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The Western world at the beginning of the 21
st
 century is at a critical crossroads.  Shortly 

after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, the worldview of postmodernism was given a 

relentless truth test in conversations that occurred in almost every conceivable venue—the 

workplace, the radio airwaves, television, newspapers, the Internet, and especially in candid 

discussions between neighbors, friends, and families.  Although the topics related to the terrorist 

attacks eventually faded from the fore, for several weeks we were suddenly awakened to the 

possibility that real evil might actually exist, that different cultural values could perhaps be 

superior (or inferior) to our own, and that the postmodern ethos of relativism and pluralism 

(which so pervades our culture) may not be an adequate answer.  But as time passed and the 

imminent expectation of another attack subsided, we resumed our anti-dogmatic slumbers.  That 

may be for the better for some reasons, because there might be enough distance between then 

and now to soberly and intelligently discuss the philosophy known as postmodernism without 

our faculties of reason being clouded by raw emotional reaction.  So the question that Western 

society must confront is this: in the wake of 9-11, is it possible to interpret and narrate the world 

according to some measure of objective Truth?  In other words, is there a grand story—a 

metanarrative—that is true and that we can all find our place in?
1
  Or are the stories we live our 

lives by and pass down to our children just that—stories—stories that we have no authority to 

judge as right or wrong, no matter how violent or oppressive they may seem from our limited 

cultural perspective? 

                                                 
1
 A metanarrative is “any story told to justify another story, esp. involving artifice; a story about oneself that 

provides a view of one's experiences.”  See “metanarrative,” Dictionary.com, Dictionary.com’s 21
st
 Century 

Lexicon, Dictionary.com, LLC., n.p. [cited 15 March 2011]. Online: http://dictionary.reference.com/ 

browse/metanarrative.  In term of culturally-shared stories, it is a culturally-familiar (and broadly accepted) narrative 

that attempts to answer philosophical-religious questions (origin, purpose, destiny) regarding life and the human 

condition in a way that truthfully corresponds to reality as generally accepted in that culture. 
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The Postmodern Critique of Metanarrative 

This essay will focus on three pillars of the postmodern critique of metanarrative: (1) the 

seeming implausibility of metanarratives in a shrinking world; (2) the discrediting of the modern 

promises of human progress; and (3) the evaluation of human language as primarily subjective 

and oppressive.
2
 

The Implausibility of Absolute Truth in an Age of Globalization 

Many postmodern thinkers argue that since our world seems so much smaller today than in 

previous centuries, the tenets of the modern era are no longer plausible.  They suggest that the 

intermingling of cultures through international trade, high-speed technological communication, 

and mass immigration and migration of formerly unfamiliar ethnic groups into Western nations 

has opened the eyes of modern people to the existence of alternative perspectives and “truths” 

from these previously distant cultures.  Whereas in the modern era the West shared a basic 

assumption for the validity of pursuing Absolute Truth (inherited from the Greek philosophical 

tradition and the Judeo-Christian religious worldview), the invasion of ideas from the East and 

Global South has for the postmodern called the whole quest for Absolute Truth into question.  

After all (so they reason), when my neighbors are Muslim Arabs, Hindu Indians, Shinto 

Japanese, atheist/agnostic Americans, and Roman Catholic Latin Americans, who all seem to get 

along just fine in their careers, families, and lives when I meet them at the community pool, who 

am I to take exception to their “truths” because they are inconsistent with my “truth”?  Princeton 

theologian Diogenes Allen notices that “for an increasing number of people today, the chief 

obstacle to being fully convinced of the truth of Christianity is not a scientific view of the world 

                                                 
2
 The interested reader may consult Nancey Murphy and James Wm. McClendon, Jr., “Distinguishing Modern and 

Postmodern Theologies” Modern Theology 5, no. 3 (April 1989): 191-214, for a helpful overview of the major 

philosophical and theological differences between modernism and postmodernism in terms of epistemology, 

language analysis, and ethics.  The authors also examine the systems of various postmodern theologians.  
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that has no room at all for religion but the existence of rival religions.  It seems to them that 

because there are so many religions, it is not possible to make exclusive claims about the truth of 

any religion.”
3
  Postmodern apologist Walter Truett Anderson sums up the postmodern world this 

way: 

People in modern civilization have had a concept of universality—based on the hope (or fear) 
that some genius, messiah or tyrant would figure out how to get everybody on the same page—
but no experience of it.  Instead, every war, every trade mission, every migration brought more 
culture shocks.  Now, in the postmodern era, the very concept of universality is, as the 
deconstructionists say, “put into question”…It begins to look like we’re all going to have to get 
used to a world of multiple realities.  Postmodernity, then is the age of over-exposure to 
otherness—because, in traveling, you put yourself into a different reality; because, as a result of 
immigration, a different reality comes to you; because, with no physical movement at all, only 
the relentless and ever-increasing flow of information, cultures interpenetrate…We are living in 
a new world, a world that does not know how to define itself by what it is, but only by what it has 
just-now ceased to be.

4
 

But the existence of new ideas imported from other cultures is not the only reason Truth now 

seems to be an antiquated notion that has outlived its usefulness.  People in the postmodern era 

also tend to be deeply dissatisfied with the modern era’s broken promises of a future utopian 

society. 

Progress Through Autonomous Reason and Objective Science is an Enlightenment Myth 

The modern era, characterized by the fruit of the Enlightenment’s pursuit of Truth, promised 

the world that all our problems could be (and indeed would eventually be) solved by humans 

exercising their autonomous reason and by using the tools of the objective/empirical sciences.  

Specifically, modernity claimed to someday find the essence of religion and morality, which 

would eliminate the wars of religion and usher in an age of eternal goodness, peace, and 

harmony.  Modernity claimed to someday solve the problem of poverty, which would forever 

                                                 
3
 Diogenes Allen, Christian Belief in a Postmodern World: The Full Wealth of Conviction (Louisville, Ky.: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1989), 17. 
4
 Walter Truett Anderson, ed., The Truth About the Truth: De-confusing and Re-constructing the Postmodern World 

(New York: Penguin Putnam Inc., 1995), 6.  Emphases mine. 
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eliminate the lack of food, shelter, and clothing.  Modernity claimed to someday find the cure for 

all diseases (and even death itself), which would lead to eternal life.   

But history ran out of time for the impatient postmodern.  According to the Christian scholar 

Gene Edward Veith, “most scholars associate the postmodern shift with the counterculture of the 

1960s.  Many young people began questioning the fruits of modern civilization—technology, 

social regimentation, rational planning.  They sought instead a way of life organically related to 

nature and free of moral and rational restraints.”
5
  So after several centuries of waiting the 

emerging generation called for delivery of the promised goods.  But modernism and the story it 

told proved bankrupt.  Despite the promises, ideological wars continue to rage, poverty still 

exists and ravages millions (even in the wealthiest societies), new deadly diseases replace those 

with cures, and the death rate remains one per person.  The Enlightenment’s lofty promise of 

measured and continual upward progress proved to be not just a myth, but a terribly misguided 

enterprise (which became especially noticeable in the 20
th

 century with its acute failures in 

respect to modernist promises, e.g., the prevailing notion that the Great War would be “the war to 

end all wars” because the modern enlightenment ideals of peace and brotherhood would soon 

make war unthinkable.
6
  But history records that the Great War was more aptly named “World 

War 1” because the post-war European socio-economic and political situation in the 1920s led to 

much greater devastation with the outbreak of World War 2 less than two decades later.
7
).  

Christian theologian Roger Lundin notes “the metanarratives toward which the postmodern 

temperament responds with incredulity are the stories of progress and development that have 

                                                 
5
 Gene Edward Veith, Postmodern Times: A Christian Guide to Contemporary Thought and Culture (Wheaton, Ill.: 

Crossway Books, 1994), 40. 
6
 “History of Veterans Day,” n.p. [cited 15 March 2011]. Online: http://www.va.gov/opa/vetsday/vetdayhistory.asp. 

7
 For an entry-level treatment of this complex issue, see Kennedy Hickman, “World War II Europe: The Road to 

War,” n.p. [cited 15 March 2011]. Online: http://militaryhistory.about.com/od/worldwarii/a/wwiieurcauses.htm. 
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given shape to the Western experience over the last several centuries.”
8
  Again, he writes that 

postmoderns are “skeptical of the claims made on behalf of reason in the Enlightenment…they 

are suspicious about the faith placed in the power of self-conscious intentions to control and 

direct the course of history” and are “critical of the confidence the Western mind has had, at least 

since Descartes, in its ability to know the truth with scientific certainty.”
9
 

The modern metanarrative simply fell apart because it eventually proved to be unbelievable.  

