing density and delinquency, can we conclude that differences in income 
cause differences in housing density and delinquency? One of the diagrams in 
Macionis’s textbook suggests that it does.7 But the same pattern of reasoning 
shows that we cannot draw this conclusion. The relation between all three 
may be spurious. 

To find out whether the correlations are spurious, we have to look for the 
possibility of still other causative factors. What factors might be involved that 
affect both income level and delinquency? What about whether a household 
has a father as well as a mother who is present for the family and who is respon-
sible? Such a father will probably be earning income, supplementing a mother’s 
income, and the joint income of the household will be higher. Might the presence 
of a responsible father also discourage delinquency of his son or daughter? Can 
delinquency arise in a rich household with a workaholic father who pays no atten-
tion to his children? The presence of a responsible father may conceivably have 
an influence that overrides the factor of income. Thus, the observed correlation 

5 Ibid., 36.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid., figure 2-1 (d): “This finding leads us to conclude that income level is a cause of both density 
of living conditions and delinquency rate” (italics mine).
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between income and delinquency might be “spurious,” because another causal 
factor, the presence or absence of a father, is affecting both statistics.

And how do we know whether the presence of a responsible father is also a 
spurious correlation? What other factors might be behind that?

People who set up statistical research have to choose which features to look at. 
Each feature, when converted into a quantity, becomes a mathematical “variable.” 
There are innumerable variables, because there are innumerable ways of classify-
ing human beings (chap. 26). Researchers do not have the time to investigate in 
detail every possible classificational feature. So how do they decide? They have 
to have some prior sense of what features might most plausibly be causal factors. 
Nonquantitative human understanding is at the back of their judgment. We know 
from long experience that loving fathers help children to grow into responsible 
citizens. And the Bible confirms it.

Consider now the statistical correlation between income and housing den-
sity. Is this causal? Or is it too a “spurious correlation”? And how do we know? 
At this point a sociologist might think that he can safely terminate his research 
questions. He knows that people with higher incomes seek more comfortable 
housing based on those incomes. But how does he know that this is a causal 
relationship? He knows because he has broader, nonquantitative knowledge of 
how he himself and others tend to treat income. They understand its value for 
spending and do not merely hoard it. But in a hypothetical society filled with 
hoarders, there might theoretically be no correlation between income and hous-
ing. So the correlation with income turns out not to be a real cause. The real 
cause lies in people’s desires and in their understandings of the possible human 
significances of income.

Some people are committed in principle to a “simple lifestyle.” No matter how 
much income they have, on top of a bare minimum, they might choose to live in 
the same housing. Their desires and attitudes, not income in and of itself, turn 
out to be the real cause of their housing choices.

Racial or cultural discrimination in housing may also be a factor. If landlords 
consistently reject tenants from one ethnic group, or sellers reject buyers from 
that group, members of the group may end up in poorer housing not related to 
their incomes.

Of course when we claim that income is a cause of housing density, we need 
not be claiming that it is the only cause. Other factors may enter. The difficulty 
is that these other factors might actually show that the correlation with income 
is a spurious correlation.

Statistical correlations may suggest an underlying causal relation. But it seems 
that they can never establish it. We cannot succeed in eliminating the possibility 
that other, deeper factors might be the actual causes.
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Falsifying Causal Hypotheses
On the other hand, might statistics at least falsify some causal hypotheses? If 
statistics cannot establish a cause, at least they might be able to refute a false idea 
of cause. For example, the inclusion of statistics about income level refutes the 
hypothesis that crowded housing contributes to delinquency.

But here again we need to think critically and ask ourselves whether this kind 
of reasoning has flaws. When income level is brought into the equation, the cor-
relation between crowding and delinquency does indeed disappear. But how 
do we know whether the disappearance of correlation is itself spurious? Perhaps 
something about income level is interfering and masking what in many circum-
stances still is a causal relation between housing and delinquency. Perhaps crowded 
housing does tempt teenagers to delinquency (for example, they are more irritated 
by the close quarters and more likely to rebel against their elders). And perhaps 
some other factor is working in the reverse direction, making the causal relation 
statistically invisible.

The statistical test demands that we reanalyze the statistics after we “control 
for income.” That is, we look only at one level of income at a time. For each level 
of income, we then examine which families within that level are in more crowded 
housing. This procedure might seem to eliminate other factors, but it does not, 
at least not completely.

Using nonquantitative reasoning, let us ask ourselves why families with the 
same income might select different levels of housing. Why does not each family 
with the same income choose about the same level of housing? Various other 
factors might be at work. One factor might be ethnic discrimination in housing 
offers. Another factor might be desire to be with a certain kind of people—artists 
in Greenwich Village, or Ukrainians in a Ukrainian area in the city. One family 
may have a principled commitment to a “simple lifestyle.” Another family might 
perceive spiritual values as more important than material and want to give more 
to charity. Another family may want to save more for the future (college educa-
tion of the children, for example). Or they may be using money for children’s 
tuition to a Christian school. Another family might choose crowded housing in 
an area with a better school system, in preference to less crowded housing in an 
area with poor schools. Any of these other factors might possibly be causative, 
pushing the rate of delinquency down.

But even if there are other causative factors, would these factors exactly bal-
ance the causative factor of crowded housing (if it is a causative factor)? Statistics 
might still be able to detect a small correlation. But a small correlation may well 
be a statistical artifact of imperfect sampling. Statisticians know that they cannot 
show that a small correlation is “statistically significant.” And suppose the cor-
relation goes the other way? Suppose there turns out to be a negative correlation 
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between crowded housing and delinquency? That negative correlation could 
indicate, not that crowded housing causatively inhibits delinquency, but that 
other factors, like the family principles for use of income, have suppressed the 
amount of delinquency more than crowded housing increases it.

Intuitions
If the statistics do turn out with correlations in a counterintuitive direction, some 
researchers will be tempted to ignore them or consider them a statistical fluke. 
By contrast, correlations that confirm our intuitions are likely to be attended to. 
In both cases, we are influenced by nonquantitative personal impressions as to 
what induces people to do what they do.

There are still other possibilities. Maybe crowded housing contributes to 
delinquency only in some situations. Maybe it creates more opportunity for anger 
and irritation that can lead to rebellion. But maybe some kinds of families (with 
certain religious or ethical or financial principles) have resources that enable 
them to defuse anger. Irritating circumstances become an occasion for exercising 
love, which binds the family together and heads off the otherwise destructive 
paths for anger.

As in other cases, so here, there are a large number of variables. Many of these 
might be difficult to quantify adequately. The presence or absence of quantitative 
statistical correlations establishes nothing by itself. It must be interpreted, and it 
is always going to be interpreted against the background of broader ideas about 
what makes people function.8

Difficulties in Achieving “Scientific Rigor” with Multiple Variables
Scientific sociology would have liked to imitate the rigorous experimental pro-
cedures of physical science. In physical science, the researcher may set up an 
experimental environment in the laboratory in which he tries to control all vari-
ables except a single one. He can then see the effects of that one variable and 
be confident that he is not seeing interference from other factors. Sociological 
research, on the other hand, researches people, and they cannot be controlled in 
the same way.9 Hence, there is a much larger possibility that other variables, not 
under the inspection of the researcher, are influencing outcomes.

8 See Macionis, Sociology, 36–37.
9 Ibid., 36. In some cases sociologists can set up special experimental situations. Macionis provides 
interesting examples with the “Stanford County Prison” (ibid., 43) and Solomon Asch’s and Stanley 
Milgram’s researches on group conformity (ibid., 171–72). But such opportunities are limited, 
because not all aspects of society can be shoehorned into a laboratory environment.
	 Moreover, close inspection of these experimental cases shows that they have some artificial 
dimensions. In the Stanford County Prison experiment, Philip Zimbardo set up a prison-like 
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We might compare the difficulties to the situation with medical research on 
allergies and autoimmune diseases. Modern medicine has achieved impressive 
success in understanding invasive, infectious diseases and in devising cures. This 
kind of disease is usually due to a single agent, a bacterium or virus or parasite. 
Single-agent causation makes the cause of disease easier to track down. And 
once the agent is identified, medical research can look for weak points to attack 
in order to destroy or disable the agent.

