
[image: Cover: According to Plan, The unfolding revelation of God in the Bible by Graeme Goldsworthy, published by InterVarsity Press]



[image: Title page: According to Plan, The unfolding revelation of God in the Bible by Graeme Goldsworthy, published by InterVarsity Press]




Preface


A while ago an acquaintance of mine urged me to write a biblical theology for ordinary Christians. We were both aware that many theologies of the Old Testament or of the New Testament have been produced over the course of this century, but usually with one, or both, of two limitations. The more serious of these is the failure of so many writers to let the Bible speak with authority on its own terms. The other is the treatment of either Testament on its own, so that there is hardly any work which deals with the theology of the Bible as a whole. But even those works which have been written from the viewpoint of evangelical Christianity are usually written at a level which does not commend itself to Christians untrained in formal theological studies.

In this work I have attempted to do three things. First, to introduce the reader to an integrated theology of the whole Bible. Second, to write this introduction fully accepting the full inspiration and authority of the Bible as the word of God. Third, to write for ordinary Christians at a level that avoids unnecessary technicalities. Behind this endeavor is the conviction that learning to grasp the unity of the Bible, of its one overall message from Genesis to Revelation, is necessary for a right understanding of the meaning of any individual text.

In my first book, Gospel and Kingdom (Exeter, U.K.: Paternoster, 1981), the aim was to provide a basic Christian approach to understanding the Old Testament using the method of biblical theology. In my subsequent books The Gospel in Revelation (Exeter, U.K.: Paternoster, 1984) and Gospel and Wisdom (Exeter, U.K.: Paternoster, 1987) this method was applied to show the relationship of the Old Testament wisdom literature and the book of Revelation to the gospel of Jesus Christ. In According to Plan I have proceeded from the same starting point of the gospel as the means of opening up the message of the whole Bible. It is my deep conviction that every part of the Bible is given its fullest meaning by the saving work of Christ, who restores a sinful, fallen creation and makes all things new.

 

Graeme Goldsworthy









Introduction:
How to Use This Book


This guide is written for those who have not had any formal theological education. Provided you have a desire to know the Scriptures, even if you have only achieved a very basic knowledge so far, this book is designed for you. Of course, if you have been to Bible college or theological college this book could still be for you. I believe that many preachers, ministers, Scripture teachers, youth leaders and the like will benefit from studying the basics of biblical theology. So, this is a beginner’s guide in the sense that I have tried to introduce the subject without assuming much prior knowledge. I do assume, however, that you are a believer in Jesus Christ and that you have some basic understanding of what the Bible is all about.

This is also a beginner’s guide in that I have kept the discussion to the essentials of the biblical message. By keeping the chapters short and by using diagrams and frequent summary statements, I hope to lead even the timid reader step by step through the paths of biblical theology.


FOUR PARTS

The main part of the book is part three, which outlines the content of biblical theology. I have included the other three parts in order to make the book more complete in its practical use. The four parts are as follows:

 

Part One: Biblical Theology—WHY?

Read chapter one first. Biblical theology is not an academic exercise but an essential part of understanding the Bible. The aim is to suggest some of the practical situations and problems in understanding and applying the Bible that need knowledge of biblical theology.

 

Part Two: Biblical Theology—HOW?

Read chapters two through seven next only if you think you are ready to consider questions of a more theoretical nature. But don’t be too easily put off, and in any case you should read this section at some time. Here the concern is knowing how we can do biblical theology and be sure that we are dealing with the truth. You may have always assumed that the Bible is the Word of God, and that its essential message is clear, but can you give a reason for that assumption? What determines the method of biblical theology? Different people have used different methods and, for a lot of Christians, it is easier to ignore the question of method completely. It is important that we become aware of the things we have taken for granted, and that we recognize our own assumptions. But, if all that sounds too heavy, I suggest you read this section after you have read part three.

 

Part Three: Biblical Theology—WHAT?

Read chapters eight through twenty-five even if you read nothing else. This is the heart of the book. Remember that this book is not an exhaustive treatment of all the themes and materials found in the Bible. If some of your favorite characters or events in the Bible have not rated a mention, you may find that they are not as central to the biblical message as you thought, or that they do not add any theological concepts to those already dealt with. Obviously, it is not possible to deal with every part of the Bible, but I have tried to include the most significant themes of revelation.