In the wake of modernism’s discredited story, the question became whether a new grand story—

an alternative metanarrative—would replace it. 

Language is a Game to Exert Power 

Despite the trend throughout history that the prevailing metanarrative is eventually replaced 

by another, the emergence of postmodernism after the collapse of modernism is unique in the 

sense that postmodernism claims “incredulity toward metanarratives.”
10

  One aspect of this 

hermeneutical suspicion of any grand story that purports to explain the existence, purpose, and 

end of everything stems from an observation about human language.  Truett explains that “one of 

the main themes of postmodern thought is that language is deeply involved in the social 

construction of reality.”
11

  Commenting on the postmodern understanding of truth, philosopher 

Richard Rorty argues that “to say that truth is not out there is simply to say that where there are 

                                                 
8
 Roger Lundin, The Culture of Interpretation: Christian Faith and the Postmodern World (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1993), 4.  Emphasis original.   
9
 Ibid. 

10
 Jean-François Lyotard, “The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge” in From Modernism to 

Postmodernism: An Anthology (ed. Lawrence Cahoone: Cambridge, Ma.: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1996), 482.  

Lyotard’s brief definition of postmodernism is frequently quoted.  Here is what he writes in broader context: 

“Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives.  This incredulity is 

undoubtedly a product of progress in the sciences: but that progress in turn presupposes it.  To the obsolescence of 

the metanarrative apparatus of legitimation corresponds, most notably, the crisis of metaphysical philosophy and of 

the university institution which in the past relied on it.  The narrative function is losing its functors, its great hero, its 

great dangers, its great voyages, its great goal.  It is being dispersed in clouds of narrative language elements—

narrative, but also denotative, prescriptive, descriptive, and so on.”  Emphasis original. 
11

 Anderson, The Truth About the Truth, 8. 
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no sentences there is no truth, that sentences are elements of human language, and that human 

languages are human creations.”
12

  Ludwig Wittgenstein was perhaps the first philosopher to 

clearly articulate this view of language.  James B. Miller summarizes Wittgenstein’s main point 

about language: 

Language is best understood not in terms of a formal logic, but rather as a form of human 
activity (a game), which is instrumental to a set of human purposes (a form of life).  The 
significance of a particular language game (e.g., science) is not that it somehow captures in 
explicit expression something of the nature of reality, but instead that it serves to support the 
achievement of certain ends.  This contextual understanding of the character of language 
sharply undercuts any form of positivism (scientific, philosophical, theological), because 
positivisms assume that language can have absolute or noncontextual meaning.

13
 

Philosophers of this school of thinking assert that language is not primarily concerned with 

communicating meaning, but rather that it is a game people play in order to exercise (force) their 

will upon others.  The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was the first to suggest that 

the primal force in life is not the pursuit of survival or existence (contra Charles Darwin’s 

evolutionary theory of the survival of the fittest), but what he called the “will to power,” 

expressed in the realm of thought and language as “creative lying” as a means of self-deception.  

According to Donald Palmer’s reading of Nietzsche, “language functions precisely by lying, that 

is, by denying real dissimilarities and inventing fictitious similarities…so language can be and 

usually is a medium of reification and petrification of being.  It produces errors that ‘tyrannize 

over us as a condition of life.’”
14

  This perspective on the use of language casts doubt on all 

claims to Absolute Truth, which are deconstructed and analyzed to identify the oppressor and 

victim, pinpoint the underlying motive, and thus exposes the Truth claim for what it really is—a 

                                                 
12

 Ibid., citing Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 3. 
13

 James B. Miller, “The Emerging Postmodern World” in Postmodern Theology: Christian Faith in a Pluralistic 

World (ed. Frederic B. Burnham: New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1989), 11. 
14

 Donald Palmer, Looking at Philosophy: The Unbearable Heaviness of Philosophy Made Lighter (4
th

 ed.; New 

York: McGraw Hill, 2006), 273-74, citing Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. 

Hollingdale; New York: Vintage Books, 1968), 535.   For a popular treatment of this aspect of Nietzsche’s thought, 
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forceful expression of opinion (i.e., one’s personal “truth”).  If this is the essence of language, as 

postmodern philosophers suggest, then all metanarratives are really power-plays disguised in 

truth terminology, and thus must be exposed as fraudulent and persecuted as oppressive.  

Postmodern philosopher Michael Foucault describes this war over the concept of truth: 

There is a battle ‘for truth’, or at least ‘around truth’—it being understood once again that by 
truth I do not mean ‘the ensemble of truths which are to be discovered and accepted’, but rather 
‘the ensemble of rules according to which the true and the false are separated and specific 
effects of power attached to the true’, it being understood also that it’s not a matter of a battle 
‘on behalf’ of the truth, but of a battle about the status of truth and the economic and political 
role it plays.  It is necessary to think of the political problems of intellectuals not in terms of 
‘science’ and ‘ideology’, but in terms of ‘truth’ and ‘power’.

15
 

Once the postmodern deconstructionists demonstrate that the modernist emperor has no 

clothes, they claim to be the saviors of philosophy and society by freeing them from the tyranny 

of metanarratives.  But, say the postmodernists, the death of Meaning (which dies with the 

metanarrative) is not really bad news for civilization because the collective appetite of 

postmodern people for grand stories is gone.  “Most people have lost the nostalgia for the lost 

metanarrative.  It in no way follows that they are reduced to barbarity.  What saves them from it 

is their knowledge that legitimation can only spring from their own linguistic practice and 

communicational interaction.  Science ‘smiling into its beard’ at every other belief has taught 

them the harsh austerity of realism.”
16

 

While the deconstruction of all metanarratives may seem to remove any possible stable 

foundation for a functional and peaceful society (with everyone exerting their will to power on 

                                                                                                                                                             
see R. C. Sproul, The Consequences of Ideas: Understanding the Concepts That Shaped Our World (Wheaton, Ill.: 

Crossway Books, 2000), 162-63.                                                                                        
15

 Michael Foucault, “Truth and Power” in From Modernism to Postmodernism, 380. 
16

 Jean-François Lyotard, “The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge” in From Modernism to 

Postmodernism, 493.  “Legitimation” occurs when a narrative attempts to assert itself as true over other narratives 

using some sort of reasoning (philosophical, logical, religious, etc) in order to establish itself as The Narrative of 

narratives (e.g., the True Metanarrative).  Thus any narrative that begins to argue that its account of reality is alone 

true (in the correspondence sense) is guilty of legitimation and subject to the postmodern critique. 
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everyone else), Rorty argues that metanarrative and Truth are not necessary if one assumes a 

purely pragmatic perspective: 

The best argument we partisans of solidarity have against the realistic partisans of objectivity is 
Nietzsche’s argument that the traditional Western metaphysico-epistemological way of firming 
up our habits simply isn’t working anymore.  It isn’t doing its job.  It has become as transparent 
a device as the postulation of deities who turn out, by a happy coincidence, to have chosen us 
as their people.  So the pragmatists suggestion that we substitute a “merely” ethical foundation 
for our sense of community—or, better, that we think of our sense of community as having no 
foundation except shared hope and the trust created by such sharing—is put forward on 
practical grounds.  It is not put forward as a corollary of a metaphysical claim that the objects in 
the world contain no intrinsically action-guiding properties, nor of an epistemological claim that 
we lack a faculty of moral sense, nor of a semantical claim that truth is reducible to justification.  
It is a suggestion about how we might think of ourselves in order to avoid the kind of resentful 
belatedness—characteristic of the bad side of Nietzsche—which now characterizes much of 
high culture.  This resentment arises from the realization…that the Enlightenment’s search for 
objectivity has often gone sour.

17
 

This critique of modernism and the case for the postmodern theory of Truth has elicited 

various responses from the Church.  While most Christians today rejoice in the fall of the 

modernist ideology as a dead idol (which in an increasingly secular world has proven to be an 

unassailable foe for Christians objecting to its stranglehold on society since the Enlightenment), 

the hero that felled the modernist beast has now turned on the Christians cheering and jeering 

from the sidelines.  In this predicament, some Christians choose to embrace postmodernism by 

joining it, others decide to engage postmodernism in its own game according to its own rules, 

while still others object to the rules of the postmodern game and cry out that the new emperor is 

just as naked as modernism. 

