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Foreword

Hans Boersma

I AM JEALOUS OF SCOT MCKNIGHT. I wish I was as up to date on biblical scholarship as he is
on dogmatic theology. Scot has closely read John Calvin, Robert Jenson, Fleming Rutledge,
Sarah Coakley, Katherine Sonderegger, Beth Felker Jones, Kevin Vanhoozer, and many other
theologians. In fact, it’s no false humility when I say I wish I had delved as deeply into some
of these dogmatic theologians as Scot has. For this reason alone, I couldn’t wish for a better
dialogue partner than Scot McKnight: he is a biblical theologian thoroughly at home in that
“other world” of dogmatic or systematic theology.

True, Scot regularly admits that he both loves and is irritated by some of the dogmatic theo-
logians he reads. This shouldn’t surprise us. His book is not about what he wishes biblical
scholars knew but about what he wishes theologians knew. His last two chapters make clear
that Scot is passionate about his wish that theologians knew more about narrative and about
ethics than they typically do. Scot and I may not quite see eye to eye on these topics. But no
matter my questions, let me here simply acknowledge that I think the focus of Scot’s critique is
bang on. He is right to put into question the “soterian gospel” of North American evangelical-
ism—a decisionist focus on conversion and an individualist view of salvation.

[x] If there’s one topic Scot and I might discuss over a beer at the pub one night, it is the
Scripture-tradition relationship. Scot discusses tradition mostly when dealing with what he
terms the retrieval model versus the expansive model of interpretation. The former wants to
retrieve our theology straight from the Bible, while the latter insists on theological progress and
growth in biblical interpretation. The expansive model wants to acknowledge tradition in de-
veloping ever-new insights into the biblical text over time. Scot wants to blend key aspects of
both models, but it is clear that he is hardly tempted by a strict retrieval model. He rejects a
nuda Scriptura approach that brackets off the tradition in theological articulation. Scot is not a
primitivist or biblicist—in the sense of trying simply to retrieve the original meaning of the text.
He is keenly aware that Scripture is meant to be read through the lens of the church’s tradition.

Perhaps, after a beer or two, I might dare ask: “Scot, you’re talking about how we need
tradition for biblical interpretation, and you know I agree. But you also talk repeatedly about
taking the Bible as our starting point and about mirroring the Bible’s own language and ap-
proach. But isn’t Scripture itself the outcome of tradition? And if so, doesn’t this priority of
tradition over Scripture have implications for how we read the Bible?” What I mean is this:
long before the church canonized the Scriptures, she had a lived theology in liturgy, creeds, and
numerous practices. Yves Congar’s The Meaning of Tradition draws attention to the importance
of this precanonical tradition, pointing out that we would not even have had a “formal teaching
on the Eucharist by the apostle Paul, if errors and abuses had not existed in the community of

Corinth.” Without the life of the church, we would not have the Scriptures themselves.



Why does any of this matter? The reason, I think is this: if Scripture is one of the key ele-
ments of the tradition, then the church’s tradition is the primary (and authoritative) context for
biblical reading. Whatever other contexts may shape us—race, color, [xi] gender, economic
status—these are not part of sacred tradition. That is to say, these experiential factors carry no
authority in the practice of exegesis. Only the church’s tradition does, for it is only of the
church’s tradition that we can say it was the womb that gave birth to Holy Scripture. I suppose
what makes me skittish about sola Scriptura—even McKnight’s nuanced version of it—is that
with the sola approach, it’s easy for exhilarating and liberating human experiences to determine
whether a particular interpretation is acceptable or not. Put differently, once we let go of the
erroneous notion that exegesis is strictly about retrieving the author’s original intent, we need
to face another question head-on: Which context (or which tradition) shapes our exegetical
practices?

Let me be crystal clear: Scot’s interpretation of the Bible is theological in character. What is
more, he unapologetically insists that theology should be done within the church and ought to
have the Great Tradition and the Nicene Creed as its starting point. To admit to a dogmatic lens
in reading Scripture is not a source of embarrassment but is, on Scot’s understanding, an ines-
capable aspect of all proper exegesis. Biblical interpretation cannot bracket—Iet alone leave
behind—its basic christological and trinitarian creedal claims. One arrives at a proper reading
of the biblical text not despite but in grateful dependence on one’s prior creedal convictions.
On Scot’s understanding, we need a retrieval of patristic modes of interpretation in order to
uphold the trinitarian faith and the biblical path by which the early church arrived at it. All of
this has my warm endorsement.

What’s more, Scot reads the Bible not because he is a historian (though he has many good
things to say about the place of history) but as a theologian. His gentle polemic against biblical
scholars who see themselves more as historians than as theologians is a breath of fresh air. And
this theologian, for one, is grateful for the unambiguous claim that exegesis aims not to find the
one, true meaning of the text (authorial intent) but instead seeks the wisdom of knowing God
and [xii] being known by him. Usually it is dogmatic theologians who quote David Steinmetz’s
invective against historical criticism as an approach that remains “restricted, as it deserves to
be, to the guild and the academy, where the question of truth can be endlessly deferred.” It is a
delight to read this comment approvingly quoted in the work of a biblical scholar!

More than anything, I am heartened by Scot’s unequivocal affirmation that we must read all
of Scripture in the light of Christ. Yes, the Christ event is the climax of the biblical narrative,
but Scot rightly refuses to treat the Christ event as a later intrusion into an otherwise Christ-less
story. Appealing to Robert Jenson’s Systematic Theology, he insists that the climactic self-rev-
elation of God in Christ ought to shape how we read the entire story, from beginning to end.
Once this climactic event happens, writes Scot, it “both gives the narrative its dramatic coher-

ence and sheds light on how to read that narrative.” For Scot, this means the Fathers’ “spiritual”



exegesis was essentially right: the allegorical or christological truth of the narrative lies within
the narrative itself. In Scot’s words: “The Old Testament narrative has futurity written into it.”
I couldn’t agree more. Christ himself is the deeper reality that we look for whenever we read
the Old Testament Scriptures. There simply is no deeper ground for agreement between biblical
and dogmatic theology than the shared recognition of the real presence of Christ throughout the
biblical text.
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Introduction

[1]

SO YOU WANT TO BE A THEOLOGIAN? Well, perhaps you answer back, “Not so much a ‘system-
atic’ theologian but, yes, a ‘theologian.”” You might then suggest, too, that after all, “We are all
theologians, and I want to be a good one.” I'm glad for you, as I am honored at times to be
called a theologian though in my world, and this is what is at the heart of this book and Hans
Boersma’s companion volume, we Bible scholars tend to call ourselves exegetes or New Tes-
tament scholars or, to get a little pedantic, Matthew or John or Paul scholars. People in my
discipline, New Testament, sometimes don’t like to be called theologians, and at times we (or
they) dismiss anything smacking of systematics. Systematic theology is a complete, coherent
account of the Christian faith, broken into parts but unified and driven by the system at work.
Biblical theology sticks to the Bible and to its categories and terms and limits.

There is, then, to this day often a wide divide between a systematic theologian and a biblical
scholar. We don’t tend to teach outside our special discipline, and we often don’t even read one
another. Some days I think there ought to be a required order for [2] doing theology—that is,
that we biblical scholars get to go first, and we set the course. That is, we write up our research
into an article or a book, lay it on the table in the lunchroom for the faculty, and the systemati-
cians pick it up and work it into their theology On the best days, I think the systematicians will
actually change their theology because of our Bible studies. On other days, I think they mostly
ignore us, and (on everyday, I suppose) they think we ignore them. We mostly ignore theologi-
ans. (Except for Karl Barth.)

Truth be told, many of us in New Testament studies, and even more so those in Old Testament
studies, find ourselves fighting off the penchant of students to bring systematics into the dis-
cussion in a way that overwhelms the biblical author being studied and redirects the conversa-

tion to much later discussions.

Student: “Professor, Barth put forward this theory of Scripture. Is his view about what
David is saying in Psalm 119 right?”

Professor: “Let David be David and you can discuss Barth in your systematic theology

classes.”

Theology is more than Barth or any other contemporary theologian. In Professor James D. G.
Dunn’s much-discussed Christology in the Making, a book that investigates the origins of belief
in the incarnation and that concludes incarnational Christology is not to be found until the last-
written documents of the New Testament, the question of the orthodox creeds comes up in his

introduction—that is, theology in its most received form comes up. He writes about pressing



questions, observing, “And for those who like myself find the definition of Christianity more
clearly provided by the NT than by the creeds of Catholic Christendom the answers to these
questions will have a critical bearing on faith itself.” This statement is followed by a very com-
mon warning by professors of my discipline: “But all should bear in mind that truly to hear the
NT writers speaking in their own terms requires that the listener be open to the possibility that
some of his [3] preconceived ideas will be challenged and have to be rejected even when others
are confirmed.”! I remember reading this in 1980 as a seminary student and thinking, 4 scholar
after my own heart. I'm not where I was those days, but [ am convinced that we must begin
with the Bible, and we must let the Bible speak on its own, and we must cede to the Bible the
categories it provides. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. There you have our problem:
Bible versus creeds versus confessions versus systematics. Perhaps not always “versus,” but
these are the tension points to be explored in this volume and Hans Boersma’s Five Things
Theologians Wish Biblical Scholars Knew.

New Testament Scholars’ Use of Systematics

I give two examples of how this plays out, and how it plays out varies considerably. Volker
Rabens, a young German New Testament scholar, in his study of the Holy Spirit and ethics and
how the Spirit’s indwelling transforms, says this about another New Testament scholar:
“Stalder’s study on sanctification and pneumatology in Paul is heavily influenced by the fopoi
of systematic theology.” Before the punch line, notice that he sees the typical categories of
systematics to be too influential in this New Testament scholar’s work. So? “He will thus not
be our main dialogue partner.”? Rabens, courteously but firmly, puts Stalder’s work back on the
shelf because it has been too influenced by systematic categories for doing biblical studies.

Now a second example, this one from another New Testament scholar, a preeminent Pauline
scholar at Duke Divinity School, Douglas Campbell. At the beginning of his massive volume
Pauline Dogmatics, he says, “So I suggest that an accurate account of Paul reads him in a quite
Barthian way primarily because Barth was in many ways a faithful interpreter of Paul.” At the
end he says, “I have explicated [4] Paul with the help of Karl Barth,” and, “I am now more
firmly convinced than ever that we must begin with Barth.” Wow, the word he uses is begin.
Begin “with Barth.” That’s quite a confession for those of us formed into New Testament studies
when bracketing systematics and systematicians was the first rule of exegesis. That claim by
Campbell is a stretch for many of us, but what Campbell drops in the footnote of that same page
would be seen as methodologically unacceptable: “If my reader is getting nervous about the

emphasis on Barth, may I point out (again) that Paul is best read as Barthian because Barth got

!'James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarna-
tion, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster John Knox, 1989), 10.

2 Volker Rabens, The Holy Spirit and Ethics in Paul: Transformation and Empowering for Religious-Ethical Life,
2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014), 2n5.



most of his good stuff from Paul. Barth was a Paulinist.””

Paul a Barthian?

The question could be asked, But was

One scholar shelves with precision someone who makes use of systematic categories, and
one scholar openly contends a systematician is the best way to understand Paul himself. It’s not
that simple, perhaps, but nuances will be brought into discussion in the chapters that follow. We
want merely here to put the tension into play. There is a difference between biblical and sys-
tematic theology, between what Old and New Testament scholars are trained to do and what

systematicians are trained to do.

The Seduction of Systematics

I speak now as a biblical specialist. Theology in general is seductive because we are studying
God, and this is true for the biblical and the systematic theologian. Studying God is both thrill-
ing and intoxicating. Many times we lose sight of the Subject and begin to obsess about one of
the human authors in the Bible, the world of the Bible, the intricacies of the history that shaped
a given theologian, and the cultural context. We become historians rather than worshipers. Long
ago Leon Morris, a highly respected Australian evangelical, argued the letter to the Romans
was about God. That should have shocked [5] many interpreters because Morris showed how
few studies of Romans said much about God.* It was decades before I heard anyone else call
attention to the God-shaped theology of Romans, and the one I heard do so was Beverly
Gaventa.’ One would think in reading most discussions about Romans that the letter is about
justification or soteriology, but, no, Morris and Gaventa are right: first it’s about God in Christ.
Talk about God and talk about history tend to be zero-sum games or the inverse of each other:
those who talk about God don’t talk much history, and those who talk history seem afraid to
talk about God.

That topic—God—can be intoxicating in another way: it can be numbing. So, Brian Harris,

another Australian (actually South African now living in Perth), can say,

Theology is a dangerous business. Though we might begin by feeling that we are in con-
trol of the process (we study God) we soon discover that the God we study is the God
who studies us. Even as we examine the nature and character of God, we sense the
pushback, “You think you are studying me—but actually I am studying your response to

what you discover. Never forget, those who study God are challenged to live in the light

3 Douglas A. Campbell, Pauline Dogmatics: The Triumph of God's Love (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2020), 2,
742-43. The footnote is 743n3.

4 Leon L. Morris, “The Theme of Romans,” in Apostolic History and the Gospel: Biblical and Historical Essays
Presented toF. F. Bruce on His 60th Birthday, ed. W. Ward Gasque and Ralph P. Martin (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 1970), 249-63.

5> Beverly Gaventa, When in Romans: An Invitation to Linger with the Gospel According to Paul (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker Academic, 2018), 75-96. Gaventa has said this in numerous places, and it is not unnoticed that she has
been heavily influenced by Barth.



of what they find.” It is dangerous to be a theologian and to be resistant to change, for

you cannot study God and not change.®

The intoxicating power of studying God is the point of the early sections of J. I. Packer’s Know-
ing God.” The so-called object of theological study is the all-consuming Subject, who interro-
gates us as the object, and being known by the Subject is the only true theology.

[6] That seduction can be sensed in yet another way: not only is the Subject intoxicating, but
the pursuit of that Subject by exploring truth is seductive. I speak as a New Testament specialist,
but there are times when I envy the chasing down of new ideas in new contexts with new cate-
gories by theologians in order that they might ascertain truth more clearly and feel it more
deeply. The reading of the great theologians— from the Cappadocians and Augustine to Vladi-
mir Lossky, Jurgen Moltmann, Sarah Coakley, and Katherine Sonderegger—makes one yearn
to enter the exhilaration of discoveries. I say this without diminishing what I think is the noble
calling of biblical studies, for there too one enters the world of divine communication in order
to know the truth.

Seduction, then, works in many directions, and this must be said about systematics (as it is
said about biblical studies): the history of the discussion seduces us into thinking that only those
in that history matter. Which is to say that diversity is eliminated, erased, or suppressed by
entering into that traditional history of theology. While the Eastern Orthodox Church may talk
about its Macrina and the Western church about its Teresa of Avila, a brief mention of a female
doesn’t the problem solve. Complicate this now by the burgeoning growth of non-American
and non-European voices (and this can be said in other ways), and all of us face a very serious
challenge to learn to think with others when it comes to theology.® Our history of theology’s
exclusion of such diverse voices makes the intentionality of including other voices all the more
important. I know I have often failed at this myself, and I know this book will not remedy those
failures completely, but I will make attempts here to listen to more voices. I have in writing this
book at times paused to ask myself whether the five points I make are not five white-male topics
of discussion.

[7] Another dimension of systematic theology’s seductiveness is the clarity—sometimes
wrong, sometimes right—of systemic thinking, the clarity of a system of thought that puts it all
together. For instance, F. D. E. Schleiermacher considered all talk about future eschatology as
not worthy of knowledge, and many today (sadly) have revived the Germans theory.” Such

dismissals lead ministers to lie or offer comforting pablum at funerals. On the other hand, take

¢ Brian Harris, “What Do Theologians Do?,” January 8, 2019, https://brianharrisauthor.com /what-do-theologians-
do/.

7J. 1. Packer, Knowing God, 20th anniversary ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993).

8 Robert Chao Romero, Brown Church: Five Centuries ofLatina/o Social Justice, 'Theology, and Identity (Downers
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2020).

® Friedrich Schleiermacher, Christian Faith: A New Translation and Critical Edition, trans. Edwina Lawler, Ter-
rence N. Tice, and Catherine L. Kelsey, ed. Terrence N. Tice and Catherine L. Kelsey (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox, 2016), 2:992-98.




trinitarian theology: the third and fourth centuries took endless hours and debates and meetings
(and deaths) to come to terms with trinitarian thinking, which (as one narrative goes) was less
emphatic in the West than in the East. The penetrations of trinitarian theology, according to the
standard narrative, got a decisive push in the Church Dogmatics of Karl Barth. Since Barth an
increasing number of theologians have learned to think trinitarian-ly, including Robert Jenson.'°
Trinitarian thought can itself become intoxicating and seductive. When Jenson discusses the
image of God, instead of probing what tselem (and demuth) meant in the ancient Near East, he
explores the idea on top of Barth’s relational theory, leading Jenson to see “image of God” as
meaning that humans can both be addressed by God and respond to God as well as speak to one
another. His discussion is mesmerizing and miles from what biblical scholars have known for
decades: that the term refers not so much (if at all) to our capacity to respond to God’s word as
to our mission and task to represent God on earth to ensure God's rule is implemented in all
creation. It is not that Jenson’s speech-response theory isn’t theologically sound or evocative—
it is that the expression “image of God” doesn’t mean that in its context. His trinitarian [§]
commitment led him to ask, “How do we explain ‘image of God’ in terms of Trinity?”” and not,
“What does this expression mean in this text in its context, and how does that shape theology?”!!
Once one is committed to one’s system, one tends to see that system everywhere.

In only a slight twist of meaning to the word, the seduction of systematic theology is its ease
when compared to the discipline of exegesis and the patience it requires. I’'m fully aware, having
read theologians for nearly fifty years, of the scholarly apparatus of their disciplines and the
intense study required to become a systematician, but my experience is that theology per se
comes more naturally and in some ways more easily than does biblical, exegetical theology.
Theology can get in the way of hearing the Bible. One can, to put it bluntly, give a theological
opinion about most anything, but to give an informed judgment on whether pistis Christou is
objective or subjective (or a third way) requires the accumulation of a discipline and practice
and knowledge. I’'m pressing this from my side of the ledger in the contest of exegesis versus
theology, but I do so from the experience of teaching students for nearly four decades. If I ask
what one’s theory of atonement is, many would have a theory. But if I asked for detailed demon-
stration of their atonement theory from Jesus or Hebrews, they’d mostly draw a blank. If I were
to ask what “righteousness of God” means, especially in Isaiah, most would go silent. Theology

seems to come earlier than exegetical expertise. Add history along with Jewish, Roman, and

10 For a lively study of Jensons theology, see Lincoln Harvey, Jesus in the Trinity: A Beginner's Guide to the
Theology of Robert Jenson (London: SCM Press, 2020). For a critique of his trinitarian thinking, see Scott R.
Swain, The God of the Gospel: Robert Jenson's Trinitarian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2013);
Katherine Sonderegger, Systematic Theology: The Doctrine of God, vol. 1 (Minneapolis; Fortress, 2015).

! Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 2:53-72. For recent studies
see J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2005);
Ryan S. Peterson, /mago Dei as Human Identity, Journal of Theological Interpretation Supplement 14 (Winona
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2016). This is not to sayjenson should have known what was published after his book;
Middleton and Peterson summarize much scholarship that could have been appropriated byJenson. I don’t see that
Peterson, however, interacted (as he might have) with Jenson’s discussion of image of God in Systematic Theology
2:53-72.



Greek contexts to this, and suddenly the playing field becomes too big for many. It’s easier to
read a theologian —and I truly mean this—than it is to master Hebrew and Aramaic [9] and
Greek, to scour the ancient sources of Judaism and the Greco-Roman world, then to engage two
millennia of conversation and debate about each passage in the New Testament, and then say
some thing fresh. I’'m not saying that theologians are anything but demanding to read and even
more to master. My point is that we all operate with a kind of instinctive systematic theology,
and it comes first, while the requirement to think exclusively in terms of Matthew or Hebrews
forces us out of our instinctive patterns of thought into others that are anything but common in
the church. It is hard work for Bible professors to get students to think in terms of the particular
author or book of the Bible instead of morphing that author or text into the larger theological
and truth questions. What Matthew means by kingdom over against what Mark means is simply
not a question most young students think (or even care) about. But they may well (and nearly
always do) have an opinion of what kingdom means. And since they’ve not studied the texts,
they can be surprised by what it meant in Jesus’ world.!?

Speaking with a theologian one day, I told him about this project and then I said, “I’ve
smarted off about this long enough now I should put something down in print.” What 1 have
found is that it’s easier to take easy swipes at those down the hallway in theology than it is to
construct some major ideas that I wish theologians knew or, in most cases, wish were more
pervasive in their theologies. I read lots of theologians who I think maintain good balance—
such as Beth Felker Jones—but I also see things that make me cringe. This will not be a polem-
ical book but will instead be a meandering through five topics. At times it will pause to offer
some criticisms (and not always of theologians). Before I get there, I want to cover some bases:

assumptions at work in good theology. I’ll mention some of these, albeit very briefly.

Assumptions in a Theological Project
[10] Genuine theology, biblical and systematic, is a quest to know God, or to be known by God
and in the embrace of being known by God to become more like God’s Son through the gracious
work of the Spirit. Scripture plays a major role in shaping what we know and how we know,
but good theology eventually admits that it must be at some level limited. What we know of
God in being known by God is a speck of divine immensity, but we are confident that God has
revealed himself (Godself) in Christ as God’s Word and in the Scriptures as God’s Word about
that Word. There is a tendency in some theologians to press what we don’t know hard enough

that one wonders whether one can know God at all.'*> Hence, I want to drive in a stake: all

12 Scot McKnight, Kingdom Conspiracy: Returning to the Radical Mission of the Local Church (Grand Rapids,
MI: Brazos, 2014).

13 E.g., Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay "On the Trinity” (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013), 45-46. She speaks of “knowing in unknowing.” For a similar point, see Benjamin Myers, “Exegetical
Mysticism: Scripture, Paideia, and the Spiritual Senses,” in Sarah Coakley and the Future of Systematic Theology,
ed. Janice McRan- dal (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016), 1-14.



theology must start at the exegetical level. At times theologians occasionally toss in some Bible
references to decorate their theology rather than to let the Bible form their theology. Kevin
Vanhoozer and Daniel Treier wisely then speak of the mirror of Scripture in the sense of its
primary idiom, and what they mean is that our language needs to mirror the language of the
Bible.!*

All theology is wisdom. There is a rich history of wisdom in the Bible, which can’t be iso-
lated to the Old Testament’s so-called Wisdom books, and that history did not stop with the
Bible, as we find it in noncanonical texts as well. Once we recognize that theology is wisdom,
the whole Bible becomes wisdom—searching, finding, articulating, living. If we define wisdom
as living in God’s world in God’s way, that is, as Christoformity, then all of theology needs to
[11] be wrapped up in wisdom. It is unfortunate that both biblical and systematic theologians
can turn theology into history or philosophy and forget that it is about God and about wisdom
and knowing God and being known by God. This kind of pursuit of wisdom, then, fears the
common practice of bracketing off sources for genuine wisdom. In particular, the Christian faith
uniformly confesses a trinitarian God, and that means theology must be trinitarian.

The living embodiment of that wisdom is that theology comes to us from the church, and
hence all good theology is ecclesial. Yet we live in a divided church, not the church we confess
in the creed, and thus our theology becomes partisan, or close to it, the moment we put pen to
paper. True enough, but the church is what it is, and that “is-ness” gives shape to genuine Chris-
tian theology. Theology is not simply ideas articulated in disinterested fashion but ideas em-
bodied in the context of church life. Which means our theology—and here I will meet some
hesitations from those in my own disciplines—needs to be constrained, checked, challenged by
the great tradition of the church, and that means beginning with the Nicene Creed. Then, too,
our biblical studies at least need to be reshaped and redirected by our own denominational the-
ology. This in part is what I mean by saying theology is ecclesial.

Something Sarah Coakley presses into play often is that all theology is prayerful, which she
can call asceticial or refer to contemplation, contemplative prayer, and the more solitary spir-
itual disciplines. While her focus seems to be more individualistic, she’s an Anglican, and that
means she’s at least tipping her hat to the great prayer traditions of the church, including the
Book of Common Prayer’s collects.!> Thus, theology is also worshipful and personal as [12]

well as corporate and ecclesial.' What is said about Coakley can be said as well about Katherine

14 Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Daniel J. Treier, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture: A Mere Evangelical Account
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015).

15 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 88. For a good explanation of her approach with some of its weaknesses,
see Myles Werntz, “The Body and the Body of the Church: Coakley, Yoder, and the Imitation of Christ,” in McRan-
dal, Sarah Coakley and the Future, 99-114.

16 A noticeable weakness in Coakley’s first volume is an absence of ecclesiology in her trinitarian ecstasy theory.
Does the church desire? For a set of responses to Coakley, see McRandal, Sarah Coakley and the Future. On this
deficit in ecclesiology, see Werntz, “Body,” 105. Her focus on Rom 8 fails to note that in Rom 8 there is an eccle-
siology at work (Rom 8:18, in “us”; Rom 8:19, “children of God”’; Rom 8:21, “children of God”; Rom 8:23, “we”
and “the redemption of our bodies”; Rom 8:24, “we”; Rom 8:27, “saints”’; Rom 8:28, in “for those who love God”;
of course, Rom 8:29-30). All these indicate the prayer of the Spirit-prompted groaning is an ecclesiological group.



Sonderegger s theology: she explodes at times into lyrical worship.!”

Returning now to something hinted at: all theology is cultural. Every theologian speaks out
of a culture, into that culture, and for that culture. Theology is located, and that means males
and females and ethnic groups and races and ages and denominations are all at work in how
theology is formed and embodied. There is no such thing as a theology done once and for all.
Unredeemed desire, Coakley reminds us over and over, is behind the hegemonic articulations
and embodiments that impede genuine Christian unity in our pursuit of knowing God and being
known by God.!® But theologian John Webster reminds us that theology is not only cultural
because it also produces a culture and requires a kind of culture for it to flourish as God’s design.
I finish this introduction, then, with words from Webster, words that set the tone for the chapters
that follow:

There can be few things more necessary for the renewal of Christian theology than the
promotion of awed reading of classical Christian texts, scriptural and other, precisely be-
cause a good deal of modern Christian thought has adopted habits of mind which have
led to disenchantment with the biblical canon and the traditions of paraphrase and com-
mentary by which the culture of Christian faith has often been sustained. Such practices
of reading and interpretation, and the educational and [13] political strategies which sur-
round them, are central to the task of creating the conditions for the nurture of Christian

theology. !’

It is because I care about the Bible as God’s Word, as sacred Scripture, that I have taken the
alternative side to this two-book approach to the questions about what we wish the other one
knew. The fundamental starting point is that we Bible folks think systematicians sometimes get
a bit too far from Scripture, and so I want to explore five topics that I wish budding theologians
would keep in front of them as they do their work: (1) theology needs a constant return to
Scripture, (2) theology needs to know its impact on biblical studies, (3) theology needs histori-
cally shaped biblical studies, (4) theology needs more narrative, and (5) theology needs to be
lived theology.

17 Sonderegger, Systematic Theology.

18 Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self, 51-52.

19 John Webster, The Culture of Theology, ed. Ivor J. Davidson and Alden C. McCray (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2019), 45.



01: Theology Needs a Constant Return to Scripture

[15]

I BEGAN WITH THE OBSERVATION that biblical scholarship and systematic theology differ from
each other. We differ at perhaps the deepest level in method. Put in starkly contrasting terms,
the former begins with the Bible, and the latter somewhere else. This, from long experience, is
a common complaint I have heard among biblical scholars. We think systematicians often im-
pose on the text, while we think we don’t, truth be told, or at least we admit we try not to. This
is an overstatement, but I want to begin here because this is how we Bible folks (sometimes)
talk about systematicians, especially when they are not present.

Bible scholars study books in the Bible, and they do so with some kind of method.! Some
focus so much on history that the biblical author and the divine Author disappear behind a
reconstruction of [16] what happened, while others seek to set the Bible in its historical context
in order to elucidate the text itself more accurately. Some are less concerned with history and
context and devote themselves to a reconstructed narrative of the Bible as the contextual clue
for reading, say, Mark’s Gospel. Others are so intent on the grammar and syntax of the text
itself that context and narrative are rarely brought into play. These, and no doubt nuances could
be added, are all part of what we mean by biblical scholarship.

The recent shift for some toward what A. C. Thiselton comprehensively described as socio-
pragmatics (but which today often goes by political or liberation theology) deserves mention
for two reasons: (1) it has penetrating value, and (2) it replaces classic systematic theology for
its practitioners.® Liberationist readings of the Bible, whether from African Americans, Latin
Americans, Korean Americans, American Indians, Asians, feminists and womanists and Marx-
ists, take a stand in a given location and read the Bible out of that location and for that location.*
The singular point so well made by such readings is that each of us stands in a location when
we read the Bible. There is no escaping such a feet-in-the-mud approach to Bible reading, nor
is there an escape for the sharp angles drawn by such an approach to the Bible. But when one
reads the most candid of such approaches—say, what one finds in Gustavo Gutierrez or Brian
Blount or Elsa Tamez—one has to ask at times whether the Bible itself is being used more than

being read, or whether at times such approaches overwhelm what the Bible says, or whether

' A good example is Michael J. Gorman, Elements of Biblical Exegesis, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Aca-
demic, 2010),

2 A more recent sketch of major trends is Markus Bockmuehl, Seeing the Word: Refocusing New Testament Study,
Studies in Theological Interpretation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 13-74.

3 Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992).

4 Mary M. Veeneman, Introducing Theological Method: A Survey of Contemporary Theologians and Approaches
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 111-67.



important elements of what the Bible says are being ignored. Once again, we all have contexts
and we are all located, but what Bible scholars [17] often want to emphasize is that the Bible
needs to challenge our locations if the Bible is going to do its own work. This is all a matter of
lovingly listening to the text, about which I will say more.’

But how does one listen to the text in a loving manner?® How does one acquire a reliable,
accurate reading of the Bible’s own text? How does a biblical scholar contest the approach of
the systematician or a political approach to reading the Bible? I suggest two impulses in models
for doing theology, simplified in order to draw out of each its distinctive contributions: the
retrieval model and the expansive model.” These two models are on either end of a spectrum
from Bible to greater expansions in theology. The retrieval model tends to resist both system-
atics and socio-pragmatics, while the expansive model tends to embrace both in unequal meas-
ure. When we are finished sketching these two models, I will propose an integrative model that
takes what is best from each of the other two models.® I can think of very few whose method is
not a nuanced combination of both of these impulses. Mary Veeneman’s fine textbook on theo-
logical method makes this altogether clear.’

Following the discussion of models, I will turn to two significant issues in all biblical and
theological interpretation: (1) the primacy of turning to Scripture first and (2) the charge of
biblicism by those who believe theology must stick to the Bible.

Models, Impulses and Integration

[18] The two models may be briefly stated this way: the retrieval model believes everything
done in systematics or constructive theology must be rooted in explicit biblical exegesis and
texts, while the expansive model believes systematics begins with the Bible but over time has
expanded considerably as our knowledge of God and truth and theology has progressed. The
first wants to go back, and the second wants to explore for more. The first speaks more often
about biblical theology and the second more often in terms of creedal, dogmatic, confessional,
and systematic categories. '’

Each model has to tangle with five separable but integrated and interrelated dimensions of

5 Gustavo Gutierrez, A 'Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1988); Gutierrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells: The Spiritual Journey of a People (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 2010); Brian K. Blount, Then the Whisper Put on Flesh: New Testament Ethics in an African American
Context (Nashville: Abingdon, 2001); Elsa Tamez, The Scandalous Message of James: Faith Without Works Is
Dead, rev. ed. (New York: Herder & Herder, 2002); Alan Jacobs, A Theology of Reading: The Hermeneutics of
Love (Boulder, CO: Westview, 2001).

¢ Jacobs, Theology of Reading.

7 A similar set of poles is found in Markus Bockmuehl, “Bible Versus Theology: Is ‘Theological Interpretation’
the Answer?,” Nova et Vetera 9, no. 1 (2011): 27-47.

8 In another book I proposed this three-model approach with other terms: reading for retrieval, reading through the
tradition, and reading with the tradition. See Scot McKnight, The Blue Parakeet: Rethinking How You Read the
Bible, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016), 25-36.

% Veeneman, Introducing Theological Method.

10 For a sketch of representative evangelical theologies, Veeneman, Introducing Theological Method, 81-110.



theological truth claims:
1. the Bible
2. the creed
3. denominational confessions and doctrinal statements
4. major theologians forming a systematic theology

5. the multitude of theological explorations constantly at working the history of the church

in very specific locations and times

So, we have the (1) Bible and (2) the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, with (for one example)
(3) the Augsburg Confession, with (4) Karl Barths Church Dogmatics, and with (5) Miroslav
Volf s wonderful Exclusion and Embrace or (to give a second example of this fifth type) some
decision made by the Anglican Church of North America to form its own catechism and Book
of Common Prayer (both of which were shaped by specific theologians carrying weight).!!
Theology always has and always will be entangled in this web of five dimensions.

Now to describe the models.

The retrieval model. The retrieval model’s impulse is back to the Bible. Sola Scriptura here
might not mean only the Bible, but
it will certainly mean prima Scrip-
tura, first the Bible.'> All creeds,
every denominational confession
or statement of faith, all theologi-
ans, and every exploration that
makes theological truth claims—it
is argued in this model—have to
justify their claims by appeal to the
Bible. Even more: appeal here can
mean “must be something the Bi-

ble is actually teaching” rather

than something that can be hooked

to a verse (however loosely).'? Figure 1.1. The retrieval model

' Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation,
rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 2019).

12N. Clayton Croy, Prima Scriptura: An Introduction to New Testament Interpretation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2011).

13 The movement most tied to this approach is the Stone-Campbell movement or the Restoration churches:
Churches of Christ and the Christian Church. For a good history, see Richard T. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient



The retrieval model contends that the fundamental form of theology is commentary on Scrip-
ture and the exposition of Scripture in preaching. If God has chosen to speak to us in Scripture,
then the Bible becomes [20] the sure foundation for all redemptive truths. Once one admits this
or something close to it, theology becomes exegesis, commentary, and exposition of Scripture
in light of the fullness of the Bible’s gospel. One of the fundamental forms of doing theology,
then, becomes preaching and teaching the people of God from Scripture. Which means that the
retrieval model doesn’t see whether the theologian has a few references to Scripture scattered
here and there but looks for exegesis that is both aware of scholarship and oriented toward
theological questions once it has probed the text in its own integrity. Some theologians claim
this but don’t do their theology this way. Some theologians claim their theology is Bible-only
but are denominationalists and read everything through their denominational theology.

The retrieval model contends that theology is always in need of reformation and that biblical
studies are also in need of constant reworking. This is the Protestant principle of semper refor-
manda applied to both theological and biblical studies. Hence, the need always to go back to
the sources (ad fontes). What drives this impulse to go back to the sources to rethink what we
think is the confronting reality that God’s truth is always bigger and better and greater than we
can grasp. No one ever got it absolutely right. Everything in theology is a grasping but never
the final grip. Hence, the retrieval model knows that biblical studies subvert by nature: they
subvert what we think by confronting what we think with the gospel. The Bible, like Melchiz-
edek, still speaks.

The retrieval model operates with movement within the Bible so that the New Testament’s
revelation of God in Christ has paradigmatic clarity for comprehending the Bible’s own mes-
sage. For some this will be a covenant-theology approach, for others a dispensational approach,
while for others a redemptive-movement (or incremental) approach.'* That is, God reveals the
truth in a developmental way [21] from the days of Moses to Jesus through the apostles. In the
broadest sense, we can call this a narrative approach to the Bible.

The retrieval model knows the diversity of the Bible's own time-bound expressions. What
Moses said is not what David said is not what Isaiah said is not what Jesus said is not what
Mark said is not what Luke said is not what John said is not what Paul said is not what Peter
said is not what James said. Yet, what each later author says is somehow connected to what the
predecessors said, and for many what the later authors say coheres with what the predecessors
said. Furthermore, each brings to expression the truth of God in a given location for a given
audience and expresses the thoughts of a given author. Many in the retrieval model dwell in

peace with the Bibles own diversity and can preach Isaiah in his terms and then preach Hebrews

Faith: The Story of Churches of Christ in America, 2nd ed. (Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press,
2008).

14 Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1948); Craig Alan
Blaising and Darrell L. Bock, Expansive Dispensationalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2000); William J. Webb,
Slaves, Women and Homosexuals: Exploring the Hermeneutics of Cultural Analysis (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2001).



in Hebrews’ terms and not worry much about blending them into a systematic form. Such an
approach forms Christian Bible readers into those who can appreciate diverse voices talking
about great topics. At the same time, others will prefer one voice (Jesus, Paul, and John are the
major voices that become dominant) over the others and either ignore the others or coerce the
others into the shape of their preferred voice. I see this especially today with how people use
the theology of Jesus or Paul.