 

Part Four: Biblical Theology—WHERE?

Section four has been kept to an absolute minimum in the interests of brevity. I did not want a beginner’s guide to be so long that it would discourage beginners from acquiring and reading it. The practical application of biblical theology in the investigation of subjects vital to our Christian living really needs a separate volume of its own. But in order to show what kinds of issues can be researched profitably using the approach of biblical theology, I have included a couple of outlines which you may take up in greater detail yourself. The important thing is that you gain confidence in applying biblical theology regarding the questions that really concern you.




VISUAL IMPACT

To assist you to digest the contents of this book, I have used chapter subdivisions, summaries and diagrams.

In the second section of the book each chapter begins with a summary of the argument. This enables you to preview what the chapter is about and then, after you have read the chapter, to review it. Read these summaries carefully to get the general idea, then go on to the more detailed discussion in the body of the chapter.

In part three, each chapter begins with a brief summary of the biblical history relevant to the chapter, followed by references to the biblical books involved. Also in this section each chapter is headed with a selection of Bible texts. Note these Bible texts well. They are all taken from the New Testament and link the theme of the chapter to the person and work of Christ. They remind us of the way the Gospels interpret the whole Bible.

The subdivisions of each chapter are found under subheadings. I have aimed at some logical progression of ideas indicated in the subheadings. Most subdivisions conclude with a brief summary of its main ideas.

The end of each chapter of part three contains five main elements:


	
1. The heading summarizes the theme of the chapter as part of the total message of the Bible, which moves from the creation to the new creation.

REGENERATION OF A NATION



	
2. A short summary of the chapter directs our attention to the idea of the kingdom of God as a central and unifying theme of the Bible. A diagram is used to show the way the theme of the kingdom is progressively built in stages as we move through the biblical story. It represents the three elements of the kingdom: God as ruling Lord, his people and the created order in which God and his people relate. By this means we can see at a glance how any given stage of biblical history reveals the nature of the kingdom.

SUMMARY

Mankind’s rebellion against God results in the fall of the whole created order from its place in the kingdom of God
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3. The main themes of the chapter are listed. These are the building blocks of biblical theology, which shows the texture of revelation. In time you should aim to become familiar with these concepts and with the way they are woven into the biblical story.

MAIN THEMES

Sovereignty of God

Creation ex nihilo (out of nothing) by the word of God

Order and goodness of creation

Image of God in man



	
4. Some key words are provided as a guide to the technical vocabulary of biblical theology. These words have been introduced in the chapter. If you find you cannot recognize any of them, perhaps a second reading is called for. Further research can be done using a good concordance and other reference books such as a Bible dictionary or theological dictionary.

SOME KEY WORDS

Creation/generation

Sovereignty

Image

Kingdom



	
5. Finally we briefly preview the path ahead. This important section reminds us that no significant biblical theme can be viewed on its own without linking it to its goal or fulfillment in Christ. This is a sketch of the development of major biblical themes and ideas from Old Testament to New Testament.

THE PATH AHEAD

Adam—last Adam, 1 Corinthians 15:45

Creation—new creation, 2 Corinthians 5:17

Heavens and earth—new heavens and earth, Isaiah 65:17; 2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1








STUDY SUGGESTIONS

At the end of each chapter it is up to you.

Study guides ask questions and set tasks to encourage you to rehearse the material. A beginner’s guide cannot be read like a novel if you are going to get the best out of it. You need to think about what you have read and apply the concepts.

I recommend two books for you to read if you desire to build on the material of this book. The first is my book Gospel and Kingdom, which gives an overview of the kingdom theme. The second is Biblical Theology by Geerhardus Vos, which will amply reward careful study. At the end of chapters are other suggestions for related reading.




NOTES

To keep the format simple I have avoided footnotes. However, there are some circumstances which demand notes of explanation or acknowledgment of sources. These notes are placed at the end of the chapter.

Now read on, but please note concerning the word man that I am aware of the problems associated with its use in the generic, inclusive sense to mean “humankind.” I have therefore used a variety of synonyms (humanity, humankind and mankind), but in some contexts these can be a little cumbersome. I have therefore retained a limited use of the generic term man.
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Part
One
BIBLICAL
THEOLOGY—
WHY?