Christian Responses to Postmodern Critique 

A Mainline Liberal Response: Christianity is a Pre-modern Metanarrative that Must Be 

Reinterpreted (again) to Remain Relevant in Postmodernity 

Many would consider summarizing a typical liberal response to the postmodern critique of 

metanarrative at best overly simplistic and at worst a fool’s errand.  The history of liberal/modern 

                                                 
17

 Richard Rorty, “Solidarity or Objectivity” in From Modernism to Postmodernism, 585.  Emphases original. 
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theology reveals consensus in almost nothing.  Yet I propose that the tenets underlying the 

modernist task of doing theology (autonomous reason, higher-critical methodology, embracing of 

creativity, and anti-supernaturalism) provide the seedbed for the basic outline of this response. 

Diogenes Allen is a mainline theologian who is sensitive to the postmodern critique and 

attempts to interact with and adapt to its insights while seeking to retain the unique truthfulness 

of the Christian religion.  Responding to the widespread relativism regarding religious truth 

claims in the postmodern era of globalization, he proposes that the way forward is a Christian 

theology of other faiths (seeking to understand other religions from a Christian point of view).  

But instead of constructing a Christian perspective of another religion from the traditional 

orthodox framework, he argues that we must reinterpret Christianity’s historical position on 

Truth in light of the postmodernist deconstruction of it. 

This task [of constructing a Christian theology of other religions] cannot be completed since we 
do not know God’s providence fully.  The apostle Paul could not fully understand the role those 
people of Israel who did not receive Jesus as the Messiah were to play in God’s providence.  
He believed that it would be manifest some time in the future.  So too we must live with at best 
only partial knowledge.  But if it can be shown that significant knowledge of Christ’s saving work 
is accessible to people of various faiths or of no faith at all, we may continue firmly to believe 
that, on the one hand, Christ is the Savior of the world and, on the other hand, not condemn 
another faith or person simply because they are not explicitly or fully Christian.

18
 

Notice that in this statement Allen reinterprets Paul as if he were a humble proto-

postmodernist regarding the knowability of Truth (“we must live with at best only partial 

knowledge”), and on this basis transforms the urgency of the gospel mission into the notion that 

people of other faiths (“or no faith at all”) may be saved by Christ in that very condition.
19

 

                                                 
18

 Allen, Christian Belief in a Postmodern World, 17. 
19

 I suppose that one way to attempt to remove the postmodern stumbling block of exclusive religious truth claims is 

to create such a big tent that everyone becomes, in a sense, a latent Christian.  But this could easily be interpreted as 

imperialistic, condescending, and oppressive.  To be fair, Allen is not really calling Muslims (and people of other 

faiths) “latent Christians” but instead is arguing that they will be saved as Christians and will in heaven worship the 

Trinity.  But is this being respectful of the distinctives of Islam and its adherents?  And to observe the Golden Rule, 

would we want Muslim theologians labeling us latent Muslims? 
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Furthermore, Allen accepts as generally true that the modern myth of progress has been 

shattered, but he tempers it with only a small dose of epistemological humility.  Whereas once 

the prevailing modern notion was that all human problems would be solved, he rephrases the 

modern promise as all human problems may be solved.  In other words, a little dose of faith in 

human ingenuity is required in the postmodern era now that the absolute certainty of human 

progress is in doubt.  So he writes: 

Modern science and technology so improved life that they led to a belief in progress, and in time 
to a belief in inevitable progress.  People came to believe that science coupled with the power 
of education would free us from social bondage and vulnerability to nature.  We are now faced 
with our failure to eradicate such serious social and economic problems as crime, pollution, 
poverty, racism, and war.  We are becoming uneasy.  We are beginning to feel that we may be 
able to surmount our difficulties, but it is not inevitable that we shall…These difficulties do not 
mean that we are not to work and strive, but they do mean that we shall have to do so without 
the assurance that we are bound to succeed.

20
 

Walter Anderson, while he does not appear to be a professing Christian, aptly summarizes 

the liberal/modern response to the postmodern critique of language.  Now the tendency is (with 

no signs of slowing down) to reinterpret the Christian message and reform Christian practice into 

a progressive religion that is not just friendly to minorities and formerly oppressed groups, but 

that is taking active steps to bring those parties into favored status. 

In the world of religion—or, to be more accurate, in the many worlds of religion—people are 
overhauling doctrines right and left.  How could it be otherwise?  If you regard the various truths 
and practices of a religion as socially constructed—created by certain human beings according 
to the needs (as they perceived them) of certain times—you are likely to feel free to reconstruct 
them according to the needs (as you perceive them) of the present time.  This may mean 
ordaining gays, creating ecological rituals, declaring God to be female or going ahead and 
making up a whole new religion.  It may also mean quietly and privately deciding to override 
certain teachings such as prohibitions against birth control.

21
 

Of course this overhaul of Christian doctrine and practice is accomplished by reinterpreting 

the meaning (and thereby the application) of the biblical language without actually changing the 

                                                 
20

 Allen, Christian Belief in a Postmodern World, 4-5. 
21

 Anderson, The Truth About the Truth, 9.  See also Sandra M. Schneiders, “Does the Bible Have a Postmodern 

Message?” in Postmodern Theology, 56-73, for a feminist critique of the Bible that patriarchy must be excised 

because it is so pervasive that its presence risks obscuring the Bible’s message for today. 
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biblical words.  The liberal response to the postmodern critique of language is that Christianity is 

a metanarrative that may have been violent, oppressive, and arrogantly truth-claiming in the past, 

but the Christian narrative may be accommodated to the postmodern zeitgeist by updating it to 

respectability.  For example, the traditional Christian story, which includes the story of special, 

supernatural creation and the certain accomplishment of God’s redemption, can be (and should 

be) recast into a new Christian metanarrative to incorporate the story of Darwinian evolution and 

insights from quantum physics, thus fitting it to the credo of uncertainty so revered in 

postmodernity.
22

 

An Emerging Evangelical Response: Christianity is Not a Metanarrative in the Modern Sense, 

and Thus the Postmodern Critique Largely Does Not Apply 

Describing a typical liberal response to postmodernism is reasonably simple compared to 

describing a representative emerging evangelical response.  The emerging church (the Christian 

tradition that tends to give this type of response) has resisted most attempts at defining its 

essence and its doctrinal teachings, often because they prefer to consider the movement a 

“conversation” instead of a set of beliefs.  Nevertheless, it seems to me this emerging 

conversation has an underlying presupposition that postmodernism is not all bad and that 

Christianity is well suited to play the postmodernist’s game according to their rules.  The 

emerging evangelical usually accepts the postmodern critique of metanarrative, agreeing that we 

live in an age of globalization that makes belief in grand stories difficult, that the myth of 

modern progress will not be missed at all, and that language has a way of structuring the 

perception of our individual realities.  But the emerging evangelical tries to redefine what 

qualifies as a metanarrative, placing Christianity outside the realm.  In this way they both accept 

                                                 
22

 See Miller, “The Emerging Postmodern World” in Postmodern Theology, 8-10. 
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the postmodern critique of metanarrative and still retain a semblance of the Bible’s message (as 

traditionally proclaimed by the Church) as universally truth.  James K. A. Smith makes this case 

by interpreting Lyotard’s intended definition of postmodernism to only include modern 

metanarratives: 

What is at stake for Lyotard is not the scope of these narratives but the nature of the claims they 
make.  Put another way, the problem isn’t the stories they tell but the way they tell them (and, to 
a degree, why they tell them).  For Lyotard, metanarratives are a distinctly modern 
phenomenon: they are stories that not only tell a grand story (since even premodern and tribal 
stories do this) but also claim to be able to legitimate or prove the story’s claim by an appeal to 
universal reason…It is the supposed rationality of modern scientistic [sic?] stories about the 
world that makes them a metanarrative.  On Lyotard’s account, Homer’s Odyssey—though 
telling a grand story and making universal claims about human nature—is not a metanarrative 
because it does not claim to legitimate itself by an appeal to a supposed universal, scientific 
reason; rather, it is a matter of proclamation, or kerygma, which demands the response of faith.  
On the other hand, the scientific stories told by modern rationalism (Kant), scientific naturalism, 
or sociobiology are metanarratives insofar as they claim to be demonstrable by reason 
alone…Modernity, then, appeals to science to legitimate its claim—and by “science” we simply 
mean the notion of a universal, autonomous reason.  Science, then, is opposed to narrative, 
which attempts not to prove its claims but rather to proclaim them within a story.