There is something vital here that we biblical folks want to emphasize: the diversity of bib-
lical authors, shaped as they are by context, requires that a single-minded approach to system-
atics often blunts the diversity of the Bible, and this silences alternative voices in the Bible
itself. Very few theologians I read do well at combining or even articulating the kingdom vision
of Jesus with the soteriological and ecclesiological vision of the apostle Paul, and that must butt
up against the nearly complete absence of anything like a theology of Hebrews at work in sys-
tematic theologies. I’'m not talking here about citing a verse from Hebrews here and there, es-
pecially when it comes to soteriology. No, I’m talking about the cosmic, spiritual, priestly vision
of Hebrews that frames that author's entire theology.

[22] The retrieval model admits the ecclesial impact on the entire process. On the left side of
figure 1.1 above is “church,” and this calls our attention to church influence on the whole pro-
cess, and what this means is that reading the Bible itself is a church reading of Scripture. That
church-shaped reading then shapes the entire history of theology itself. Some in the sola Scrip-
tura approach actually believe and express that the Bible and the Bible alone is their creed, but
such approaches are fanciful, however noble the focus on the Bible is. What is more, a highly
individualistic approach to the Bible is against both how the Bible came to fruition (in the con-
text of communities of faith in Israel and then in the church) and against how the Bible’s form-
ative teachings were formed (classical creedal orthodoxy). To go at it as if it were just “me and
God” counters the very texts themselves.

The retrieval model wants to check, all developments and expansive understandings of gospel
truth with what the Bible says. What Athanasius, what Augustine, what Luther, what Calvin,
what Wesley, what Edwards, what Hodge, what Schmemann, what Barth, what Rutledge, what
Sonderegger, what Blount, what ... whatever anyone said is valuable and meaningful, but the
question the retrieval model presses on each of these noble theologians is, Is this a biblical idea
or not? If it is not biblical, it will not necessarily be discarded, but it will be challenged to
establish itself. Robert Jenson once said, “The question is not whether the church has this canon
but whether this canon acknowledges the church.”'> Let me rework that: the question is not
whether a theological system acknowledges Scripture but whether Scripture acknowledges that
theological system.

The retrieval model (usually) recognizes the impact of culture on every truth claim, every

articulation, and every theology. From Moses to the apostles, every Bible author and figure

15 Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 1:30.



brought to expression truth claims about God that were shaped by and for a context. [ have [23]
called these “wiki-stories” of God’s true story, but each wiki-story is but one approach to the
one true story, and no wiki-story tells the whole story'® The same is to be said for the creeds,
for denominational articulations, for the theologies of major theologians, and for the myriad of
theological explorations. Each is connected to a context and has a specific location, with a spe-
cific author finding ways to explore truth claims about God. The recognition of cultural impact
requires the biblical specialist to put each line and passage and author of Scripture in its histor-
ical context, and this is why there are so many Jewish and Greco-Roman contextual studies in
biblical studies. The fruition of contextual studies in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
may well be the most important contribution made by those in biblical studies.!” The oft-ma-
ligned but unavoidable and necessary historical-critical method, then, is hereby justified with
full rigor.'® The Spirit speaks then and to us because it is the same Spirit and the same people
(the church).

The retrieval model believes growth, development, and progress in theology only occur in
preserving the Bible's truth claims and organically connecting all development to the Bibles
original witness. This is what it means to be in the retrieval model: it means conserving what is
best in the past. In the history of the church, in fact in intellectual history itself, thinkers have
composed what came to be called commonplace books, which recorded routinely the best in-
sights and expressions and statements of what one was reading. One merely has to dip into
something like Ann Moss’s Printed Commonplace-Books or the 1 Tatti Renaissance Library
volumes from Harvard University Press, or read someone who has made use of commonplace
books today, such as [24] Alan Jacobs, to see how these thinkers have done their best to con-
serve the best of those considered the best thinkers.!”

To be conservative, then, is not to resist change. Rather, the very term conservative is a theory
of change. Not change for changes sake but change on the basis of organic connection to the
best of the past.*° To be in the retrieval model is to be intentionally unoriginal and noncreative
because one is a tradent. Put in biblical language, this is what the Bible means by “wisdom.”
Yet, the retrieval model puts noticeable constraints on theological exploration by requiring the
exploration to justify itself in the Bible's own truth claims. No matter how radical some of his

theological claims maybe, Douglas Campbell’s articulation of the apocalyptic approach to

16 McKnight, Blue Parakeet.

17 For three quick examples; see Peter Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus: Christians at Rome in the First Two
Centuries, ed. Marshall D. Johnson, trans. Michael Steinhauser (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003); John H. Walton,
Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011); E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and
Belief, 63 BCE-66 CE (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016).

18 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2:278-79.

19 Ann Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books and the Structuring of Renaissance Thought (New York: Clarendon,
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MI: Eerdmans, 2008).

20 This point draws on the theory of conservativism developed by Roger Scruton. See Scruton, The Meaning of
Conservatism, 3rd ed. (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2014); Scruton, How to Be a Conservative (London:
Continuum, 2014).



epistemology is a retrieval mindset. All truth is to be measured by one criteria: the revelation
of the triune God in Christ (as articulated by Paul).

The dominant themes, then, are (1) back to the Bible, (2) measure all truth claims by the
Bible, and (3) let the Bible’s own language determine the shape of theology. Those most com-

mitted to this approach get under the skin the most with the next model.

The expansive model. Flip the retrieval model upside down and one finds the expansive
model, where the theological constructions appear to be precariously perched atop the Bible
and where one might ask whether the Bible can hold it all up. Get too heavy on either side and
the whole thing tips and topples. Yet this is the reality of theological constructions. Theology
always has and always will expand the Bible’s own truth claims and not just expound the Bible.
Every explanation of the Bible expands or extends the Bible.

The expansive model begins with the Bible but expands what the Bible says. Every Sunday
in my Anglican church (Church of the Redeemer [25] in Highwood, Illinois) we confess the
Nicene Creed aloud. While the = o

core gospel of 1 Corinthians 15

is at the base of the Nicene
Creed (he suffered, was buried,
rose again, will come again),
what is said goes well beyond
the simpler gospel affirmation of |
the apostles in 1 Corinthians 15.
Here are Nicene’s affirmations
about the Son of God:

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, Figure 1.2. The expansive model
the only Son of God,

eternally begotten of the Father,

God from God, light from light,

true God from true God,

begotten, not made,

of one Being with the Father;

through him all things were made.

For us and for our salvation

he came down from heaven,

was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary
[26] and became truly human.

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;

he suffered death and was buried.



On the third day he rose again

in accordance with the Scriptures;

he ascended into heaven

and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,

and his kingdom will have no end.

I’'m willing to say this is fully supportable in the Bible, but some of the language (“light from
light” and “of one Being with the Father”) comes from a different time, a different context, and
speaks into and out of that context. Theology by nature explores and expands the Bible’s own
affirmations, but in the expansive model the Bible is the starting point. In some theological
explorations the conclusions go well beyond the Bible, too far beyond the Bible, and at other
times theologians will seemingly assume the Bible but barely tip their hat in its direction. As a
Bible guy, I see this more vividly and surely more often than systematic theologians, but it must
be emphasized that the Bible is the starting point for all Christian theology. There is a burgeon-
ing development among traditional Christians today not only to embrace the classic creed but
to embrace the worldview operative at the time.?!

The expansive model’s impulse is to explore new dimensions of thinking as it carries forward
the Christian biblical and theological tradition. [27] Growth, then, is the impulse. Progress, in
other words. The trinitarian controversies of the third and fourth centuries, which have been
(more than) fully explained by Lewis Ayres, are attempts to root theology in the Bible while
seeking to explain the relationship of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit to one another in a way
that preserves oneness while also clarifying threeness.?? The soteriology of the church has par-
adigmatic terms and structures found in the sacrificial systems of the tabernacle and temple, but
it was Paul’s own articulations, especially in Romans, with terms such as justification, redemp-
tion, reconciliation, and atonement, that gave rise to the Reformations clarifications that gave
rise to various models of atonement in church theology. But let us not suppose that double
imputation or Anselmian satisfaction theory or the various forms of substitutionary atonement
theories are explicitly taught in the Bible just as we believe them today.?> What many today

consider the best atonement theory is often derivative from the atonement model at work in the

21 D. H. Williams, Evangelicals and Tradition: The Formative Influence of the Early Church (Grand Rapids, MI:
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Crossway, 2012).
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gospel preaching that they initially affirmed.?*

The expansive model faces the constant temptation that is often called the "heresy of para-
phrase,” or the assumption or practice that theology s new formulations replace or improve on
what the Bible says. This is where those on the Bible side of this conversation dig in their heels.
Yes, theology expands and extends because it seems to clarify and to systematize what the Bible
says. But at times we Bible folks think the theologians have put the Bible in their rearview
mirror and have moved on. So, a theology seems to be more rooted in the Luther or Calvin or
Wesley or Edwards or Barth or Coakley than in the Bible itself.?®

[28] The expansive model operates with the thoroughly biblical notion that the Spirit brings
fresh light to the people of God in each generation. One can claim the Spirit for whatever one
wants, but the truth remains: the Spirit who was at work in Israel, in Jesus, in the early church,
and in Scripture is the same Spirit at work in church of the past and in the church today. The
leading verse that anchors this very notion in the Bible itself is from John 16:13: “When the
Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but
will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.” The Spirit,
Jesus told his own, “will guide you into all truth.” To be sure, some claim falsehoods for truth,
but silly claims does not the Spirit erase. Every theological context in every period of the church
in every location of the church both needs and avails itself of the Spirit s guidance. Examples
include the development of theology, the abolition of slavery, and rights for women.?® One
surely must think that theological growth has some anchor in the Spirit’s own guidance.?’

The expansive model believes the Bible's own diversity and narratival development is the
paradigm for ever-anew theological articulations. The tendency of the retrieval model has been
theological uniformity down to the precise terms, while there is an opportunity for the expansive
model to make the Bibles own diverse theologies into a paradigm for theological diversity in
the church. So the expansive model regrets the exclusion of diverse voices in the history of
theology and intentionally invites diverse voices to the discussion, not so it can pat itself on the
back and say, “What a woke thinker I am,” but in order to listen and to learn and to change and
to reform theology itself.

The expansive model, while it affirms the Bibles own formative framing of theological truth
claims, knows that each generation's articulations are context- and church-shaped for a specific
time and place [29] and people. Think about the Reformation (as Protestants see it). What hap-
pened? In one reading, Martin Luther, and later John Calvin, and later the (oft-ignored)

24 For instance, the scapegoat theory of the atonement found in Rene Girard, I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, trans.
James G. Williams (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001).

25 For “heresy of paraphrase,” see John Webster, The Culture of Theology, ed. Ivor J. Davidson and Alden C.
McCray (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2019), 77.

26 1. Howard Marshall, with contributions from Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Stanley E. Porter, Beyond the Bible: Mov-
ing from Scripture to Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004).

27 KevinJ. Vanhoozer and Daniel J. Treier, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture: A Mere Evangelical Account
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 116.



Anabaptists, resisted the systemic imposition of Rome’s power and theology and rediscovered
the magnificence of the by-grace-alone potency of justification by faith alone all rooted in sola
Scriptura.®® There is not a Protestant theologian or pastor or church, and here I'm taking a
bird’s-eye view of what Protestant means, that doesn’t operate on the basis of these ideas. Yet,
each of those was formed in a context for a context, and that context shaped each of those ideas.
Theology expands over time, but that growth often finds its climactic moments in specific con-
texts where something simply must be discerned. Sometimes that timely discernment becomes
timeless, but other times it becomes time-bound.

The expansive model builds organically on, but also disruptively with, the systematic visions
of previous centuries. What was said by Calvin for Calvin’s day is not what needs to be said for
our day in our way. In my life I can name some of the major theologians who have articulated
for our time a message that speaks to our time—and here I span both biblical and systematic
theology, and there is no attempt even to get close to representation: Karl Barth and Dietrich
Bonhoefter, Sarah Anne Coakley and Beth Felker Jones, Brian Blount and Eboni Marshall Tur-
man, Soong Chan Rah and Grace Si-Jun Kim, N. T. Wright and Richard Hays, Beverly Gaventa
and Fleming Rutledge. Each of these voices demonstrates organic connections to the church’s
theological tradition while also disrupting it and adding fresh ideas and challenging the old with
critical clarities. What too often comes off as a Eurocentric discipline is actually a global reality.

The expansive model assumes the truth that one can never return to the Bible-only world
because knowledge, even knowledge of the Bible, is cumulative and developmental. One cannot
be a responsible theologian [30] and get behind Augustine, or behind Luther and Calvin, or
behind Barth and Gutierrez, or behind Mary Daly or Rosemary Radford Ruether. In biblical
studies, which forms the basis for all theological reflections in the church, one can’t get behind
seminal studies by the likes of E. P. Sanders or Jewish scholars such as Jacob Neusner and
Shaye Cohen. These seminal thinkers, as well as the creed and the theological affirmations of
church bodies, have formed paradigms apart from which we do not think. Try as we might, it’s
impossible. Even those who have never read Augustine or Luther or Edwards will be shaped
over time by their contributions, and many may well be thinking all they’re doing is reading the
Bible. They’re not. They’re reading a mediated Bible. Hence what is sometimes called a move-
ment, the theological interpretation of Scripture.?” Once we admit that our theologies are medi-
ations of the Bible, we land somehow in an expansive camp.

These are the two major impulses for doing theology: retrieving the past or expanding our

past into the present and future.

An integrative model. So, where are we? Enough has been said, I hope, for us to realize the

28 KevinJ. Vanhoozer, Biblical Authority Afier Babel: Retrieving the Solas in the Spirit of Mere Protestant Chris-
tianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2016).

2 The movement now referred to as the “theological interpretation of Scripture” has been for me both a keen
interest and a frustrating movement to define. I’'m simply unsure what it means for me, a Bible interpreter.



retrieval model and the expansive model are both needed and are in fact both always at play in
theological explorations. As a Bible specialist, however, I want to argue there is something not
only formative about the Bible but also authoritative. Christians make the claim that the Bible
is unlike all other books.

A model for doing Christian theology begins with the Bible, and we can call this prima
Scriptura. But doing theology necessarily expands what the Bible says. Nonexpansive theology
is limited to doing one thing: reading the Bible and repeating as closely as possible what it says.
Within the pages of the Bible is a narrative that not only clarifies the plot from creation to
kingdom but also expands, modifies, and reexpresses what has been said in the pages before it.
Hence, the Bible itself provides a paradigm that can be reasonably called an expansive model.

[31] Progress and expansion in theology, however, needs to be organically connected to the
Bible s central theological truth claims. Hence, the back-to-the-Bible impulse of the retrieval
model is as justified as the expan-
sive impulse of the expansive
model. They do not cancel each
other out, but rather they form a di-
alectical relationship with each
other, while the anchor is only tied =
to the Bible. Wisdom dictates that
profound respect is to be given to
the creed and to our own confes- =
sions and even to the theologians |
who light up our world, but the an- |

chor is tied only to Scripture itself.

Back and forth we go. So, one can

Figure 1.3. The integrative model

call it the integrative model, and I

hope to clarify this model in the chapters that follow. Markus Bockmuehl offers a firm reminder:
“The Church receives and recognizes and teaches the canon of Holy Scripture; but the Church
in both its unity and its diversity is constituted by and in response to the Word of God—rather

than the other way round.””*°

[32] In this integrative model is the ongoing dialectical back-and-forth from Bible to modern
theological articulations that are then challenged by the Bible as Bible people seek to constrain
theological developments by what is in the Bible, while theologians continue to unfold the Bible
and take it into fresh areas of thinking. All that is said above, then, could be restated here but
need not be.

The integrative model, too, knows another dialectic. Namely, that the God who speaks in the

30 Bockmuehl, “Bible Versus Theology,” 35.



Bible is the Trinity who speaks through humans. We have the Bible because God speaks, but
we also only have the Bible because God’s Spirit guided the church to recognize the Father’s
face in Christ in these Scriptures. But the Bible through which God speaks was written by hu-
man authors. We may well make the strong claim that 1-2 Chronicles is inspired by God, but
there can be no gainsaying that the Chronicler was a fully individuated thinker who, facing the
rebuilding of the temple at the time, told the story of Judah through the grid of temple worship.
Hence, any devaluation of the human author by appealing to the divine author doesn’t fit the
Scriptures we have and know. One comes to know James in his frustration with what appears
to be misreading of Paul just as one comes to know John with his particular vocabulary and
syntax. To read the Bible from only one of these poles, then, is to misread the Bible and to set
the course of theology on a slippery path. It is at the core of Christian conviction and theology
that God comes first, and that both Israel and the church are effected by God as his creations,
and it knows then that God is not a construction of the church. God does not, then, speak to
Israel so much as God’s speaking creates Israel, and the same pertains to the church. But God
chose to give to Israel and to the church a voice in the Voice.?!

The integrative model, if it operates with self-conscious integrity, knows the Bible dimension
of theology is foundational and not (as) final (as it might like to be). Beginning with the Bible
does not mean ending [33] with the Bible, though for the biblicists (see below) it often does.
The integrative model begins in the Bible with exegetical finesse but recognizes that theology
will start there but will develop in new directions because of new ideas, differing contexts, and
diverse histories.

Now for a controversial point: the integrative model knows that the Bible is fertile and does
not have to be restricted solely to authorial intent. As the prophets read their predecessors, as
Jesus read the prophets, as Paul and the author of Hebrews and Peter and John read their Bible,
they saw things not previously seen because Scripture is living and breathing and pulsating with
throbbing possibilities. No one has spoken to this more provocatively or eloquently than David

Steinmetz, who at the end of his essay "The Superiority of Pre-critical Exegesis,” says,

The defenders of the single-meaning theory usually concede that the medieval approach
to the Bible met the religious needs of the Christian community, but that it did so at the
unacceptable price of doing violence to the biblical text. The fact that the historical-criti-
cal method after two hundred years is still struggling for more than a precarious foothold
in that same religious community is generally blamed on the ignorance and conservatism
of the Christian laity and the sloth or moral cowardice of its pastors.