Allergies may also arise from a single agent, an allergen. But the immune sys-
tem of a human being is a holistic system, with interacting parts, and reaction to 
one threat tends to put the entire system on the alert for all kinds of threats in 
other directions. The immune system can “overreact,” and we can see one of the 
effects when a person’s whole body breaks out in a rash because of a reaction to 
an allergen contacted at only one point.

Likewise, may we suggest that understanding people in their social relation-
ships involves the interaction of multiple aspects? For one thing, the body affects 
the whole person. A person who is tired or sleepy may react inconsiderately. A 
person who is depressed or angry about some one aspect of his life may prove 
less capable of giving gracious responses in other areas. Abject poverty can “grind 
people down,” in nutrition as well as in hopelessness, so that they are listless even 
when an opportunity arises to pull themselves out of their situation. Religious 
views also have their effects. Nurses can tell of patients whose religious faith gives 
them confidence and good spirits even when facing death. On the other side, a 
fatalistic religious view may paralyze a person by making him feel that nothing 

environment in the basement of the psychology building of Standard University. He recruited 
volunteers and divided them into two groups, “guards” and “prisoners.” The situation went from 
there. In this case, all the volunteers knew that their situation was a mock situation. We cannot 
easily tell what influence this knowledge had on their behavior.
	 Asch’s and Milgram’s research set up experimental situations where volunteers were told 
that the focus of research was on visual perception (Asch) or on the relation of punishment to 
learning (Milgram). The actual research focused on the volunteers’ actions, and the influence 
of peers or authorities on them. The volunteers did not realize that others around them were 
accomplices for the true experimental setup. The essential artificiality in these setups lay in the 
fact that the research directors lied and the accomplices practiced duplicity. Of course all of us 
have to deal with the possibility of lying and duplicity in real life. But a professional experimental 
situation puts volunteers off guard, so to speak. They see no reason in the context to suspect a lie. 
Precisely because of the prestige of science, including its ethical dimensions that demand truth 
in experimental reporting, the volunteers are more easily lulled to sleep than they would be even 
by a normal authority figure. The volunteers also assume that the same high ethics governs the 
other participants, whom they therefore assume are volunteers rather than accomplices.
	 In all these cases the research depended substantively on artificial factors that do not match 
normal life experience. These artificialities cannot be “controlled” for within the experiment, by 
turning them on and off while leaving everything else the same. Hence, they affect the results in 
uncontrollable ways.
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he does can make a difference. Finally, sin in the heart affects a person’s social 
relationships. It is a whole person who acts and responds. Many aspects interact. 
We cannot produce a second person who is a carbon copy of the first person 
except for a change in one variable.

Motives for Giving Preference to Science
We may reflect on the motives that have encouraged people to seek a “scientific” 
sociology in spite of difficulties. Some positive motives are obvious. Hard sciences 
like physics, chemistry, and astronomy have displayed impressive rigor, and over 
time their progress becomes plain to all. It is natural to see whether, by imitating 
methods characteristic of hard sciences, we might achieve similar positive results 
in studying society. Only after we try does it become clearer that human beings, 
especially in their social relationships, display intractable complexities, and that an 
attempt to force social relationships into the one-dimensional pattern of studies 
in hard science can artificially restrict what we consider relevant.

More problematic motivations can also arise. For many people, modern science 
seems to offer a way to knowledge independent of religion and independent of 
God. Auguste Comte’s idea that the theological stage is now over comes as a relief. 
The sense of relief may arise partly from the way in which religion—including 
Christian religion—has too often been used by the powerful to suppress dissent, 
to protect their power, and to keep “in their place” people under them who are 
feeling boxed in by rules that are falsely alleged to have God’s moral approval. 
But it is good to remember that atheist ideology is also capable of boxing people 
in, or even slaughtering them wholesale,10 through rules that are falsely alleged to 
be for the benefit of humanity.

One concealed motive that we do not want to admit is the motive of flight 
from God. Since the fall we have been rebels against God (chap. 13), and we do 
not want him to interfere. This desire expresses itself in the natural sciences when 
scientists form an idea of scientific law that is independent of a personal God 
instead of an expression of his character.11 Since natural sciences have led the way 
in this move, social sciences can follow in the trail already blazed.

In a way these trails have come to seem natural because they are common in 
modern life. And they seem to many people to offer a way of moving beyond 
controversies in religion. But, as I see it, they avoid the older controversies only 
by making false assumptions about the irrelevance of God to their subject.

10 I am thinking of the massive loss of life in the Stalinist Soviet Union and Maoist China (chap. 
25).
11 See Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2006).
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Leaving God out in thinking about people has a further consequence. We can 
also leave out sin. We then use social research about people to reassure ourselves 
that the problem with human beings is of some other kind.

Scientific sociology would say that it wants to be “objective” and not be influ-
enced by the personal views of the scientist.12 But no investigation of the world 
can operate without some idea of what kind of regularities it might expect—in 
this case, regularities in social life. Social order is regularity, and that regularity 
is ordained by God and manifests God (chap. 9). So escape from God is an illu-
sion. Moreover, if we do not see sins and their effects for what they are, we will 
see them as something else. And that falsifies our account.

Scientific sociology tries to escape by the same route that natural science has 
tried to escape, namely, by replacing divinely ordained regularity with impersonal, 
mechanical regularity—regularity that is just “there” without further explanation. 
That replacement, as we observed (chap. 9), is a form of idolatry, substituting a 
false god for the true one. In this case, the false god or God-substitute is social 
regularity conceived of as impersonal. This act of replacement is neither neutral 
nor objective. It is not neutral because it takes a religious stand against the true 
God. It is not objective because it determines at the beginning to distort what it 
studies, namely, the regularities. It also distorts social relationships by excising 
God as a person in relationship with us, and by excising from our human relation-
ships the presence of God. Finally, it distorts sin by seeing it merely as a disorder 
of some kind and not a violation of God’s moral standards.

This kind of sociology is nevertheless attractive. It seems to promise not only 
intellectual independence from God in our thinking, but also practical independence 
from God in our social life and its transformation. This book is written partly to 
disillusion those who think they will escape God in such a way. They are not escap-
ing but simply perpetuating an age-old rebellion described in Romans 1:18–25.

A Biblically Based Alternative
From a biblically based point of view, there is nothing wrong with quantitative 
statistical research on human beings. God has ordained the quantitative aspect of 
our world. Moreover, quantitative research can sometimes suggest directions in 
which to ask more questions about why people do what they do. But any quantita-
tive data are interpreted in a larger context. The context includes what we think 
people are and what we think are reasonable motivations to expect. The context 
includes God himself, who enters into social relations with us, who ordains the 
regularities of human social life, and who sustains social life by his presence with 
us. And it includes the fact that human beings mistreat others. They sin.

12 Macionis, Sociology, 37.
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Appendix D

Empathetic Sociologies

When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they 
were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.

—Matthew 9:36

In addition to “scientific” sociology, Macionis’s textbook describes two other 
major sociological approaches: interpretive sociology and critical sociology.1

Interpretive Sociology
Macionis’s introductory description of interpretive sociology helps to capture 
its distinctiveness: 

Scientific sociology focuses on actions, what people do; interpretive sociology, by 
contrast, focuses on the meaning people attach to their actions. Second, scientific 
sociology sees an objective reality “out there,” but interpretive sociology sees real-
ity constructed by people themselves in the course of their everyday lives. Third, 
scientific sociology tends to favor quantitative data—numerical measurements 
of people’s behavior—and interpretive sociology favors qualitative data, or how 
people understand their surroundings.2

The human meanings in interpretive sociology are not quantifiable. A good 
deal depends on the empathy of the sociologist rather than on some mechanically 

1 John J. Macionis, Sociology, 11th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2007), 38–39.
2 Ibid., 38.
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reproducible technique. It then becomes hard to distinguish such an approach 
from the observations in Proverbs, particularly observations that display acute-
ness (think of the description of the young man falling victim to the lure of an 
adulteress, Prov. 7:6–27).