In this first section we ask why Christians should be concerned with biblical theology. We look at a number of the problems that we can meet when reading the Bible, and suggest some ways that biblical theology can help us in dealing with these problems.











1
The Leech Has
Two Daughters




Who of us does not find at least some parts of the Bible difficult to understand? It is easy to ignore the problems by keeping to the well-worn paths of familiar passages. But when we begin to take seriously the fact that the whole Bible is the Word of God, we find ourselves on a collision path with the difficulties. It is at this point that we need biblical theology to show us how to read and understand the Bible. What does a particular problematic passage mean? How can I tell a Bible story so that it speaks to us as the Word of God? How does the Old Testament apply to you and me? What does it mean to interpret the Bible? These are some of the questions that biblical theology will help us to answer.







THE BATTLE OF THE BIBLE-BELIEVERS

There’s nothing like feeling that if something is enough of a problem to you, you become motivated to read about it. If the doctor tells you that you will probably die of a heart attack if you don’t do something about your eating habits and lifestyle, the chances are that you will start reading up on heart disease, exercise and diet. You can probably also see the wisdom in getting the right information before committing yourself to buying a new car or going on a world trip. And when you’ve bought a piece of expensive equipment, such as a camera, a microwave oven or a video recorder, you usually feel the need to read the instructions carefully. You read the instructions so that you don’t do some real damage, and so that you can get the best results out of your investment.

Every so often as we read the Bible we find things which are a problem to us. It might be something that appears to be very inconsistent with key truths found elsewhere in the Bible. Or it might be that a passage just doesn’t make any sense to us at all. Some may just shrug this off and go back to familiar parts of the Bible that seem to present no problems. But the Christian who is serious about finding out what the Word of God says will not be content to take this easy way out. I hope that you are among those who would rather expend a bit of effort in order to gain a better understanding of the Bible as a whole. At this stage you may well ask, “What is biblical theology?” and “Why do I need it?”

As Christians we want to know that our faith and our commitment to Christ are soundly based. We want to know the truth about eternity and about the here-and-now. What should we believe, and why? How should we live, and why? What are the means of knowing the answers to these questions? Most Christians would accept the Bible as the primary source of our knowledge of the truth. How is it, then, that there are such differing views, even opposing views, about some matters of importance to us?

Some of the differences arise out of different perceptions of the authority of the Bible. If the Bible can be interpreted correctly only by an authoritative church, then it becomes subjected to a body of church tradition and teaching. If the Bible actually contains an admixture of truth and error, then some basis for discerning what is true within the Bible becomes a higher authority than the Bible itself. When Christians agree that the Bible is the highest authority, then the differences tend to emerge at the level of questioning what the text of the Bible actually says and how it should be interpreted.

A Seventh-day Adventist who likes a good discussion approaches a young Anglican curate at a railway station and says, “Excuse me, what day is the Sabbath?” Without hesitation the Anglican replies, “Saturday,” which surprises the Adventist because he expects the answer to be “Sunday.” So he nods and moves on. Both speak from an acceptance of the Bible as the final authority. The question as to why they differ about what day Christians ought to go to church doesn’t come up. Were it discussed, it no doubt would illustrate the problem of how to interpret the Bible.

A forum is organized on the subject of speaking in tongues. A Church of Christ minister finds himself aligned with an Anglican against two Pentecostal ministers. There is no question regarding the supreme authority of the Bible, yet on the subject of the working of the Holy Spirit, very great differences of understanding are expressed. Each sees his position as consistent with the overall teaching of the Bible as the Word of God.

So it goes. Christians with the same or very similar convictions about the Bible disagree over what the Bible teaches on the subject of baptism, predestination or the second coming of Christ. “Bible-believing” Christians are very serious about this. Truth matters, and you have to defend what you believe to be true. Deciding to be biblical, and believing and acting upon what the Bible teaches, does not solve all our problems. We are never finished with questions of what the Bible says, how it says it and what it should mean to us. I am not suggesting that the differences in denominational beliefs are all going to be solved by biblical theology. But I am suggesting that any Christian who wants to understand the reasons for the differences, and who wants to develop a sound method of approaching the text of the Bible in order to find out what it really says and means, needs an understanding of biblical theology.


■ The meaning of the Bible

is not settled purely on the basis of our understanding of its inspiration and authority.






