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What is Biblical Theology?

I.
1.

Biblical Theology is not the same as Biblical studies (exegesis).

Inductive Bible Study is a common way to study the Bible.
1).

2).

3).
We observe what the Bible says; interpret what it means; and apply what
it teaches to our lives today.

On a more academic level, biblical studies (exegesis) studies: what does
(did) this verse say/mean? What does (did) this passage/chapter mean?

Commentaries and expositions (expository sermons: not all sermons are
expository) are its fruits.

Biblical Theology builds on the fruit of Biblical studies (exegesis), but,
unlike exegesis, is not focused on what each verse/passage says.

Many Christians who diligently study the Bible often only focus on what
each verse says. We need a larger picture perspective. Biblical Theology
provides this.
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2.
Biblical Theology is not the same as Systematic Theology.

Let s see the difference between Biblical Theology and Systematic
Theology

Biblical Theology asks: What does God say, at each period in the
history of revelation/history of salvation?

Systematic Theology asks: What does the entire Bible
Revelation say about a given topic x?

from Genesis to

What is God? What is man? Who is Christ? What has he done? How does
God save people? What is the church?

Biblical Theology provides rich material for systematic theology .

Biblical Theology Bible-believing, reverent, obedient study of What
does the entire Bible say about x? provides the framework for Biblical
Theology.
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We don t study What does God say at any give time? in a vacuum, as if
the study is neutral.

We understand the Bible through the Bible because it declares
itself.
3.
Biblical Theology is relatively new.

What God has said at each period is important; thus Biblical Theology is
old.

However, Biblical Theology , as an academic discipline, is a relatively
new movement.
Geerhardus Vos (1862-1949)
(1893-1932)

Herman Ridderbos

Edmund P. Clowney

1960-70
J.I. Packer, Truth and Power
Some pioneers in Biblical Theology were Geerhardus Vos (1862-1949,
Princeton Theological Seminary, 1893-1932; author of Biblical Theology),
Herman Ridderbos.and Edmund P. Clowney championed Biblical
Theology at Westminster Seminary, 1960s-1970s (cf. J.I. Packer, Truth
and Power.)
Clowney
Clowney wrote The Church, Preaching and Biblical Theology, Called to
the Ministry, The Unveiled Mystery, and Preaching Christ from All of
Scripture. Colleagues:
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Other professors at Westminster who labored in biblical theology included:
Harvie Conn, Richard Gaffin, O. Palmer Robertson.
Leon Morris
Donald Guthrie
Other biblical theologians: Leon Morris (Australia), Donald Guthrie
(London Bible College).
4.
What is Biblical Theology?

Biblical Theology rests on two foundations:
(a)
All that God has revealed in the Bible forms a unified whole. (Unity
in revelation.)

The Bible does not contradict itself. The later revelation does not
nullify the earlier; the later only supplements, fulfills and enriches
the earlier revelation.
(b)
God planned, in eternity, to reveal himself and his plan of salvation;
he planned to do this in history.

Then God revealed himself concretely in history. In the words of J.I.
Packer, in history, God told us things. (We call this Propositional
Revelation .)
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Since God did this, there are periods, there is progression and
development. (We call this Progressive Revelation .)

Biblical Theology evangelical, Bible-believing, orthodox Biblical
Theology asks this question: In light of the unity and the
progression in revelation, what has God revealed at various periods
in the history of revelation/history of salvation?

Examples of what Biblical Theology studies are:

the covenant in the five books of Moses;

the name of God in the Old Testament;

the sacrificial system in the Old Testament;

the worship of God in the Old Testament (tabernacle, temple,
synagogue);

Israel s obedience and disobedience in the books of Joshua and
Judges and the prophets;

wisdom in the Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Job;
/2nd Edition/2008

7

the work of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament;

the Suffering Servant (Messiah) in the books of the prophets;

the meaning of Exile and remnant;

the kingdom of God in the gospels; the Kingdom is already here, and
not yet here;

God s heart for the poor in the Old and New Testaments;

the relationship between the Old and New Covenant in the Book of
Hebrews;

grace, faith, works and the law in the Epistles of Paul, and their
interrelationship;

suffering in the teachings of Jesus, Peter and Paul;

the church in the Epistles of Paul.
5.
Why can we be confident to study Biblical Theology?
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If we believe in (a) the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible (God is the
author), (b) unity in revelation, and (c) progressive revelation, we must
believe that (d) God is the same, and (e) the way God deals with his
people is always the same: both in Bible times, and today (scholars often
hide this fact from us), we can study biblical theology with confidence.

Because God is the same, and the way He deals with his people remains
the same, we can study the Bible and find out the over-arching theme in
the Bible.

42
6
God covenants with (commits himself to) his people! Jesus Christ is the
mediator of the covenant; indeed, he is the covenant (Isaiah 42:6)!
6.
Non-evangelical Biblical Theology and the need to be critical

There is a non-orthodox (non-evangelical) movement called Biblical
Theology , which emerged in the middle of the 20th century.

It is inspired by the theology of Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann, etc.,
and does not presume that the Bible is inspired and inerrant.
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It studies: What did the people of God believe at any given time? What
was their faith and worship like?

They study the Bible often as if it contains myths (not necessarily
inspired/inerrant).
20
Thus, there are two very different movements, both called Biblical
Theology.

Thus: When we study Biblical Theology, we take the Bible as the
content/object of our study; but we also must take note of the Biblical
Theology outside orthodox evangelical circles (the kind which does not
honor the Bible as inspired and inerrant).

In other words, Biblical Theology, like every area of study, is done
critically.

II.
Jesus Christ and the Old Testament
1.
Jesus Christ taught about the Old Testament
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Our Lord Jesus was reverent to the Old Testament. He said that even
heaven and earth may fall away, the Word (the law) of the Lord will not
fall away.

After his resurrection, our Lord held two classes on Old Testament biblical
theology.