So can interpretive sociology be scientific? It depends on how expansive a 
term scientific becomes. Certainly an interpretive approach can still exercise care. 
A researcher can observe and interact with a large number of participants in 
culture, rather than only one or two. He or she can keep detailed records of 
observations and interviews. He can try to be aware of his own biases. He can 
try to ask questions that probe many dimensions of human life. He can interact 
with previous research done on the same or analogous social groups. But might 
not the same be said of serious research in many areas of humanities, including 
theology? Interpretive sociology can be considered an academic discipline, but 
the word scientific is not an apt word if it suggests, as it will to many people, a 
special affinity to natural science as opposed to the humanities.

“Scientific sociology” aspires to objectivity, an objectivity that becomes 
most rigorous when it focuses on quantitative data. It aspires to be free from 
and independent of the personal commitments of the researcher, that is, moral 
commitments, political commitments, personal preferences, and personal mean-
ings imported by the researcher. All of these more personal dimensions are more 
freely embraced by interpretive sociologists, because they know that only by 
bringing in personal meaning and moral evaluation do they make themselves able 
to discuss directly some of the issues that most interest us about people.

But if a researcher includes his personal meanings in his research, he himself is 
an inextricable part of his research. That is the price that is paid. And the personal 
meaning, more obviously than the quantitative data, includes the influence of his 
relation to God, because God ordains the personal meanings. Who the researcher 
thinks God is may have a subtle influence on who he thinks other people are. Or, 
better put, every sociological analyst relies on God or gods or impersonal substi-
tutes for gods. The “laws” or regularities of social action are transcendent over the 
particulars of the action. Depending on whether the laws are from God or gods 
or are impersonal, the sociologist will tend to analyze other people as like God 
or like his gods or impersonal. But he may still be inconsistent and is even likely 
to be inconsistent, given what the Bible tells us about fallen human nature.

Critical Sociology
A third approach to sociology, critical sociology, commits itself to critique and to 
change. This approach clearly displays a tension with the approach of “scientific 
sociology,” which aspires to exercise moral neutrality. Scientific sociology will 
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worry that critical sociology has compromised objectivity by mixing evaluation 
with description.

Moral evaluation does raise questions about our moral foundations. Where 
does the sociologist derive the standard by which he judges what is unjust, what 
is inequitable, and what changes would be healthy (chap. 27)? Moral standards go 
back to God. God has implanted a sense of right and wrong in each of us, so that 
even if we cease to be in communion with God, we continue to evaluate situations 
as just or unjust. But our evaluation can be distorted by sin. Plato and Aristotle 
evaluated society but did not see slavery as wrong. Neither did the Greek society 
around them (at least if we query the citizens, not the slaves!). We see slavery as 
wrong, but why? Is that just our individual or social preference? Are we merely 
a product of our social upbringing, just as Plato and Aristotle were?

Most sociological study happens to take place in academic settings within 
Western cultures or within settings heavily influenced by Western cultures. Within 
these settings, the desire for human equality is strong. The discussion will tend 
to be influenced by egalitarian thinking.3 But that influence could be dismissed 
as merely a local Western phenomenon. Is the West morally superior? If social 
standards are merely derived by looking at the opinion of the majority in a society, 
then all we will find is that standards vary with the society. What kind of absolute 
moral claims remain? If sociology evades the issue of absolute morality, no basis 
is left for evaluating a society from outside as good or evil at a particular point, 
except by using the standards of some other society.4 And who is to say that the 
moral standards of one society are purer than those of another? The basis for 
critique and change is radically undercut.

Confronting Evil
Sociology confronts fundamental moral issues in a painful way when it brings 
us face-to-face with the breadth and magnitude of people’s sufferings. We can 
read heartrending accounts of poverty, cruelty, and prejudice even within the 
United States. Moving to a global perspective introduces statistics about millions 
of people who starve or are on the verge of starvation, people with no health 

3 On egalitarianism, see chap. 27. We may use Macionis’s textbook Sociology as an example of 
the tendency. Most of the time the textbook is descriptive, but the selection of topics and subtle 
remarks gently push readers in the direction of affirming the egalitarian ideology characteristic 
of much of the academic world. For example, the textbook asserts that patriarchy is one of the 
“negative aspects of family life” (475).
4 Of course we could also undertake to evaluate a society according to its own standards and ac-
cuse it of being inconsistent. But in such a case, we still remain stuck with the question of which 
is better, the official standards or the actual social behavior. Nothing in the society gives us a 
transcendent basis for deciding in favor of one rather than the other.
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care, people under oppressive governments.5 A sensitive heart veritably screams 
protests. We instinctively ask big questions. What remedy can there be? What 
are we supposed to do? At a point like this, we do have to be reminded not just 
to overflow with emotion or with protest. It is fitting that we study and do not 
merely react emotionally. Precisely because the situation is so desperate, we want 
to understand it rather than act precipitously.

But how do we understand moral horror? First, do we really know what it 
is? Most of sociology has cut itself off from God, and without God it cannot 
adequately tell us the depth of this horror. If all of the universe is merely the 
product of chance, and life and human nature are the product of blind chance, 
and God is nowhere to be found, are we seeing merely molecules in motion? Is 
our own moral indignation merely a figment, an aberrant evolutionary product 
of a one-time useful warning to help selfish genes survive?

Sociology poses the problem in another form if it claims that our moral indig-
nation is merely the product of socialization into our particular society. Our 
particular society has taught us to be indignant about starvation, but if we had 
been raised in a xenophobic society, we would see nothing wrong about the 
starvation of hated foreigners.

Beyond a certain point the practice of mere description, which is the princi-
pal voice of scientific sociology and interpretive sociology, no longer satisfies. 
That voice has insights, yes. But descriptive language does not address the issue 
of morality as an absolute, rather than as personal or social preference. If we do 
choose to address morality as absolute, we run into difficulties because, partly 
for social reasons, people in different societies, and sometimes people within the 
same larger society, do not agree about what are the absolutes.

In part, sociologists may just be acknowledging the reality. People in the various 
societies of the world do not agree, and sociology by design avoids taking a stand 
in any area on which evaluations disagree.

In a way this self-limitation on the part of sociology is understandable. But it 
leads to more questions. Absolute morality, if it really exists, is surely an essential 
component of what it means to be human. And it affects us socially as well as 
individually. The disagreements over moral absolutes are also of great importance, 
partly because they can lead to painful clashes between parties who disagree. 
Sociology is indeed concerned about descriptive analyses of such things. But 
if it decides to remain on the level of description, it misses something essential 
about humanity, namely, the existence of the absolute and the explanation for 
why societies and individuals nevertheless deviate from the absolute. In biblical 

5 I might add still one more form of suffering to the list: millions live without saving knowledge 
of God in Christ. The fact that this kind of suffering gets left out of most lists today is part of the 
story of selective attention.
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terms, we would say that sociology leaves out God, who is the source of moral 
absolutes, and sin, which is the source of disagreements. If sociology will not 
discuss these matters, its account of humanity is necessarily truncated.

It would not be so bad if everyone admitted the truncation. But the prestige of 
“science” can hover around sociology and give people the idea that sociology—
possibly along with other social sciences—can give us the ultimate or “deep” 
account of what human beings are.

Let us put it another way. Lack of discussion of some questions, namely, moral 
absolutes and the ultimate source of disagreements about them, can easily be 
understood as implying the lack of relevance of these questions to understand-
ing humanity and its sufferings. Sociology is then alleged to imply that whatever 
difficulties we have are social, not due to sin; and their remedy must be social, 
not divine.

Critical sociology at this point differs from the other sociological approaches. 
It does have an answer, namely, that our moral indignation is proper. But it has 
no explanation for why it is proper (remember, this indignation may still be a 
product of socialization) or for how we know when our own indignation has gone 
astray, as it did in the products of communist revolutions. In fairness, I should 
observe that good intentions can go astray anywhere, including within organized 
religion. Those who ran the Inquisition possessed what they thought were good 
intentions. They wanted to protect people from the soul-destroying effects of 
heresy. But they perpetrated terrible injustices.