PROBLEMATIC PASSAGES

If I say, “The whole Bible is God’s Word to me,” how can I know what God is saying to me in any given passage? In what way is the word of a prophet to an ancient Israelite a word to me? How does the narrative of a bygone event touch my personal existence? And that is only the beginning of our difficulties. In the Bible there are many difficult passages, and many whose meaning seems to lack sense and consistency with what we believe the Bible teaches elsewhere. Some are quite plain as to their actual meaning, but they make no sense as God’s word to modern people. Let’s look at a few typical problems.

Remember the Adventist and the Anglican? If the discussion had proceeded, the following text would probably have come into question:

 

Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. (Ex 20:8)

 

On the surface the meaning of the Sabbath seems plain enough. There would be no dispute over what the Sabbath day was for Israel, and the Bible gives a fair amount of information about what keeping it holy meant in ancient Israel. The dispute is over what that means for us today. A similar message from the same part of the Bible would present a different kind of problem for our two disputing Christians:

 

Do not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk. (Ex 23:19)

 

Then there are those passages that use figures of speech, or images that are hard to grasp until we become very familiar with their background:

 

Dan is a lion’s cub, springing out of Bashan. (Deut 33:22)

 

Your nose is like the tower of Lebanon looking towards Damascus. (Song 7:4)

 

Some passages are difficult because they are capable of a range of meanings and lack any clear context that might help us:

 

The leech has two daughters. “Give! Give!” they cry. (Prov 30:15)

 

Finally, we might mention passages that seem to present moral problems, or just seem hard to believe:

 

O Daughter of Babylon, doomed to destruction, happy is he who repays you for what you have done to us—he who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks. (Ps 137:8-9)

 

The sun stopped in the middle of the sky and delayed going down about a full day. (Josh 10:13)

 

But the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let the Israelites go. (Ex 10:20)

 

He totally destroyed all who breathed, just as the Lord, the God of Israel, had commanded. (Josh 10:40)

 

These texts illustrate the fact that there seems to be many kinds of problematic passages in the Bible. Sometimes the problem is what the text actually means, and sometimes the problem is discerning personal application. The nature of the Bible is such that the way through these problems is to look at how the Bible holds together as one book with one message. Biblical theology is, in effect, the study of the unity of the message of the Bible.


■ Biblical theology

gives us the means of dealing with problematic passages in the Bible by relating them to the one message of the Bible.






HOW DO I TELL A BIBLE STORY?

Bible stories can be told with great effect, whether to small children, a family-orientated congregation or a chapel full of theological professors. The art of story telling involves skills in creating drama with words, no matter what the source of the story is or its relationship to the truth. Even children telling ghost stories around a camp fire, or after lights out at a slumber party, instinctively realize the value of realism, suspense and surprise in their story telling. Bible stories can be told with attention to those elements that will breathe the life of drama and human interest into them, or they can be robbed of all liveliness and appeal.

Christians, however, do not usually tell Bible stories simply to entertain. We see them as vehicles of truth about God and ourselves. Sometimes we see this, not because the truth for us is obvious, but because the particular story is part of the unfolding drama that leads to its climax in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Such stories are mainly in the Old Testament. What, then, if I tell an Old Testament story with all the story-telling skills that I can muster? Is that all? Does the story then interpret itself, and does it then move people to act according to the truth? Mostly we would want to make some kind of application to the hearer so that what happened in ancient times is perceived to be the word of God at this moment. It is not enough to say that because it is in the Bible we know that it is the word of God to us. When Joshua had taken Jericho, do we see the meaning of this for us as self-evident? Since we do not find ourselves in the situation of attacking cities, we may discern a very general and rather bland lesson about trust and obedience to God’s commands. Are Bible stories, then, mostly illustrations of faith or unbelief?

Sooner or later the relevance of the Bible story to the reader or hearer must be considered if we are to think about it as part of God’s word to us. Biblical theology is a means of looking at one particular event in relation to the total picture. This total picture includes us where we are now, between the ascension of Jesus and his return at the end of the age. Biblical theology enables us to see ourselves in relation to the far-off events in the Bible narratives. To uncover our relationship to a particular event is to uncover its meaning for us.


■ Biblical theology

enables us to relate any Bible story to the whole message of the Bible, and therefore to ourselves.