I should like to suggest an alternative hypothesis. The medieval theory of levels of

meaning in the biblical text, with all its undoubted defects, flourished because it is true,

3 Thus, at times overstating one pole is Webster, Culture of Theology) 70-72, 119-23. Marcus Borg overstates the
other: see Borg, Reading the Bible Again for the First Time: Taking the Bible Seriously but Not Literally, rev. ed.
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002).



while the modern theory of a single meaning, with all its demonstrable virtues, struggles
because it is false. Until the historical-critical method becomes critical of its own theoret-
ical foundations and develops a hermeneutical theory adequate to the nature of the text
that it is interpreting, it will remain restricted, as it deserves to be, to the guild and the

academy, where the question of truth can endlessly be deferred.??

[34] The point was driven home to me years ago in the writings of Michael Fishbane.*® A close
reading of the New Testament texts makes me think we need a theory of Scripture that recog-
nizes that what is biblical is suggestive of fresh ways of reading it as it is historical. By all
means, find the author’s intention and move on, and don’t be surprised if your mind is opened
to something you have never seen before.

The integrative model, then, dwells in an ongoing, never-ending, but flourishing reading of

Scripture.

Prima Scriptura: All theologizing must begin with Scripture

Only about the Bible do we say this: “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching,
for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to
God may be proficient, equipped for every good work™ (2 Tim 3:16—17). We might debate what
inspired means, but the term in Greek is theopneustos, which more woodenly is “God-spirited”
or “God-breathed.” Something like this is found too in 2 Peter 1:21, that “no prophecy ever
came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” What
Christians have claimed, then, on the basis of statements such as these is that the Bible is a book
generated by God through one of God’s prophets for the people of God.

What we mean by authoritative is that the Bible is a one-of-a-kind book, one fashioned in
cooperation between God at work in the people of God and the author so that what is produced
is a message from God. It functioned as revelation from God for ancient Israel, for Jesus, for
the apostles, and for the church in its own history. Yes, yes, yes—of course, it has to be read
and interpreted and articulated, and those articulations are not Scripture itself. We turn back to
John 16:13 again to say that while we may have to admit in humility that our articulations can
be off, we must also claim that God is good enough [35] and the Spirit clear about what is
essential for our salvation. Caveats respected, there is nothing like Scripture for theology. It
isn’t just the first word in a long progression of words but what Kevin Vanhoozer calls the
“norming norm.”** A word above all other words. Such a text, then, requires receptive reverence

on the part of the righteous reader. The posture of a Word of God reader is not mastery but

32 David Steinmetz, Taking the Long View: Christian Theology in Historical Perspective (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2011), 14.

33 Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985).

34 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louis-
ville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005).



listening in love and listening to learn and listening for living. We trust, we listen, we live, we
love, and because we love, we live, we listen, and we trust.>

At the heart of much discussion about Scripture are the terms infallibility and inerrancy, both
at their heart good terms and yet both fraught with debates, exaggerations, and hermeneutical
implications—not to ignore boundary marking. I prefer a solid biblical term over these two

terms, the term truth. In Hebrew truth is mostly emunah/emet:

Do not take the word of truth utterly out of my mouth,
for my hope is in your ordinances....
Your righteousness is an everlasting righteousness,
and your law is the truth....
The sum of your word is truth;
and every one of your righteous ordinances endures
forever. (Ps 119:43, 142,160)

The sense of the terms at work here has to do with reliability, faithfulness, and truth. In the first
it is the word that is defined by truth, in the second the law/Torah is the truth, and in the third
we have a summary statement: the rosh, or “head,” of God’s word is truth.

Only of the Logos of God, the revelatory acts of God, do we make the claim for truth. This
is why we say of Jesus that he is the “way, and the truth, and the life” (Jn 14:6). Once we have
landed on this [36] observation, we have stepped on a firm spot: prima Scriptura asserts itself
because the Scriptura is true. All theology, then, must begin with Scripture as revelation of
God’s truth. Isaiah can say of God, “I the LORD speak the truth” (Is 45:19), and even King
Nebuchadnezzar can say of Israels God, “for all his works are truth” (Dan 4:37). Luke opens
his Gospel by assuring Theophilus that he wrote the Gospel “so that you may know the truth”
(Lk 1:4). John knows no limits: Jesus, the Word of God, is “full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14),
and the law comes through Moses, but “grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (Jn 1:17).
This one who is truth can be known in truth, and that “truth will make you free” (Jn 8:32), and
this comes to us through the Spirit (Jn 14:17; 15:26; 16:13). “Your word,” Jesus says, “is truth”
(jn 17:17). Paul thinks his preaching is about "truth” (2 Cor 4:2; 12:6; 13:8; Gal 2:5, 14; 4:16;
Eph 1:13; 4:21; Col 1:5; 2 Thess 2:13; 1 Tim 2:4,7; 3:15; 4:13; 2 Tim 2:15, 25; 3:7; Titus 1:1).
Paul is not alone, for James speaks of truth (Jas 1:18; 5:19), and so too do Peter (1 Pet 1:22; 2
Pet 1:12) and John (1 Jn 1:8; 3:19; 4:6; 2 Jn 2,4; 3 Jn 3.4, 8,12).

Theology, then, as the pursuit of truth about God, knows that the truth of the gospel revealed
in Christ is the source of truth. For this reason we affirm in theological method prima Scriptura,
and also in practice. Some theologians claim prima Scriptura, but their practice of theology

falls short. John Webster’s The Culture of Theology is an example: his book is about method in

35 Jacobs, Theology of Reading. Over and over one finds the same reverence for Scripture in Katherine Sondereg-
ger, Systematic Theology: The Doctrine of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 1:xvi, 9, 13, 66-77.



a broad sense, and he affirms Scripture and that theology is to be commentary on Scripture, but
as I read the book I found precious little interaction with—Iet alone anything like commentary
on—Scripture. Maybe this is the bias of my discipline coming through, and if it is: there it is.
That’s what I experienced reading Webster. This is not what I experienced reading a wonderful
book by Irish theologian Patrick Mitchel, who is as biblical as he is theological in his exemplary
study of love.’® As Beth [37] Felker Jones, a theologian, puts it in ways that not all would,
“Christian theology is a conversation about Scripture, about how to read and interpret it better,
how to understand the Bible as a whole and imagine a way of life that is faithful to the God
whose Word this is.”*” Notice that for Jones, theology is a conversation about Scripture. Prima
Scriptura. Her book exhibits just that.

While theology is clearly progressive in an expansive sense, it is called to pursue truth, which
requires one to anchor one’s theology in Scriptures witness to the one true God revealed in the
way, the truth, and the life. This approach to theology is not a form of proof texting, but it seeks
the sure foundation on which all creeds, confessions, doctrinal statements, and explorations are
to be constructed. Yet, the conversation that begins with Scripture continues, which Jones also
states: “Theology begins with God’s revelatory word to us. It continues as we respond with
words: words to God and to each other.” The “best practitioners,” she reminds us, “are always
ready to be challenged and corrected by God’s Word.”*® This back-and-forth, this up and down

on our images, is precisely what good theology is. It is part of the integrative model.

The Charge of Biblicism

I have made the point that good theology needs a constant return to Scripture, but returning to
Scripture can itself go too far or pretend that Bible-only is the true method, so for good reasons
Bible-focused theologians are sometimes accused of biblicism. In discussing this term in what
follows, I anticipate the topic of the next chapter—not only do we go to Scripture first, but we
must also heed the wisdom of the systematic theologians too. Now to the charge. Words such
as biblicism are shot through with innuendo and become pejorative, and [38] running close
behind the accusation of biblicism is the rhetorically not-so-subtle “and no one wants to be
guilty of that, do they?” Kissing it on both cheeks is the accusation of bibliolatry, which is even
worse than biblicism. For the biblical specialist, the retorts are “systematician” or “dogmati-
cian” or “unbiblical” or “prolegomena-ism.”** Markus Bockmuehl suggests that there is a ten-

to-one ratio of biblicists to a more liberalized theological approach.*’

36 Patrick Mitchel, The Message of Love: The Only Thing That Counts (London: InterVarsity Press, 2019).

37 Beth Felker Jones, Practicing Christian Doctrine: An Introduction to Thinking and Living Theologically (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), 2. See too Vanhoozer and Treier, Theology and the Mirror, 106.

38 Jones, Practicing Christian Doctrine, 12, 17.

3% One person’s exhilarating prolegomena is another person’s “let’s get on it with it.”E.g., Sarah Coakley, God,
Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay "On the Trinity" (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 1-99.

40 Bockmuehl, “Bible Versus Theology,” 32.



What is biblicism? There are two uses of this term as I read the discussions, and I want to
distinguish the two.*! Kevin Vanhoozer and Daniel Treier define biblicism as “the supreme au-
thority of Scripture.”** They are affirming a very well-known set of categories used by an expert
on the meaning of evangelicalism, namely David Bebbington.* Bebbington has marked evan-
gelicalism with four major themes: (1) biblicism, (2) crucicentrism, (3) conversionism, and (4)
activism.** If by biblicism one means only the Bibles supreme authority or even something like
prima Scriptura, then I’d say it’s fine, and that’s what Bebbington meant. But I’m not sure the
use of ism permits such a meaning to be clear. His isms are “centricities” more than “isms.” So,
I want to turn to a second use of biblicism. In this book, biblicism intentionally brackets off the
theological tradition and so could be called nuda Scriptura, or sola Scriptura in the sense of
solo. [39] That is, “the Bible and the Bible alone” or “no creed but the Bible.” To return to
Vanhoozer and Treier, then, when on the next page they say they* believe that an evangelical
account of first theology must extend the pattern of authority even further, to include the inter-
pretation of Scripture in the church”—then I believe they are no longer biblicists (as used in
this book).*’

The biblicist wants to focus on the Bible and the Bible alone. To do so the biblicist method-
ically and intentionally brackets off the categories of the theologian. A theologian friend, when
I asked him what biblicism means, wrote: “Biblicism = a literalistic approach to biblical author-
ity and interpretation that intentionally ignores the theology of the church and the ancient (cul-

tural) context of the biblical text.”*¢ Another theologian provided me with a fuller definition:

an approach that regards the Bible as the exclusive source for formulating Christian belief
and practice with explicit rejection of the need for historical background, garnering wis-
dom from the wider tradition, recognizing the influence of one’s cultural location, and
attaining insights from out-group perspectives even as it unconsciously replaces historical
background with revered historical figures, rehearses its own tradition, reifies certain cul-

tural values, and reinforces the in-group boundaries.*’

I now illustrate with a parable. In a crabapple tree next to my reading chair, a black-capped

41T add another: biblicism is a synonym for “biblical scholars.” So throughout Sarah Emanuel, Humor, Resistance,
and Jewish Cultural Persistence in the Book of Revelation: Roasting Rome (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2020), e.g., 75.

42 Vanhoozer and Treier, Theology and the Mirror, 12. On 102 they affirm sola Scriptura but not solo Scriptura:
the second term is called subevangelical (as they say of some forms of biblicism), but their solo Scriptura is what
in this book will be called biblicism. We are, then, more on the same page.

43 David W. Bebbington, The Dominance of Evangelicalism: The Age of Spurgeon and Moody (Downers Grove,
IL: IVP Academic, 2005).

4T have long followed scholarship about evangelicalism, and Bebbington’s definition is about as widely accepted
as any, but I no longer find defining it capable of anything approaching a consensus, nor do I find the term evan-
gelical of much use in American discourse.

4 Vanhoozer and Treier, Theology and the Mirror; 13.

46 Geoff Holsclaw, personal communication, May 6,2020.

47 Mike Bird, personal communication, May 6, 2020. Several others affirmed definitions much like these.



chickadee discovered a small birdhouse, sometimes called a wren house. After inspecting the
house and tree up and down, the chickadee and his wife went to work building a nest inside the
birdhouse. While I was not able to watch every minute of their building to observe all their
supplies and resources, when they were all done with hatching and brooding over their young
and [40] helping them learn the ways of bird life, I did open the birdhouse later to see what they
used: wool, hair, moss, feathers, and string-like fibers. The first year they did this, not long after
they were done, a pesky, mean-spirited house wren came by, poked his nosy head into the nest,
and proceeded to dismantle the whole nest—grabbing stuff, returning to the opening, and drop-
ping the nest to the ground. Not long after that, the chickadee returned and pitched a fit. That
evening several fellow chickadees came by, perched on a phone line, and proceeded to pitch a
fit in concert. They were, I take it, warning the wren not to try that again. Back to the birdhouse.
The next year the chickadees did the same thing, and the third year they used their previous nest
and improved it—a little removal, a little addition, and before long they had babies in their
home.

One season later and as | was drafting this section, a house wren flew into our crabapple tree.
It flitted around looking at our little wren house, inspecting it from all directions. It poked its
head in and out of the house, flew around to inspect the back, top, both sides, and bottom of the
house, and then returned to the front again. Before long it entered and began a quick demolition
of what was left in the birdhouse from the previous year. The wren dipped into the house and
quickly emerged with a mouthful of soft materials only to deposit them on the ground. Over
and over until the job was done. The wren wanted the house cleared and clean before it could
feel comfortable enough to make a nest for its eggs.

That’s biblicism: clear the house of all vestiges of previous (theological) nests so one can
make one’s own theological nest. Biblicists are wrens.

Biblicism as used in this book means the bracketing or rejection of the church’s theological
tradition to go back to the Bible all over again and to begin all over again. To be a biblicist is to
be a theological anarchist.*® It is to bracket off the theological tradition of the church. [41] It is
theologically, epistemologically, and ecclesiologically naive, but it’s real. Biblicism is inten-
tional disregard of the church’s historic interpretations-become-theology/dogma.

The charge of biblicism, then, has some viability. Some, perhaps many, biblical scholars
don’t care about theology, especially as shaped by the creeds and confessions. The siloing effect
has full play with such folks, but there’s an underbelly here that is disturbing. Many biblical
specialists are islands unto themselves—they study the Bible for themselves, the only ones who
agree with them extensively are (a handful of) their students, and they live unto themselves.

The intensity of personal study and discovery has led in many cases to scholars with results that

48 A good example of the anarchist impulse can be found in Alan Hirsch and Michael Frost, The Shaping of Things
to Come: Innovation and Mission for the Twenty-First-Century Church, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books,
2013).



are personally their own and no one else’s, and sometimes sheer brilliance. Such persons are
frustrated in churches because they think pastors are ignorant and systematicians are outdated,
and they are right in one sense: if such a scholar is the measurement of the final word, those
pastors and systematicians aren’t listening to them. And why should they? This is one of the
effects of biblicism, or theological anarchism, and it’s the absolutizing of individual study of
the Bible, (it may sound like I have experienced this, because I have.) Their favorite Bible verse
could be 1 John 2:27: "As for you, the anointing that you received from him abides in you, and
so you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about all things, and
is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, abide in him.” This is not what this verse is

talking about, but it mirrors the practice of many biblicists.

Biblicism exposed. Recently sociologist Christian Smith, formerly at the University of North
Carolina and now at Notre Dame, has argued rather forcefully that biblicism in this second,
anarchist sense defeats itself. The Bible alone creates a problem Smith labels "pervasive inter-
pretive pluralism.”* I summarize his major ideas now. [42] Biblicism blankets much of evan-
gelicalism as well as charismatic and Pentecostal Christianity where the Bibles exclusive au-
thority, infallibility, or inerrancy, its perspicuity, selfsufficiency, consistency, universality, and
self-evident meaning—a loaded list of terms, to be sure—pervade how the Bible is preached,
taught, read, understood, and indwelled. So how does Smith define biblicism? Carefully as it
turns out. Too carefully for some, too comprehensively for others. He marks out ten elements

of biblicism, and I have shortened his own brief explanations to give the gist of each:>°
1. Divine writing: the Bible is identical to God’s own words.

2. Total representation: the Bible is what God wants us to know and all God wants us to

know in communicating the divine will to us.
3. Complete coverage: everything relevant to the Christian life is in the Bible.

4. Democratic perspicuity: any reasonable humans can read the Bible in his or her lan-

guage and correctly understand the plain meaning of the text.
5. Commonsense hermeneutic: the plain meaning is there, just read it.

6. Solo (not sola) Scripture: we can read the Bible without the aid of creeds or confessions

or historical church traditions (or systematic theology.").

7. Internal harmony: all passages on a given theme mesh together.

49 Christian Smith, The Bible Made Impossible: Why Biblicism Is Not a Truly Evangelical Reading of Scripture
(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2011).
30 Smith, Bible Made Impossible, 4-5.



8. Universal applicability: the Bible is universally valid for all Christians, wherever and

whenever.
9. Inductive method: sit down, read it, and put it together.

10. Handbook model: the Bible is intended by God to be a handbook or textbook for the
Christian life.

[43] Smith contends biblicists who operate with these categories are guilty of “pervasive inter-
pretive pluralism.” Some illustrations, a few of which are mine and not Smith’s, of pluralistic
interpretations of what the Bible says include the following, and all one needs to see is that

well-meaning people for each of these views believe that view is what the Bible teaches:
e Church polity: Presbyterian, Episcopalian, Free Church, Baptist, Roman Catholic?
e Baptism: immersion, trine immersion, pouring, sprinkling? Adults or infants?
e War: just war, pacifism, nonviolence, crusader theory?

e Atonement theory: classical theory, recapitulation, penal substitution, just substitution,
representation, Christus victor, satisfaction, scapegoat, moral influence, governmental

theory?

Of course, of course, each person in each category for each of these topics makes their case for
their own beliefs, sometimes well enough to compel a paradigm shift. But, but, but... any
knowledge of how such things work admits that over time we shift and change, and what is
compelling at one time, or to one group of people, is not compelling at another time or to other
groups. Smiths argument seems persuasive. The Bible alone, or biblicism, doesn’t yield suffi-
cient consensus and has generated an interpretive pluralism.>!

[44] How to escape? Sometimes the response is a more radical version of the expansive
model, that is, with something like liberalism, but Smith contends liberalism is not the solution,
for it swings the other way and diminishes the church’s theological orthodoxy as well as the

Bibles perspicuity as it seeks to reread the Bible through modernity’s categories.>?> How might

5! ' Vanhoozer and Treier weigh in about Smith and call what he describes “naive (subevangelical) biblicism” (The-
ology and the Mirror, 85). This is what Smith means by “1.” immediately below in the text. I don’t think Vanhoozer
and Treier face the problem of pluralism sufficiently, as Smith himself doesn’t deny large areas of agreement but
the theory of hermeneutics at work in biblicists. Both of these authors are robust theologians and so don’t feel the
weight of the biblicist challenge. I’'m willing to call it naive as well, but that just means there are buckets of naivete
poured on congregations weekly, which takes us back to Smith. Their solution is not far from Smith’s: a theologi-
cally sophisticated theology that constrains and forms our Bible reading. The difference is that Smith is Catholic
and not a theologian, and they are “mere” evangelicals who are trained in theology and exegesis—and are good at
it. Nor do either of them attend churches that have biblicistic preachers.