On the road to Emmaus, he taught the 2 disciples that the Old Testament
(Moses and the Prophets) spoke about him:
24 25-27
25

!

26
27

He said to them, How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe
all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these
things and then enter his glory? And beginning with Moses and all the
Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures
concerning himself. (Luke 24:25-27).

The theme of the Old Testament, in other words, is Christ s sufferings and
glory.

Later Christ taught a group of his disciples about the theme of the Old
Testament:
24 44-48
44
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45
46
47
48

He said to them, This is what I told you while I was still with you:
everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses,
the Prophets an the Psalms. Then he opened their minds so they could
understand the Scriptures. He told them, This is what is written: The
Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance
and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations,
beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. (Luke 24:4448)

Jesus opened the eyes of the disciples. The verb to open comes from
the root, where we get the word hermeneutics (the science of
interpreting the Bible).

We learn from our Lord Jesus that: the theme of the Old Testament is
about him (Christ), about his sufferings (death) and his glories
(resurrection/ascension). The person and work of Jesus Christ is the theme
of the Old Testament.
=
[Note: Moses, Prophets, and Writings (Psalms) = 3 parts of the Old
Testament.]
2.
We study the Bible as followers of Christ, not as Jews/non-Christians.

We are not Jews; we are Christians. Therefore, Christians don t apologize
when we interpret the Old Testament from the perspective of the New
Testament, from the vantage point that Christ has risen; repentance in his
name is preached to all nations.
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Unfortunately, some evangelical scholars now follow the nonevangelical habit of calling the Old Testament the Jewish Bible.

The Old Testament is part 1 of the Christian Bible we interpret the Old
Testament as Christians, as people who have experienced the power of
salvation through Christ.
Jesus says that the true believer believes that the Old Testament testifies
about him:
5 39-40
39
40

You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you
possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you
refuse to come to me to have life. (John 5:39-40)

What is God s purpose in giving us Christians the Old Testament? It does
3 things:
(a)
(b)

prepare for the coming of Christ;
provide types of Christ; and

(c)
prophesy and give promises concerning Christ and his work.
Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the promises and prophecies
concerning himself.
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III.
The Main Theme of the Old Testament: Covenant

Covenant is the topic of this course on Old Testament theology.
1.

Christians believe that we can find out what the Bible says, in a specific
verse, paragraph or chapter, and as a whole. After careful study, we can
know the theme of the Old Testament: the covenant which God has
established with his people.
2.
9
1-3
The word covenant first appear in God s relationship to Noah. But
God s words to Noah refer back to God s words to Adam (Genesis 1-3).
Therefore, we can say:
a.
God made a covenant with Adam (and through Adam, to mankind).
b.
God made a covenant with Noah (and through Noah, to mankind), and
3.
17 1-7
Then God made a covenant with Abraham (and through Abraham, to all
of his descendants: the New Testament tells us that, Abraham s true
descendants are all those who, like him, believe in God and His grace).
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12 1-3
Genesis 12:1-3 God made 4 promises to Abraham:
a.

I will bless you,

b.

I will give you land,

c.

I will make you into a great nation,

d.

All the nations on earth will
be blessed through you.

We see God fulfilling these promises in history:
a.
God did bless Abraham during his lifetime;
b.

430
God gave Abraham the land He promised him, 430 years later
(during the times of Moses and Joshua);

c.
God did make Abraham (through his descendants) into a great
nation, a few more hundred years later (during David and
Solomon s time);
d.
Finally, God did bless all the nations through Abraham
(through his descendant, Jesus Christ), when Christ came on
earth to accomplish salvation.
12 1-3
We can almost say that: Genesis 12:1-3 is a succinct, convenient
outline of Old Testament history , at least the history beginning with
the covenant with Abraham.
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4.

19 56
God made a covenant with Moses (and through Moses, to all the people
of Israel) Exodus 19:5-6 God will be their God; they will be God s
people.

5.
Later God made a covenant with David, promising an everlasting
kingdom.
6.
31

36

2
Throughout the Old Testament, God (through
the prophets) promised that one day he will make a new covenant with
his people (Jeremiah 31, Ezekiel 36, Hosea 2, etc.).
7.

What is the essence of the covenant? It is this: God says to his people: I
will be your God, you will be my people. This is God s way of saying,
I love you.
8.
To sum up: Your relationship with God has a name: covenant. If you
are a Christian, that includes you.

When you became a Christian, you entered into this covenant.

Your obligations in the covenant are: faith, obedience, and repentance.
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IV.
An Invitation to Covenantal Thinking and Living

How should we live, think, believe, and study the Bible as covenantkeepers ?
1.
Use a good study Bible which gives an introduction to each book of the
Bible, e.g. NIV Study Bible, or The Spirit of the Reformation Study Bible.
A solid Bible study guide is: Search the Scriptures (IVP).

1-8
19-24
1-9

5-7
1-11

1-3
40-66

38-42

When you study, ask: What does this paragraph say? What does this
book/section of the book say? Write an outline of the book/section
(Romans 1-8, Matthew 5-7, John 13-17, Ephesians 1-3, Exodus 19-24,
Genesis 1-11, Isaiah 40-66, Proverbs 1-9, Job 38-42, Philippians, I
John).
2.

Make sure you understand the big words in the Bible, which we often
assume we understand (but don t): sacrifice, knowledge, wisdom,
obedience, faith, authority, Bible, revelation, God, covenant, love, church,
marriage, family, teaching/education, sin, redemption, heaven, Christ.
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Use The
New Bible Dictionary (English or Chinese). Study these words.

Each word has a rich meaning through the Old and New Testaments!
Grasp these major concepts; the Bible will come alive for you.
3.
The word covenant is the name God has given to the relationship he
established with you.

When you became a Christian, you entered into God s covenant.

Children of Christian parent(s) enter into this covenant at birth.

Your relationship with God is defined, established, guaranteed, and
maintained by God!