The heart is deceitful above all things, 
	 and desperately sick;
	 who can understand it? ( Jer. 17:9)

Let us face it: moral horror is horror because it is horror first of all to the 
holiness of God and second to the human heart. But we are sick at heart. The 
horror of human suffering should turn our screams in desperation to God. The 
more we see of sins and their effects, the more desperate we should be for God’s 
healing, because we cannot heal ourselves. But even in distress our hearts can 
be hard. Some of us will turn elsewhere, anywhere else besides God. We will 
turn to one more proposed human remedy. That remedy, of course, will be one 
more alternative to the Bible’s teaching about the way of salvation. But it should 
be clear that neutrality in religion is an illusion. People who propose a moral 
remedy are tacitly proposing a “way of salvation” even when they think there is 
no God and no sin.

The difficulty here for a secularized sociology is that it cannot remain genuinely 
neutral. If it disclaims to have a moral voice, it shows itself to be artificial—it is 
“scientific” at the cost of being less than human. Or if it claims to have a moral 
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voice, it will offer a humanist-based way of salvation. In this latter case, sin is 
redefined, perhaps as the capitalist structure for the means of production, and 
humanity is redefined to conform to the new conception of sin.

Or a sociologist might leave it up to the reader to undertake moral evaluation. 
The reader may still have tacitly learned from the whole orientation of sociology 
that egalitarian ideology is the correct moral stance and that sin is nonexistent. 
The reader tacitly infers from reading sociology texts that if sin did exist, sociol-
ogy would mention it because it would be a part of the human condition. Since 
it is not mentioned, one infers that sin does not exist. Therefore, the problems 
with humanity are of another kind, and sociological and political and economic 
reforms are the only possible remedy. But down that route lies the wreckage of 
countless unintended consequences, because the plans of the reformers are no 
longer reckoning with the reality of sin and the depth of the difficulty it poses. 
At the end stands a warning sign with the maxim, “Extreme moral passion minus 
reality equals mass death.”6 If, as some sociobiologists suspect, violence is endemic 
to human nature, there is no remedy.

Biblically Informed Empathetic Sociology
I believe there is a remedy, but God, not man, is the author. That does not mean 
that we as human beings can do nothing. Within the context where we come 
to know God and are reconciled to him, the Bible says, “Love your neighbor as 
yourself ” and makes it plain that love leads to action.

Action includes intellectual action, that is, reflection. Reflection on society and 
on social relations can develop in a way that is informed by a biblical worldview. I 
have tried to make a beginning in this book. We do have an absolute moral stan-
dard in God. The Bible also shows how subjective moral evaluations arise from 
human hearts made in the image of God but corrupted by sin. The Bible also 
shows the social transmission of sin. By teaching us God’s standards, the Bible 
gives us a transcendent basis for social criticism and social transformation, rather 
than leaving us with the merely immanent moral preferences that are typical of 
much secularist, humanist critical sociology.

We can be indignant and cry out to God in our indignation without being 
swept away by grandiose conceptions of our own righteousness and our own 
autonomous ability to set things right. We can begin to love God, and out of the 
love he shows us we can begin to love our neighbors as ourselves. God’s instruc-
tion in the Bible, combined with his work to transform us, can be the foundation 
for a biblically based “critical” approach to society.

6 Jay W. Richards, Money, Greed, and God: Why Capitalism Is the Solution and Not the Problem (New 
York: HarperCollins, 2009), 21.
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We can also respond to interpretive sociology. The Bible shows that unity and 
diversity in human nature have their ultimate basis in unity and diversity in the 
divine nature, that is, the Trinitarian character of God. That unity and diversity 
lead to the unity and diversity in contrastive-identificational features, variation, 
and distribution in the understanding of human action (chap. 18). Human action 
is purposeful, meaningful action, in imitation of God’s meanings and purposes 
in his actions.

This meaning lays the foundation for empathetic interpretive sociology. God’s 
comprehensive knowledge is the foundation for our derivative knowledge as 
human beings. Because God created man in his image, we have the prospect of 
genuinely understanding someone else’s meanings, and even the meanings of 
a culture other than our own. At the same time, the diversity of societies and 
the diversity among analysts of society make us expect that different analyses 
will show the diversity of the differences of perspective of the different analysts, 
even if all the analyses are true and insightful. This kind of interpretation is not 
monocultural, monochromatic, or monolithic, and the attempt to crush diversity 
in favor of unity misunderstands the natural diversity in the human beings who 
do the analysis.
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Appendix E

Sociological Models

The one who states his case first seems right, 
until the other comes and examines him.

—Proverbs 18:17

In an early chapter Macionis’s classic textbook sets forth three approaches to 
sociological theory that are loosely connected to the three methods we have 

discussed in earlier appendices. These are the structural-functional approach, which 
stands closer to scientific sociology; the social-conflict approach, with affinities to 
critical sociology; and the symbolic-interaction approach, with affinities to inter-
pretive sociology.1 A more fine-grained analysis would recognize combinations 
and variations in these approaches.2 We will concentrate only on the three main 
approaches, leaving aside many of the complexities. 

The Structural-Functional Approach
Macionis summarizes the nature of the structural-functional approach: “The 
structural-functional approach is a framework for building theory that sees society 
as a complex system whose parts work together to promote solidarity and stability.”3 

1 John J. Macionis, Sociology, 11th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2007), 14–23, 39.
2 See Russell Heddendorf and Matthew Vos, Hidden Threads: A Christian Critique of Sociological 
Theory (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2010), which mentions the conflict function-
alist theory of Georg Simmel and Lewis Coser (80–81), the theme of Christian revolution in 
Jacques Ellul (88–90), exchange theory (111–27), and phenomenology and ethnomethodology 
(147–63), among others.
3 Macionis, Sociology, 15.
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Terms like system, solidarity, stability, and structure indicate that the structural-
functional approach has the conviction that there are stabilities; there are regu-
larities. It sends us back to our discussion of social regularities that reveal the 
God who authors them (chap. 9). Assumptions about God or a God-substitute 
are vital to the way this approach builds the particulars of its theories. If society 
“holds together” and shows stability, why is it so? Individual human beings show 
regular behavior, and some aspects of this behavior can be partially accounted 
for on the basis of biological and physiological regularities. But why do human 
beings acting together form cohesive organizations?

The structural-functional approach can postulate a distinct order of social regu-
larity in addition to the regularities of individual behavior. This order includes the 
regular social behavior at a basketball game. But this distinct order remains merely 
a postulate, a projection, if society is not “real” but merely a chance collection 
of individuals who happen to be interacting. To postulate merely a mechanical 
order, an impersonal order, is to postulate something that seems like a convenient 
fiction. There is no social mechanism, as far as anyone can see, that would be a 
real entity analogous to the dome over a football field. Is the sociological analogue 
of a dome, in the form of a hypothesized social order, merely a projection of the 
need for order to “keep the rain out,” the “rain” of chaos?

According to the Bible we do not merely “postulate” order, but receive from 
God instruction telling us that human beings are made in the image of God, and 
made with social relations to God and to fellow human beings already “built in” 
to who they are. That is a far different answer. God’s order also includes a moral 
dimension. Sins exist, and they are morally reprehensible.

The impatient person may still ask, “Oh, but what difference does it make? Let’s 
just go and study society.” But it is not so simple, because our conceptions about 
what kind of order we are studying and what is “society” (including or excluding 
God as a person with whom we interact socially and personally) affect our study 
of society. Our moral evaluation is affected by whether we think morality is a real 
part of us as human beings in society. The structural-functional approach runs 
the danger of postulating a mechanical structure independent of God and thus 
supporting the illusion that God is absent or irrelevant in social life, and that life 
is amoral. 

The Social-Conflict Approach
Macionis defines the social-conflict approach as “a framework for building theory 
that sees society as an arena of inequality that generates conflict and change.”4

4 Ibid., 17.

PoythressSociologyBook.indd   311 3/14/11   5:29:13 PM



312 Interaction with Other Approaches to Society and Relationships 

How do we evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of this approach? While 
the structural-functional approach stresses stability, the social-conflict approach 
stresses conflict and change. As we observed (chap. 28), both stability and conflict 
characterize a fallen human world. Sin causes conflict. God is in conflict with sin 
and evil. Stability characterizes the original creation of man, which has not been 
totally undone by the fall. Change also would have characterized the original 
created situation, because God designed that human beings would multiply and 
fill the earth and subdue it (Gen. 1:28).

