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Paul Tillich’s A History of Christian Thought  stands as a monumental synthesis of historical development and 

systematic theological inquiry. Originally delivered as a series of lectures at Union Theological Seminary, this work 

transcends the traditional boundaries of church history by focusing on the inner logic and philosophical 

undercurrents that shaped Christian dogma from its Judaic and Hellenistic origins through to the existentialist 

movements of the 20th century. For the technical theologian and the student of intellectual history, Tillich’s work is 

not merely a record of events but a rigorous examination of the Method of Correlationapplied across two

millennia.

The Methodological Framework: Correlation and Ontological Inquiry

At the heart of Tillich’s analysis is the Method of Correlation. Unlike descriptive historians who focus on external 

socio-political events, Tillich seeks the ontological groundingof theological shifts. He posits that theology is a

functional discipline that must answer the existential questions posed by a specific culture using the symbols of the

Christian message. This dialectical relationship—between the eternal message and the temporal situation—forms

the structural backbone of the entire history of Christian thought.

Key Conceptual Pillars

•  Ultimate Concern: Tillich defines faith as the state of being grasped by an ultimate concern. The history of 

Christian thought is seen as a series of attempts to articulate this concern in a rational framework.

•  The Ground of Being: Moving away from classical theism that views God as a being among beings (theistic 

personalism), Tillich identifies God as the Ground of Being or esse ipsum (Being itself). This distinction is critical 

when analyzing the transition from medieval Scholasticism to modern Existentialism.

•  The Protestant Principle: This is the critical element in Tillich’s thought that protests against any finite reality 

(church, book, or person) claiming divine authority. This principle serves as the internal corrective that drives 

theological evolution.

Phase I: The Synthesis of Athens and Jerusalem

The development of Christian thought began with the convergence of Judaic Messianism and Hellenistic 

Philosophy. Tillich argues that without the Greek conceptual tools, Christian thought would have remained a 

parochial Jewish sect. The introduction of the Logos concept allowed the early church to communicate the 

significance of Christ to the Roman world. This was not a corruption of the gospel, but its ontological expansion.

The Logos Christology

The Logos served as the bridge between the transcendent God and the material world. In Tillich’s analysis, the 

early apologists utilized the Stoic and Platonic definitions of Logos (the rational principle of the universe) to explain 

the incarnation of Jesus. This led to the Nicene-Constantinopolitanformulations, which Tillich examines not as

dry dogmas but as essential protections against the loss of the New Being in Christ.



Theological Model Philosophical Origin Key Objective Risk Factors

Apologetic Theology Greek Stoicism/Platonism Defend Christianity to the 
educated elite.

Loss of the kerygmatic 
core.

Gnosticism Dualistic Hellenism Provide a path for the soul 
to escape matter.

Denied the reality of the 
Incarnation.

The Nicene Synthesis Neo-Platonic Ontology Establish the Homoousion 
(Same Substance).

Over-intellectualization of 
the faith.

Phase II: The Medieval Synthesis and Scholastic Rigor

Tillich identifies the Middle Ages as a period of profound systematization. He highlights the tension between 

Augustinianism (which emphasizes the soul's direct participation in the divine) and Thomism(which emphasizes

the movement from the known world to the unknown God through reason).

The Conflict of Realism and Nominalism

The shift from Universal Realism (the belief that universals exist independently) to Nominalism(the belief that

only individuals exist) is a pivotal moment in the history of thought. Tillich technical breakdown of this shift explains

the eventual emergence of the modern scientific mind and the Protestant Reformation. If only individuals are real

(Nominalism), then the sacramental mediation of the Church loses its ontological necessity, paving the way for the

individual's direct encounter with God.

Technological and Algorithmic Analysis of Scholastic Logic

Scholasticism utilized a rigid logical procedure known as the Quaestio. This can be mapped as a procedural

algorithm:

1.  Propositio: State the thesis or question (e.g., "Does God exist?").

2.  Obiectio: List all possible objections based on authority or reason.

3.  Sed Contra: Present a counter-authority (usually Scripture or a Church Father).

4.  Respondeo: The master’s synthesis and definition (the core logic).

5.  Ad Obiectiones: A point-by-point refutation of the initial objections using the new synthesis.

Phase III: The Reformation and the Protestant Principle

Tillich treats the Reformation as an existential breakthrough rather than a mere administrative schism. Martin 

Luther’s struggle with a "gracious God" represents the human spirit's attempt to overcome the anxiety of guilt and 

condemnation. The technical core of this era is the doctrine of Justification by Grace through Faith.

The Three-Fold Protestant Reform

•  The Authority of Scripture: Shifting the source of truth from the institutional hierarchy to the internal testimony 

of the Spirit through the Word.