He is always faithful on his part. And he calls us to be faithful on our
part to faith, obedience, and repentance.

Pray with faith!
4.
How do you measure how good your relationship with God is?
20
Whether you feel comfortable (a warm, fuzzy feeling) at the end of a 20minutes Quiet Time? At the end of singing a praise-and-worship song?
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Whether your emotions are high or low?

Whether yourself-perceived spirituality is high or low (depends whether
you just had a mountain-top experience, such as a retreat or
conference)?

Whether you are experiencing joy in your relationships, or pain?

No!

Our relationship (covenant) with God is not self-feeling-centered; it is
God-centered. And God is faithful to all his promises he has given in the
covenant.
5.
How to measure our relationship (covenant) with God :

Do I thoroughly obey his commands?

Do I worship him with all of my heart?

Do I trust all his promises?

Do I regularly come to the cross to repent of my sin?
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Is the deepest desire in my heart to know him, to love him, serve him, live
and die for him?

Is heaven more important to me than this life on earth?

Do I have a real fear and reverence of God?

This is how God describe the heart he desires, the life we should live, the
kind of relationship with him we should have.

Cf. J.I. Packer, Keep In Step with the Spirit; Jonathan Edwards,
Religious Affections.
6.

9
Sometimes we need to renew our covenant with God (cf. Nehemiah 9).

7.
Life is serious; the Christian life is about commitment.
8.
The marriage vow is a good picture of covenanting with God. (Malachi
2:14.)
9.

`
Covenant is the relationship God has established with us, and he has
determined all the terms and conditions.
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Behind the covenant, is the sovereignty of God. Covenant challenges us
to abandon all self-centered, man-centered, feeling-centered thinking and
living.
10.
When we surrender (in covenant obedience) we are truly free.
11.
The Puritans were ridiculed for being so precise (strict about so many
details). One Puritan answered: But sir, I serve a precise God!
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JOHN MURRAY, THE COVENANT OF GRACE - Digest

=
God s redemptive revelation = covenant revelation.

Usual definition of the term covenant (Since Protestant Reformation):

A compact, an agreement between two parties: promise, conditions.

I.

The use of the term in Scripture: (pp. 8-12)

Emphasis on grace and promise of God is thoroughly in accord with biblical data.
[a]

Covenants between men
Gen. 21:27, 32
Gen. 26:28
Gen. 31:44
Josh. 9:6, 11, 15

Abraham and Abimelech
Abimelech to Isaac
Laban to Jacob
Gibeonites to Joshua

I Sam. 18:3

David and Jonathan

2 Sam. 3:12

David and Abner

2 Sam. 13:21
2 Sam. 5:3
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David and Absalom

34
David with all elders of Israel at Hebron
I Kings 5:12

Solomon and Hiram

{1}
Even should it be true that in these covenants the idea of mutual compact is
central, it does not follow that the idea of compact is central in or essential to
the covenant relation which God constitutes with man.
{2}

berith

diatheke

Suntheke

Geerhardus Vos
LXX renders berith diatheke. Suntheke = better translation for compact.
We suspect: LXX translators not governed by mutual
agreement. =>Vos.
{3}

10
Pact or contract not in foreground. There is engagement or commitment
indeed. But the notion of sworn fidelity is thrust into prominence rather
than that of contract. It is not the contractual terms that are in prominence so
much as the solemn engagement of one person to another. To such an extent
is this the case that stipulated terms of agreement need not be present at all.
It is the giving of oneself over in the commitment of troth that is emphasized
and the specified conditions as those upon which the engagement or
commitment is contingent are not mentioned. (p. 10)
[b]

Covenants made by man with God
Josh. 24:24, 25 Joshua with the people
2 Kings 11:17
2 Kings 23:3
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Jehoiada

between the Lord, king, and people

Josiah before the Lord

35
Ezra 10:3 Ezra

people with the Lord

(bind themselves)
11
What we find in these instances is solemn, promissory commitment to faith or
troth on the part of the people concerned. They bind themselves in bond to be
faithful to the Lord in accordance with His revealed will. The covenant is solemn
pledging of devotion to God, unreserved and unconditional commitment to His
service. (p. 11)
[c]
Divine covenants. Creation and providence.
Jer. 33:20-25

the covenant of the day and of the night.

Gen. 8:22
Faithfulness of God to His providential ordinances, and to His promise.
Ordinances of God immovably established.

II.

Post-diluvian Noahic Covenant. (pp. 12-15)
Gen. 9:9-17
[1]
Conceived, devised, determined, established, confirmed, dispensed by God
Himself.
Gen. 9:9, 11, 12, 13, 17
[2]

9

10

Universal in scope (vv. 9, 10). Operates on behalf of, and dispenses blessings to
those who have no intelligent apprehension of it.
[3]
Unconditional. No commandment. Breaking covenant is inconceivable.
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[4]

16
Intensely, pervasively monergistic. No human agency whatever. Unilateral (v
16).

[5]

11
=
Everlasting. (v. 11) Perpetuity = bound up with its divinely unilateral, monergistic
character.

Sovereign grace
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III.

The Abrahamic Covenant. (pp. 16-20)
[1]
Promise: self-maledictory oath.
Gen. 15:8-18
[A]
Divine administration: God passes through the meat.
[B]
Essence of blessing: I will be your God, you shall be my people.
[2]

Keeping and breaking covenant.
Gen. 17:9, 10, 14.
=
Keeping = necessary, arising out of intimacy and spirituality of religious
relation.

Sovereign dispensation of grace.

Does the possibility of breaking the covenant imply a conditional perpetuity?
Gen. 17:14

There must be response.
Gen. 18:17-19
Gen. 22:16-18

But these conditions are not conditions of the covenant.

It is NOT true that, only if conditions are fulfilled, then the covenant would be
dispensed.
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Apart from the fulfillment of these conditions the grace bestowed and the
relation established are meaningless.

Keeping the covenant presupposes the covenant relation is established rather
than the condition upon which its establishment is contingent.