23
 

This response is problematic in at least two ways.  First, Lyotard’s definition of 

postmodernism does not stop at “incredulity toward metanarratives” as understood in the strictly 

modern sense.  He proposes a step forward into the postmodern era, not a step back into 

premodern times when narratives purported to be universal on the foundation of revelation, 

religion, tradition, or some other non-rational basis.  Lyotard also writes, “the grand narrative has 

lost its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification it uses, regardless of whether it is a 

speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation”
24

 and “we no longer have recourse to the 

grand narratives—we can resort neither to the dialectic of Spirit nor even to the emancipation of 

humanity as a validation for postmodern scientific discourse.”
25

  Premodern narratives (including 

Christianity) are not allowed back on the postmodern table for serious examination, and I suspect 

                                                 
23

 James K. A. Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?: Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to Church (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 64-65. 
24

 Lyotard, “The Postmodern Condition” in From Modernism to Postmodernism, 489. 
25

 Ibid., 499. 
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even Lyotard would label Christianity as a grand speculative narrative that rests on the unstable 

“dialectic of Spirit.”  Second, even if Lyotard’s critique only has modern metanarratives in mind, 

so what?  He does not own the rights to the word. The term “metanarrative” has undoubtedly 

assumed the broader meaning of all grand narratives in philosophical and popular usage over the 

last 20 years.  Smith’s plea for the more narrow definition seems too little too late.
26

 

Robert Webber (an evangelical Anglican scholar whose ideas about postmodern culture are 

popular with many leaders in the emerging church) responds to the postmodern incredulity 

toward metanarrative by proposing a three-fold path to restoration: “(1) deconstruct the current 

accommodation of ministry to the cultural narrative, (2) recover the story-formed nature of the 

good news, and (3) re-situate ministry in the divine narrative.”
27

  According to Webber, current 

ministry must be reconstructed in the postmodern age because it uncritically imbibes an anti-

historical outlook, reason and science, and a Western pragmatism—all modernist sins despised 

by postmoderns—which add up to a bland experience of Christianity.  His prescribed cure for 

this postmodern malaise is to go deeper by recovering the past for the future. 

Evangelicalism is so thoroughly conditioned by the culture in which it seeks to minister, that it 
has the appearance of the commonplace.  It has become what people want to hear, not what it 
is that God wants to say and do.  This indictment of evangelical Christianity—that it is culturally 
conditioned—is only the surface problem.  The deeper problem is that by allowing itself to 
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become conditioned by the “surface culture,” it misses the point of the deeper cultural crisis.  
This crisis is that our world has become storyless.  There is no unified story that gives meaning 
to life and history.  Everything has been reduced to “my” story.  But there is no universal story in 
which my story is situated.

28
 

Like Smith, Webber seems to argue that postmoderns are not reacting against metanarratives 

per se, but “against the compartmentalization of the story and the defense of its parts through the 

method of reason and science, a method that makes the story indebted to something outside of 

itself.”
29

  His point is that “when God’s story is recovered, all ministry will flow from the story” 

and thus the postmodern itch will be scratched when the critique of metanarrative does not 

stick.
30

  But again, the Christian story cannot escape the postmodern critique of metanarrative by 

special pleading.  The Christian story is not just a wonderful story that purports to interpret the 

world and give it ultimate meaning.  It claims that its story is really true—not just for the 

Christian community—but “true truth”, i.e., true by corresponding to the one Reality.
31

  Roger 

Lundin is exactly right that some Christian philosophers and theologians miss the major thrust of 

the postmodern critique. 

But to confuse Christian faith and deconstructive practice involves a dramatic misreading of the 
poststructuralist enterprise.  Following the lead of Martin Heidegger, Derrida and others do not 
attack the Enlightenment tradition out of any desire to recover or restore those practices and 
beliefs that that tradition had supplanted.  Indeed, the poststructuralists believe that the work of 
Cartesianism and the Enlightenment is only a recent variation upon a decadent theme that can 
be traced to the very origins of Western thought.  Rather than seeking to dismantle 
Enlightenment rationality alone, deconstruction seeks to subvert the various conceptions of truth 
and transcendence that have grounded Western experience since well before the time of 
Christ.

32
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Furthermore, Christians claim their story, as recorded in the Bible and incarnated in the 

Church, is truly true because of the objective testimony of something outside itself—namely 

God.  So it appears that no matter how authentically the Church lives its narrative, utilizes the 

traditions of its past in a postmodern way in search of a transcendent sense of reverence and awe, 

is satisfied with its identity and heritage as it exists in the midst of the world, and invites others 

to join its community of faith, this strategy will ultimately fail to address the postmodern critique 

unless at some point the postmodern becomes convinced that the Christian narrative is not 

merely a wonderfully rich way of looking at the world and living in it, but he must come to see 

that Christianity is a metanarrative that is truly true.  This has essentially been the traditional 

response from Reformational Christians, to which we now turn. 

A Traditional Reformed Response: Christianity is a Metanarrative, But it is Truly True (and the 

Only One that is Good News For All Peoples, Cultures, Languages, and Nations) 

Very few in the 21
st
 century (save the relatively few who choose to withdraw from the 

culture into safe, isolated, communal enclaves) dispute that belief in a metanarrative has become 

increasingly difficult in the transition from the modern to the postmodern era.  A traditional 

Reformed response will agree that the Enlightenment story of progress is a myth, and that 

postmodernists have constructed an extremely sophisticated and nuanced critique of the nature of 

language, truth, and metanarratives.
33

  David Wells, Reformed theologian and socio-cultural 

observer, contends that the postmodern critique of modernism is helpful in many ways, but the 

diagnosis is not so helpful. 

Limiting knowledge to what is empirical, gleaned only by approved scientific method, so that 
what cannot be scientifically proved cannot be held with any certainty, was an Enlightenment 
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disposition which has created much mischief, and its overthrow at the hands of the 
postmoderns is welcome.  There are many realities that are not scientifically provable in the 
Enlightenments’s narrow terms such as the existence of God, the mind, the moral order, and 
human nature.  In the absence of Christian faith, however, these gains get linked to the collapse 
of any central, unifying principles in life and that leads away in many unhappy directions.

34
 

A Reformed strategy of dealing with postmodernism borrows much from the emerging 

evangelical playbook—emphasizing the importance of recovering the ancient Christian story in 

order to display its beauty, goodness, and attractiveness to the postmodern world.  But instead of 

stopping short of a direct attack, or quibbling over whether Christianity is technically a 

metanarrative according to one postmodernist’s definition, a traditional Reformed response offers 

a more direct argument, strategically employing defensive and offensive tactics. 

First, they do not cavil over Christianity not being a metanarrative.  They admit up front that 

the Christian story is obviously a narrative, that it claims to explain everything truthfully because 

God has revealed the story truthfully in the Scriptures through inspired prophets and apostles, 

and has demonstrated the truthfulness of his story by publically entering history through 

supernatural acts.  But they emphasize that the historical violence and oppression exercised in 

the name of Christianity (but consistent with all other metanarratives) is not consistent with the 

message of the gospel. 

…the Bible, as the normative, canonical, founding Christian story, works ultimately against 
totalization.  It is able to do this because it contains two identifiable counterideological 
dimensions or antitotalizing factors.  These dimensions do not, of course, guarantee innocence 
(or justice, or compassion for the other) on the part of those who adhere to this narrative.  But 
these dimensions incline the Christian story toward delegitimating and subverting violent, 
totalizing uses of the story by those who claim to live out of it.  The first of these dimensions 
consists in a radical sensitivity to suffering that pervades the biblical narrative from the exodus 
to the cross.  The second consists in the rooting of the story in God’s overarching creational 
intent that delegitimates any narrow, partisan use of the story.  And these two dimensions…are 
intrinsic not only to the content, but also to the very structure of the canon.