WHAT CAN I MAKE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT?

The Old Testament is more than just a lot of stories, although narrative history is the framework into which everything else fits. There are numerous problems that Christians meet when reading the Old Testament, but I shall mention only a few. First of all, the Old Testament is pre-Christian and never mentions the distinctives of the Christian faith. The people of Israel are not Christians and cannot be said to live “Christian” lives.

Second, the Old Testament contains a lot of directives that we as Christians do not observe. This is underlined by the fact that many Christians distinguish between a ritual law of Israel that no longer applies, and a moral law that is seen to be still in effect. A problem arises with a commandment such as the one requiring Sabbath observance, which some discard as ritual, while others hold to it as moral law.

Third, the prophetic view of the final saving work of God makes no specific reference to Jesus Christ, and is directed instead toward the national destiny of Israel. The kingdom of God centers on the restored temple in a rebuilt Jerusalem, to which are gathered all the previously scattered Israelites. Furthermore, the prophets do not really deal with the question of life after death or with the problem of the faithful who have already died by the time the kingdom of God arrives.

Fourth, if the Old Testament is somehow a preparation for the New Testament, as most Christians accept, why is the religion of the one so different from that of the other? The fact that the reading of the Old Testament in churches seems to be a dying practice only indicates that people perceive a problem with it. It is easy to say that the forms of the Old Testament religion are shadows of the New Testament religion, and that they are fulfilled by it. That, as a proposition on its own, could be said to argue for the discarding of the Old Testament once and for all. Yet there is something in the New Testament itself, as well as in the ancient traditions of the church, which prevents us from doing this. The Old Testament goes on being accepted as valid Christian Scripture and, as such, it demands interpretation. Biblical theology examines the development of the biblical story from the Old Testament to the New, and seeks to uncover the interrelationships between the two parts. Prophecy, law, narrative, wisdom saying or apocalyptic vision are all related to the coming of Jesus Christ in some discernible way.

Biblical theology is a methodical approach to showing these relationships so that the Old Testament can be understood as Christian Scripture.


■ Biblical theology

shows the relationship of all parts of the Old Testament to the person and work of Jesus Christ and, therefore, to the Christian.






THE BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

When you are close to the ground it is often very hard to see exactly where you are in relation to other places. A few trees, a dip in the ground, a couple of buildings or some other natural or man-made feature can prevent us from getting our bearings. That is why people build observation platforms on high buildings or on mountains, and why aerial photography became so important in war or in the peace-time making of maps. The bird’s-eye view enables us to see things and places in relation to other things and places. A map is a representation of a bird’s-eye view of a particular part of the earth’s surface. It reduces an area that is too big for us to see at a glance to a model that is small enough for us to see all at once.

Some maps don’t show spatial relationships because these are unimportant. Rather they show how different parts function in relation to other parts, or what their relative sizes are. Diagrams of electrical circuits or of a chain of command in the management of a business are maps of a kind, as are charts and graphs showing such things as a nation’s imports and exports. Then there are descriptive word maps that do not rely on graphics and diagrams, but rather give verbal accounts. Biblical theology is a verbal map of the overall message of the Bible. In this book we shall also use some diagram maps to help us understand the way in which all parts of the Bible fit together into a coherent whole. Biblical theology assumes some kind of unity to the Bible, and that there is, indeed, one overall message rather than a number of unrelated themes.


■ Biblical theology

enables us to map out the unity of the Bible by looking at its message as a whole.






A QUESTION OF INTERPRETATION

The interpretation of the Bible is not always a simple matter. Some will not be convinced of this if their attitude is “I’m just a simple Bible-believer.” However, we must recognize that written words are only signs or symbols that have meaning assigned to them by common usage. They represent sounds that we produce from our mouths to convey meaning to people. A word may have a number of different meanings in different situations or contexts. Similarly, a group of words may have different meanings depending on whether they are meant to be taken literally, metaphorically or symbolically.

The words in the Bible are no different in that they always need interpreting within their own context. Interpretation as a study in itself is referred to as hermeneutics, which is a word derived from the Greek word meaning “to interpret.” Most commentaries on the Bible text concentrate on the meaning that the original writer or speaker intended. But we must go beyond this to the question of what the text means for us now. Once we understand what the biblical author was actually saying we look for its present meaning for us. This is what interpretation is about.