52 Roger E. Olson, The Journey of Modern Theology: From Reconstruction to Deconstruction (Downers Grove,
IL: IVP Academic, 2013).



committed biblicists respond to this problem of pervasive interpretive pluralism? Smith

sketches six possible answers, but I mention only four:

1. Blame pervasive interpretive pluralism on deficient Bible readers: the reason we don’t
agree is that some are flat-out wrong, and if we’d get better at interpretation we’d (all)

come to more consensus.

2. In an Augustinian move, one could blame the noetically damaged reader. Humans are

corrupted in the mind, and so because of the fall we have plurality.

3. Blame (in effect) God: either God only wants some to know the fullness (listen in on
theology and at times this actually is said, even if indirectly, but often in this way: very
few are willing to embrace the fullness of the gospel, etc.) or Satan has blinded humans

from seeing the truth.

4. Blame the human unwillingness to embrace ambiguity. There is for this view an inclu-
sive higher synthesis, and the plurality of that synthesis reflects the truth, and the truth

is much fuller and higher than many comprehend.

Smith’s solution, however, is a Christocentric or Christotelic reading of the Bible, with all things
leading to Christ and everything else falling away into details. His view smacks of some kind
of Barthian Catholicism and is not to everyone’s liking. Others will prefer other theological

orientations.

[45] Biblicism defended and defeated. The irony is that one of Smith’s biggest critics, John
Frame, operates with the same (a theological) hermeneutic.>® Frame, in defending biblicism
against Smith, isn’t a biblicist because he’s a Reformed theologian whose theological tradition
renders much that is a problem in biblicism inadequate. He is operating out of a creed-and-
confession approach to Scripture.’* There are three major theological traditions in the church:
Orthodoxy, Catholicism, and Protestantism. Each of these traditions operates with a theological
tradition that fills the reader’s eyes with clear sight into the texts of Scripture. Which is to say,
readers in each of these traditions have eschewed the anarchist impulse of biblicism. No tradi-
tion is more complete or potent for its readers than the Reformed tradition, so when Frame
defends biblicism or counters Smith’s accusations of biblicism, he does so only because he isn't
a biblicist. The trick in this discussion is that the term biblicism changes meanings when it gets

into the hand of one in a strong theological tradition.>

53 John M. Frame, “Is Biblicism Impossible? A Review Article,” Reformed Faith & Practice (September 2016),
https://journal.rts.edu/article/is-biblicism-impossible-a-review-article/.

4 Again, see Trueman, Creedal Imperative.

35 Kevin DeYoung is another example. See his criticisms of Smith in DeYoung, “Those Tricksy Biblicists,” Gospel
Coalition, September 1, 2011, www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/those-tricksy-biblicists/.




Frame calls into question some of the ten factors of Smith’s biblicism, but Frame seems to
miss the larger impact: Smith is accumulating largely shared characteristics of what biblicists
believe about the Bible. One should think not of Frame’s nuanced theology as guilty of bibli-
cism, but of Wayne Grudem’s big book on politics.’® Frame wants to argue that good evangel-
icals don’t do such things, and he is mostly right making the claim—the problem, however, is
that in populist evangelicalism what Smith describes is a living, breathing reality. Therefore,
there’s lots of bad theology, and that’s what Smith’s [46] talking about. A rephrasing here and
an adjustment there by Frame of the characteristics don’t erase a movement.

Then Frame interacts with Smith’s discussion of pervasive interpretive pluralism, largely
admitting the embarrassing diversity, and puts on the table what Smith ignores: the massive
agreement in theology in the church. But Frame then states that this kind of diversity happens
because of how God has chosen to guide the church, and at this point he can say what he says
only because this does not threaten the substantial teachings of the Reformed tradition in which
Frame himself dwells. Sure, let the evangelicals dispute about baptism, because in his tradition
it is infant baptism. What Frame gives away to Smith he can give because he operates within a
tradition that undermines and escapes biblicism. I could be wrong in this, but I don’t see in John
Frame’s writings anything that looks to me like biblicism. He is a theologically grounded inter-
preter of Scripture, and that theological grounding forms a tradition that defines itself outside
biblicism. Frame reads the Bible through the Westminster Confession, and what he sees in the
Bible he sees in part because of that tradition. No matter how you shuffle the cards, that ap-
proach to Bible reading is not biblicism.

I stand here with John Webster: “Theology has its controlling center in exegesis of Holy
Scripture; Holy Scripture is the Word of God; the Word of God summons us to faithful read-
ing.”*” But faithful reading is one shaped by the theological wisdom of the church and is not

anarchist, which leads to the theme of our next chapter.

% Wayne A. Grudem, Politics—According to the Bible: A Comprehensive Resource for Understanding Modern
Political Issues in Light of Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Academic, 2010).
57T Webster, Culture of Theology, 65.



02: Theology Needs to Know its Impact
on Biblical Studies

[47]

BIBLICAL SCHOLARSHIP IN THE LATE twentieth and early twenty-first centuries became inter-
disciplinary It is not uncommon to find scholars who focus on history on archaeology on geog-
raphy on sociology on literary criticism, on aesthetics, on ancient art and images—and more.
No one scholar comprehends it all, but it is not difficult to discover that most passages in the
Bible are subjected to multidisciplinary approaches. Theologians are even more multi-discipli-
nary and one of the best examples of this today is Sarah Coakley. She explores gender theory,
feminist criticisms, classic theology, history, art, and even field studies in modern church life
as they affect theology’s major themes. Top all this off with her penchant for exploring theol-
ogy—the Trinity especially—through prayer and contemplation, or what she calls asceticism.
Her own expression for her method is théologie totale. Anything of value comes into play, but
her starting point—divine desire and human longing for God, and being loved [48] by the other,
which themselves are not disconnected from erotic desires—Ieads her to raid the cabinets of
many disciplines.

So, multidisciplinary studies are in vogue, with one very noticeable exception. Bible scholars
break out in rashes about systematic theology’s infiltration into biblical studies, so to get Bible
scholars even to consider working with the discipline of theology can bean uphill trek with flat
soles on oiled surfaces. Bible scholars, which means those whose expertise is either Old Testa-
ment or New Testament, live in constant tension with systematic theologians. We also have a
disciplinary method that instructs us to base everything we think on the texts of the Bible. An-
other element of our method is to describe what a given biblical text meant by that author (the
author’s intention) in that world at that time. What, then, did Jesus mean by kingdom in a Jewish
world? We eschew thinking about kingdom the way Abraham Kuyper did and ask what kingdom
would have meant for a Jew, a Galilean Jew at that, in the first century when Herod Antipas was

in charge. We ask what Paul meant by faith or church with his Jewish background: Tarsus was

! Divine desire and human longing for God connect here ineluctably with Schleiermacher’s feeling of dependence;
on the important connections of the two, see Nicola Hoggard Creegan, “The Winnowing and Hallowing of Doc-
trine: Extending the Program of the Father of Modern Theology?,” in Sarah Coakley and the Future of Systematic
Theology, ed. Janice McRandal (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016), 115-37.

There has been a scuffle among some worship leaders that the development of “Jesus is my boyfriend/lover” or
“God is my lover” songs are unworthy of serious theology. One wonders whether such leaders have read Hosea or
know the rich and developed history of how the Song of Solomon has been read in both Christianity and Judaism.
Coakley has now ended the debate, without sanctioning shallow words. I recommend reading chapter six first, as
it gives the categories and center of her entire argument. See Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay
"On the Trinity” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).



a major intellectual town, he was educated in Jerusalem in the Pharisee tradition, he met Christ
on the road to Damascus, he was given a mission to the Gentiles, he conducted most of his
ministry in the Diaspora and knew that back home in Jerusalem some Jewish Christians were
not happy about what he expected, or didn’t expect, of his Gentile converts. Many of my friends
in the [49] academic world of Bible scholarship see themselves as historians far more than as
theologians.

So the questions that need to be asked of every Bible scholar run along these lines: Just how
Christian is our description of our author-in-context? And do we expect everyone to believe
what we think we have discovered? Do Bible scholars believe we should bracket off the creeds
of the church, the statements of faith, and the confessions until we get our work done? When
do we begin theology? Where do we begin it? Is description of the biblical text in context suf-
ficient for doing theology??

This chapter will conclude with one major finding: Bible scholars can’t get to the church’s
faith without listening to the church’s faith in their own Bible studies. Theologians, I am here
to admit and confess, are needed by biblical scholars if they want to read the Bible well for the
church. To show this, I want to walk us through some not-quite- there studies of Christology by
some of the finest scholars of the New Testament in the twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries, and then we will turn to some other scholars who have, instead, listened to the church and
found dimensions of New Testament Christology that the others did not find. But first, a re-

minder of the church’s faith.

Listening to the Creed
A brief reminder that this is what the church believes, and this is what (at least) some of us say

aloud each Sunday when we gather for fellowship and worship and publicly confess:

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only Son of God,

eternally begotten of the Father,

God from God, light from light,

[50] true God from true God,
begotten, not made,

of one Being with the Father;
through him all things were made.
For us and for our salvation

he came down from heaven,

was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary

2 See Dale B. Martin, Pedagogy of the Bible: An Analysis and Proposal (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox,
2008).



and became truly human.

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;

he suffered death and was buried.

On the third day he rose again

in accordance with the Scriptures;

he ascended into heaven

and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,

and his kingdom will have no end.

Attached to the Nicene creed is the understanding of Christ at Chalcedon, well beyond the New
Testament, and yet we ask—as we are in this chapter—whether these categories might help us

comprehend what the apostles are actually getting at:

Therefore, following the holy fathers, we all with one accord teach men to acknowledge
one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete in Godhead and complete
in manhood, truly God and truly man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of
one substance (homoousios) with the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time
of one substance with us as regards his manhood; like us in all respects, apart from sin;
as regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the ages, but yet as regards his
manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the God-bearer
(Theotokos); one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, [51] recognized in two
natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the dis-
tinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of
each nature being preserved and coming together to form one person and subsistence, not
as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God
the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as the prophets from earliest times spoke of him, and
our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of the Fathers has handed down to
us. (Council of Chalcedon, 451 AD, Act V, from the Book of Common Prayer)

It is a long and winding road from the New Testament to Chalcedon, but I wonder whether that
distance might be shortened if we would but listen to the creedal formations in the church more
carefully and let their thoughts give us new heuristics. Is it perhaps not honest of us to affirm
what Robert Jenson says when he writes, “Historical honesty requires the church to interpret
Scripture in the light of her dogmas”?3 It’s time for us to ponder that very question. (Another
way of asking it is whether it is possible even to interpret Scripture apart from the church’s

dogmas. An easy yes here is not as easy as many might think.)

3 Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 2:281.



Approaches that Narrow the Voice

James D. G. Dunn. 1 was on my way to becoming a student of James D. G. Dunn when he
sent me a copy of his brand-new and quite controversial book Christology in the Making.* En-
tering into a flashpoint theological topic at the time with John Hick, concerning whether Jesus
was divine and whether New Testament authors believed in the preexistence of Jesus, Dunn
examined major New Testament christological categories to see whether the authors affirmed
[52] the incarnation as he probed the origins of incarnation theology. It would not be possible
here to go through Dunn’s work in a way that would be thorough and, fortunately, that is not
needed for the task at hand. A snapshot is that these categories are on a crescendo from no to
yes.

I offer a summary, then, of this major work, and it begins with the assumption that first-
century Judaism was monotheistic to the core.® To be Jewish was to believe in one God, and to
be a Christian Jew was to believe in one God. The tension was felt over how exalted Jesus could
be perceived to be while maintaining monotheism. First, Dunn concluded that nothing in the
Jewish or Greco-Roman world provided evidence for a belief that God or angels or gods or so-
called intermediary figures would become human for the redemption of humans. Second, Jesus
did not think of himself as God incarnate, though he did claim to have a special intimacy with
God as a Son does to the Father, but incarnation, Dunn argues, is not something to be found in
the earliest levels of the Gospels. Third, first-generation Christianity was reshaped by belief in
the resurrection of Jesus, which led early Christians to comprehend Jesus in light of the Old
Testament’s major figures—such as Adam and Wisdom and the Son of Man in Daniel 7. Dunn
argued that these various understandings of Jesus (Jesus as second Adam, Jesus as Wisdom,
Jesus as Son of Man) were not evidence of preexistence or incarnation, but he did conclude that
later New Testament texts (such as the Gospel of John) set the tone for later developments of
trinitarian thinking. Thus, in John, Hebrews, and even Matthew we begin to see the doctrine of
incarnation and preexistence. Dunn’s conclusion was that the doctrine emerged late in first-
century Christianity, but only in John is it full-blown.

Notice that Dunn offers a careful piece of history based on historical methods of determining
dates and layers of early Christian [53] christological reflection that led him to see incarnation
as only appearing in the latest levels of the New Testament. The New Testament, obviously,
does not teach Nicene Christology but something less (if I may) and something more diverse.
A trajectory can be found from Jesus to John’s Gospel, but it is but one of the trajectories that
one might choose to chase. When Dunn was criticized by traditionalists, he appealed to two
major ideas: his conviction that we are to pursue the “historical context of meaning” and an

admission of “conceptuality in transition.” Dunn’s method was historical exegesis in the

4 James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry into the Origins of
the Doctrine of the Incarnation, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster John Knox, 1989).
5 The following is all based on the second edition, some of which was not in the first edition.



historical-critical mode, and his conclusions challenge creedal Christians to rethink what the
New Testament actually teaches as it develops. His conclusions, then, affirm an expansive
model of theology.

Dunn, however, was not done with this discussion, as he continued to articulate and nuance
a progressive christological movement in the context of adhering to Jewish monotheism.°
Alongside these nuanced articulations by Dunn, another New Testament specialist, Larry Hur-
tado, disagreed sharply with Dunn by maintaining that very early Jewish Christians were wor-
shiping Jesus alongside God (the Father). Debate between Dunn and Hurtado turned into a book
by Dunn called Did the First Christians Worship Jesus?’ In this book Dunn warns of “Jesus-
olatry” as a near parallel to ancient prophetic warnings about idolatry. Early Christian worship,
he contends, was in Christ and through Christ, but not so commonly was it a worship of Christ.
True Christian worship is the worship of the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, offered in the
Spirit, through the revelation of that God in Christ.

Where do Dunn’s conclusions lead us? To less than the creed, less than the church’s faith.
Dunn, who passed away as this book was in [54] process, was a Methodist who weekly affirmed
the creed while knowing that what the creed states explicitly and what the church’s theologians
have affirmed for centuries as part of the expansive model’s development of Christian theology.
He does not deny that theology, but his method brackets off those categories and then concludes

that they are not present in Scripture. Is this the way we are to do theology?

Larry Hurtado. Hurtado, who also recently passed away, has become perhaps the world’s
most significant early church “Christologian.” From his 1988 One Lord, One God to his Lord
Jesus Christ and then to the summary of all his work in a small volume, Honoring the Son,
Hurtado maintains one distinct line of thinking: the earliest Christians worshiped Jesus along-
side God.® His approach to the christological question—How divine is Jesus?—is through early
Christian experience and devotion, and Hurtado has undoubtedly advanced the discussion and
elevated Jesus above all his contemporaries, but like Dunn he falls short of classic Christian
orthodoxy in not achieving a trinitarian theology.

Hurtado, in a number of locations and in different ordering, points to six features of early

Christian worship that indicate Jesus was being worshiped alongside God/Father, and this for

¢ James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 266-93; Dunn, The
Partings of the Ways: Between Christianity and Judaism and Their Significance for the Character of Christianity
(Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1991).

7 James D. G. Dunn, Did the First Christians Worship Jesus? The New Testament Evidence (Louisville, RY: West-
minster John Knox, 2010).

8 Larry W. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, 3rd ed. (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015); Hurtado, At the
Origins of Christian Worship: The Context and Character of Earliest Christian Devotion (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1999); Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 2003); Hurtado, How on Earth Did Jesus Become a God? Historical Questions About Earliest Devotion to
Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005); Hurtado, Ancient Jewish Monotheism and Early Christian Jesus-
Devotion: The Context and Character of Christological Faith (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2017).



Hurtado fits into the mutation of monotheism that he often also calls “binitarian.”” Briefly I
summarize each of Hurtado’s points. First, prayer was offered in Jesus’ name and through him,

something Hurtado is aware was not found elsewhere in the ancient world:

First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is proclaimed
throughout the world. (Rom 1:8)

[55] On that day you will ask nothing of me. Very truly, I tell you, if you ask anything of
the Father in my name, he will give it to you. Until now you have not asked for anything

in my name. Ask and you will receive, so that your joy may be complete. (Jn 16:23-24)

Next, recognizing the constant early Christian use of Lord for Jesus and not for the Father, it
appears Jesus could be addressed in prayer in a text such as 1 Thessalonians 3:11-13 (“Now
may our God and Father and the Lord Jesus direct our way to you. And may the Lord make you
increase ... and may /e so strengthen your hearts”), but for sure Jesus is directly addressed in
prayer in 2 Corinthians 12:8-9: “Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would
leave me, but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weak-
ness.” So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may
dwell in me.” Add to this the prayer of Stephen in Acts 7:59—60 (“Lord, do not hold this sin
against them”) and we have prayer addressed to Jesus (see too Acts 13:2). Second, early Chris-
tian invocations and confessions were Christ-focused. A preeminent example, one studied in a
number of contexts by Hurtado, is maranatha (1 Cor 16:22), which is an invocation for Christ
the Lord (Aramaic mar) either to be present or to come back soon. Again, this was language
used only for God among Jews and was now being used for Jesus in a gathering for worship.
Alongside this Hurtado reminds us of the confession of Jesus as Lord in Romans 10:9—13,
where the Old Testament language of “calling upon the name of the Lord” is appropriated for
Jesus (see 1 Cor 12:3; Phil 2:11), and once again it is the liturgical, worship setting that sends
shivers up the spine of most strict monotheists. As well, in 1 Corinthians 5:4 we read, “When
you meet together in the name of our Lord Jesus” (CEB), and we encounter a worship gathering
framed by the Lord Jesus.!”