35
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Demonstrating that the biblical metanarrative does not stem from or encourage violence or 

oppression brilliantly undercuts the pathos of the postmodern critique.  In other words, yes, 

Christianity is a metanarrative, but no, it is not guilty as charged.
36

  “The biblical metanarrative 

thus addresses our postmodern situation with both compassion and power…Far from promoting 

violence, the story the Scriptures tell contains the resources to shatter totalizing readings, to 

convert the reader, to align us with God’s purposes of shalom, compassion and justice.”
37

 

Second, a powerful offensive maneuver is employed.  Instead of granting the postmodern 

critique neutral and objective ground to judge all other metanarratives, they yank the proverbial 

rug out from under postmodernism and expose it as an internally contradictive metanarrative, 

and a particularly violent and oppressive one at that!  The most basic form of this argument 

points out that postmodernism claims that it is absolutely true that there is no absolute Truth, but 
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this is a contradiction because if the statement is true, then it is false.
38

  A more convincing way 

of framing the same objection is to show that postmodernism must presuppose a grand narrative 

if it is to describe the stage of history we find ourselves in.  In other words, postmodernism 

attempts to explain modernism and all claims to truth by the method of deconstruction.  Perhaps 

a more enlightening way to explain this abstract concept is by using a word picture: 

The metanarrative character of postmodernity is clear if we attend to the metaphor…of the 
postmodern smorgasbord, with its multiplicity of worldviews offered for our consumption.  If 
among the variety of offerings we find Western modernist soup, Marxist rice, Christian stew and 
Muslim bread (so to speak), is there also a postmodern dish of some sort?  Do postmodernists 
consider their own worldview as simply one option among many?  Not at all.  Postmodernity, as 
the master discourse which guides our understanding that all stories are mere human 
constructs, does not appear on the table.  It is the table on which all the other dishes are 
served.  Postmodernity thus functions as the larger interpretive frame that relativizes all other 
worldviews as simply local stories with no legitimate claims to reality or universality.  The 
postmodern worldview asserts that reality isn’t what it used to be, that the self is multiple and 
decentered, and it answers the questions What’s wrong? and What’s the remedy? by recourse 
to a tall tale meant to guide ethical action after the demise of modernity…The postmodernist is 
thus caught in a performative contradiction, arguing against the necessity of metanarratives 
precisely by (surreptitious) appeal to a metanarrative.

39
 

So once the playing field is leveled (not according to the postmodern rules of the contest, but 

by properly placing postmodernism on the field with the rest of the metanarratives vying for 

acceptance), a traditional Reformed Christian may proceed to argue that postmodernism—

unmasked as a meta-narrative—is a self-contradictory worldview, and is unapologetically violent 

and oppressive.  How so?  Christian scholar Colin E. Gunton observes that the postmodern age is 

an age of good feelings.  “Today there is no more truth or falsehood, no stereotype or innovation, 

no beauty or ugliness, but only an infinite array of pleasures, all different and all equal.”
40

  

Furthermore, Gunton shows that this happy pluralism, while masquerading as supremely tolerant 

(“I’m OK, you’re OK”), in practice manifests itself as supremely intolerant. 
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[This] pluralism of indifference, the death of the concept of objective truth, however understood, 
is destructive of human social living, not an aid to it…Much modern liberalism is selective in its 
tolerance, and indeed it can be argued, more strongly, that…there is an inherent logic in 
modern relativism which generates an intolerance of any position which makes claims for truth.  
Radical relativism implies an imperious claim for its own truth which is viciously intolerant 
because it is undiscussable in the terms of the ideology in which it is propounded.

41
 

Similarly, Wells traces the postmodern path from no metanarratives to violent and 

oppressive power-plays. 

This nihilism, whether philosophically conceived or merely assumed amidst the trappings and 
doings of Western affluence, has moved out along different avenues depending upon which of 
several aspects is emphasized.  At root, however, it operates by denying that objective ground 
exists for believing that anything is true or right—or simply by assuming none does.  It denies 
that anything can be ultimate because ultimately nothing is there…This sometimes takes the 
form that one can know nothing certainly, that what is true and what is not cannot be 
distinguished, and that all knowledge is merely an internal construct whose outcomes are, as a 
result, always provisional; still others press the attack on reality itself, arguing that in the end 
nothing is, in fact, real…And in the absence of any reality in which truth can be grounded, all 
that remains in life is power, as Nietzsche saw so clearly.  If there is no ultimate reality before 
which we are accountable for what we think, say, and do, then there are no restraints upon the 
exercise of power, upon the imposition of our will on others, either at a personal level, by 
corporations, ethnic groups, or by the state.

42
 

The Biblical Response to the Postmodern Critique of Metanarrative 

It turns out that the traditional Reformed strategy for confronting postmodern assumptions 

about truth is the closest to the biblical strategy for unmasking competing worldviews.  Two 

metanarrative issues that the Bible (in both the Old and New Testaments) addresses are the 

questions of origin (“How did we get here?”) and purpose (“Why are we here?”).  But it is the 

way in which the Bible answers these questions that is instructive.  Rather than teaching its 

readers spiritual truths in an abstract, propositional form, the Bible often contextualizes truth in 

order to interact with and unmask the competing worldviews in the original audience’s 

surrounding culture. 

The Scriptural principle supporting this strategy is found in 2 Peter 1:16-2:22.  In the first 

section of this passage Peter defends the truth of the gospel against the charge that it is just 
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another myth among the myriad of competing metanarratives vying for adherents in the first 

century Greco-Roman world. 

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.  For when he 
received honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic 
Glory, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,” we ourselves heard this very 
voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain.  And we have something 
more sure, the prophetic word, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in 
a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts, knowing this first of 
all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation.  For no prophecy 
was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by 
the Holy Spirit (2 Pet 1:16-21, ESV). 

How does Peter differentiate Christ’s message from all others?  By rooting the Christian 

metanarrative in history, specifically in God’s breaking into human history in observable time 

and space to narrate and act out God’s redemptive story.  In other words, the apostles (those who 

Jesus entrusted to publically proclaim and guard the deposit of truth) did not make this up!  They 

were eyewitnesses of Jesus Christ’s majestic glory.  They witnessed Jesus differentiate himself 

from all other human religious teachers when he unveiled his glory before their eyes.  

Furthermore, Jesus validated the divine origin of Israel’s Scripture (the Old Testament) by 

testifying to the truth of Israel’s prophets.  The apostle-prophets of the New Testament did not 

invent their message, and neither did the prophets of the Old Testament.  Peter continues in his 

epistle with a description of the false prophets/teachers and their destructive message, comparing 

their false imaginings to God’s undeniable judgments that occurred in history.  God did not spare 

the world when he flooded it, saving only righteous Noah and his family (2 Pet 2:5).  God made 

an example of wicked Sodom and Gomorrah when he burned them to the ground, saving only 

righteous Lot and his family (2 Pet 2:6-8).  These examples from history teach us to fear God and 

to believe the Christian metanarrative found in the Bible because it is not just a nice story—

something that gives us meaning, purpose, and reason to live.  It is the true metanarrative 
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because God is a God of revelatory action.  He speaks, and then acts in the world-theater, thus 

proving the truthfulness of his story.  Those who preach the gospel retell this true story.  They do 

not invent their message, rather their message is rooted in the words of the prophets who spoke 

by the Holy Spirit, and is anchored in actual historical events whereby God spoke and acted.  But 

God’s story recorded in the Bible is presented in a contextualized way for its audience, and its 

message is proclaimed by the prophets and apostles to people in a similar manner that winsomely 

confronts their idols and underlying values.
43

 

The apostle Paul preached according to this contextualizing transcendental-confrontational 

principle when he spoke to those assembled at the Areopagus in Athens (Acts 17:16-34).  

Studying the idols and worldview of that sophisticated Athenian culture, Paul discovered a useful 

bridge to the pagan culture/religion and exploited it to proclaim the gospel (vv. 22-23), 

explaining how it simultaneously makes sense of and destroys their pagan metanarrative.  Paul’s 

methodology addressed the big worldview questions that all metanarratives seek to answer: the 

questions of origin (vv. 24-26) and purpose (vv. 27-31).  By doing so, Paul merely followed the 

prophetic example by polemically confronting all philosophies that set themselves up against the 

knowledge of God and the gospel of Jesus Christ (2 Cor 10:5).  Just a few examples will suffice 

to demonstrate how the Bible confronts other metanarratives by contextualizing its 

transcendental message. 

The Question of Origin (“How Did We Get Here?”) 

Every culture must have a story to explain the world’s origin.  Origin myths/stories help 

people to make sense of their world and provide the foundation of culturally-shared 
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metanarratives that bind us together as a society.
44

  Cultures in the ancient Near East (ANE) 

answered the question of origin with various creation myths narrating struggles between 

competing gods and goddesses.  One of the most prevalent creation myths is the Babylonian 

Enuma Elish.
45

  In this myth, the god Marduk rises above all the other gods and goddesses (who 

are fighting each other) by killing the goddess Tiamat, splitting her body in two.  From these two 

body parts Marduk creates the heavens and the earth, then subsequently kills the god Kingu and 

creates humans from Kingu’s spilled blood.  Thus Marduk ascends to rule over the pantheon of 

Babylonian gods. 