•  The Priesthood of All Believers: The ontological leveling of the sacred-secular divide.

•  The Rejection of Merit: The dismantling of the medieval "ladder of perfection" in favor of a direct, paradoxical 

relationship with the divine.

Phase IV: Enlightenment, Romanticism, and the Existential Turn



In the final sections of his lectures, Tillich traces the breakdown of the Orthodox-Pietist synthesis. The 

Enlightenment introduced the Autonomy of Reason, which challenged the Heteronomy (external law) of the 

Church. Tillich’s genius lies in his ability to show how 19th-century movements—from Hegel’s Idealism to 

Schleiermacher’s Feeling of Absolute Dependence—were attempts to recapture the Theonomy(a state where

reason is filled with the divine spirit).

The Rise of Existentialism

Tillich identifies Existentialism as the ultimate revolt against the dehumanizing aspects of industrial society and 

the abstract systems of Hegel. He technicality defines the existential situation as one of estrangement. The history

of Christian thought thus culminates in the recognition that the human condition is characterized by finitude,

anxiety, and the threat of non-being.

Comparative Analysis: Tillich vs. Traditional Historians

To understand the unique value of Tillich's work, one must compare it to other standard approaches in the field.

While others provide the "what" and "who," Tillich provides the "why" and the "how."



Feature Traditional Church History Tillich’s History of Thought

Focus Institutional growth, councils, and 
missions.

Intellectual evolution and ontological 
shifts.

Perspective Historical-Critical (Objective). Systematic-Theological (Existential).

Structure Chronological Narrative. Thematic and Dialectical.

Primary Goal Documenting facts and successions. Correlating ancient symbols with 
modern questions.

Practical Field Guide: Applying Tillich’s Insights to Modern Discourse

Contemporary theologians and scholars can utilize Tillich's historical analysis to navigate current cultural tensions. 

His work provides a blueprint for re-contextualization.

Step-by-Step Integration Procedure

1.  Identify the Existential Question: What is the primary anxiety of the current age? (e.g., The anxiety of 

meaninglessness in the digital era).

2.  Search the Historical Tradition: Locate the symbols in Christian history that addressed similar ontological 

concerns (e.g., The Ecumenical councils' focus on the "New Being").

3.  Perform the Correlation: Reinterpret the historical symbol in a way that provides an answer to the current 

question without losing its original kerygmatic power.

4.  Apply the Protestant Principle: Critique the new formulation to ensure it does not become a new "idolatry" or 

static dogma.

Case Study: The "Ground of Being" vs. Modern Secularism

One of the most common failure modes in modern theology is the attempt to defend God as a "supernatural object" 

inhabiting a space above the world. This leads to the inevitable rejection of God by science. Tillich’s History of 

Christian Thought  provides the solution: a return to the Classical Christian Tradition  where God is understood 

as the Ground of Being.

Problem: The modern person rejects a "God out there" as a psychological projection or a scientific impossibility.

Solution: By analyzing the history of the analogia entis(analogy of being), Tillich shows that God is not "a" being,

but the power of being itself. This removes the conflict with science, as God is not a competitor within the causal

chain of the universe but the reason there is a causal chain at all.

Troubleshooting Common Misinterpretations

•  Error: Viewing Tillich as a Pantheist.Solution: Distinguish between God *as* the world and God as the 

*Ground* of the world. Tillich maintains the transcendence of the divine through the concept of the "God above 

God."

•  Error: Assuming Tillich ignores historical facts.Solution: Recognize that his brevity on dates is a strategic 

choice to focus on intellectual transitions; his work is intended as a companion to, not a replacement for, factual 

church history.

Synthesis and Broader Implications



Paul Tillich’s A History of Christian Thought  serves as a vital bridge between the ancient tradition and the 

modern mind. By meticulously tracing the development of concepts from their Judaic roots to the present day, he 

demonstrates that Christian thought is not a static collection of relics but a living, breathing process of self-

interpretation. The transition from the Hellenistic Logos to the Reformation’s Justification, and finally to the

Existentialist’s search for meaning, represents the human spirit's continuous effort to find the "New Being" amidst

the conditions of existence.

The broader implications of this work suggest that any future theology must remain systematic yet dynamic. It

must be rooted in historical rigorousness while remaining open to the questions of the current "situation." For the

technical writer, the theologian, or the philosopher, Tillich’s lectures provide a masterclass in how to synthesize vast

amounts of data into a coherent, powerful, and ontologically significant framework. The enduring relevance of his

analysis lies in his insistence that the history of thought is the history of our own search for that which concerns us

ultimately.
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