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What is Bultmann’s Demythologisation Programme, and is it a Helpful Way of Reading the New Testament Today?
Rudolf Bultmann’s programme of demythologisation is one of the most influential and controversial attempts to interpret the New Testament in modern theology. It was most famously presented his 1941 essay ‘New Testament and Mythology’, later published in Kerygma and Myth, where Bultmann argued that the New Testament proclaims the gospel through the categories of an ancient mythological worldview. ¹ His aim was not to discard Christianity, nor to reduce it to ordinary moral teaching. Rather, he wanted to ask how the New Testament could still be heard as the word of God by people who no longer inhabited the cosmology of the first century. In this sense, demythologisation is best understood as a hermeneutical programme: it concerns how the Christian message is interpreted, translated and communicated across the gap between the ancient world and modern readers. This essay will explain the main features of Bultmann’s programme, consider the assumptions behind it, and evaluate whether it remains a helpful way of reading the New Testament today. I will argue that Bultmann’s approach is valuable because it takes seriously the distance between the biblical world and contemporary readers, and because it recognises that the New Testament is not merely a historical document but a proclamation that addresses the hearer personally. However, Bultmann’s method is also limited by its narrow understanding of myth, its dependence on Heideggerian existentialism, and its tendency to separate Christian faith too sharply from historical claims. Therefore, demythologisation is useful as a challenge to interpreters, but it is less convincing as a complete method for reading the New Testament.
Defining Myth and the Modern Problem
Bultmann’s starting point is his definition of myth. For him, myth does not simply mean a false story. Myth is a way of speaking about the transcendent by using images drawn from the world of ordinary experience. It represents divine action as if it were an event within the world, and it imagines reality in spatial terms: heaven above, earth in the middle, and the underworld below. ² This kind of language, Bultmann argues, was natural in the ancient world, but it becomes problematic when it is taken literally by readers shaped by modern science and technology. The New Testament, in his view, assumes a universe populated by angels, demons, cosmic powers, miraculous interventions and apocalyptic expectations. It also speaks of Christ’s descent from heaven, his resurrection, ascension and future return. Bultmann believed that modern people could not honestly accept this entire picture as a literal description of reality. The problem, therefore, is not that the New Testament is meaningless, but that its meaning is expressed in a form that can obscure the gospel for modern hearers. Bultmann thought that it would be misleading to demand that a modern person must first accept an ancient worldview before they can receive the Christian proclamation. If Christianity is presented as requiring belief in a three-storeyed universe, or in supernatural events understood as breaches of natural causality, then people may reject the gospel for reasons that are not central to the gospel itself. For Bultmann, the true offence of Christianity is the cross and the call to faith, not the cosmological framework in which the first Christians expressed their faith. This concern explains why Bultmann rejected two opposite approaches. On the one hand, he rejected a conservative literalism which simply repeats the New Testament’s mythological form without interpretation. On the other hand, he also rejected a liberal attempt to remove myth and retain only timeless ethical or religious ideas. David Fergusson observes that Bultmann’s programme was intended as a middle way: it neither accepted myth literally nor discarded it as worthless. ³ Instead, Bultmann believed that myth had to be interpreted in order to disclose the existential truth it was trying to express.
From Diagnosis to Method: The Programme of Demythologisation
Demythologisation is therefore not deletion. It is not a process of cutting out miracles, angels or apocalyptic language until only a rational religion remains. Bultmann repeatedly insisted that the interpreter must not remove myth but interpret it. ⁴ The point is to ask what the mythological language says about human existence before God. When the New Testament speaks of sin, death, the flesh and the world, Bultmann sees more than a description of supernatural forces. He sees a diagnosis of human life: people attempt to secure themselves through what is visible and controllable, yet remain anxious, guilty and alienated. Mythological language expresses the human condition in dramatic form. The cross and resurrection are interpreted in the same existential direction. For Bultmann, the cross is not merely a past event to be inspected by the historian. It is the judgement of God upon human self-reliance. The resurrection is not chiefly a miraculous event that can be verified from outside; rather, it is encountered in the proclamation that Christ is present as the crucified and risen one. ⁵ This does not mean that Bultmann thought the proclamation was invented from nothing, but it does mean that he placed the decisive weight on the kerygma, the preached message, rather than on historical reconstruction. Faith arises when the hearer is addressed by the proclamation and is called into a new existence before god. This gives Bultmann’s programme its distinctive shape. He is not asking whether modern readers can believe every supernatural element in the New Testament in a literal way. He is asking how the New Testament’s proclamation discloses the possibility of authentic existence. The task of interpretation is to translate mythological statements into existential meaning without losing the gospel’s demand for decision. In practice, this means that the interpreter reads the New Testament as a summons: the reader is called away from self-made security and towards faith, freedom and openness to God’s future.