A covenant which yields its blessing indiscriminately is not one that can be kept
or broken.

Particularism necessitates keeping the covenant.

IV.

The Mosaic Covenant. (pp. 20-22)
[1]
Conditional fulfillment = not peculiar to Mosaic covenant.
[2]
Deliverance = in fulfillment of Abrahamic covenant.
Ex. 2:24
Ex. 3:16, 17
Ex. 6:4-8
Ps. 40:8-12
Ps. 40:42-45
Ps. 41:45
[3]
Spirituality = central.
Ex. 6:7
Dt. 29:13
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Keeping the covenant = first reference to the covenant.
Ex. 19:5, 6

Next explicit reference

sequel to the promise of the people.

Ex. 24:7-8
*

19 5
Ex. 19:5 does not prove conditional fulfillment.
*
The covenant is actually presupposed in the keeping of it.
*
What is conditional upon obedience and keeping of the covenant is the
enjoyment of the blessing which the covenant contemplates.

God sovereignly administered the Covenant.
Ex. 36:27, 28
Lev. 24:8
Num. 18:19
Num. 25:13
Neh. 13:29

Both Abraham and Moses: The keynotes are obeying God s voice and
keeping the covenant.
Gen. 18:17-19
Ex. 19:5-6

Therefore: Mosaic covenant = NOT new kind of covenant.
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V.

The Davidic Covenant (pp. 22-25)
2 Sam. 7:12-17
Ps. 89:3-4, 26ff, 34
Ps. 132:11ff

Most striking feature security, determinateness, immutability of divine promise.
2 Sa. 23:5

Promises = Messianic, fulfilled in Christ.
Isa. 42:1, 6
Isa. 49:8
Isa. 55:3-4
God gives the servant as a covenant of the people.
Mal. 3:1
Angel of the covenant
Isa. 54:9-10
Isa. 59:21
=
Noahic covenant = the pattern.

Conclusion

(disposition)
(dispensation)
31
From the beginning of God s disclosures to men in terms of covenant we find a unity of
conception which is to the effect that a divine covenant is a sovereign administration of
grace and of promise. It is not compact or contract agreement that provides the
constitutive or governing idea but that of dispensation in the sense of disposition. (p. 31)
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20

(covenant)

= berit
= diatheke, suntheke

(he engages himself, identifies himself with us)

(Exclusive, particular love.)
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3

Palmer Robertson
John Murray
Meredith Kline

1.

(Palmer Robertson)

(www.wts.edu)

(www.covenantseminary.edu)
Christ of the Covenants, Christ of the Prophets, The Genesis of Sex
(www.prpbooks.com),

Covenants (www.gcp.org)

A covenant is a blood-bond sovereignly administered.
=
15

A life-and-death bond.
(to cut a covenant)

(maledictory

oath)
2.

(John Murray)
John Murray (4 vols., www.banneroftruthtrust.co.uk.)
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Collected Writings of

43
The Covenant of Grace (www.prpbooks.com)

(engages himself)

3.

(solemnly engages himself)

(Meredith G. Kline)
(www.wts.edu)

(Gordon Conwell Theological Seminary)

By Oath Consigned, Treaty of the Great King, Images of the Spirit
(Hittites treaties)

(covenant administration)
(covenant
document)
(self-identification)
(sanctions: commands and prohibitions)
of obedience and disobedience)
preservation

Kline
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(historical prologue)
(consequences
(provisions for copies and

44
Murray
(promise of grace)
Robertson
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Introducing Biblical Theology
_______________________________________________________________________

1.

2.

1-8

3.

4.
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5.

6.
(aion)

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.
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12.
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Introducing Biblical Theology
_______________________________________________________________________

RESURRECTION AND REDEMPTION:
METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
(Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul s Soteriology. 3[formerly: The
Centrality of the Resurrection.] Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 1987, 19-29.)

Geerhardus Vos Pauline Eschatology is of abiding value not only for its rich and
penetrating analysis of the basic elements of Paul s teaching but also for its variety of
instructive statements concerning the way he approaches Paul. This methodological or
hermeneutical significance of the book, which so far appears to have been entirely
overlooked, is that to which we now will give careful attention.

vi
149
60
148

60
148
61

149
[ 1]
Vos approach to Paul is controlled by his conviction that Paul can justly be
called the father of Christian eschatology (p. vi) and even that Paul s is the genius of
the greatest constructive mind ever at work on the data of Christianity (p. 149).
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Statements with a similar tone can be multiplied. Because the apostle s mind had by
nature a certain systematic bent, which made him pursue with great resoluteness the
consequences of given premises (p. 60), and because it was highly doctrinal and
synthetic (p. 148), one must think in terms of Paul s theological system (p. 60), his
system of truth, his construction of Christian truth (p. 148). Paul s energetic
eschatological thinking tended toward consolidation in an orb of compact theological
structure (p. 61). The facile one-sidedness of which all too many of his interpreters have
been guilty results in part because Paul s mind as a theological thinker was far more
exacting than theirs
(p. 149). [1]
[1] Cf. Biblical Theology, p. 17: The Gospel having a precise, doctrinal structure, the doctrinallygifted Paul was the fit organ for expressing this, because his gifts had been conferred and cultivated in
advance with a view to it. (This volume, which first appeared in 1948, is a reworking of class lectures
given at Princeton Theological Seminary, prior to Vos s retirement in 1932.)