Conflicts presuppose regularities for the way in which the conflicts take place. 
And the social-conflict approach need not deny it. In fact, at a practical level it 
cannot deny it, because any generalizations about conflict are generalizations that 
express regularities. Conflicts themselves form regular patterns, or we would not 
be able to analyze them and talk about them.

The social-conflict approach “sees society as an arena of inequality.” Yes, it is 
an arena of inequality (chap. 27). But there are many kinds of inequality. And 
the social-conflict approach may too easily jump to the conclusion that all kinds 
of inequality are morally bad and that all kinds of inequality “generate conflict.” 
God created the world good, and originally human beings were at peace with 
God and with one another. They were not in conflict. Conflict began with Satan 
and with the fall (chap. 13).

Conflicts have sin at their root, but they are of many kinds. For example, human 
beings are not equal to God in authority or power. This inequality “generates 
conflict” in the fall. But it need not be so. And that particular conflict is one in 
which the inequality is just. God is the Creator, and he has an authority that we 
do not. At the same time, other kinds of inequality arise from human misuse of 
power. How does the social-conflict approach distinguish between good and 
bad inequalities?

Within the world after the fall, all conflicts, whether just or unjust, take place 
within a world that God governs. God’s conflict against evil is the foundation for 
human conflicts. God energizes those who fight against evil and injustice. But 
conflict still exists. Some people selfishly pervert justice. Some may be too lazy to 
fight against injustice. Others are confused about injustice, and though they may 
be ready to fight, their fighting is ineffective or even counterproductive. People 
on both sides of a conflict typically are convinced that they are in the right.

Does the social-conflict approach bring our attention to the foundation for 
the meaning of conflict in God’s conflict against evil? Or does it treat conflict 
as something that is merely “there”? Without a moral foundation in a personal 
God, conflict easily becomes a contest between two limited personal opinions 
about justice. Worse, it may become sound and fury, signifying nothing. Is human 
conflict no different from animal conflict or “conflict” between two gravitational 
forces? Is it just “there” as part of the “system” of the universe, which has no innate 
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morality? No. Once again, God gives us instruction that we need in order to see 
the world correctly.

The Symbolic-Interaction Approach
A third approach to sociological theory is the symbolic-interaction approach: 
“The symbolic-interaction approach, then, is a framework for building theory 
that sees society as the product of the everyday interactions of individuals.”5 Macionis 
explains further that, in contrast to the structural-functional approach and the 
social-conflict approach, the symbolic-interaction approach begins with individual 
people and small-scale interactions. Society as a large-scale institution is built 
up from the microlevel. “Society [in this view] is nothing more than the shared 
reality that people construct as they interact with one another. That is, human 
beings live in a world of symbols, attaching meaning to virtually everything.”6

This description could merely mean that the symbolic-interaction approach 
prefers to start with individuals and uses individuals as a perspective on society 
as a larger whole. Nothing forbids such a perspectival approach. But we can see 
some possible pitfalls in the description. The expression “nothing more than” 
can easily lead to the exclusion of God. People “construct” society independently 
of God.7 This kind of language can be interpreted as a flat denial of the fact that 
God ordains all social orders everywhere, and that he is constantly involved as 
people do innovative things such as creating new games, new businesses, and 
new families.

We can also ask where the symbolic meanings come from and what they attach 
to. Are they merely human invention, or do they also owe their origin to God’s plan 
and his meanings? Just as the structural-functional approach depends on assump-
tions about regularities in social order that are in place, and as the social-conflict 
approach depends on notions concerning inequality, so the symbolic-interaction 
approach depends on assumptions about meanings and creative “construction.” 
Are these meanings and constructions the product of divine meaning and action, 
which is then distorted in human interpretation? Or are the meanings conceived 
of as merely the combinations of individuals’ human actions? 

Combining Approaches
Macionis’s textbook shows sympathy for all three approaches and shows how they 
can be combined in analyzing a particular domain such as sports.8 The combina-

5 Ibid., 20.
6 Ibid.
7 On the idea of constructing reality, see also chap. 18.
8 Macionis, Sociology, 21–23.
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tion is insightful. It shows that the three approaches can in principle be construed 
as offering complementary insights. This complementary character has affinities 
to what we have already observed about complementary perspectives.

John Frame has defined the normative, situational, and personal (existential) 
perspectives in Christian ethics.9 The situational perspective has an affinity to 
the structural-functional approach, because this approach focuses on society 
as a systemic whole, a kind of “situation” in which people live. The normative 
perspective has an affinity to the social-conflict approach, because this approach 
tackles most explicitly the normative evaluation of society and social relations. 
The existential perspective has affinities with the symbolic-interaction approach, 
because it focuses on meanings for persons, for individuals, and includes their 
attitudes, motives, and evaluations.

In Frame’s thinking, the three perspectives interlock and show both harmony 
and mutual dependence. None is ultimate in relation to the others. They can be 
guaranteed to have an ultimate harmony because all originate from God. God 
controls the situation by his power; God gives the standards by his authority; 
and God created and is present to the persons as a function of his covenantal 
presence.

Without God, the unity of ethics tends to disintegrate. Philosophical systems 
produce a normative or “deontological” ethics with too little connection with the 
situations and the persons, or situational ethics with too little connection with 
standards and persons, or existential, individual-centered ethics with too little 
connection with external standards and with situations.

We may ask whether analogous difficulties confront sociological theory. God 
ordained the total “situation,” the society as a whole, which implies the pertinence 
of structural-functional study of the whole. This is the situational perspective in 
sociology. God’s holiness provides the standard for evaluating social arrangements, 
which suggests the pertinence of social-conflict study of the conflicts and ten-
sions. This is the normative perspective in sociology. God created the persons and 
their meanings, which gives warrant to symbolic-interaction study of individual 
personal meaning. This is the existential perspective in sociology.

All three perspectives interact; all three are complementary; all three are per-
spectives on the whole. All three are in meaningful harmony because all three 
have their anchor in God—his plans, his standards, and his meanings.

But if we try to leave God out of our picture, what picture do we have left? The 
three approaches are each “a framework for building theory.”10 If there are three 
different frameworks, must we not also ask how and why they can be expected 
to fit together? Do they fit together? Or are they competing ideas? Does the 

9 John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2008).
10 Macionis, Sociology, 15, 17, 20.
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structural-functional approach see the individual as a product of society, while the 
symbolic-interaction approach sees the society as the product of the individuals? 
And do the conflicts seen by the social-conflict approach destroy the stability 
seen by the structural-functional approach?

We can see some partial agreements. The conflicts emphasized in the social-
conflict approach take place within an order, an order that forms a kind of system. 
Conversely, the structural-functional approach allows that conflicts and tensions 
exist within the social order as a system, and these conflicts produce change. Yet 
the two frameworks are different. Which is right? If both are right, how can they 
both be right as whole frameworks and not merely as piecemeal accumulations 
of observations?

We might expect that sociology would give attention to building a single theory 
that would incorporate the three smaller theories into a larger whole. But how? 
Macionis’s example with the sociology of sports seems to let the three theories 
mostly stand alongside each other. Each offers its distinctive insights. There 
is no final picture incorporating all three. But how do we know whether these 
insights are really insights instead of distortions if no one theory offers us a true 
overview?

The fascination of sociology derives partly from the process of “standing back” 
and endeavoring to transcend our immersion in our immediate social circum-
stances. We try to build a picture of the whole. But is there a whole without God, 
without his greater transcendence?
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Appendix F

Sociology of Knowledge

Bad company ruins good morals. 
—1 Corinthians 15:33

Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise, 
but the companion of fools will suffer harm.

—Proverbs 13:20

Sociology of knowledge is a subdivision of sociology that studies the social 
dimensions of the acquisition and transmission of knowledge.1 It is a fasci-

nating study. 
People around us play a big role in what we learn, especially during our 

childhood years (chaps. 22–23). We learn from parents, from teachers, from 
TV, and from the Internet. We learn from children our age as well, but where 
do they get what they give us? A good deal comes from their parents and their 
teachers.

Modern societies have huge stores of knowledge. Such vast stores cannot be 
learned from scratch by each succeeding generation. The treasure must be passed 
on. The passing on takes place through social relationships.