The Philosophical Framework: Existentialist Interpretation
Bultmann’s interpretation depends heavily on existentialist philosophy, especially the work of Martin Heidegger. Heidegger’s Being and Time provided Bultmann with a vocabulary for describing anxiety, decision, authenticity and inauthenticity. ⁶ Bultmann did not simply identify Heidegger’s philosophy with the gospel, but he believed that Heidegger gave a powerful account of human existence which could help modern readers understand the New Testament’s message. The language of authentic and inauthentic existence allowed Bultmann to explain sin and faith without relying on mythological cosmology. In Bultmann’s reading, inauthentic existence means living from the world as though one’s security could be achieved through possessions, status, achievement or control. Authentic existence means receiving life as a gift and being open to the future. Yet Bultmann gives this a theological meaning that goes beyond Heidegger. Authentic existence is not reached by heroic self-determination. It becomes possible through God’s act in the word of proclamation. Faith is therefore not an achievement of the human subject but a response to grace. John Macquarrie, while sympathetic to the attempt to connect existential philosophy and theology, notes that Bultmann’s use of Heidegger raises difficult questions about how far a philosophical framework can shape biblical interpretation without distorting it.⁷ This philosophical framework also explains Bultmann’s emphasis on the present moment. The New Testament is not simply a sourcebook of information about ancient religion. It is a proclamation that confronts the reader now. Interpretation therefore includes historical work, but it cannot end there. The interpreter must ask how the text addresses human existence. This is one of Bultmann’s most enduring insights: he refuses to let biblical interpretation become detached from the question of faith, decision and transformation.
Strengths of the Programme
Bultmann’s programme has several strengths. First, it recognises the historical and cultural distance between the New Testament and modern readers. The New Testament was written in a world very different from our own, with different assumptions about the cosmos, the body, illness, spirits, politics and eschatology. Bultmann does not allow readers to hide this distance. He insists that interpretation is necessary because the text does not speak in a vacuum. His idea of pre-understanding is also important: readers always approach a text with prior questions, experiences and assumptions. ⁸ This does not make interpretation arbitrary, but it means that interpreters must be aware of the standpoint from which they read. Second, Bultmann is right to stress that the New Testament is proclamation rather than neutral information. The Gospels and letters do not merely describe religious ideas; they call readers to repentance, faith, obedience and hope. Bultmann’s method highlights this personal and existential dimension. It prevents the New Testament from being treated only as a historical artefact. Even readers who disagree with Bultmann’s conclusions can learn from his insistence that Scripture addresses the whole person and demands response. Third, his concern to remove unnecessary obstacles to faith is pastorally significant. Bultmann saw that some people reject Christianity because they think it requires them to accept a pre-scientific picture of the universe. He wanted to distinguish the gospel itself from the cultural form in which it was first expressed. This remains an important issue for contemporary preaching, teaching and apologetics. The question of how ancient texts speak meaningfully in modern contexts has not disappeared. In this respect, Bultmann’s programme continues to challenge interpreters to think carefully about translation, communication and relevance.