Biblical theology is essential for hermeneutics. The sound interpretation of the Bible presupposes some kind of biblical-theological understanding. Biblical theology makes the difference between the Bible as the Word of God to us now and as merely an interesting historical record. The ancient Babylonian king Hammurabi is famous for his code of laws. These laws need interpreting just as any words do if we are to understand their meaning. We may even ask how these laws have influenced modern concepts of law, if at all, and therefore have affected us. But when we look at God’s laws given to Israel through Moses, we see them as part of the total revelation of God, which climaxed in the coming of Jesus Christ. As Christians we are therefore more deeply concerned to ask in what ways the laws of Moses have meaning for us now. Biblical theology provides us with the means of moving toward an answer for this question.


■ Biblical theology

provides the basis for the interpretation of any part of the Bible as God’s word to us.






STUDY GUIDE TO CHAPTER 1


	1. Write down some of the problems you have in reading and understanding the Bible.


	2. Keep a record of difficult passages you meet in your Bible reading.


	3. What lessons do you think can be drawn from the stories of Moses in the rushes (Ex 2), and David and Goliath (1 Sam 17)? Test yourself on other well-known stories.


	4. Why is a “bird’s-eye view” important for understanding any subject?















Part
Two
BIBLICAL
THEOLOGY—
HOW?




Can we really know God? If we can, what part must the Bible play in enabling us to know him? In this section we ask how it is possible to know God, and what are the sources of our knowledge.

As suggested in the introduction, some readers may find it preferable to move immediately to consider the content of biblical theology in part three (chapters 8-25) before reading this section. However, part two should not be considered an optional extra, and it is best read before part three.











2
God Makes Himself Known




How can we really know God? The answer starts with the fact that God knows us, and allows himself to be known by us. He has spoken to us and told us what he wants us to know of him. Not only can we know about him, but we can also know him when he draws us to himself and makes us his children through Jesus Christ. Theology is the word we use to refer to what we know about God. It can be used in a number of distinct though related ways. It does not have to be complicated. We can use the word to refer to every Christian’s knowledge of God (Theos = God, logos = word, knowledge). Biblical theology is a way of understanding the Bible as a whole, so that we can see the plan of salvation as it unfolds step by step. It is concerned with God’s message to us in the form that it actually takes in Scripture.







EVERY CHRISTIAN IS A THEOLOGIAN

The Bible speaks of us as knowing God and as being known by God. Both of these important facts are part of the theology that each of us builds up during the whole of our lives as Christians. Have you ever heard a person say (particularly in the middle of a discussion about the Bible), “I’m no theologian, but. . . ”? My answer to that is, “Yes you are! All Christians are theologians, but some are more able theologians than others.” Every Christian by definition knows God, thinks about God and makes statements about God. So, you are a theologian. Part of being a Christian is that we do theology. That is, we put together different aspects of what we understand about God, and we build it into some kind of coherent understanding of our existence as God’s redeemed people living in the world.

There are a number of different ways that we can do theology, and in this book I want to examine one of these ways with a view to helping ordinary Christians to become more able theologians and, as a result, to become more faithful servants of Christ and his kingdom. So that we might better understand what biblical theology is, I will compare it to some other ways of doing theology.




SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY

This sounds like something that is taught in theological colleges and schools of divinity. And so it is. But it is also of great interest to Christians who simply want to understand Christianity better. Systematic theology is so named because it involves the systematic organization of truths or doctrines under certain headings or topics. It is sometimes called dogmatics, signifying that it is the orderly arrangement of the teachings of a particular understanding of Christianity. It is concerned to state what Christians believe as a total system of doctrine covering all aspects of our religion. What do we believe about God, the death of Christ, the Lord’s supper or the ministries of the church? Systematic theology is an attempt to answer the question, “What is the Christian faith?”

Systematic theology lies behind the confessions of faith that some denominations have drawn up at certain critical times in their histories. The Anglican churches have the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion (1562), and the Presbyterian churches have the Westminster Confession (1644). If you want to find the official doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church you must go to the Canons of the Council of Trent (1545-1563) and the decrees of the Second Vatican Council (1963-1965).


■ Systematic theology asks:

What should Christians believe now about any aspect of Christianity? Its results: Christian doctrine.