1
2
(data)

Taken together, these statements make an unmistakable impression. In particular,
two factors stand out. (1) They reflect a deep appreciation of the distinctiveness and
individuality of Paul, specifically his capacity as a thinker. The nature of Paul s mind is
reflected upon in some detail. (2) They show a definite sense of continuity between Paul
and his interpreter. Both have a common interest: the data of Christianity. Christian
eschatological reflection has Paul as its initiator, its father. Moreover, the nature of this
continuity, its specifically theological character, is indicated in a variety of ways. In
short, it is not going too far to say that Vos approaches the apostle as one with whom he
is involved in a common theological enterprise. And he does this without any sense of
incompatibility with a conviction of the unity and divine origin and authority of
Scripture.
[

2]

Vos approach stands in sharp contrast to Abraham Kuyper s rejection of the
expression biblical theology. [2] This contrast is instructive because the latter s work
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on theological encyclopaedia has had a decisive influence in shaping Reformed
theological method, an influence which continues, at least indirectly, to the present.
[2] Encyclopaedie der Heilige Godgeleerdheid, 3:166-180.

[ 3]
At a first glance Kuyper s objections appear to be primarily historical in character,
based on reaction to rationalistic theology which masqueraded its thinly-veiled attacks on
the authority of Scripture under the slogan, biblical theology. This factor certainly is
important (3), but close examination shows that his rejection has a much deeper basis.
[3] Ibid., pp. 169f., pp. 401-404.

(principium theologiae)
[

4]

176

(dogma)
[

5]
(material)

[

6]

[ 7]
Nothing less than the way in which Kuyper understands Scripture as the
principium theologiae prohibits his use of the expression biblical theology. Scripture
itself is not theology but underlies it. [4] The biblical writers must not be called
theologians (p. 176), because theology is unthinkable apart from previously formed
dogmas, and dogma is a product of the life of the (institutional) church. [5] Thus stress is
placed exclusively upon the disjunction, the discontinuity in principle, between Scripture
and the biblical writers on the one hand, and the dogmas and theologians of the church on
the other. The Bible itself contains no dogmas but rather the material out of which the
church constructs dogma. [6] The biblical revelation is given in the stylized,
symbolic-aesthetic language of the East; only when the Western mind with its
penchant for dialectical clarity goes to work on the biblical material does theology
come into being. [7]
[4] Encyclopaedie der Heilige Godgeleerdheid, 3;167: If Holy Scripture is the principium of
theology, then theology only begins when Holy Scripture is there (Kuyper s italics).
[5] Ibid., p. 169: Dogmatics is unthinkable unless dogma has previously formed, and dogma is as
such a fruit of the life-process of the church (Kuyper s italics); cf. pp. 395ff.
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[6] Ibid.: There are no dogmas in Holy Scripture, only the material from which the church, under the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, has to construct dogmas ; p. 404:
and Scripture does not provide us
with dogmas themselves, but with the material from which the church has to build dogmas ; cf. pp.
355ff.
[7] Ibid., p. 168: Revelation is given to us in Holy Scripture, wrapped in the symbolic-aesthetic
language of the East. Its content is now transferred out of the oriental world into that western
consciousness which attempts to bring the general human consciousness to dialectical clarity; and only
where this transition takes place does theology originate ; cf. vol. II, pp. 247f.

[

8]
loco probantis

[ 9]
It is essential to see, then, that in terms of the sequence: Scripture, church, dogma,
dogmatics (theology), [8] and because of the way the stress on discontinuity is distributed,
Kuyper rejects biblical theology not only in name but in concept. To be sure, he does go
on to approve the material interest of biblical theology, namely, its concern with the
historical character of the Bible. He laments the shortcomings of the loca probantia
method of dogmatics in this respect, and looks for real progress in biblical understanding
to result from a study of the historia revelationis. [9]
[8] Just how determinative and clearly defined this pattern of distinctions is in Kuyper s thinking
appears from the fact that it furnishes the designations for three of the four major subdivisions of
special encyclopaedia: De Bibliologische, De Ecclesiologische and De Dogmatologische (which
includes dogmatics).
[9] Encyclopaedie, 3:170ff.

[

10]
[

11]
[

12]

Even from these brief sketches it is not difficult to recognize a decided difference
in emphasis and approach between Vos and Kuyper. In fact, the stress of the one is
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precisely the opposite of the other. (1) Kuyper s construction is characterized by a
leveling treatment of the biblical authors. In the sphere of encyclopaedia no attempt is
made to take into account their respective differences. In fact, it seems there is an implicit
tendency in the opposite direction. [10] While Vos thinks in terms of the systematic
bent and the highly doctrinal and synthetic quality of Paul s mind, [11] for Kuyper,
the apostle, along with the other biblical writers, speaks the stylized, symbolic-aesthetic
language of the East. [12] (2) Kuyper stresses exclusively the discontinuity between the
biblical writers and the theological activity of subsequent Christian
generations. Accordingly, Vos s description of Paul as a specifically theological
thinker and his repeated references to the apostle s theological system are modes of
expression forbidden to Kuyper in principle.
[10] Ibid., p. 176: Certainly each one of these men lived in a religious thought-world, and this
thought-world is use din revelation, used even with the individual variations which more than one of
them discloses; but in the history of revelation both this religious thought-world and these individual
variations do service only as the canvas on which the Holy Spirit embroiders; and not that canvas but
the embroidery itself is that which constitutes revelation and with which we should be concerned.
[11] Cf. Biblical Theology, p. 16: The didactic, dialectic mentality of Paul
[12] It is difficult to see how anyone who has read the letters of Paul could make such a generalization.
Apparently Kuyper s encyclopaedic interests have at this point blinded him to what he himself
recognizes elsewhere: What makes the letters of Paul so difficult is that there the mystical-oriental
and western-didactical streams flow into each other (Dictaten Docmatiek, vol. I, part 2, p. 54); Paul
is a more acute thinker than James
(Encyclopaedie, 2:241).