Compared to the Genesis account of creation, there are a few obvious allusions and parallels 

in the Enuma Elish.  The narrative is theistic (cf. Gen 1:1); the heavens and the earth are created 

out of chaos (cf. Gen 1:2-10); humans are in some sense distinct from the rest of creation (cf. 

Gen 1:26-30); and one god rules over his heavenly court (cf. Gen 1:26a; 1:31-2:3).
46

  But the 

differences between the Enuma Elish and the biblical account are striking.  In light of this 

prevailing ANE pagan metanarrative, Israel needed an alternative (the truth!) that she could 

believe in relation to her neighbor’s beliefs. 

Faced with this threat of paganism, politically redeemed Israel needed a creation narrative 
because they were in need of spiritual redemption.  They not only needed political redemption 
from slavery under Pharaoh; they needed to be cleansed from their pagan 
contamination...Confronted by the ubiquitous presence of pagan beliefs, Moses, founder of 
Israel’s theocracy, is not a fool; he does not leave the new nation without a creation narrative, a 
cosmology designed to counteract the mythic way of looking at the world...At the heart of 
Moses’ creation theology lies this revolutionary message: One personal, benevolent God 
overcomes a primordial chaos of an abyss blanketed in darkness to create a habitable world 
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and its inhabitants.  He stands apart from his creation as its creator and ruler; he is not a part of 
a pantheon of deities or a pantheistic force inseparably bound up with matter...His act of 
creation signifies that the whole universe is not an emanation or a part of the divine being.  He 
creates and sustains it all by the power of his own being.

47
 

This sort of polemic is the modus operandi for the biblical authors who did not invent their 

stories to bolster their own power or influence among their followers (cf. 2 Pet 1:16).  Moses did 

not intend to give Israel a customized myth adapted from Egypt’s religious heritage.  It is true 

that the Genesis creation account is loosely couched in the language, feel, and structure of other 

ANE creation myths, but it is unlike pagan accounts in its sobriety. 

Inspired by the Holy Spirit, the biblical authors stripped the ancient pagan literatures of their 
mythological elements, infused them with the sublimities of their God, and refuted the pagan 
myths by identifying the holy Lord as the true Creator and Ruler of the cosmos and of history.  
Israel’s God stand apart from his creation, transcends matter, lacks sexuality, engages in no 
combat with other gods, for there are none, and establishes humane laws.  Finally, it was 
common belief in the ancient Near East that a high god defeated the primeval sea and created 
the world.  But the God of Israel, instead of vanquishing monsters spawned by the primordial 
abyss, created everything simply by his word, without sexual intercourse, rivalry, battles, 
murder, and the like and thereby showed his moral and spiritual supremacy to the pagan 
deities.  Indeed, the Genesis account is imbued with an entirely different theological worldview.  
In the pagan myths the primeval waters are deities, but in the monotheistic, nonmythical 
Genesis account, they are just water.

48
 

Biblical authors writing subsequent to Moses also confront popular metanarratives through 

contextualization and transcendental argumentation, thus infusing pagan forms with truth about 

the God of Israel.  The prophets look back to the Exodus event that gave birth to the nation but 

bring the contemporary pagan imagery up-to-date, contextualizing it with Israel’s present 

neighbors, the Canaanites.  With the threat of covenant exile on the horizon due to Israel’s 

unrepentant sin against the LORD, the prophets envision a new creation-exodus event from the 

coming exile in the east and a return to the holy land.  They employ images from ancient pagan 
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myths of gods and goddesses for use in telling the true story of Israel’s struggle with its spiritual 

supernatural foes.
49

 

The Canaanite counterpart to Tiamat [Marduk’s foil in the Enuma Elish] is Rahab, the seven-
headed Leviathan.  By borrowing images from the Canaanite cosmology myths, the prophets 
transform the emergence of the cosmos from chaotic waters depicted in Gen 1:2 to a type of 
Israel’s coming into existence at the waters of the Nile (Ps 74:13, 14; 87:4; Isa 27:1; 51:9; cf. 
Job 3:8; 26:12, 13).  Indeed, they effectively blend these two types into one to describe Israel’s 
new exodus from the Assyrian and Babylonian exiles...By using pagan mythological imagery, 
the prophets infer that behind Israel’s political oppressors stand demonic forces.  Finally, by the 
use of such imagery they infer a typology between God’s primordial acts at the beginning and 
his future ones at the end of time, which has a breadth to include within it the process of time 
before its full end.

50
 

One of the postmodern critiques seems to fit the biblical story: it is a “power-play” against 

Israel’s pagan neighbors.  But the biblical metanarrative is acquitted of merely being an 

expression of Israel’s will-to-power by the presence of supernatural events at the Exodus.  The 

Bible tells a very different metanarrative than its contemporary competition because it is a story 

rooted in supernatural events occurring in history.  It is not Moses’ or Israel’s power-play, but 

God’s.  No philosophical or deconstructionist argument is equipped to handle this kind of 

metanarrative, because God shows up to defend himself! 

The New Testament also employs this strategy when it confronts other contemporary 

creation metanarratives with biblical truth.  John engages one of the most prevalent beliefs of his 

time in John 1:1, 14 where he teaches that Jesus Christ is the Logos (Word) of God: “In the 

beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos was God.  And the Logos 

became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
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Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:1, 14).
51

  According to these verses, the Logos (i.e., Jesus 

as the Word of God) is eternal (v. 1a), with God (v. 1b), identified as God (or divine; v. 1c),
52

 

incarnated as flesh, living with humanity, and divinely glorious (v. 14).  In these two verses (and 

their surrounding context), John interacts with several common philosophical and religious 

concepts of Logos in the first century Greek-speaking world.
53

  In pagan Greek philosophy and 

religion, the Stoics had a doctrine of the Logos to answer the metanarrative questions of origin 

and purpose. 

The Logos was one of the most important elements in Stoic theology.  The Stoics used the idea 
of the Logos to provide the basis for a rational moral life.  Faced with the usual Greek dualism of 
God and the world, they employed the concept of Logos as a unitary idea to solve the problem 
of duality.  The entire universe was conceived as forming a single living whole that was 
permeated in all its parts by a primitive power conceived as never-resting, all-pervading fire or 
fiery vapor…It was a diffused, tenuous kind of fiery air, possessing the property of thought.  This 
very refined substance was thought to be immanent in all the world and to appear in living 
beings as the soul.  It is a divine world-power, containing within itself the conditions and 
processes of all things, and is called Logos or God.

54
 

The Jewish philosopher Philo from Alexandria also employed the concept of Logos to 

answer the question of origin by attempting to create a synthesis between Greek philosophy and 

traditional Jewish religious thought.  Philo believed 

the Greek view of a God [that is] utterly transcendent and separated from the world; and he 
employed the concept of Logos to provide a means of mediation between the transcendent God 
and the creation.  God himself is absolute and outside the material universe.  He comprehends 
all things and yet is himself uncomprehended.  He is outside of time and space and is in his 
being unknowable.  The only name by which God can be designated in himself is pure being, to 
on, being himself without attributes.

55
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It is these two concepts of Logos, well-known in the contemporary culture, which John 

confronts.  While utilizing the vehicle of the Logos, John divests it of its preconceived cultural 

meaning and invests it with rich, contextualized biblical theology. 

In spite of certain similarities, neither the idea of Logos nor wisdom approaches the truth John 
sets forth by his Logos doctrine: the personal pre-existence and the incarnation of the Logos.  
The Philonic Logos is sometimes hypostatized and personified, but it is never personalized.  
Neither is Jewish wisdom.  Philo’s Logos concept is employed in the interests of a dualistic 
cosmology that removes God from immediate contact with creation, whereas John uses the 
Logos concept to bring God in Christ directly into his creation.

56
 

The New Testament, by using the vocabulary of pagan cultural metanarratives and 

redefining their terms to give them Christian meaning, demonstrates its method of confronting 

competing metanarratives.  John brilliantly elucidates the biblical doctrine of creation by 

debunking the pagan Logos myth and then resurrecting it for use in the cause of God’s truth. 