1 See Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the 
Sociology of Knowledge (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966); Nico Stehr and Volker Meja, eds. 
Society and Knowledge: Contemporary Perspectives in the Sociology of Knowledge and Science, 2nd 
ed. (Edison, NJ: Transaction, 2005); Russell Heddendorf and Matthew Vos, Hidden Threads: A 
Christian Critique of Sociological Theory (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2010), chap. 
11, pp. 165–81.
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Acknowledgments of the Role of Society
People in every society experience the social transmission of knowledge, but 
sociology of knowledge draws explicit attention to it. The Bible draws attention 
to it as well and explicitly instructs parents to teach their children:

And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall 
teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your 
house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. 
(Deut. 6:6–7)

I will open my mouth in a parable; 
	 I will utter dark sayings from of old, 
things that we have heard and known, 
	 that our fathers have told us.
We will not hide them from their children,
	 but tell to the coming generation
the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might,
	 and the wonders that he has done. (Ps. 78:2–4)

Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline 
and instruction of the Lord. (Eph. 6:4)

The Bible also indicates that whole groups of people have distinct access to the 
truth:

He [God] declares his word to Jacob,
	 his statutes and rules to Israel.
He has not dealt thus with any other nation;
	 they do not know his rules. (Ps. 147:19–20)

. . . delivering you [Paul] from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am 
sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light and 
from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a 
place among those who are sanctified by faith in me. (Acts 26:17–18)

Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles 
do, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alien-
ated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their 
hardness of heart. (Eph. 4:17–18)

The Value of Focusing on Social Transmission of Knowledge
What can be the value of drawing attention to social influences on knowing?
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First, we become aware of our finiteness. We do not know everything, and 
much of what we do know we owe to others who have taught us.

Second, we become more aware of the social dimensions of life and the influ-
ence of society on each of us. America has a strong tradition of individualism, 
including the image of the lone-ranger hero who triumphs single-handedly and 
needs no help from anyone. Awareness of social relations can help to balance 
this one-sided picture.

Third, we can become aware of the social power of sin. Each individual is 
responsible for his sin, but the consequences of sin include social effects. A greedy 
employer or a selfish parent causes damage to others. The same is true in the 
area of knowledge. Sin can distort our judgments about knowledge, because 
we come to want to believe untruths when they make us comfortable. Within a 
whole society, sinful distortions of the truth can be passed from one generation 
to another.

Transmission of Idolatry
The effects are particularly evident with idolatry. People worship idols rather than 
the true God partly out of fear about the spirit world, and partly because idols 
seem to offer people the hope that they can gain control in their lives.

Parents transmit idolatrous thinking and practice to their children. Or, con-
versely, they transmit knowledge of the true God. If a whole society falls into idola-
try, the idolatry gets passed even more effectively from one generation to another 
because the society seems to confirm what a child hears from his parents.

Many modern societies have largely abandoned the practicing of worshiping 
physical idols in the form of statues. But money, pleasure, sex, and power can 
become objects of people’s ultimate commitments; they can enslave people just 
as effectively as the worship of statues.2 Our social environment encourages these 
modern forms of idolatry.

When passages in the Bible talk about Gentiles (non-Jews) being in darkness, 
they partly have in mind this effect. God made a special covenant with Israel and 
gave them explicit instructions, such as the Ten Commandments and records of 
God’s care for them in previous generations (e.g., Genesis, and later the records 
in Samuel and Kings concerning the monarchy period). Most people in other 
nations did not have this instruction. And even if they heard about it, they would 
be tempted to ignore it because people in the society around them would assure 
them that Israel’s God was not worth attending to, and that the gods they were 

2 Timothy Keller, Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope 
That Matters (New York: Dutton, 2009); Herbert Schlossberg, Idols for Destruction: Christian Faith 
and Its Confrontation with American Society (Nashville: Nelson, 1983).
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already worshiping were the “right” gods, or the gods belonging to their nation 
or territory, or the gods that could most effectively help them.

Before the coming of Christ, darkness—that is ignorance and confusion about 
God—covered the nations outside Israel. Israel had God’s special instruction 
(Ps. 147:17–20). And even Israel, partly because of her own perverseness, but 
partly because she was tempted by neighboring societies (Egypt, and then the 
Canaanites), fell into idolatry herself. This darkness has a lesson. Human confu-
sion about knowledge is difficult to eliminate, not only because of finiteness and 
social pressures, but also because in some key areas, confusion is spiritually more 
comfortable to sinners than is the light:

And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the 
darkness rather than the light because their deeds were evil. For everyone who does 
wicked things hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should 
be exposed. But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may be 
clearly seen that his deeds have been carried out in God. ( John 3:19–21)

Confronting the darkness of the social effects of sin therefore offers a wonderful 
opportunity for us to appreciate more deeply the importance of God rescuing 
us, changing our hearts, and giving us pure instruction.

Insights from Sociology of Knowledge
Sociology of knowledge highlights these issues of finiteness and sin. Not all soci-
eties believe the same thing. What they believe is heavily influenced by what the 
previous generation believed, and what the present generation around them 
believes. A society has characteristic thought patterns, which make up a world-
view (or multiple views if the society is divided). Sociology of knowledge claims 
that “reality [as seen within a particular society] is socially constructed.”3 The 
patterns of thought result in what have been called plausibility structures. New 
ideas are plausible when they fit in harmoniously with the prevailing worldview 
and its practices.

For example, believing in Marduk, the patron god of Babylon, is plausible if 
you live in ancient Babylon and everyone else around you believes the same 
thing. Believing in the God of Israel within a Babylonian society is implausible, 
not because it is untrue, but because the truth itself seems implausible when 
you are being urged by the surrounding patterns of thought in other directions. 
The Babylonians will tell you that the God of Israel has failed, which they think 
is evident from the fact that he let Israel go into exile ( Jer. 25:8–12). Such is the 

3 Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction, 1. For a critique of the concept of social “construc-
tion,” see chap. 18.
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way that the Babylonians thought about any of their gods. If the gods failed to 
meet their needs when they called on them, the gods were failures.

Consider another example. The Greeks mocked the idea of the bodily resur-
rection when Paul proclaimed it at Athens, because they thought of the bless-
edness of the afterlife as consisting in being freed from the body (Acts 17:32). 
Their conception of the afterlife was part of their worldview. That conception 
made it implausible to accept a claim about bodily resurrection. A person can 
feel confidence even when he rejects the truth because he is relying on cultural 
assumptions that are not valid. But the person is unaware of his invalid assump-
tions. He may even have many in his society who assure him that his assumptions 
are both valid and natural. Sociology of knowledge makes explicit some of these 
dependencies in what we count as knowledge.

A Difficulty for the Foundations of Sociology of Knowledge
We confront a difficulty when we try to apply sociology of knowledge to itself. 
Sociology aspires to be knowledge. And it aspires to be a growing and developing 
discipline, which will continue from one generation to another. The continua-
tion requires transmission, and the transmission falls under the domain of the 
sociology of knowledge. So what does sociology of knowledge imply about its 
own character as a social phenomenon?

Sociology of knowledge rests on plausibility structures, which seems to imply that 
we do not know if it is true. To its credit, Berger and Luckman’s book on the sociol-
ogy of knowledge recognizes this difficulty.4 It specifically indicates that sociology 
of knowledge tends to make people skeptical, but that if they apply this skepticism 
to sociology of knowledge itself, the whole project dissolves in smoke.

This difficulty could suggest that human beings, when unaided, are radically 
insufficient to find out the real fundamental truths about the world. That would 
be right, and it should cause people to turn to God. But modern thinking has 
already immunized them against this route by giving them a plausibility struc-
ture that tells them that such a route is impossible. Sociology—or at least most 
sociology—considers religion merely as one more social phenomenon among 
others. Moreover, there are many competing religions, and they do not believe 
the same thing. Given that the plausibility structures of sociology and of modern 
secularism are already in place, differences among religions seem to indicate 
that no one can hope to know God as he is, but we can know only a plurality of 
human ideas about God.

All this reasoning seems eminently plausible. But it seems so because people are 
living and thinking within a framework of so-called knowledge that has imparted 

4 Ibid.
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plausibility to it. Sociology of knowledge, along with much of modern society, 
has unconsciously adopted the assumption that serious reflection requires reli-
gious “neutrality” and that God is absent from our social life. These assumptions 
carry with them the difficulties that we have already seen for sociology as a whole 
(appendix B).