[56] For his third example of early Christian Christ-framed worship, Hurtado looks at bap-
tism, and here we can simply observe that early baptism was “in the name of -Jesus” (Acts 2:38;
8:16; 10:48). No baptismal practice in Judaism has such a ritual in the name of a person, and
such a ritual wording indicates Jesus as the Agent of redemption (see also Gal 3:27; Rom 6:3).
Such persons, Paul says, “have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal 3:27). This ritual act of
baptism, diminished in so many churches today to the point that the remarkable nature of this

wording slips by, plunges a person into the redemptive world created by Christ and puts the

° Hurtado, At the Origins, 70-97. What follows comes from these pages.
10 Both the NRSV and NIV are not as clear here as the CEB.



person in a position of devotion to Christ.

Fourth, Hurtado shows how the Lord’s Supper in early Christian gatherings was focused on
Christ. This meal, and Hurtado’s emphasis deserves repetition in our world, was cultic and not
just an ordinary, common meal. It was not an ordinary meal, for it was the “Lord’s” Supper and
the “cup of the Lord” (1 Cor 10:21; 11:20). Such a meal, then, was not simply an act of recall
or even a subtle connection to the Lord but a celebratory meal of redemption. Hurtado puts this
in the following terms: “In short, the cult-meal of the Christian congregation is here emphati-
cally one in which the Lord Jesus plays a role that is explicitly likened to that of the deities of
the pagan cults and of God! This is not merely a memorial feast for a dead hero. Jesus is por-
trayed at it, and with whom believers have fellowship as with a god.”!! As with the first three
categories of Hurtado’s, so also here: what was done by Christians in the Lord’s Supper was
unprecedented in Judaism.

What has struck most about the Christology of the early Christians is Hurtado’s fifth category
of early Christian devotion: hymns to Christ. The early followers of Jesus sang with one another
(see Acts 16:25; 1 Cor 14:26; Eph 5:18-20; Col 3:16-17), but it was the discovery of early
Christian songs or hymns embedded in the letters of [57] Paul that takes the songs to the next
level in Christology. We are talking here about Philippians 2:6—-11 and Colossians 1:15-20, and
Hurtado includes also John 1:1-18; Ephesians 5:14; and 1 Timothy 3:16.!2 These songs cele-
brate the work of Christ (the Son), not God (the Father) and, as songs, no doubt were adjoined
to the public use of the Psalms. As Hurtado suggests, such use of the Psalms itself would have
led early believers to see Christ in Israel’s songbook. Hurtado then adduces hymns found else-
where, such as Luke 1:46-55, 67-79; 2:29-32; and Revelation 5:9—11. Focusing on Christ in
the assembly’s hymns marked the Christians off from all other groups in the ancient world, and
at the center was the exaltation of Christ. For all creation to bow to Jesus, as is seen in Philip-
pians 2:6—11, borders on breaching the walls of monotheism. In Hurtado’s terms, Jesus was
worshiped alongside God. Hurtado’s final category, early Christian prophecy, connects us once
again to using common Old Testament expressions—the word of the Lord, as the Lord says—
to now words attributed by Christian prophets to the Lord Jesus. He points us to Acts 9:10-17
as well as the well-known prophetic words to the seven churches of Revelation (Rev 2-3).!3

Where does this take us? Beside the attractiveness of this display of careful scholarship and
attentiveness to social realities, Hurtado’s work gets us no further than binitarianism (Father,

Son) and yet “an exclusivistic monotheism.”'* In this Hurtado pushes beyond Dunn but falls

' Hurtado, At the Origins, 85.

12 Matthew E. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish and Greco-Roman Hymnic
and Epistolary Conventions, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2/228 (Tubingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2007); Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody Among Greeks, Romans, Jews,
and Christians, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2/302 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011);
Gordley, New Testament Christological Hymns.: Exploring Texts, Contexts, and Significance (Downers Grove, IL:
IVP Academic, 2018).

13 He adds 1 Cor 14:37-38; 2 Cor 12:9; 1 Thess 4:2, 15-17; 2 Thess 3:6, 12.

14 Hurtado, At the Origins, 95.



short of classic orthodoxy. One can ask whether bracketing out later trinitarian categories pre-
vents the historian from seeing [58] patterns of trinitarian thinking in the early church. Like
Dunn, the exaltation of Christ for Hurtado is ultimately the act of assigning such a role to Christ.
He is the God-appointed Lord, and this confession is a mutation of monotheism but relentlessly
remaining monotheism. In his massive and summary statement in Lord Jesus Christ, Hurtado
changes his former expression “mutation” to “a distinctive variant form of monotheism.”!

Yet, Hurtado explicitly recognizes what he calls the “triadic” shape of God discourse in the
New Testament, a discourse that reflects the experience of the earliest Christians.!® A few ob-
servations about this development in Hurtado’s thinking. It is impossible to talk about God in
the New Testament and not talk about Jesus (and to a lesser degree about the Spirit), but it
would be anachronistic to talk in language of the later classic creeds. Hurtado, however, says
the early Christian language made later theological categories such as person and substance
“unavoidable.”!” In his view the language of the New Testament tends to be monodirectional—
the Father sends, the Son obeys, the Spirit is sent. The Son does not send, the Spirit does not
send, and the Father does not obey and is not sent. Yet, I believe it was the early Christian
discourse and the Christian experience of God—the Father, the Son, the Spirit—that gave rise
to Trinity thinking, and without that first-century experience the later theological development
would not have occurred. Like Dunn thinks, the New Testament is a point along the way to later
trinitarian theology. There is, then, for Hurtado a three-ish-ness to early Christian God dis-
course, a three-ish-ness that has an emphatic binitarian as well as God-focused shape. As I have
said, it falls short of classic orthodoxy.

It is not possible here to delve into all the contours of Hurtado’s thinking, and he presses into
monotheism as he presses against [59] Dunn’s view of monotheism, but I have given enough
of his work to indicate the genius contribution to understanding early Christology as well as
how it falls short of classic orthodoxy. Is this, I ask, how Christians are to do theology? Do we

preach and teach early Christian binitarian thinking, or is there perhaps another way?

Richard Bauckham. Discussions of the deity of Christ or, perhaps more delicately, how di-
vine Christ was in the theology of Jesus and the apostles, has been engaged from yet another
angle by Richard Bauckham, who presses into service the category of divine identity and asks
whether Jesus was perceived as part of that divine identity. Bauckham does so, as with Dunn
and Hurtado, from the category of Jewish monotheism.'® The work of Hurtado and the work of

Bauckham overlap in substantive ways, and this permits me (in this context) to summarize

15 Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ, 50. But he returns to “mutation” in Larry W. Hurtado, God in New Testament The-
ology (Nashville: Abingdon, 2010).

16 Hurtado, God in New Testament Theology, 99-110. What follows comes from these pages.

17 Hurtado, God in New Testament Theology, 100.

18 Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel: God Crucified and Other Studies on the New Testament’s
Christology of Divine Identity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008). The summary here comes from this book,
especially 18-59.



Bauckham more quickly. Both examine elements that point in the direction of the deity of
Christ, Hurtado toward elements connected to the experience of worship and Bauckham to
claims about Jesus.

Bauckham outlines the following elements: (1) the use of Psalm 110:1 for Jesus (“The LORD
says to my lord”; cf. Heb 1:13), (2) the sovereignty of Jesus over all (e.g., 1 Cor 15:27-28), (3)
that Jesus shares God’s exalted status beyond all the powers (Eph 1:21-22), (4) that Jesus is
given the divine name (Phil 2:9), (5) the worship of Jesus in Revelation 5, and (6) that the
preexistent Christ created (Jn 1:1-5; 1 Cor 8:6). For Bauckham, Judaism believed in one God
(monotheism), and what distinguished that God was creating and ruling all of creation, and this
unique identity of God led Jews to worship that one God. Worship—and here is another tie to
Hurtado’s work—of God is distinguished from Jewish beliefs about all intermediary figures.
The Word and Wisdom of God do participate in both God’s [60] creation and Gods ruling and
so figure into the unique identity of God. This sets the stage for early Christian beliefs about
Jesus as Word and Wisdom. To anticipate what will be said by Wesley Hill below, Bauckham
seeks to show that Jewish monotheism can permit Jesus to participate in the unique divine iden-
tity, and so he speaks of a “Christology of divine identity.”!’

Bauckham, however, goes further than Hurtado in spelling out who God is on the basis of the
earthly Jesus. That is, the one who lived and died is the one who is part of the divine identity
and reveals that divine identity. Put as Bauckham does, “the christological pattern of humilia-
tion and exaltation is recognized as revelatory of God.”** Again, he sketches his view in a num-
ber of observations about the early Christian use of Isaiah 40—-55 and the Suffering Servant as
paradigmatic for Christology. To counter other theologies, God is not hidden but revealed for
who God is in the cross, which is to say that God reveals his deity in the crucifixion. He is God
crucified.

Noteworthy in both Hurtado and Bauckham is that their own perceptions of early Christology
are that it was very early and much earlier than permitted by Dunn, for whom a high Christology
did not form until the later layers of the New Testament, most especially with John. Bauckham,
however, claims that the development models of Christology and trinitarian thinking are flawed.
Rather, it’s all there. Classical orthodoxy is not Hellenistic ideas imposed on Jewish monothe-

ism but, instead, as he frames it:

The conceptual shift from Jewish to Greek categories was from categories focused on
divine identity—who God is—to categories focused on divine being or nature—what God
is. The creedal slogan of Nicene theology—the homoousion (that Christ is of the same
substance as the Father)—may look initially like a complete capitulation to Greek cate-

gories. But the impression [61] is different when we understand its function within the

19 Bauckham, Jesus and the God, 32.
20 Bauckham, Jesus and the God, 33.



Trinitarian and narrative context it has in, for example, the Nicene and Niceno-Constan-
tinopolitan Creeds. This context identifies God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and iden-
tifies God from the narrative of the history of Jesus. The homoousion in this context func-
tions to ensure that this divine identity is truly the identity of the one and only God. In its

own way it expresses the christological monotheism of the New Testament.?!

Yet, Bauckham—a true biblical specialist who both knows and challenges systematicians—
contends the classic creeds did not get the fullness of the early Christians’ crucified God theol-
ogy: “Adequate theological appropriation of the deepest insights of New Testament christology,
such as we have observed in Philippians 2:6—11 and the Fourth Gospel, was not to occur until
Martin Luther, Karl Barth and more recent theologies of the cross.”*

Where then are we? At the summit of Mount Nebo, if you will. We can see the land, we can
see the Jordan, but, like Moses, we will not cross the river to enter the land because we have
fallen short. How so?

I turn first to a crucial contribution when it comes to mapping the relationship of biblical
studies to theological studies, namely, to Wesley Hill’s recent book Paul and the Trinity.: Per-
son, Relations, and the Pauline Letters. A brief word needs to be said that I am not suggesting,
nor do I believe, that the three scholars discussed below are imposing the substance of the creed
on New Testament texts. Rather, they are open to not bracketing off the later substance of Chris-

tian theology as they seek to explore what the New Testament says.

Studies that Expand the Voice
Wesley Hill. Because 1 have summarized already the Christologies of Dunn, Hurtado, and
Bauckham, something Hill does more comprehensively in his book, this portion of the chapter
can focus more on Hill’s distinctive contribution, which I believe is paradigm shifting for the
study of early Christian Christology. First, Hill categorizes the Dunn-to-Bauckham analyses as
occurring on a vertical axis from low to high, with Dunn at the low end, Hurtado higher, and
Bauckham higher yet. But a vertical axis is neither high enough nor adequate to how the apostle
Paul (and one could speak here also of John and Hebrews) describes God and Christ. Hill con-
tends that New Testament scholars, as historians, have rejected or simply ignored later Christian
patterns of thinking that, while more precise in their later formulations, are nonetheless present
in the early layers of New Testament Christology. The question being asked by the above de-

scribed scholars is, How high can we go with Christ? Is he as high as God on the vertical axis

21 Bauckham, Jesus and the God, 58-59.

22 Bauckham, Jesus and the God, 59. Like Dunn and Hurtado, and as different from them as they are from each
other, is N. T. Wright’s creative theory that Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem in the last week was the return of Israel’s
God, YHWH, to Zion. This is another example of christological monotheism that does not use later categories to
probe the New Testament. See Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, Christian Origins and the Question of God 2
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 612-53.



or not?

Hill proposes another axis, one marked by persons and mutualities and relationships. Hill
probably goes too far in posing his view against those views in that the issue of how high is
already present in the New Testament when Jesus is accused of blasphemy or when someone
asks, “Who does he think he is?”” But Hill is certainly correct in contending that the vertical axis

is insufficient for describing what is already present in the New Testament itself.

Instead of starting with God and attempting to fit Jesus and the Spirit alongside or under-
neath him somewhere on an axis of nearness, it is better... to see neither God, Jesus, nor
the Spirit as enjoying primacy on their own but to see them all as equally primal, mutually
determinative, relationally constituted. “God,” on this account, is unspecifiable apart
from Jesus and the Spirit; likewise, “Jesus” is unknowable apart from his relations with
[63] God and the Spirit; and “the Spirit” is impossible to identify without God and Jesus.
Together, all three exist in a web or skein of relationality that makes each of the three who

they are.”

Hill is not alone in proposing this, and he points to previous scholars such as Nils Dahl, Leander
Keck, and C. Kavin Rowe. It is Hill through whom this has become for me a convincing illus-
tration of the need for New Testament scholars to listen to the theologians of the church, namely,
the creeds and those theologians behind the major creeds, and not bracket off later thinking as
impossibly later categories.

What Hill does in his book—and the details can be found in a careful reading of Paul and
the Trinity—is to demonstrate that God (Father) is conceptualized in relationship to the Son and
the Spirit, and the Son in relation to the Father and Spirit, and the Spirit in relation to the Father
and Son. Jewish monotheism, when made so paradigmatic for some scholars, brackets off the
very set of categories that distinguish early Christian thinking about God in its triadic, yea
trinitarian, form. The proper lens then is not a vertical axis—How divine is Jesus? How divine
is the Spirit? Rather, the lens most adequate for early Christian thinking is a web of relations,
and once one permits the web to become the paradigm, the relations of the Father, Son, and
Spirit come to the fore. One might say, then, that anything like a trinitarian-or-christological
monotheism is an expression in need of change to “trinitarian.” Once one mutates monotheism,
one is in need of another category, and Hill proposes that we do just that.

Does the evidence prohibit doing so because it suggests subordination of the Son to the Fa-
ther, and does this not speak of something along the vertical axis? This is where Hill’s nuances
come to the fore, because stopping with subordination does not adequately measure the scope

of early Christian claims. As he states it,

2 Wesley Hill, Paul and the Trinity: Persons, Relations, and the Pauline Letters (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2015), 168-69, emphasis added.



[64] Two affirmations emerge that call into question the usefulness of the “subordination”
rubric. First, God’s and Jesus’ identities are constituted in and by their differing ways of
relating to one another: God sends and exalts, Jesus is sent and exalted. But second, those
differing relations are one perspective on God and Jesus that must be held together with
a second perspective which sees them as fundamentally one or unified: God and Jesus

share the divine name; they are both together “the Lord.”?*

Asymmetry, yes, but not in a way that simply moves up and down on a vertical axis. For the
one who is sent in Philippians 2:6—11 is the one who is equal, and the one who dies is the one
who has the very name of God. There is no competition or even tension between the high and
low in passages like this but instead a mutuality of persons who perform tasks characteristic of
that person. The asymmetry is mutually defining, not excluding. That is, what is proper to one
is not about essence. Thus there is what Hill sometimes calls “asymmetrical mutuality.” To
speak of Father is to imply Son, to speak of Son is to imply Father, and to speak of Father or
Son is to speak of Spirit, and Spirit implies Father and Son—in Pauline theology.

In short, Hill grabs later theological categories as a heuristic for reading earlier texts, not to
impose on them but to ask whether they might be cooperative. They are. He then speaks of the
“hermeneutical fruitfulness of trinitarian theology” and “that trinitarian doctrine maybe used
retrospectively to shed light on and enable a deeper penetration of the Pauline texts in their own
historical milieu, and that it is not necessarily anachronistic to allow later Christian categories
to be the lens through which one reads Paul.” Further, “the results of such an endeavor may, it
is hoped, lead to further examination of the interdependence of biblical exegesis and dogmatic
theology. If trinitarian theology comes to the assistance of the [65] exegete grappling with Paul’s
theology, then that reader of Paul may in turn remind trinitarian theology of its own exegetical
roots.”?* This does not make the apostles full-blown trinitarian theologians. Rather, it simulta-
neously unmasks the hidden implication of bracketing off later categories as it also opens up
the possibilities of those later categories. If one does not plumb the relationalities of Father,
Son, and Spirit—relationalities already present in the New Testament in abundance—then one
will not find a Christology rooted in relationalities. If one decides on a vertical axis, one will
be shaped and hampered by that axis.

I could go on, but I want to show how two other scholars have worked New Testament texts
in a way that moves beyond what Hill calls the vertical axis and onto a more relational web.
Neither of them is as explicit as Hill in using later trinitarian categories in a heuristic manner,
but both have in fact demonstrated the hermeneutical fruitfulness of such categories (as Hill is
quoted above). What these scholars demonstrate is that New Testament scholars, to be ecclesial

theologians, need the theologians of the church in order to map the terrain of the New

24 Hill, Paul and the Trinity, 170.
2 Hill, Paul and the Trinity, 171.



Testament.

Matthew Bates. The work of the vertical-axis scholars concentrated on texts and practices
of the New Testament that suggested the deity of Christ. That focus of their lens missed out on
another feature that Matthew Bates has brought into view, namely, the use of the Old Testament
in the mode of prosopological exegesis.?® If Wesley Hill has used later categories heuristically
to turn New Testament Christology from the vertical axis to a relational web, Bates and Madison
Pierce have demonstrated that the relational web is more prominent than perhaps even Hill
thinks.

[66] What is prosopological exegesis? The Greek word prosopon means “face” or “person,”
and prosopological exegesis is to posit unnamed persons speaking in and through Old Testa-
ment texts. A classic example is found when Jesus asks the bewildering question in Mark 12:36—
37: “David himself, by the Holy Spirit, declared, [David speaking now of] ‘The Lord [God,
who] said to my Lord [Messiah], “Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your
feet.””” If David calls him “Lord,” Jesus has asked, “How can the scribes say that the Messiah
is the son of David?” (Mk 12:35). Jesus then states the above quotation and asks, “How can he
be his son?” (Mk 12:37). The question we ask is, Who is saying what here? The tension we feel
as we read this text is the tension they felt, and to relieve that tension they attributed speakers
to clarify.