Criticisms and Difficulties: History, Myth, and Reduction
Nevertheless, Bultmann’s programme faces serious criticisms. The first concerns history. Bultmann distinguishes between ordinary historical facts and the existential meaning of history for the believer. As a result, he is sceptical about the possibility and theological importance of reconstructing the historical Jesus. The resurrection is treated less as an event that happened to Jesus and more as the event of Easter faith in the proclamation of the church.⁹ Many critics argue that this creates a dangerous gap between faith and history. If the earliest Christian message presents the resurrection as God’s act in history, then Bultmann’s interpretation appears to weaken the basis of Christian proclamation. A second difficulty lies in Bultmann’s definition of myth. He places a wide range of New Testament material under the category of myth: ancient cosmology, angelology, demonology, miracle stories, apocalyptic imagery and even resurrection language. But these are not all the same kind of claim. A three-storeyed universe is not identical to the claim that God raised Jesus from the dead. By treating them together, Bultmann risks deciding in advance which parts of the New Testament modern readers can accept. Karl Jaspers criticised Bultmann for conceding too much authority to the modern scientific worldview, as if that worldview could simply judge in advance what is possible. ¹⁰  
A related criticism is that demythologisation can become reductionist. If every statement about God is translated into a statement about human self-understanding, theology risks becoming anthropology. Fergusson notes that religious language cannot always be converted into existential concepts without loss. ¹¹ Myth and symbol may carry meanings that cannot be exhausted by a single philosophical translation. Paul Ricoeur’s response is important here. Ricoeur agreed that Bultmann had identified a real hermeneutical problem, but he argued that symbol gives rise to thought rather than simply disappearing once it has been interpreted. ¹² Myth should be interpreted, but it should not be flattened into one abstract meaning.
A third problem is Bultmann’s dependence on Heidegger. Existentialist categories help Bultmann explain the individual’s encounter with the gospel, but they do not always fit the full range of New Testament themes. The New Testament is not only concerned with personal authenticity; it also speaks of Israel, the church, creation, judgement, resurrection of the body and the kingdom of God. Anthony Thiselton argues that interpretation must take account of both the world of the text and the horizon of the reader. ¹³ Bultmann’s approach sometimes allows the reader’s existential horizon to dominate the text too strongly. Finally, Bultmann’s account of the modern worldview now seems too confident. He assumed that modern people, because they use electric lights and radios, cannot believe in spirits or miracles. ¹⁴ Yet modernity is more complex than that. Many scientifically educated people continue to hold religious beliefs, while philosophy of science has become more cautious about claiming that science can rule out all forms of divine action. N. T. Wright argues that Bultmann’s outlook is itself shaped by Enlightenment assumptions and should not be treated as neutral. ¹⁵ If this is right, then Bultmann’s programme does not simply translate the New Testament for modern people; it also subjects the New Testament to a particular modern philosophy.
Is It a Helpful Way of Reading the New Testament Today?
Whether demythologisation is helpful today depends on how it is used. As a complete programme, it is difficult to accept. It places too much emphasis on existential self-understanding, gives insufficient weight to the historical claims of the New Testament, and narrows the scope of salvation. The New Testament’s hope is not simply that individuals may live authentically before God. It includes the renewal of creation, the resurrection of the body, the defeat of death and the formation of a new community. Bultmann’s reading can make this wider hope seem secondary. At the same time, Bultmann should not be dismissed. His central question remains unavoidable: how can an ancient text speak truthfully and powerfully to readers who do not share all its cultural assumptions? Any serious interpretation of the New Testament must deal with this issue. Even those who believe in the resurrection as a real historical event still must interpret apocalyptic imagery, miracle stories, demon language and symbolic speech. Bultmann forces readers to ask what these texts mean, not only what ancient people believed. A balanced approach would therefore keep Bultmann’s hermeneutical seriousness while rejecting his reductionism. It would recognise that the New Testament uses symbolic and mythic language, but it would not assume that such language is disposable. It would take historical questions seriously, especially concerning Jesus’ death and resurrection, while also recognising that historical study alone cannot produce faith. It would allow the text to address the reader personally, but it would also attend to the communal, cosmic and eschatological dimensions of the biblical message. In this modified form, Bultmann remains helpful, not because he provides the final answer, but because he sharpens the questions that interpreters must ask.
Conclusion
Bultmann’s demythologisation programme attempts to reinterpret the mythological language of the New Testament so that the gospel can be heard by modern readers. It is grounded in the conviction that myth expresses an understanding of human existence and that the task of interpretation is to uncover this meaning through existential analysis. The strengths of the programme are clear: it recognises the distance between the ancient and modern worlds, stresses the personal challenge of the gospel, and seeks to distinguish the central Christian message from unnecessary cultural barriers. Yet its weaknesses are equally significant. It treats too many kinds of biblical language as myth, depends heavily on Heidegger, separates faith too sharply from history, and risks reducing theology to human self-understanding. Demythologisation is therefore not fully convincing as a complete method for reading the New Testament today. However, Bultmann remains important because he reminds interpreters that the New Testament must be interpreted, proclaimed and heard as a living address rather than merely preserved as an ancient text.
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