This framework for sociology of knowledge has its own weaknesses. One of 
the weaknesses is paradoxical. The framework implies that no one can know 
God, but only one’s own ideas about God, ideas that are socially generated. What 
it conceals from itself is that it has to know a lot about God to make such an 
assertion.5 How does anyone know that God cannot reveal himself and speak to 
people, as the Bible claims that he did to Israel at Mount Sinai (Exodus 19–20)? 
How do we know that the diversity of religions means that they are all merely 
human? Might one be the true religion while others are merely human? Or, 
worse, might one be true while the others are interacting with God’s general 
revelation (revelation given in the very nature of the world, Rom. 1:18–25), but 
distorting it in various ways because of their sinful desire to control gods rather 
than submit to the true God?

Most of all, modern secular thinking conceals from itself its own dependence 
on God, the Trinitarian God who is really there and who sustains all our social 
relationships. That is part of the point that I have tried to make in this book.

Suppose a person agrees to go along with our society in its predominant think-
ing that God is fundamentally absent from human society and human relation-
ships. It is understandable that he will find that God seems to be absent. A claim 
that he is present for us, or that he was uniquely present to Israel, then seems 
incredible (implausible). A modern person finds it incredible because modern 
plausibility structures are at work, and those structures are inherited from the 
processes of social transmission of what counts as knowledge. If, on the other 
hand, we commit ourselves to following Jesus Christ and his word, and we trust 
that his word in the Bible offers guidance into the truth ( John 16:13; 17:8), we 
may find that the plausibility structures and assumptions of the society around 
us make untrue assumptions about God and human relationships. Starting from 
untruth, they persist in untruth, and the truth never dawns on them. Or if they 
do hear of it, it seems implausible.

5 If religious ideas are merely humanly generated, claims actually to know the truth about God seem 
arrogant. And of course religion itself can become an occasion for sinners to show arrogance. What 
is not so obvious to modern thinking is that the prejudgment of arrogance must presuppose that 
the religious claims could not actually be true on the basis of a clear message from God. There is 
arrogance in the supposition that we can make beforehand profound religious judgments about 
what God can or cannot do. See Timothy Keller, The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism 
(New York: Dutton, 2008), 3–21.
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Resources Needed in Sociology of Knowledge
Sociology of knowledge can easily make us feel that we cannot really know any-
thing. What we take to be knowledge is only “knowledge” in quotes, that is, 
what our group or society for social reasons has taken to be knowledge. Playing 
by these rules, we cannot even know the knowledge offered by the sociology of 
knowledge.

I am not surprised at this result. It just shows that we need God. God teaches 
us knowledge (Ps. 94:10). Without him, knowledge would disintegrate.

God offers us an alternative to this skepticism. We may return to the basics. 
God has authority, control, and presence (chap. 4). God’s authority includes his 
authority to specify the true way of life and the meaning of life and to bring judg-
ment on folly. He offers us guidance into the truth in the Bible.

Second, God exercises control. He ordains the regularities of each society 
(chaps. 8–9). The regularities reveal his character, including his truthfulness. 
Sociology of knowledge that refuses to refer to God ends up with no guarantee 
that a society could not be almost infinitely immersed in falsehood. But God 
guarantees the regularities of each society. In spite of sin, truth remains in the 
world around human beings. Day and night follow one another. Plants grow. 
Those truths are not merely a human “construction,” a product of society with 
no necessary relation to the “real” world.

Sociology of knowledge worries because human beings and human societies 
do impart different shapes to knowledge. Some of it is distortion of the truth, 
but a distortion or counterfeit still does not completely escape the truth. We do 
not escape the truth that plants grow, even if we think that they grow because we 
have propitiated the spirits in the soil.

False religion is not merely false but counterfeit.6 Like a counterfeit twenty-
dollar bill, it has to be close enough to the truth to be plausible. That closeness 
shows the continuing dependence on truth and the impossibility of completely 
escaping truth. We cannot escape because God, who is the God of truth, expresses 
his truth in the world. God manifests himself in the regularities of society on 
which we depend when we form our own flawed notions of truth (“knowledge” 
in quotes).

Third, God is present in the world. Everyone knows God, according to Romans 
1:18–25. But we suppress what we know because we are in rebellion. Sociology 
of knowledge pictures human society as merely human. But that is itself a form of 
suppressing the truth. God is necessarily present in our activities and our social 
relationships, indeed in every breath ( Job 34:14), because he sustains it all.

This book has attempted to highlight some of the ways in which God sustains 
us. But we are adept at overlooking those ways. And when we overlook them, 

6 See Vern S. Poythress, The Returning King (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2000), 16–25.
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as sociology of knowledge has committed itself to do in the process of being a 
religiously “neutral” discipline, we may well despair of thinking that anyone can 
know God and the truth about him. And then we may use that despair as an 
excuse to do what we as human beings have been doing ever since the time of 
Adam, namely, to make ourselves gods and to claim to be a law to ourselves—
to be autonomous. Autonomy implies that we will not submit to a later word 
of God even if it should appear, because, allegedly, we must make up our own 
mind by our own standards. But of course those standards have become plausible 
because of the sinfulness of our hearts, combined with the sinfulness of a society 
around us. Society, or at least the prestigious authorities and professors within 
the society, assure us that this is the right and logical way of approaching issues 
when we want to search for truth.

The Value of Sociology of Knowledge
Sociology of knowledge actually has much to offer if we would learn from it the 
importance of dependence on God to relieve us of our darkness. Unfortunately, 
using it in this fashion does not seem to be popular at the moment. Such use is 
implausible according to our current plausibility structures, which leave some-
thing to be desired.
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Appendix G

Sociology and Postmodernism

The one who walks in the darkness does not know where he is going.

—John 12:35

Postmodernism is a wide-ranging and diverse movement.1 Some of its 
streams build on insights from linguistics, philosophy of language, and 

sociology. In particular, sociology of knowledge can contribute to postmodern-
ism, by showing how what a particular culture counts as knowledge depends 
on the culture. Knowledge, it is said, is socially “constructed” (see the previ-
ous appendix).

Postmodernism interests itself in the diversity among cultures and groups of 
human beings. That includes diversity in what people count as knowledge. How 
then do we propose to live in peace and to practice kindness in the midst of this 
diversity? 

Skepticism
The skeptical strain in sociology of knowledge can influence postmodernism 
to downgrade expectations that we can know the truth. So one popular form 
of postmodern thinking proposes that when we differ from other cultures, no 
one really knows who is right, and in the midst of our uncertainty we agree to 

1 Heath White, Postmodernism 101: A First Course for the Curious Christian (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 
2006); David Lyon, Postmodernity, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). 
I address some aspects in Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-
Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), appendices A and B.

PoythressSociologyBook.indd   324 3/14/11   5:29:14 PM



325Sociology and Postmodernism

disagree. Chastened by our finiteness, we give up on the modernist vision that 
neutral reason, untouched by culture, is capable of giving us final truth.

This kind of postmodernism sees itself as passing beyond modernism. Accord-
ing to its view, modernism was characterized by trust in human reason and by 
hope that through reason human beings could come to fundamental agreement 
about the important questions of life. René Descartes may be seen as an example 
of this confidence in reason (see appendix A).

The difficulty, as postmodernism sees it, is partly the difficulty pointed out 
in the sociology of knowledge. Human reason is never “pure.” Or, to put it dif-
ferently, different cultures have different conceptions of reason, and some may 
even see mystical insight as superior to rationality.

I basically agree with this criticism of the hopes placed in autonomous reason 
(see appendix A). These hopes are misplaced because, ever since the fall of man-
kind into sin, we have temptations, both individual and social, to distort truth 
in favor of our pride and our autonomy. God provides a remedy in the work of 
Christ and in the Bible, which instructs us about his redemption.

Postmodernism is indeed a reaction against some of the genuine failures of 
modernism. But in another respect one strand within postmodernism continues 
modernism, because it still suppresses the presence of God and desires to continue 
without reckoning with God’s revelation of himself. It continues to be influenced 
by “knowledge” so-called, the “knowledge” of modern secularism, which assumes 
that God is absent and irrelevant to our knowledge and our quest for truth. I hope 
then that this book may serve as an alternative to skepticism.