HISTORICAL THEOLOGY

This is a historical study of the way theology has been done in the Christian church over the centuries. It looks at the emergence of key doctrines from particular points of time in the history of Christianity. It is interested in the struggles that have taken place in the attempt to establish true theology, and the inroads that have been made at various times by false teachings. Great Christian thinkers and movements, creeds and councils, breakaway movements and controversies are all part of the history of Christian thought and doctrine which is the concern of historical theology. It is closely related to the history of the church and also to systematic theology.


■ Historical theology asks:

What have Christians believed about their faith at any given time? Its results: A record of the development of Christian doctrine.






PASTORAL THEOLOGY

As a distinct approach to theology, pastoral theology is a relative newcomer. Pastoral theology occupies itself with the way the Word of God touches people where they are and in whatever condition they are. It is concerned with the practical application of the gospel to Christians in every aspect of their life. At the heart of pastoral theology is a theology of ministry, its forms, gifts, function and authority. It must establish a biblical understanding of man in general and of Christian existence in particular. Its practical goals include healing, nurture and growth. Christians who grieve over the death of a relative, who suffer anxiety or depression, who see no reason to meet regularly with other Christians, who believe that forgiveness of sins allows us to go on sinning freely, who cry out for a more intimate fellowship than that which a formal church service can provide or who want to know how they should pray or make decisions, are all the concern of pastoral theology. It looks for the principles which are to be drawn from our knowledge of God and which may be applied validly to each of these candidates for pastoral care.


■ Pastoral theology asks:

How should Christians minister to one another so that they grow to maturity in Christian living?

Its results: Care and growth in the local church.






BIBLICAL THEOLOGY

Although we regard the Bible as our source book for theology, it is obvious that it does not present theology in a systematic way. If anything it is more like a historical theology which traces the history of theological thought in the people of God from the very beginning. Closer examination shows that this is only partly true.

There are some significant differences between the history in the Bible and the history of Christian thought. The Bible claims to be the very truth from God himself. Thus it contains a history of God’s revelation to mankind rather than the history of people’s thinking about God. It consists of a wide range of documents that claim to follow the process by which God both reveals himself to man and acts to save a people for himself. Biblical theology is concerned with God’s saving acts and his word as these occur within the history of the people of God. It follows the progress of revelation from the first word of God to man through to the unveiling of the full glory of Christ. It examines the several stages of biblical history and their relationship to one another. It thus provides the basis for understanding how texts in one part of the Bible relate to all other texts. A sound interpretation of the Bible is based upon the findings of biblical theology.


■ Biblical theology asks:

By what process has God revealed himself to mankind?

Its results: The relating of the whole Bible to our Christian life now.



No one engages in any of these different approaches to theology without regard to some of the other approaches. Systematic theology will constantly make use of biblical and historical theology. Pastoral theology will probably draw fairly heavily upon biblical and systematic theology. Each kind of theology provides a distinct perspective on the one truth revealed by God.




EXEGETICAL THEOLOGY

Biblical theology is sometimes considered to be part of a wider discipline called exegetical theology. Exegesis is the process of getting out of a text what it actually says in its original setting. In order to exegete any text we must understand something of the way words were used in the time it was first spoken or written. We must also know something of the context into which they were spoken: the historical events and the revealed truths that surround the text in question.

Exegesis itself can be seen to involve a number of distinct operations, some of which the lay theologian will have to leave to the technically trained specialist. We can state these operations in the form of questions.

 

1. What is the text?

A comparison of two or three English versions of the same biblical reference will remind us that we are dealing with translations of ancient texts written in foreign languages. There is no one way of translating a text from one language into another. Translation is as much an art as a science. But in order to be able to translate we have to have a reliable text in the original language. Many people are unaware that the texts from which our English versions are translated are sometimes of rather obscure parentage. Textual criticism is a necessary task whereby the oldest known texts of the biblical documents are compared along with various ancient translations into other languages (called versions), and the history of these texts inquired into in an attempt to uncover the most reliable text of the Old and New Testaments.


■ Textual criticism asks:

What is the text?

Its results: Provision of the most reliable text possible from which our English translations can be made.