The Question of Purpose (“Why Are We Here?”) 

As is the case with every culture having a metanarrative to answer the question of origin, 

every culture (and ironically, even postmodern culture!) also lives by stories that give purpose 

and meaning to life.  Another way to understand the question of purpose is in terms of lordship.  

Humanity has been described as homo religiosus (religious man).
57

  Everyone serves something 

or someone.  We all worship ourselves or something outside of us.  The question of purpose can 

usually be answered by asking another question: who is the Lord?  Obviously the Bible’s answer 

to this question is that Yahweh is the Lord (“the LORD is God”; cf. Deut 4:35-39; 1 Kgs 18:21), 

and later revelation declares that Jesus is Yahweh the Lord come in the flesh (John 8:57-59; Rom 

10:9-13; Phil 2:5-11).  It is not misleading to describe the biblical record as an ongoing battle of 

lordship metanarratives.  Jews, Gentiles, and Christians are all called to repent of their varied 
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allegiances to competing “lords.”  Perhaps the most conspicuous OT example is the clash 

between Baal and Yahweh (or more accurately: between the worshipers of Baal and Yahweh 

himself).  The Canaanite culture answered the metanarrative question of purpose/lordship in its 

Baal myth. 

[The Baal myth] begins with a conflict over kingship between Baal, the storm god, and Yam, the 
sea god.  Although Baal is victorious in this battle, he is later defeated and killed by Mot, the god 
of grain and death.  After Baal’s sister, Anat, mourns and buries him, she kills Mot in revenge for 
her brother’s death.  She then grinds up his body and sows it as seed.  Subsequently, Baal and 
Mot come back to life and vie for power once again, with the result that Mot eventually 
capitulates to Baal.  The incident with Yam is interpreted as Baal’s victory over the sea, while 
the struggle between Baal and Mot is equated to the fertility cycle, with Baal seasonally 
‘disappearing’ from the earth.

58
 

The Israelites were particularly susceptible to Baal worship because they were primarily an 

agrarian society in a land that was utterly dependent on rain for successful harvests.  Israel 

lacked a large river that could be tapped for land irrigation, so it had to rely on rain for survival.  

When the land dried up during droughts, Israelites were tempted to worship Baal (the native god 

of the land) to jumpstart the fertility cycle.  But calling for help on any god other than Yahweh 

was strictly forbidden according to Israel’s covenant relationship with her Lord.  Hedging one’s 

religious bets by worshiping multiple gods, or by switching sole allegiance from Yahweh to 

another deity, was considered apostasy.  To contend with the Baal myth and cult, the psalmists 

employed the same methodology as Moses—adopting the vocabulary and imagery of the pagan 

context but infusing them with biblical truth to proclaim the true story that Yahweh is the Lord. 

Psalm 29 is a particularly rich example of a psalm that extols Yahweh at the implicit expense of 
Baal...The point of Psalm 29 appears to be that it is Yahweh, not Baal, who is behind the power 
of the rains.  That a connection between Yahweh and Baal is being consciously and polemically 
drawn by the psalmist is confirmed by the concluding image of God sitting on a throne that is 
situated above a flood.  This reminds us of the well-known episode in the Baal epic in which 
Baal defeats the Sea (Yam) and then occupies himself with the building of his royal palace.  
Psalm 29 is illustrative of a fairly common phenomenon of allusions to Near Eastern 
mythological images that are found in the psalms.  This is not to be interpreted as a kind of 
crass borrowing from Near Eastern religion.  Rather, we are to understand the occurrence of 
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these images as intentional and polemic.  Far from showing that the psalmists are the 
intentional promulgators of a broad Near Eastern religion, it shows their authors’ concern to 
promote the exclusive worship of Yahweh over the other nonexistent gods and goddesses of 
the ancient Near East.

59
 

The message is clear: Yahweh is the Lord, not Baal, because it is actually Yahweh that is 

master over those areas of life that are purportedly Baal’s expertise.  In other words, Baal cannot 

defeat Yahweh on Baal’s own terms, because Baal is nothing!  If the followers of Baal ever 

wonder whether Yahweh truly is Lord (and that Yahweh’s worshipers are not merely making a 

power-play to exercise their own will-to-power), all doubts are put to rest—not in the literature—

but in action on Mount Carmel in the presence of thousands of apostate hostile witnesses (1 

Kings 18:17-40).  Once again, God decisively acts by entering human history. 

Elijah reappeared to confront the prophets of Baal and Asherah at Mount Carmel, the site of a 
major Baal shrine.  The result of their contest was the total discrediting of the pagan prophets 
and their gods.  After these prophets had been slain, Elijah announced to Ahab that the drought 
was at an end.  Baal, the alleged god of thunder, rain, and fertility, had been forced to retire in 
utter shame from before the face of Yahweh, the only true God, who had shown himself to be 
the source of life and blessing.

60
 

Again we see the Bible’s method of confronting competing metanarratives is to battle on its 

challenger’s turf, employing verbal taunts and decisive action.  God acts in history for the glory 

of his name, to acquit his faithful servants, and to destroy his and their enemies (cf. Westminster 

Shorter Catechism 26). 

The New Testament affords us a pervasive example of competing lordships.  The widespread 

use of the first Christian confession (“Jesus is Lord”) most likely arose as a verbal slight to the 

hubris of the Roman Imperial Cult.  With the exception of the Jews, all Roman subjects were 

tacitly required to subscribe to the mantra “Caesar is Lord.”
61

  In our present-day churches and 
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culture we value the separation of church and state (cf. Westminster Confession of Faith 23), but 

in the Roman Empire of the first century the state exercised juridical force against religious 

adherents it deemed a threat to the Pax Romana.  We often miss this element of religio-political 

tension when we read the NT documents through our (post)modern and democratic Western lens.  

The gospel, when it is properly proclaimed, tends to upset the political establishment, not 

because the gospel and the community it creates are a real threat to civic life, but because the 

gospel’s actual civic and political implications are misunderstood.  “In the New Testament, we 

do not find an essentially private gospel being applied to the public sphere, as if the public 

implications of the gospel were a second story built on the private ground floor.  The gospel is 

the announcement of the Father’s formation, through the Son and the Spirit, of a new city—the 

city of God.”
62

  When the apostle Paul visited Philippi he recognized the pride its citizens (many 

of whom were retired Roman military personnel) had in their privileged Roman status.  The book 

of Acts (16:20-21) describes the tension that the proclamation of the gospel created in the city of 

Philippi.  The gospel was widely viewed as a threat to Roman civic life, not because Paul 

preached rebellion against Rome, but because he contextualized the language of the Roman 

concept of the city (polis) and spelled out the gospel’s implications for their city.  This 
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contextualization (which was indeed a battle between competing metanarratives—the Roman life 

vs. the Christian life) was misinterpreted as unlawful and therefore a threat to the city’s “Roman” 

culture. 

Paul [in his epistle to the Philippian church] was mounting a polemic against the imperial 
ideology, affirming that Jesus, not Caesar, is “Lord” and “Savior,” both prominent terms in 
imperial propaganda…Paul imitated Christ by giving up his privileges as a Hebrew of the 
Hebrews [Phil 3:4-7], and he exhorted the Philippians to follow his example by treating their 
Roman citizenship and attachment to the Roman emperor as “rubbish” for the sake of Christ 
and His heavenly politeuma [Phil 3:8].

63
 

How does the NT demonstrate that its polemic against the Roman Imperial Cult and all other 

competing metanarratives is objectively true?  In the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, which 

we should not forget were public events (Matt 26-28; Acts 2:32; 1 Cor 15:1-8).  The resurrection 

proves that the message of the gospel (“Jesus is Lord”) is an objectively true metanarrative. 

We must conclude that the Bible (in both the Old and New Testaments) does not employ an 

apologetics strategy similar to either the liberal mainliner or the emergent evangelical.  As we 

have seen in the examples of creation (the question of origin) and lordship (the question of 

purpose), the Bible approaches all adversaries on a level playing field ensuring a fair contest.  No 

word games or concessions are allowed!  But the outcome is never in doubt.  God and his Word 

always emerge victorious in the confrontation of metanarratives.  No rival is left standing (cf. 1 

Sam 5:1-5), including postmodernism. 