Postmodernist Impact on Sociology
Postmodernism has also had a reverse impact on sociology. It has insisted that 
sociology itself, along with all other human activities, takes place within particular 
cultural environments. Sociologists use assumptions deriving from the general 
culture, or from a tradition of sociological research that forms a subculture within 
mainstream academic culture. Sociological reflection is the product of people, 
and these people are culturally situated.

So postmodernism can have the effect of calling on people to reflect explic-
itly on their situatedness when they do social analysis. They should admit their 
biases. Sociology outside of a postmodern context has practiced this awareness 
in limited ways.2 Postmodernist thinking radicalizes this practice by pointing out 
that our idea of reason itself is affected by socialization, by studying how desires to 
obtain or maintain power can affect social analysis, and by exploring how social-
ization influences standards for evaluating social conditions. Through this kind 

2 John J. Macionis, Sociology, 11th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2007), 36–37.
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of reflection, social analysis becomes self-conscious about its own social roots, 
and becomes critical of absolutist claims that lack awareness of their dependence 
on a social background.

This postmodernist consciousness of social influence can lead to a skeptical 
atmosphere, as we indicated. A person who follows Christ cannot agree with radi-
cal skepticism, because the skepticism itself is socially generated and ill-founded.3 
But a biblical worldview has distinct points of agreement with postmodernists’ 
awareness of human finiteness and social aberrations, both of which point to our 
need for God and his instruction.

3 See the more expanded discussion in Poythress, In the Beginning, appendix B.
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Appendix H

Postmodern Theology

Some theologians have seen postmodernism as a skeptical deadend and have 
undertaken to criticize it. Others have undertaken to learn from it. And, 

as I have indicated in the previous appendix, we can learn from it some of the 
weaknesses of modernism.1 What disappoints me is that theologians learning 
from postmodernism have sometimes embraced its deficiencies along with its 
insights.  

Let me explain. Postmodernism analyzes the uncertainty of knowledge due to 
our dependence on society. Such analysis can indeed be helpful. The remedy, as 
I have said, is to receive the redemption of God and to listen to the voice of God 
from outside of and in critique of human society. We need fellowship with God, 
a “society” with God as the chief person. We can enter into this society through 
Christ, who gives us the Holy Spirit. When we have entered into this society, we 
know God, and skepticism is relieved. We need boldly to announce that God is 
the answer to our social and personal dilemma.

But instead of boldness, what I sometimes hear from contemporary theologians 
is timidity. They act too much as if they are part of the postmodern dilemma and 
have never heard the solution. They tell us that we Christians must be modest in 
our claims for truth, both individually and corporately. They have lost confidence 
both in the clarity of the Bible and in the ability of God to make his salvation 
clear in our hearts through the work of the Holy Spirit.

Some people have arrived at these results because, when they understand 
postmodernist analysis of the limits of knowledge, they then apply it to the Bible, 
the church, and the Christian faith. And it is true that both the church and human 
formulations of Christian faith still show the effects of sin. We always need to 
take sin seriously.

1 See also the numerous points of contact with postmodernism in Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning 
Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009).
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But the general principle concerning the influence of sin does not help us to 
decide where in particular sin has had an influence. Sin does not simply make every-
thing dark and plunge us into total ignorance. For each of us the effects are much 
more specific. To dig out the particular effects of sin, we have to go back to asking 
for God’s help, reading the Bible, reexamining our theologies, listening respectfully 
to others who criticize us, and participating in the church, the Christian community. 
Theologians with some degree of humility have been doing so all along.

But some postmodernists go further and conclude that everything or nearly 
everything becomes radically uncertain. It has become uncertain because, in the 
process of understanding sociology of knowledge and linguistics and the other 
elements that have influenced us, they have also absorbed the modern assumption 
that God is essentially absent and that Christians are only talking to themselves 
about theological ideas that they can never know to be true. Theologians have 
adopted the modern worldview. And so, not surprisingly, they have found the 
Bible’s own claims about the nature of the world incredible (according to their 
modern plausibility structures, appendix F).

What Is New?
Modernity assumes that God cannot speak and cannot act to redeem us from 
the spiritual darkness in human understanding in this fallen world. Or if he does 
speak, he cannot be understood. There is too much uncertainty. There is too 
much social influence. There are too many views of what the Bible means.

Let me say in return that there is solid agreement about what the Bible teaches, 
an agreement expressed in the ancient creeds and through centuries of Chris-
tian understanding. It is not universal, perfect agreement, but it is substantive 
agreement on the part of people to whom the Holy Spirit has given a measure 
of humility, so that they become genuinely willing to submit to what God says in 
the Bible, not merely to read it, to play with it, to twist it in the direction of their 
ideas, to add to it (Rev. 22:18), to subtract from it (Rev. 22:19), to claim that some 
later tradition is infallible, or to search high and low for some way in which they 
may conform it to their autonomous ideas about truth. When believers hear the 
Bible, the Holy Spirit guides them into the truth ( John 16:13) and gives them 
confidence that they genuinely know God (Rom. 8:15–17; 1 Cor. 2:10–16). The 
existence of heterodox disagreements about what the Bible means is discussed 
in the Bible itself, and is quite compatible with its view of sin and its view of its 
own clarity (2 Cor. 4:1–6).2

We should indeed reckon with our finiteness and our remaining sinfulness. 
We should not claim to be wiser or more mature in the Christian faith than we 

2 On the clarity of the Bible, see Wayne A. Grudem, “The Perspicuity of Scripture,” Tyndale Fel-
lowship Conference: The John Wenham Lecture 1, July 8, 2009.
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are. “For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of 
himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, 
each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned” (Rom. 12:3).

Yet God has made himself known in Christ, and we can know him intimately 
(Rom. 8:14–17). The humility that comes from the Holy Spirit is compatible 
with boldness in sharing the truth that we know. Humility comes from realizing 
that we do not deserve anything and are not qualified by innate talents: “Not that 
we are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us” (2 Cor. 3:5). 
Immediately afterward the biblical text proclaims confidently, “but our sufficiency 
is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not 
of the letter but of the Spirit” (3:5–6). “Since we have such a hope, we are very 
bold” (3:12). Through Christ God has brought us out of darkness into light: 
“He [God] has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to 
the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness 
of sins” (Col. 1:13–14).

Confidence
I am saying that our confidence needs to be in the right place. We should have 
confidence in the Lord Jesus Christ, who has saved us, who has revealed himself 
to us, and whom we have come to know in truth. By contrast, the atmosphere 
of one popular form of postmodernism encourages us to have little confidence 
in any religious truth or claim to truth. The paradox here is that the people who 
encourage us to scale down our confidence tend to be quite confident that we 
need to scale down our confidence. They have what we might call a second-order 
confidence.

Their confidence is based on having “seen through” the illegitimate char-
acter of first-order confidence, the confidence of ordinary people who know 
Christ and read their Bibles. Do they look down on these ordinary people? Do 
they see ordinary people from the superior heights given to them by analysis 
of the limitations of language or the limitations of societies? Do they think 
they have transcended the unreflective lives of ordinary people through their 
analysis?

Pride
Human pride can crop up in strange places. For example, it can crop up among 
people whom God has saved by his grace. Of all people, we whom God has 
saved through Christ ought to be least proud, because God and not our own 
achievement has saved us. But even in the midst of this fundamental reality, we 
can become proud of our ability to understand the Bible. We can overestimate 
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our understanding and our grasp of truth and underestimate the power of sin to 
creep in and corrupt it.

Pride can also infect people who have second-order confidence. They engage 
in critical analysis of pride and “see through” the overconfidence of ordinary 
people. They become proud of their “superior” standpoint.

I would reply that confidence based on such transcendence is confidence 
without a firm foundation. Human transcendent analyses have no foundation 
without fellowship with God. Sin has distorted the confident analyses of language 
and society. From these distortions we will not recover without submission to 
Christ. We need confidence in Christ and in his word in order to be delivered 
from pride and from false confidence in modern and postmodern ideas.
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