2. What is the source of the text?

Unfortunately, this question has become one of the major preoccupations of many biblical scholars who have approached the Bible with a greater or lesser degree of skepticism about its divine origins. Notwithstanding the negative and unacceptable aspects of such scholarship, many of the questions being asked are valid and relevant. This area of study is concerned with such questions as who wrote the document, when and where? It is also concerned with whether the biblical form is the original form or whether it involved the use of earlier traditions either oral or written. If earlier traditions have been drawn on, then in what way has the biblical author reworked them in the process of producing the final form? All these questions can be grouped together into that aspect of exegetical theology called biblical introduction. You will find references to these matters under the following technical terms:

a. Literary and source criticism: Who wrote the document, when and where, under what circumstances and with what purpose?

b. Tradition history: By what processes have various written and oral traditions come to be formed into the biblical document?

c. Form criticism: How do the distinct forms of literary expression reveal something of the origins, history and meaning of the text?

d. Redaction criticism: How has the author shown his own creativeness in reshaping older traditions to serve his particular theological purpose?


■ Biblical introduction asks:

What kind of document is this, where did it come from and how, who wrote it and with what purpose?

Its results: Provision of background information to the meaning of the text.



3. What is the meaning of the text?

Here we are primarily concerned with what the text meant then; what it meant for the original writer or speaker. The words must be understood in their own context. We should not invest the words with modern meanings but rather should try to feel our way back into the language and thought forms of the ancient writer. The context of the words includes not only the historical events surrounding them, but also all aspects of their being conditioned by the specific event, the language, the culture and the people themselves.

Because we are concerned with the meaning of words (grammar) in their own historical context, we refer to this task as grammatico-historical exegesis.


■ Biblical exegesis asks:

What was the text intended to convey to those for whom it was originally written? Its results: Understanding of the intended meaning of the text.



4. How did the text come to be recognized as uniquely revelational and authoritative?

Our interest in the biblical text is quite different from the interest we might have in any other collection of ancient religious books. Of course, there are those who put the Bible on the same level as religious literature in general. But Christians cannot do that. We recognize the Bible as a unity not only on the grounds of the common themes throughout, but because it speaks to us as the word of God to man. When we consider the canon, that is, the extent of Holy Scripture, we are faced with the question of how and why biblical documents are to be distinguished from all other documents. Thus the question of their unique authority emerges. If they are inspired by God so as to convey his self-revelation in exactly the form he intends, then they have an authority which no other documents have. The existence of the canon means that it is the text as we have it in the Bible, rather than some possible prior text that we deal with as Scripture. This study of the extent of Scripture is sometimes called biblical canonics.


■ Biblical canonics asks:

What are the extent of the text and the nature of its authority?

Its results: Recognition of the whole Bible as the authoritative Word of God.



Exegetical theology, then, involves a number of different approaches to the biblical text in order to understand it as a part of a living process within history that resulted in the finished Bible. Its goal is the correct exegesis of the entire Bible so that each part of the whole is understood as it was originally intended to be. The last stage of exegetical theology is biblical theology, which examines the process or progression of God’s revelation to mankind. Is biblical theology, then, purely descriptive? The fact that the last hundred years have seen the production of many differing, even opposing, biblical theological studies of both Old and New Testaments must make us wonder. Who or what establishes the ground rules of method for biblical theology?

These are matters we must consider in the next chapter.




STUDY GUIDE TO CHAPTER 2


	1. What are some of the different ways of doing theology and their results?


	2. How would you answer someone who says, “I’m just a simple Biblebelieving Christian. I have no use for theology”?


	
3. Assign each of the following subjects to one of the branches of theology dealt with in this section, and give reasons for your choice:


	a. Christian baptism


	b. Latin versions of the Old Testament


	c. The development of faith in children


	d. The covenant with Abraham


	e. Difficulties in the Hebrew text of Job


	f. The sovereignty of God in salvation


	g. Paul’s doctrine of the body of Christ


	h. Life after death in the Old Testament


	i. Helping the dying to face death


	j. Isaiah’s theology of salvation











FURTHER READING


	1. IBD articles on “Texts and Versions,” “Biblical Criticism.”


	2. ZPEB articles on “Biblical Criticism,” “Biblical Theology.”


	3. BT, chap. 1.


	4. G. W. Bromiley, Historical Theology: An Introduction (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1978), pp. xxi-xxix.
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