[ 13]
These two points of view are mutually exclusive in key respects. Which, if either,
is correct? Kuyper s position may represent the characteristically Reformed attitude,
particularly concerning the relationship between the interpretation of Paul and dogmatic
formulation. Nevertheless, a variety of considerations points to Vos s approach as the
proper way to deal with Paul as a biblical writer, that is, as an instrument of revelation.
[13]
[13] In discussing these here, attention for the most part will have to be limited to initiating and
sketching lines of argument without fully expanding upon them. Many related questions, in
themselves important, must be bypassed completely.
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[

14]

(self-evident truths)
[
(authentication)

15]

(interpretation)

[ 16]
Biblical revelation has an historical interest. Scripture is a record of the history of
revelation, which includes its own production. Analysis of this history analysis
welcomed by Kuyper himself has made increasingly clear that revelation is a
differentiated phenomenon, coming as acts or words. God reveals himself both in
redemption and revelation, in what he does as well as in what he says. The organic
relationship between these two facets has also become more and more evident.
Revelation never stands by itself, but is always concerned either explicitly or implicitly
with redemptive accomplishment. God s speech is invariably related to his actions. It is
not going too far to say that redemption is the raison d etre of revelation.[14] An
unbiblical, quasi-gnostic notion of revelation inevitably results when it is considered by
itself or as providing self-evident general truths. [15] Consequently, revelation is either
authentication or interpretation of God s redemptive action. Usually both description and
explanation can be found in a given biblical writer or instrument of revelation, although
in each instance one element will be more prominent than the other. [16]
[14] Vos s is still among the best discussions of this and related points (Biblical Theology, pp. 14f., 24,
124, 324ff.)
[15] Ibid., p. 24: Revelation is so interwoven with redemption that, unless allowed to consider the
latter, it would be suspended in the air.
[16] The basic structure of the New Testament canon reflects this distinction: gospels(attestation)/
epistles (interpretation). That this pattern is intentional or constitutive is confirmed by the shape of
Marcion s canon: edited Gospel of Luke / the Epistles of Paul with the exception of the pastorals. (For
a brief presentation of the evidence favoring the position that Marcion s canon is molded according to
the church s and not vice versa, cf. T. Zahn, Grundriss der Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons
(Leipzig: A. Deichert, 1904), pp. 28f. The recent recovery of the Gospel of Truth in extant form
strengthens this position.) As indicated above, the distinction between attestation an interpretation
may not be applied in a rigid fashion, as if the Gospels contain no interpretation and the Epistles no
authentication. Such a construction would obviously fail to do justice to the teaching of Jesus. Still,
the fundamental perspective from which the New Testament is an organic whole (i.e., canon) is that
Jesus (including his teaching) and the apostles (particularly their letters) are related as the great fact
to be expounded and the subsequent interpretation of this fact (Vos, Biblical Theology, pp.
324f.).
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In the case of Paul, there is no doubt that the aspect of interpretation is more
characteristic. The almost exclusive concern of his writing and preaching is expounding,
exegeting the history of redemption as it has reached its climax in the death and
resurrection of Christ. In Paul s perspective, Christ s place in the history of revelation is
conditioned by and exponential of a specific redemptive-historical context. This is a
decisively important perspective for understanding Paul. Only as it is appreciated
together with its implications does the real significance of his revelatory functions
become apparent.
[

17]
1 10

One of these implications especially concerns us at this point. From the
perspective of the history of redemption believers today are in the same situation as was
Paul. [17] Together with him they look back upon the climactic events of Christ s death,
resurrection, and ascension, while together with him they wait for his Son from heaven
(I Thes. 1:10), the one event in that history which is still outstanding. The same tension
between already and not yet which marked Paul s experience characterizes the life of
the believer today.
[17] Ibid., p. 325f.: Still we know full well that we ourselves live just as much in the New Testament
as did Peter and Paul and John. In the same context Vos makes the perceptive and highly suggestive
observation that the seeming disproportion between the chronological extent of the Old Testament and
that of the New Testament arises form viewing the new revelation too much by itself, and not
sufficiently as introductory and basic to the large period following (p. 325f., my italics).
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16
25-26

Thus the continuity between Paul and his interpreters is clear. Specifically, they
are related in terms of a common redemptive-historical index. Moreover, in view of the
correlation between redemptive act and revelatory word, that is, Scripture s own focus on
the history of redemption, the pointedly theological nature of this continuity is also
apparent. This follows on the assumption that theology ought to be based on the text of
Scripture, that as an historical discipline biblical exegesis is likewise theologically
normative. Thus if Paul s interest is interpreting the history of redemption, then the
interpretation of Paul necessarily has the same interest, carried out in a common
redemptive-historical context. Theology, whatever may be its scope and final shape, can
have no more basic interest than to follow in Paul s footsteps by explaining and
interpreting the redemptive-historical tension which characterizes the believer s existence,
by expounding and elucidating the mystery which has been kept secret for long ages
past, but now is manifested
(Rom. 16:25f.). In a word, the concept of theology is
redemptive-historically conditioned. The essence of theology is interpretation of the
history of redemption. Consequently, a theological continuity necessarily exists between
Paul and his interpreters.

[

18]
Biblical theology is generally viewed as a survey of the progression of the
redemptive-revelatory activity of God in history, carried out from a later and basically
(i.e., redemptive-historically) different vantage point. This, most properly, is a description
of Old Testament biblical theology. To be sure, concern with the progress of revelation is
not lacking in New Testament biblical theology, but what distinguishes it is the fact that,
in the manner noted above, the exegete, despite every cultural and temporal dissimilarity,
stands in principle (i.e., in terms of the history of redemption) in the same situation as the
writers of the New Testament and, therefore, is involved with Paul (and the other letter
writers) in a common interpretative enterprise. [18]
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[18] This difference in program between Old Testament biblical theology and New Testament biblical
theology is already intimated by B.B. Warfield, The Person of Christ, Biblical Doctrines (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1929), p. 176: In its fundamental teaching, the New Testament lends itself,
therefore, more readily to what is called dogmatic than to what is called genetic treatment
This
observation is especially germane to the writings of Paul.

This line of thought may be put somewhat differently by observing that Paul s
function in the economy of revelation cannot be divorced from his office and functioning
as apostle. In other words, his activity as an instrument of revelation is qualified
ecclesiastically. This, in turn, means that the inspired, infallible revelation given through
him is at the same time the authoritative teaching and opinion (= dogma) of the church,
and that, one may speak of his theology.