So with the field of battle leveled, and all metanarratives (even those that deny the label such 

as postmodernism) playing for keeps, a traditional Reformed strategy (which is the most faithful 

to the Bible’s strategy) is to verbally present the good news of the gospel in a culturally-

contextualized, transcendentally-polemical story, presupposing that all people (including self-
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culture of globalization, insofar as such an ethos and culture exist.” 
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conscious postmodernists) know that God and unifying, absolute, objective Truth are real and 

knowable.  Proclaiming and living the Word of God may include some of the same tactical 

methods that the emerging evangelical employs (e.g., an ancient-future worship, a 

missional/incarnational philosophy, and a passionate proclamation of the Christian story of 

creation/fall/redemption/consummation), but it must not capitulate its nature as Truth revealed by 

God through his written Word (Scripture) and his incarnated Word (Jesus Christ).
64

  To do so 

would be to betray God as the Lord of Truth, and would obscure from the world the power of the 

proclaimed gospel of salvation—a salvation not just for Western culture in general or enlightened 

postmodernists in particular, but a salvation for every tribe, language, people, and nation (Rev 

5:9-10).
65

 

Conclusion 

The postmodern critique of metanarrative presents a formidable challenge to the formerly 

reigning force of modernism.  Whether one views postmodernism as an entirely different way of 

viewing the world, or as the inevitable result of the secularism inaugurated by modernist 

thought,
66

 it is clear that Christians (and others who believe in absolute Truth) must provide 

thoughtful and engaging responses to retain the respectability of metanarrative. 
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Postmodernism in the abstract tends to be irreligious, but this is not how its metanarrative 

translates to the street.  Postmodern people in post-Christian cultures such as ours tend to be very 

open to diverse spiritualities but hostile toward what they view as traditional religion.  Ironically, 

our culture is very similar to the pagan spirituality that first century Christians confronted in their 

culture.  Today we live among postmodern people who often are neo-pagan in their spiritual 

beliefs.  Bruce Waltke’s assessment of our spiritual climate is that 

Post-modernism or New Ageism marks a return to old-fashioned paganism, but with a modern 
twist.  New ageism appropriates Eastern religions (Taoism, Buddhism, and to a degree 
Hinduism) but distorts these Eastern religions by investing their terms, such as karma (=merit) 
with Western concepts.  Postmodernism replaces the objective God who has revealed himself 
in special revelation with a deification of one’s “spirituality.”  It rejects the notion of a revealed 
moral code and instead tests truth by its therapeutic value.  The popularity of Star Wars and its 
accompanying paganism (“May the Force be with you!”), mainstream acceptance of forms of 
transcendental meditation, which disregard the strictures of the biblical covenants for 
communion with Reality, and the widespread use of astrology even by world leaders, reflect the 
degree to which North America has returned to the pagan roots of early humanity.  In this 
worldview one culture is only different, not better, than another.

67
 

This religious and spiritual smorgasbord is remarkably similar to the surrounding culture of 

the early church, which provides present-day preachers, teachers, evangelists, and apologists the 

justification to employ the same strategic principles of cultural polemics that we find in the NT: 

contextualized, transcendental confrontation and polemical proclamation of the gospel as it is 

rooted in history.  This is the only way that it can escape the postmodern critique that 

metanarratives are mere power-plays.  In effect, postmodernists have argued and demonstrated 

that metanarratives are emperors without any clothes.  Only the Christian metanarrative can 

deflect this charge.  The risen Christ invited his disciples to touch his body and put their hands in 

his wounds—the very wounds that killed him days earlier.  The message of the Bible, and 

especially the message of the gospel, calls people today to do something similar—to believe its 

story and to reject all other metanarratives as false.  The Bible as a metanarrative is not without 
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clothes.  Yes, it claims supreme power, authority, and truth over all other competing worldviews, 

uncovering their nakedness.  But only the Bible can show it is fully clothed—that it can back up 

its authoritative claims with historical evidence.  In effect, the apostles threw open the Bible’s 

closet for the world to see and examine. 

The rational/irrational dialectic that occurs throughout the history of human philosophy and 

theology is still with us.
68

  Modernism ruled for centuries in an age of rationalism, but is now 

collapsing because it was inconsistently built on the (supposedly) objective use of reason and 

language within a closed Western society.  Postmodernism glories in exposing the irrational and 

uncertain underbelly of modernism and other rationalistic metanarratives, and delights in 

deconstructing their unstable foundations and the sinister motives behind their architects and 

power brokers.  But it does so by rationally (and piously) claiming objective perspective in the 

deconstruction process and thus falls victim to the unstable rational/irrational dialectic of all non-

Christian thought. 

We have seen that Christians tend to react in three different ways to the postmodern critique.  

Some (such as our typical mainline liberal) counter postmodernism with rationalistic answers, 

desperately wanting to cling to some semblance of Christian truth and thus attempt to reinterpret 

and reform Christianity into a metanarrative palatable to postmodern tastes.  Others (such as our 

typical emerging evangelical) reply to postmodernism with irrationalistic answers, desperately 

wanting to cling to some semblance of Christian respectability and thus plead that faithful 

Christianity—not modernist Christianity that legitimates itself with reason, science, pragmatics, 

and consumer taste—is not a metanarrative, and thereby could be palatable to postmodern tastes 

if proclaimed and practiced winsomely.  The third way Christians tend to respond to 
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postmodernism (such as our typical traditional Reformed example) is by using a culturally-

contextualized transcendental argument, desperately wanting to maintain Christian truth and 

respectability without succumbing to the rational/irrational dialectical trap. 

If Christianity is to survive into the post-postmodern era (and it certain will!), this culturally-

contextualized transcendental method, rooted in God’s acts in human history, promises a sure 

way forward, revealing the rationalism and irrationalism embedded in all non-biblical thought 

forms (2 Cor 10:5), while allowing the Christian metanarrative to maintain its status as not just 

true, and not just good news, but the truthful good news—the gospel of God. 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rom 1:16 ESV). 
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Appendix69 

Key Theological Distinctions Between Israel and Her Neighbors 

Issue Israelite Ideal Pagan Polytheism 

Ultimacy of deity Yahweh is the ultimate power in the 
universe.  He answers to no one and 
there are no limitations on his 
jurisdiction. 

The gods have competing agendas and 
limited jurisdiction.  Even as a corporate body 
they do not exercise ultimate sovereignty. 

Manifestation of 
deity 

Yahweh cannot be represented in 
material form or in the form of any 
natural phenomena. 

Deities represented iconically, 
anthropomorphically or in natural 
phenomena. 

Disposition of deity Yahweh is consistent in character and 
has bound himself by his attributes. 

Deity is not bound by any code of conduct.  
Inconsistent, unpredictable and accountable 
only marginally to the divine assembly. 

Autonomy of deity Yahweh is not dependent on people for 
the provision of any needs. 

People provided food and housing for deity 
(sacrifices and temples). 

Requirements of 
deity 

Made known in detail through the giving 
of the law. 

Not revealed; could only be inferred from 
one’s fortunes. 

Response of deity Yahweh expects conformity to the Law 
and to his holiness and justice. 

Ritualistic, though maintaining an ordered 
society was important. 

Creation of the 
cosmos 

Yahweh undertook and sovereignly 
executed a cohesive plan of creation. 

Accomplished by procreation of the gods, 
with no directing influence and was 
organized and established through conflict 
between the gods. 

Human dignity Derived from being created in the image 
of God and placed over creation.  
Yahweh created for people and with 
people in mind. 

Since humans were a bother and an 
afterthought, created as slaves, dignity 
derived from the belief that they provided the 
needs of the gods. 

Revelation Yahweh’s will, purposes, and nature 
were a matter of public record provided 
by Yahweh. 

The will, purposes, and nature of deity could 
only be inferred. 

Election Israel understood herself to be the elect 
people of God. 

Occasionally a king or dynasty was 
considered elect, but no sustained doctrine of 
election existed. 

Historiography History recorded as a means of 
Yahweh’s revelation and therefore 
didactic. 

History recorded as a means of 
propagandistic justification and certification of 
the current regime. 

Divine intervention Directed toward an established and 
consistent goal in keeping with 
Yahweh’s intention of revealing himself 
and his attributes. 

Directed toward maintaining a status quo or 
returning to a previous status quo and is 
primarily ad hoc. 

Omens Worldview of Israel rejected omen 
mentality. 

Viewed as indicating whether the gods were 
bringing favorable or unfavorable 
circumstances. 

Incantations Worldview of Israel rejected 
manipulation of deity by incantations. 

Incantations used as a magical means of 
coercing deity to respond in desired ways. 
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