Or, take Hebrews 10:5-7:

Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said,
“Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired,
but a body you have prepared for me;
in burnt offerings and sin offerings
you have taken no pleasure.
Then I said, ‘See, God, I have come to do your will, O God’

(in the scroll of the book it is written of me).”

The author knows it was Christ who said these things to the Father, and he knows this through
a reading that is prosopological. The author, for a variety of reasons, attributes the words of a
psalm (Ps 40:6; LXX39:7) to a person (prosopon).

Or, Romans 15:1-4, this one using Psalm 68:10 LXX:

We who are strong ought to put up with the failings of the weak, and not to please our-
selves. Each of us must please our neighbor for the good purpose of building up the neigh-

bor. For Christ did not please himself; but, as it is written, “The insults of those who insult

26 Matthew W. Bates, The Hermeneutics of the Apostolic Proclamation: The Center of Paul's Method of Scriptural
Interpretation (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2012); Bates, The Birth of the Trinity (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2016). This section describes what is found in Birth of the Trinity.



you have fallen on me.” For whatever was written in former [67] days was written for our
instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might

have hope.

In the heated contest in the Roman house churches, the weak and the strong were at one an-
other’s throats, and the apostle pulls out his Christoformity theme and appeals for his basis to a
psalm, to whose words he attributes Christ speaking (set in italics). This, Paul says, shows how
Scriptures can be used and helpful for Christian congregations.

What Bates shows in his book is this: that prosopological exegesis was Jewish; that Jesus
himself participated in such; that the early Christians did; and that in their prosopological exe-
gesis a Christology and trinitarian thinking was not only assumed but visible. Furthermore,
Bates ponders numerous prosopological exegesis texts in the New Testament and so explores
preexistence, the mission of the Son in dialogue with the Father, cross-shaped conversations,
praise for rescue, triumphant expectations, and reading God right. The themes that one finds in
this form of early Christian hermeneutic are macroscopic. In fact, Bates contends this person-
centered reading of the Old Testament was the birth of the Trinity, by which he is speaking of
the linguistic emergence of Trinity as a theological construct. This, so it seems to me, is justi-
fiable. Trinitarian thinking was assumed by prosopological exegesis but at the same expanded
it by articulating even further by reading Father, Son, and Spirit back into the texts that did not
specifically mention them but that begged for their presence.

New Testament scholars, however, have ignored prosopological exegesis, and to this day
many, if not most, oppose it as a legitimate form of reading the Old Testament. Yet, this is how
Jesus and the apostles read the Bible at times. In exploring prosopological exegesis, one dis-
covers some of the threads of what later became trinitarian theology. The vertical-axis scholars
have completely ignored it as I read them. Why? Because we (I include myself) have bracketed
off not only creedal trinitarian thinking but especially the patristic method of Bible reading. You
can’t see what you choose not to look at.

[68] Bates is not alone, but he is in the minority. What Bates shows is that by pondering the
exegesis of the patristics in light of the later trinitarian thinking, we actually get closer to the
hermeneutic and the theology of Jesus and the apostles than we do when we restrict our minds
to the historical-critical method and bracket off later thinking. Perhaps the later thinking is in

direct line with the New Testament itself.

Madison Pierce. 1 turn now to Madison Pierce’s Divine Discourse in the Epistle to the He-
brews, a work that expands Bates’s prosopological exegesis into a studied focus of Hebrews

that simultaneously sheds light on early trinitarian thinking ignored by vertical-axis thinking



(as mentioned above).?” Along with numerous insights into the letter of Hebrews, Pierce’s study
of prosopological exegesis does something that Bates only hints at: namely, she comes as close
as anyone to the Cappadocians in exploring the mutual interaction between Father and Son and
Spirit. She is not exploring social trinitarianism as it has been done, but she does explore the
divine speech or discourse of Father, Son, and Spirit. Notice these texts in Hebrews and use
them to ponder early Christology and trinitarian thinking.

In Hebrews we encounter (1) the Father who loves the Son speaking (prosopologically)
about and to the Son for all to hear (Heb 1:5-9):

For to which of the angels did God ever say,
“You are my Son;
today I have begotten you”?
Or again,
“I will be his Father,
and he will be my Son™?
And again, when he brings the firstborn into the world, he says,
“Let all God’s angels worship him.”
[69] Of the angels he says,
“He makes his angels winds, and his servants flames of fire.”
But of the Son he says,
“Your throne, O God, is forever and ever,
and the righteous scepter is the scepter of your kingdom.
You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness;
therefore God, your God, has anointed you

with the oil of gladness beyond your companions.”

This Father speaks of the Son in Hebrews 5 and 7 and clarifies even more about the Son’s
redemption: he is a Son-Priest like Melchizedek whose ministry rests on better promises and
forms the new covenant, which the Father announces in Hebrews 8. Pierce shows that in loving
the Son the Father loves the children of God.

(2) The Son who serves speaks (prosopologically) in Hebrews 2:11-13, saying:

For the one who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one Father. For this rea-
son Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters, saying,
“I will proclaim your name to my brothers and sisters,
in the midst of the congregation I will praise you.”

And again,

27 Madison N. Pierce, Divine Discourse in the Epistle to the Hebrews: The Recontextualization of Spoken Quota-
tions of Scripture, Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series 178 (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2020).



“I will put my trust in him.”
And again,

“Here am I and the children whom God has given me.”

He speaks again in Hebrews 10:5-7, this time to the Father, through being assigned words from
the Old Testament (LXX Ps 39:7-9):

Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said,
“Sacrifices and offerings you [God the Father] have not desired,
[70] but a body you have prepared for me;
in burnt offerings and sin offerings
you have taken no pleasure.
Then I said, ‘See, God, I have come to do your will, O God’

(in the scroll of the book it is written of me).”

We now have Father speaking to Son and Son speaking to Father.
And (3) the Spirit exhorts and admonishes the people of God, and here we take a cue from
Hebrews 3:7-11 (as well as through Heb 4:11):%8

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says,
“Today, if you hear his voice,
do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion,
as on the day of testing in the wilderness,
where your ancestors put me to the test,
though they had seen my works for forty years.
Therefore I was angry with that generation,
and I said, ‘They always go astray in their hearts,
and they have not known my ways.’
As in my anger | swore,

299

‘They will not enter my rest.

It is not possible to entertain the complexities of these texts or all that Pierce brings to the
surface, and neither is that my intent in this chapter. Rather, I want to show that the author of
Hebrews perceives God in three speaking voices, in three prosopa if one uses the method to see
persons speaking, and in such a manner we find in Hebrews both preexistence of three persons
and divine interaction of three persons.

The vertical-axis approach has failed to see the early trinitarian implications of

28 This has been worked out extensively for the pre-Nicene period in a way that could influence biblical studies
more by Kyle R. Hughes, The Trinitarian Testimony of the Spirit: Prosopological Exegesis and the Development
of Pre-Nicene Pneumatology, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 147 (Leiden: Brill, 2018); Hughes, How the
Spirit Became God: The Mosaic of Early Christian Pneumatology (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2020).



prosopological exegesis. In some ways it is because [71] such scholarship operates with the
blinder of the historical-critical method, with the intentional choice of bracketing out the later
trinitarian categories, and in so doing sees only what it can see by its method. But scholars such
as Pierce, by learning from later methods and therefore later categories, illuminate not only
early Christology but a path forward to show that New Testament scholars need to expand their
vision and listen to later voices who can provide categories that may help understand the New
Testament itself. She observes that “the use of this technique” in Hebrews “is ubiquitous and
methodical and exceptional.”? Noticeably, Jesus speaks more in Hebrews, and only in Hebrews
does the Spirit speak. We have what she calls divine discourse on display in Hebrews.

What we have seen in these three New Testament exegetes—Hill, Bates, Pierce—is fair-
minded New Testament scholarship that is interacting with theology more often connected to
the later church. But they are pressing us to ask whether it is as late as many (e.g., Dunn) have
led us to think. I think not.

Integrating our Disciplines
Two observations now from theologian Robert Jenson. First, these prosopological studies es-
pecially (Bates, Pierce) take us a step closer to how Jenson defines person in his modification
of Boethius: “a person is one with whom other persons—the circularity is constitutive—can
converse, whom they can address™° As the persons speak to and are spoken to in these prospo-
logical studies, and as Wesley Hill points to relationality, so Jenson: personhood is fundamen-

tally relational/communicational.’!

Thus Jenson operates his trinitarian theology of person with
a communicative sense rather than a possessed [72] sense. Theologians need to know we New
Testament scholars need to think more in terms of persons like Jenson.

Second, Jenson opens his chapter “Of One Being with the Father” with these provocative
words: “The doctrine of the Trinity’ is less a homogenous body of propositions than it is a
task.” And what might that task be? “That of the church’s continuing effort to recognize and
adhere to the biblical God’s hypostatic being.” After sketching some relational expressions in
the New Testament, he offers this: “Christians [who follow the logic of the New Testament
itself] can live only in a dramatic and linguistic space determined by the coordinates of the
triune name: to the Father, with the Son, in the Spirit.”*?

It is not uncommon for systematicians to make strong claims about what the Bible says and
then hear biblical scholars say “but, but, but,” and some of those buts have been heard already
in this chapter. But the final examples of this chapter are suggesting that Jenson’s claim has

more in its favor than earlier examples were prepared to give it. That he can conclude his first

2 Pierce, Divine Discourse, 201.

30 Jenson, Systematic Theology 1:117.
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volume by saying God is a "fugue” brings into a metaphor what these biblical scholars are
getting at: Father, Son, Spirit conversing, and we, God’s people, taking in the music of the
divine conversation.*?

But at times the theologians can go too far. In the next chapter I will examine how theology
at times jumps the rails and requires Bible folks to bring them back in line. Before we get there,
I want to contextualize the findings of the first two chapters. If our God is Trinity, then it means
God is a God in relations (Father, Son, Spirit). If we can say, then, that the persons of God are
communicants one with another, then we have to see that Scripture—the focus of this book—
is the communication of the Communicating One to humans who can communicate with God.
We can then say that [73] Scripture is communicants communicating with communicants. That,
in itself, changes what we are doing when we do biblical theology, and it calls theologians to

Scripture as it calls biblical theologians to listen to the theologians.

33 Jenson, Systematic Theology 1:236. Some dimensions of Jenson’s trinitarian theology have been challenged in
Scott R. Swain, The God of the Gospel: Robert Jenson's Trinitarian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic,
2013).



03: Theology Needs Historically Shaped Biblical Studies

[74]

PERHAPS THE PLACE TO BEGIN this chapter is with the observation that sometimes biblical and
systematic studies become wildly out of sync and are in need of coordination if they are not to
become isolated disciplines. Neither discipline remains the same, each is growing, but if the
growth patterns are not recognized and incorporated into each other, each loses its way in the
pursuit of fuller truth. Some in my field believe theology needs to listen to us while it is not our
responsibility to pay attention to them. This kind of patronizing of the other is simply not re-
spected by the systematicians, and we need to develop a more amenable form of discourse. If
there is too much anarchist impulse in biblical studies, there is too little exegesis and historical
context in systematics.

In broaching the up-to-date developments in each discipline here we run the risk of excluding
the other. It is not uncommon for a Bible scholar to begin an essay and even a monograph by
admitting she hasn’t [75] been able to read everything, and sometimes affixed to this is the
admission that adjacent fields have been more or less ignored... and the same pertains to sys-
tematics. So, let me say it clearly: if we biblical specialists cannot become aware of even all the
best studies in our own disciplines, we cannot expect systematicians to come close to being
aware of all that is going on in our field, which is why we need one another, which is why the
previous chapter came before this chapter.

Biblical studies are ideally exegesis in context, and that means a recognition of numerous
contexts, specialists in each area, arcane publications abounding, and the need to listen to such
studies to discern a reasonable understanding of the text in context, whether it is ancient Near
Eastern studies about creation stories, various anthropological and historically situated studies
of sacrifice and atonement, the nature of ancient cultures political authorities and governance,
the development of Judaism from ancient Israel into early rabbinics, the Dead Sea Scrolls and
their impact in many directions, and all this recontextualized yet again as the apostles moved
out from the land of Israel into the Roman Empire, where they imbibed and adjusted and chal-
lenged both Greek and Roman cultures. All this and more is involved in biblical studies, and it
requires hard work to comprehend the conversations.

Recognizing historical context matters because everything has a context. It is boilerplate to
say that a text apart from a context is a pretext but it’s still true—both then and now. If I say
“taxation,” you say... what? What you say will be shaped by your context of meaning, and what
I hear you say will be shaped by mine. It is a fact that many statements about what the Bible
says are derived from contextless exegeses of a former generation. I’ve been researching the

book of Revelation recently. Comparing what many evangelical Christians believe about future



eschatology (rapture, millennium, the intermediate state, etc.), the deposit of previous genera-
tions of scholarship becomes evident, some of which are permanently solid, while others are
vaporous. Our Bible is not like the Book of Mormon, for which [76] it is claimed that it dropped
from the sky somehow and was more or less contextless. The Christian Bible is a long narrative
stretching over millennia with shifting contexts, but that Bible witnesses to a God who acted
and spoke at specific moments to specific people in specific situations. Thus, our revelation is
contextual and historically bound, and any theological claim rooted in texts from another cul-
ture will need to demonstrate a sensitive listening to that text in its context. So much, then, for

the big picture and the theory.

Biblical Studies Valuable for Systematic Theology:
Four Recent Works

Time will tell whether systematicians will pay close enough attention to the widespread and
continually deepening work of John (“Jack”) Levison on the Spirit in the Old Testament and
Judaism. Levison has been pointing out for years that New Testament scholars and systemati-
cians see the Hebrew word “spirit” (ruach) connected to the word God in the Old Testament
and immediately use the uppercase Spirit, and there we have it: trinitarian theology! Levison,
in careful, cautious, and long-term exegeses in context, shows that this Hebrew term points us
to wind, breath, spirit as in “human spirit” and to Spirit as in “divine Spirit.” Fine. The problem
is that while some are easily distinguishable, many uses in the Old Testament aren’t. There are
nearly four hundred uses of this term in the Old Testament, and there is considerable overlap,
and one sometimes (or more often than that) can’t distinguish human spirit from divine Spirit,
and this may be instructive and constructive for systematic theology. Levison’s work deserves
careful consideration by systematicians, and it could well produce a new kind of ruach-ology
that reshapes or at least contributes to our pneumatology.! Theologian Robert Jenson too easily
slips from [77] breath to uppercase Spirit in his brief overview of the persons of God’s identity
as well as in his more substantial chapter on the Spirit.?

New Testament studies continues its steady march into new discoveries and fresh insights,
many of which could be of use to the systematician. A study that pertains more to political
theology than to the classic topics of systematic theology is the wonderful work of American
Indian New Testament scholar Christopher Hoklotubbe on the meaning of eusebeia in the Pas-

toral Epistles.’ In his wideranging study Hoklotubbe shows that this term is commonly
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translated “godliness” or a “godly life” in the Pastorals (e.g., 1 Tim 2:2; 4:7-8; 6:3,5-6,11; 2
Tim 3:5; Titus 1:1 [NRSV, NIV]). But the term godliness has connotations that suggest “being
godlike.” It evokes the history of discussion about sanctification and separation, and even has
at times boundary-marking behaviors: To take an example, one says, “He’s a godly teacher,”
and that means someone else is not. Hoklotubbe, however, proves beyond any doubt that this
term means something like “civilized piety”” and evokes not separation but social respect and
cultural respectability. That is, it marks not the person unlike society but the one who fits into
society in a way that does not bring disrespect to culture or to the church. Furthermore,
Hoklotubbe makes it clear this term describes a Christian appropriation of a common expression
for a Christian way of life that makes a good impression in public life. To repeat, this does not
shift systematics in a measurable way, but it does provoke us to think differently about political
theology and Christian ethics. Unquestionably this is the kind of contribution to scholarship
that [ would argue systematicians need to become alert to and somehow to incorporate into their
work. New Testament studies are moving all the time, and no one can keep up, but each of us
needs to work with others to enhance all of our disciplines.

[78] I mention now only a few studies in passing. Susan Eastman, in her study of anthropol-
ogy in Paul and the Person, demonstrates that humans are fundamentally dyadic and not mo-
nadic.* That is, our identity is formed in relationship to others and not simply as individuals.
This affects, of course, how one frames both Christian ethics and ecclesiology, but it also calls
our attention to the individualistic theologies produced by theologians (and biblical scholars)
who may well be thinking they are thinking on their own. One’s self is formed in relation to
others—subject and object are not as distinguishable.’ Matthew Croasmun’s The Emergence of
Sin is a wide-ranging study that explores the so-called personification of sin in Romans and
shows that emergence theory presses us into recognizing Sin as an agent. The supervenience of
individual human sins over time, then, form into the agent Sin, which depends on the superven-
ience basis but expands it into something alive and which then has downward causation to
influence the individual to sin more and more. What happens, I ask in brief, to our soteriology
when the sins we commit are at least in part shaped by the agent Sin at work in our world?°

One final example, one that [ have been involved in: the meaning of gospel. The gospel, truth
be told, has been so narrated into Western Christianity’s worldview that it is almost ecumenical
to think the Four Spiritual Laws or the Bridge or some variant of those, nuances aside, is the
gospel: God loves us, we are sinners, Jesus died for us, we need only trust him, and we go to
heaven when we die. The focus has been on the crucifixion, with a decided lack of emphasis of

the resurrection, and one atonement theory (penal substitution) was very influential [79] in the

4 Susan Grove Eastman, Paul and the Person: Reframing Paul's Anthropology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2017).

5 Eastman, Paul and the Person.

¢ Matthew Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin: The Cosmic Tyrant in Romans (New York: Oxford University Press,
2017).



substance of the gospel and its appeal.” One of the appeals of N. T. Wright s decades-long battle
with the heaven aspect of many understandings of the gospel is that it has pushed many to take
a new look at the meaning of gospel. To make a long story short, I happened upon studying the
gospel itself through teaching undergraduates and giving lectures in various places, and that
study convinced me that I had been wrong in that gospel I describe above, which I call the
soterian gospel, and that the gospel of the apostles was a different framing from the soterian
framing. I wrote this up in The King Jesus Gospel, in the second edition of which I developed
a chapter that traced (at least the widespread attractiveness of) the soterian gospel to Billy Gra-
hams evangelistic crusades. What I discovered is nothing other than seeing what was there all
along that I had not seen. I was personally thrilled that a young scholar, Matthew Bates, joined
me in challenging evangelicalism's trench-deep commitment to the soterian approach.® When
one adds to this perception of gospel Bates’s development of Teresa Morgan’s challenges about
the meaning of faith as allegiance, there are suddenly new challenges for theologians to think
how the gospel is being framed in systematics.