(didactic)

(doctrinal)
[

19]

[ 20]
At least some of the methodological considerations already introduced have
relevance for the study of the entire New Testament, particularly the Epistles. Here,
however, their applicability for Pauline studies needs to be stressed. They provide the
perspective for properly viewing his writings in their distinctiveness. Specifically, the
pervasively didactic or doctrinal nature of Paul s teaching ought to be approached while
recognizing a common redemptive-historical interest and a common redemptivehistorical situation. The at times closely-reasoned character of Paul s letters hardly needs
to be argued, particularly where Reformed scholarship is concerned. [19] But an
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awareness of the redemptive-historical factors involved is necessary to appreciate the
deeper significance of this doctrinal quality and systematic interest. This awareness
provides the warrant for speaking of Paul s theology in the proper sense of the word. At
least with respect to Paul, then, it is in order to say that the principium theologiae,
Scripture, itself contains theology or, perhaps better, that the nature of the continuity
between our theology and its principium (the Bible) is at points distinctly
theological. Kuyper s sequence, therefore, is at least subject to supplementation.
Recognition of the discontinuity between the New Testament and its subsequent
interpretation in the church needs to be balanced by recognizing the (ecclesiasticaltheological, redemptive-historical) continuity between them.[20]
[19] Cf., e.g. Warfield (Biblical Doctrines, p. 176), who refers to Paul as the most didactic of the
New Testament writers. One may assume that even Kuyper would not take exception to this
statement.
[20] There is no need to read out of the argument developed to this point any unbiblical qualifications
or relativizing of the perfections of Scripture (necessity, authority, clarity, sufficiency!). An analogy
from differential calculus may help to make the basic points clear. Redemptive events constitute a
function (f), the authentication and interpretation of the New Testament its first derivative (f ) and the
interpretation of the later church its second derivative(f ). F , to be sure, is of a different order than f ,
since the former, the infallible verbal revelation (Scripture) which has God as its primary author, is the
basis (principium) of the latter. But both, as derivatives, have a common interpretative reference to
f. Indeed, it may be said that at its level (characterized by fallibility and tentativeness) f goes
beyond f by seeking to make more explicit the structure implicit in the latter.

In the above discussion, the redemptive-historical distinction between canonical and
noncanonical, between the apostolic and postapostolic periods, is not being overlooked or
obliterated. Rather, stress is being placed on some implications of the fact that in
church apostolic and postapostolic which have their common (redemptivehistorical) denominators.

So far our discussion has tried to vindicate and develop Geerhardus Vos s
approach to Paul by showing (1) that Paul s interpreters ought to deal with him as they
stand with him in the same redemptive-historical context and so share a common
interpretative interest, and (2) that in this light they are to do justice to his doctrinal
interest, his distinctiveness as a thinker. This stress on continuity may be expressed by
viewing Paul as a theologian. This fundamental point of departure gives rise to several
conclusions essential to a comprehensive understanding of his preaching.
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(incommensurable)

(product
)
[ 21]
(1) To approach Paul as a theologian means that no encyclopaedic structure or set
of distinctions may be allowed to make the situation in which he developed the teaching
of his epistles incommensurable in principle with the various contexts in which the later
church has hammered out her doctrines. In terms of the history of redemption, for
instance, the structure of Paul s soteriological teaching may be contrasted and compared
with the structure of Reformed soteriology. In other words, to state the broader
methodological implication, biblical theology and systematic theology may not be
arbitrarily and artificially separated. The proper interest of the former is revelation as an
historical process. Inevitably, then, it draws attention to the distinguishing characteristics
and peculiarities of what the respective biblical authors have written. The significant gain,
however, is not that the humanness of the Bible is thereby underscored. In and of itself
this is of no value. Rather, because attention is on the human instrumentality in giving
revelation, God s activity is made more specific and so the structure of that revelation as
product, the proper concern of dogmatics, comes into sharper focus. [21]
[21] In view of this consideration, an incursion of biblical theology (concern with revelation qua
process) into the domain of systematic theology (concern with revelation qua product) is both
inevitable and necessary. In need of at least qualification is the customary Reformed attempt to
distinguish the two disciplines with respect to method. Cf. J. Murray, Systematic Theology. Second
Article, WTJ, 26 (1963-64): 33: The difference is merely one of method. Biblical theology deals
with the data of special revelation from the standpoint of its history; systematic theology deals with
the same in its totality as a finished product. ; Vos, Biblical Theology, p. 13: Biblical Theology deals
with revelation as a divine activity, not as the finished product of that activity. However, Murray,
toward the end of the article just quoted, makes the following observation: But systematic theology
ill fail of its task to the extent to which it discards its rootage in biblical theology as properly
conceived and developed. It might seem that an undue limitation is placed upon systematic theology
by requiring that the exegesis with which it is so intimately concerned should be regulated by the
principle of biblical theology. And it might seem contrary to the canon so important to both exegesis
and systematics, namely, the analogy of Scripture. These appearances do not correspond to reality.
The fact is that only when systematic theology is rooted in biblical theology does it exemplify its true
function and achieve its purposes (pp. 45f.). For a fuller discussion of this relationship, see my
Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology, WTJ, 38, 3 (Spring 1976): 281-299.
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[

22]

principium

This mutual interest of biblical theology and systematic theology is especially
prominent in the study of Paul. If as a theologian his letters and preaching disclose a
structure of thought, then it follows that the shape an exegetically-based theology takes
should reflect that structure as explicitly as possible, [22] especially in the locus of
soteriology where Pauline material inevitably figures so prominently. If, in the common
activity of theologizing, Paul, as apostle and instrument of revelation, is distinguished
from his interpreters by providing part of the inspired and indispensable foundation (the
principium) for subsequent theological activity, it follows that his interpreters should be
concerned not only with the material, the particular conceptions found in Paul, but also
with the way in which Paul himself handles this material and structures the various
conceptions.
[22] Cf. M. Kline, By Oath Consigned (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968), p. 29: Surely it does not
become systematic theology to unravel what has been synthesized to a degree even in the Scriptures.
Systematic theology ought rather to weave together the related strands yet more systematically.

[ 23]
As long as one continues with Kuyper to speak of the Bible as providing the
material out of which the church constructs dogmas and develops a dogmatics, it is
difficult to see how the loca probantia method is really and effectively overcome, despite
insistence to the contrary. As long as one operates with his encyclopaedic distinctions,
the synthesizing principles employed by Paul will at best be only obscurely perceived and
so, almost inevitably, replaced either implicitly or explicitly by others foreign to him.
Scripture must determine not only the content but also the method of theology. [23]
[23] Cf. P. Lengsfeld, Adam und Christus, Koinonia Beitraege zur oekumenischen Spiritualitaet und
Theologie, 9, ed. T. Sartory (Essen: Ludgerus-Verlag, 1965), p. 22: Scripture is also canon for the
task of dogmatics (not only for its content).
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3 16

(2) To approach Paul as a theologian helps to define the problem of Pauline
interpretation. From the very beginning the church has had its difficulties with Paul s
writings, as Peter himself verifies. He acknowledges that they contain some things
which are hard to understand and alludes to the disastrous consequences resulting from
their misuse in certain quarters (II Peter 3:16). This statement not only attests the
antiquity of the problem of Pauline interpretation; it also gives to that problem, one may
say, canonical proportions.

[

24]

The history of Pauline interpretation has been characterized by an excess of
ingenuity and a dearth of real penetration. Interpretation has tended to take exploratory
outings when it should have been digging deeper. Only too seldom has it gone deep
enough. [24] However, it is not only the variety of defects on the interpreters side which
has so often barred the way to a deepened understanding of Paul. Rather, involved here as
well is the proper problem of Pauline interpretation.
[24] Albert Schweitzer s verdict on nineteenth century historical-critical study of Paul has a wider
range of application in this respect: The study of Paulinism has nothing very brilliant to show for
itself in the way of scientific achievement. Learning has been lavishly expended upon it, but thought
and reflection have been to seek (Paul and His Interpreters, trans. W. Montgomery [London: Adam
and Charles Black, 1912], p. 237).

[
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The real difficulty for interpretation lies in the fact that in Paul s writings we
encounter a thinker of constructive genius, with a dogmatic bent, but only as he directs
himself to specific situations and questions, only as he expresses himself in occasional
fashion. In short, the true problem in understanding Paul is that he is a theologian, a
careful and systematic thinker, accessible only through pastoral letters and records of his
sermons. His writings are obviously not doctrinal treatises; but neither do they consist in
a variety of unrelated, ad hoc formulations or in an unsystematic multiplication of
conceptions. They reflect a structure of thought. The Pauline epistles may be aptly
compared to the visible portion of an iceberg. What juts above the surface is but a small
fraction of what remains submerged. The true proportions of the whole lie hidden beneath
the surface. [25] The contours of what can be seen at a first glance may also prove
deceptive. Put less pictorially, that conception or line of thought having relatively little
explicit textual support, on reflection may prove to be of the most basic, constitutive
significance. This state of affairs makes the interpretation of Paul, particularly a
comprehensive attempt, an inherently difficult and precarious undertaking.
[25] Cf. Warfield, Biblical Doctrines, p. 175, where he speaks of the conception of Christ s person
which lies on or, if we prefer to say so, beneath the pages of the New Testament.

26]
[

27]

10 11
[

28]

(3) Consequently, to approach Paul as a theologian helps to pinpoint the
fundamental task of Pauline interpretation. Here we can hardly do better tan formulate
with Vos. Our task consists of ascertaining the perspective of thought in the revealed
Gospel delivered by the Apostle.
It is the subtle weaving of these threads of
perspective into the doctrinal fabric of thought as a whole that we must endeavor, so far
as possible, to unravel. [26] The interpretation of Paul above all involves careful
attention to underlying structure. In his writings and preaching we encounter a mind of
unusual constructive energy with an unparalleled capacity for synthetic thinking, in a
word (again with Vos) a master-mind. [27] Interpretation which fails to reckon with
this fact obscures both the breadth and the depth of his teaching. With a sense of
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redemptive history, with an understanding of himself as one, together with Paul. upon
whom the ends of the ages have come (I Cor. 10:11), the interpreter ought to be intent
on articulating the structure of thought reflected in his statements, on an ever-clearer
refraction of what Vos has described as that luminosity radiating from the core of
condensed ideas. [28]
[26] Eschatology, p. 44.
[27] Ibid., p. vi. Without approving his conception of Paul s mysticism, well worth repeating in this
connection is the statement of Schweitzer, The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle, trans. W. Montgomery
(New York: Henry Holt, 1931), p. 139: And how totally wrong those are who refuse to admit that
Paul was a logical thinker, and proclaim as the highest outcome of their wisdom the discovery that he
has no system! For he is a logical thinker and his mysticism is a complete system. Cf. E. Kaesemann,
New Testament Questions of Today, trans. W. J. Montague (Philadelphia: Fortress Pres, 1969), p. 177:
But Paul s theology is always carefully thought out: the last adjective one could apply to it would be
naïve.
[28] Eschatology, p. 302.

(4) Finally, to speak of Paul as a theologian means pointedly that his governing
interest lies in explicating the history of redemption. This conclusion, based on general
observations respecting the place of Paul s letters within the structure of biblical
revelation, already decides the issue raised in the introduction. How this concern of Paul
with the historia salutis also provides for an ordo salutis is a separate question, one
which can only be answered by a careful examination of the text. However, it may be
maintained here as a working principle, subject to further verification, that whatever
treatment Paul gives to the application of salvation to the individual believer is controlled
by the history of redemption.
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