These examples are more parochial compared to the major example I want to focus on in

this chapter.

Reframed Grace:
Exploring Barclay’s Impact

Sometimes the footings of systematics are dislodged and relocated by rigorous historical bibli-
cal scholarship, and, if the theologians don’t [80] adjust, they end up building a house on loose
or even nonexistent footings. A recent study of grace in the ancient world has shifted the foot-
ings considerably—in some ways widened the footings, in some cases formed entirely new
footings, and in other ways challenged systematicians’ view of grace itself. That study is by
John Barclay, who has made the bold but not polemically shaped claim that no one has really
studied Paul’s theology of grace found in Pauline theology.” Barclay’s view of grace has chal-
lenged the adequacy of the commonly defined view of grace and should give a generation of
systematicians new ground on which to work.

For many years I used a collection of definitions of grace found at Christianity.com as illus-
trations of how grace was understood in the Protestant (and Reformed) traditions, but when

Barclay’s Paul and the Gift was published, it was clear we were in need of a revised definition.

7 Robert Jenson has much less emphasis on crucifixion, as his emphasis is on resurrection, so that the God of the
Trinity is the God who raised Jesus from the dead (Systematic Theology 1:179-93). Noteworthy as a statement is
this from him: “"The Crucifixion is God’s salvific action just in that God overcomes it by the Resurrection” (1:182).
The resurrection thus is God’s word that the crucifixion reveals the kind of God that God actually is (1:189).

8 Scot McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2015); Matthew W. Bates, Salvation by Allegiance Alone: Rethinking Faith, Works, and the Gospel of
Jesus the King (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017); Bates, Gospel Allegiance (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos,
2019).

9 John M. G. Barclay, Paul and the Gift (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2015).



I will begin here with this set of standard definitions from recognizable thinkers before getting

to Barclay’s study, which challenges systematic theories of grace.

Grace in common understandings. So, how is grace understood in the Christian tradition, and

what definition is operative in Christian theology shaped by these definitions?
B. B. Warfield: “Grace is free sovereign favor to the ill-deserving.”

Jerry Bridges: “[Grace] is God reaching downward to people who are in rebellion against

Him.”
Paul Zahl: “Grace is unconditional love toward a person who does not deserve it.”

Wayne Grudem: “God’s ‘grace’ means his “‘unmerited favor.”” Or in another location, “God’s

grace means God’s goodness toward those who deserve only punishment.”!°

[81] To deepen these definitions, I turn to Gerald Bray’s definition of grace in the New Diction-
ary of Theology.!' Bray himself opens with a common-sounding definition: “In its primary
meaning, grace is undeserved favour, usually that extended from a superior to an inferior.” The
emphasis in each of these definitions, and not the fuller study of each, is God’s condescending
love for humans, who are sinners and undeserving of that love. Notice these terms in the above
definitions: “ill-deserving” and “people who are in rebellion” and “does not deserve it” and
“those who deserve only punishment” and “superior to an inferior.” In Barclay’s list of perfec-
tions, discussed below, each of these definitions above emphasizes the incongruity of God’s
grace, and both Barclay and each of these theologians get that right. Humans are undeserving
of God’s grace. We must ask already: Are these adequate definitions? I think not.

Bray, sorting out a history of grace in theology with almost no emphasis on the Bible’s own
theology (!), thinks the doctrine of grace was not developed in the church until Augustine, but
it would be more accurate to say that the Augustinian theory of grace was not developed until
Augustine, for, again as Barclay shows, grace was fully at work in Judaism as well as the Greco-
Roman world.'? Augustine, Bray explains, saw grace in comprehensive terms: it was preveni-
ent, cooperative, sufficient, and efficient. In short, all of redemption is all of grace. A departure
is found in the medieval scholastics, where grace was administered through various means

(church, prayer, sacraments) but in a distinctive way was added on to nature itself, and Bray

10 0Justin Holcomb, “What Is Grace?,” Christianity.com, www.christianity.com/theology/what-is-grace.html. I
have added Wayne Grudem.

' Gerald L. Bray, “Grace,” in New Dictionary of Theology, 2nd ed., ed. Martin Davie et al. (Downers Grove, IL:
IVP Academic, 2016), 376-78. All citations are from these three pages.

12 For a dense condensation of the Bible’s various expressions, see Anthony C. Thiselton, The Thiselton Compan-
ion to Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2015), 386-91. On my remark about Bray, the New
Dictionary of Theology's assignment was to focus on the historical and systematic topics, illustrating the very
problem this book is attempting to sort out, namely, the dialectical relationship of Bible and theology.




thinks the nature-grace dualism (from Aristotle) that filtered through medieval theology precip-
itated in important ways the Reformation of the sixteenth [82] century. Protestantism, Bray
contends, shifted the means of grace to preaching the gospel. How grace was understood split
theologians in Calvinist and Arminian directions, and the former built a theology of grace that
operated on more than one level. Those levels include a covenant of works and common grace

with all humans, and a covenant of grace (special grace) for the elect, beginning with Abraham.

John Barclay’s definitions and perfections. Barclay’s Paul and the Gift is one of the most
significant books in New Testament studies in the past century. Barclay s study is multidiscipli-
nary and examines how gift and gift exchange were understood in anthropology, in the Greco-
Roman world of gift exchange and mutual reciprocity with its social network, and in the history
of Christian theology (where for some it has come to mean “pure gift,” which is operative in
many understandings of grace). Furthermore, Barclay is a world-class scholar of all things Paul-
ine, and his Paul and the Gift is nothing if not an equal-opportunity critic. His approach is never
polemical, but he does point to the lacks in scholarship. In effect, he shows that no study of
grace has been accomplished the way it should have been done, and in part this is because we
think we have grace down and our theology keeps us in place. What is noticeable about the
studies above, to take but one example, is the total absence of “gift” expressions and thus of
something like spiritual gifts. What Barclay does is expose our theology of grace to the ancient
world—1Jewish, Greek, Roman—in such a way to expose as well the foundations of our theol-
ogy of grace.!?

Barclay knows that grace and gift are part of the social system of the Roman Empire, so all
of a sudden there are new dimensions to what grace means in Paul. His definition takes us to a

new level:

“Gift” denotes the sphere of voluntary, personal relations, characterized by goodwill in
the giving of benefit or favor, and eliciting some form of reciprocal return that is both
voluntary and necessary [83] for the continuation of the relationship. In accord with the
anthropology of gift, its scope includes various forms of kindness, favor, generosity, or
compassion enacted in diverse services and benefits, with the expectation of some recip-
rocating gratitude or counter-gift. Ancient languages articulate this field of relations in a
rich variety of terms, which often overlap in meaning but may also contain subtly different

connotations. '

This concluding definition emerges from this study as a way to correct word books and lexicons.
Barclay’s comprehensive study of anthropology, social history, and theological development

leads to the following conclusions, and here the potency for theology of these various

13 E.g., Kevin DeYoung, Grace Defined and Defended: What a Four-Hundred-Year-Old Confession Teaches Us
About Sin, Salvation, and the Sovereignty of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2019).
14 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 575.



conclusions becomes obvious;

(1) gifts are generally given in order to create or reproduce social bonds; they foster mutu-
ality, and for this reason are typically neither unilateral nor anonymous;

(i1) the rules of reciprocity raise the expectation of return, even in unequal social relations
and even if the return is generally different from the gift in quantity and kind;

(i11)the recipient of the gift is under a strong though non-legal obligation to reciprocate;

(iv)the gift is often associated with the person of the giver, and is therefore, to some degree,
“inalienable”;

(v) reflecting this personal investment, gifts are usually construed as voluntary and expres-
sive of goodwill, even if they arise from pre-existing bonds of obligation;

(vi)thus, gifts and counter-gifts may be both voluntary and obligatory at the same time, and
similarly both “interested” and “disinterested.” The scrambling of these categories does

29 ¢

not cohere with modern concepts of “altruism,
15

the pure gift,” and “the gift without

strings.

[84] Thus, all in italics: “The difference between an incongruous and a congruous gift is a
difference in one perfection of grace, not a categorical distinction between grace and non-
grace.”'®

Perhaps the most important set of categories in Barclay’s ground-breaking work is his point-
ing out six perfections (one could call them themes as well) of grace. This expression, “perfec-
tions of grace,” focuses on “the tendency to draw the theme of gift/grace to an end-of- the-line
extreme, especially for polemical purposes and in relation to God; and we have observed the
variety of forms that this ‘perfecting’ tendency can take.”!” When not taken to their extreme,
these various terms are themes or elements or features of grace and gift discourse. Barclay’s six
perfections are, first, superabundance: when the descriptions move in the direction of scale,
extravagance, and permanence of the gift given. Second, singularity: when the descriptions
focus on the giver, in our case God the Giver of the gift, as marked by grace or giving at all
times. Thus perfected, one would speak of God as not capable of but giving and forgiving.
Third, priority: when the description emphasizes the giver’s initiative and giving before any-
thing else could happen. To glance at Pauline scholarship, the emphasis of E. P. Sanders’s em-
phasis on Israel and Judaism being marked by grace is that the covenant preceded the law, so
that covenant equals grace and grace is prior to the law, so all of Judaism is rooted in God’s
grace. Fourth, incongruity: when the descriptions shape the discourse about grace, with empha-
sis on the giver’s superior status and the recipient’s inferior status or unworthy status, or, in

theological terms, on God’s utter holiness and the human’s utter sinfulness. Fifth, efficacy: when

15 Barclay, Paul and the Gifi, 183-84.
16 Barclay, Paul and the Gifi, 317.
17 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 185.



the description of the giving of a gift turns toward the nature and agency of the recipient, and
one might say the impact transforms or reforms or reshapes the recipient into one obligated and
allegiant to the giver of the gift. Sixth, noncircularity: grace is perfected at times [85] when it
becomes pure gift. That is, when the giver gives and the recipient does nothing and can do
nothing in return. This understanding of grace is, again, common among those who stereotype
grace in Christian theology and is at work in more than the Reformed camps. Those quick to
pull out the semi-Pelagian accusation often camp out in this sixth perfection. What Barclay
shows is that actually very few theologians in history affirmed noncircularity. His own study of
grace and gift in the ancient world demonstrates unequivocally that gift giving drew the recip-
ient into a social bond, into a relationship, that obligated the recipient to mutual reciprocity. It’s
perhaps too crass to put this way, but in most discussions of grace and gift in the ancient world,
nothing was free. Pure gift, then, cannot be assumed when the Bible communicates grace and
gift.

We are at a turning point here in understanding grace, not only in the ancient world but in
what that means for theology and how this sound historical study now rearranges some of the
ways (as illustrated above in their inadequacies) theology itself is done. First, most operative
ideas about grace are rooted in Augustine and Luther, and even New Testament scholars assume
those two giants got grace right. Second, grace is understood (or perfected) in some ways by
one group and in other ways by other groups. It is just as inaccurate to say Judaisms works gave
way to Christian grace as it is to say Pelagius or Arminians or Catholics have no sense of grace
while the Reformed or Puritans or Baptists do. What the Reformed perfect may not be what
Catholics do, but grace has various perfections. Barclay’s work proves that we must be more

attentive to the nuances of grace, and thus we must perceive Paul comparatively:

Paul’s relation to Second Temple Judaism should not be confined to two current but overly
simplistic options: either Paul advocated grace against a grace-less and “legalistic” Juda-
ism, or Paul was in full agreement with all his fellow Jews on the character of [86] grace.
We may start with a simpler question: how do Paul's perfections of grace compare with
those of his fellow Jews?'®

Barclay’s own work makes it abundantly clear that there’s no diminishment of Paul’s emphasis
on the incongruity of grace: humans are undeserving, status doesn’t matter; God’s grace is prior
and super-abundant. But these perfections of grace, too, lead to another important conclusion:
grace cannot be reduced to a single meaning or core characteristic because grace has various
significances, and grace is not better the more perfections are added. In addition, different con-
texts call forth different elements of this multiphasic sense of grace.

Hence, after his careful study of grace in Judaism, Barclay draws the threads together into a

18 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 187.



summary that should shock how Christian theologians have spoken about the absence of grace

in Judaism:

Using the sixfold schema of perfections described..., we have found that our texts agree
at some points, and differ widely at others. A/l of them perfect the superabundance of
divine “grace,” stressing the excess of gifts poured into the world, or the “abundance” of
divine mercy and goodness, extended in manifold ways. On the other hand, in another
point of agreement, none of them perfect the non-circularity of grace, the notion that God

gives without expectation of return. '’

This is perhaps the cutting edge of Barclay’s study of grace for informing systematic theologies
of salvation, grace, and faith: grace and duty or grace and reciprocation by a human to God’s
grace are not mutually exclusive.

While this description of Barclay has grown quite lengthy, I am not yet done because it is
important to see where this study leads when it reaches Paul, a Jew, a Christian, and the grace
theologian of all grace theologians. First, a general observation: Paul's grace theology is [87]
typical and distinctive. Second, the core grace event is Christ—who he is, his sending by the
Father, and his life, death, burial, resurrection, and ascension to the throne of God—who
launched a universalistic vision of grace for all. Third, which of the perfections did Paul perfect?
For Barclay, when the perfections appear in Paul, he seems to perfect only incongruity, and in
this Barclay’s emphasis was taken up especially by the Reformed. Yet, grace is not complete in
Paul with the perfection of incongruity: grace for Paul is paradoxically unconditioned but not
unconditional, and Pauline scholars have long observed that one can be in Paul both justified
without works and only judged by works. There is, then, a strong emphasis here on the efficacy
of grace in Pauline theology. Terms aside, Barclays own words are what is needed in this dis-
cussion: the grace of God encounters the sinful human in an incongruous manner, and the in-

congruity converts into a kind of congruity, a kind of human whose works measure grace.*

Where are we on grace? Barclays study reveals that the notion of pure gift—noncircular—
is neither what Paul is presenting, nor is it the place to begin. First, the place to begin theolo-
gizing about grace is with gift giving in human realities and how those realities give rise to a
theology or philosophy of gift, grace, and reciprocation. To be sure, each context reshapes gift
and grace, but what is clear about Paul is that God is the giver, humans are the recipients, and
the humans receiving this gift are turned into agents of grace. The notion then that it is pure gift
fails because it jumps the gun.

Second, Barclay shows that grace in Paul perfects the theme of incongruity, but Paul’s the-

ology of grace includes priority, superabundance, and the paradoxical efficacy of grace itself.

19 Barclay, Paul and the Gifi, 314.
20 Barclay, Paul and the Gift, 328,445-46, 491-92, 517, 557-58.



Third, grace in Paul transcends soteriology, which has been the darling location for much Chris-
tian theology. Yes, soteriology is central, but for Paul grace begins in God’s love, God’s holi-
ness, and God’s justice, which [88] flows into a way of justifying the unjustifiable and redeem-
ing the irredeemable—those who were “not my people” become “my people,” to reuse the lan-
guage of Hosea 1. Grace begins in theology proper and flows into soteriology but then takes
life—because gift giving entails social bonds and mutuality and reciprocity—in what has been
classically called sanctification and ecclesiology. The recipients of grace, then, become agents
of grace in a Pauline theology of grace. They are made worthy of grace by grace itself, and by
grace taking on life in their own habitus.

Grace in New Testament studies attuned to the meaning of grace in its contexts, then, has
cracked some barriers of grace theology among systematicians and deserves new life to create
theology anew. Grace is but one example, and in the next chapter I turn to another example: the
importance of narrative giving shape to theology. When theology itself is framed by narrative,
theology transcends the traditional topics and becomes more consistently Christian and Jewish
and thus biblical.



04: Theology Needs More Narrative

[89]

SOME FIFTEEN YEARS AGO | wanted to read more in the history of theology—more accurately
the history of Christian theological reflection or systematics. I asked a theologian friend where
to begin, and he suggested to read some theology in chronological order and to begin in the
early church with Irenaeus’s On the Apostolic Preaching. What struck me about Irenaeus’s work
was that he opens the book with a long narrative of how the Old Testament prepared for re-
demption in Christ. One could call what Irenaeus wrote a narrative theology, which then can be
contrasted with a more systematic approach to theology, as one sees, for instance, in Augustine’s
Enchiridion, which frames an introduction to Christian thought in more philosophical catego-
ries.

One thinks, as well, of our creed, whether the Apostles’ Creed or the Niceno-Constantino-
politan Creed, which organizes Christian thought and what Christians (are to) believe in three
categories: God (the Father), the Son, and the Spirit (with other topics attached to [90] Spirit).
Three articles, three themes, but nonetheless this three-theme approach to what we believe was

so influential that we now frame Christian theology in what is called topoi, or topics:

e God

e Man (Humans)
e Christ

e Sin

e Salvation
e Ecclesiology

e Eschatology

To this list some, and some don’t, add ethics. It really does amaze more than charismatics that
the Spirit isn’t a separable topic. Still, the two major framing devices for organizing Christian

theology are the creed and the topics.

Three-Article or Creedal Frames
The classic creed of the Christian faith is the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, and it has his-

torically been seen as being organized by three articles, each of which is italicized:

We believe in one God,
the Father, the Almighty,



maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,

the only Son of God,

eternally begotten of the Father,

God from God, Light from Light,

true God from true God,

begotten, not made,

of one Being with the Father.

[91] Through him all things were made.

For us and for our salvation

he came down from heaven:

by the power of the Holy Spirit

he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary,

and was made man.

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;

he suffered death and was buried.

On the third day he rose again

in accordance with the Scriptures;

he ascended into heaven

and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,
and his kingdom will have no end.

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,
who proceeds from the Father and the Son.

With the Father and the Son he is worshiped and glorified.
He has spoken through the Prophets.

We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.
We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.
We look for the resurrection of the dead,

and the life of the world to come. Amen.

Augustine, to return to my earlier comment, in his Enchiridion or catechism manual, organized
the topics of theology, the Christian faith, by the three articles of the creed: (1) faith in God the
Creator; (2) faith in Christ the Redeemer; (3) faith in the Holy Spirit and the church, to which
he adds (4) faith and the forgiveness of sins and (5) faith in the resurrection and life everlasting,

and finishes with sections on hope and charity (or love).! There is also a splendid orientation in

!'T use the categories here from the following edition, which itself is rooted in standard scholarship about Augus-
tine: Augustine, The Augustine Catechism: The Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Charity, trans. Bruce Harbert
(Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2008).



Augustine s [92] catechism on the Christian virtues of faith, hope, and love, which provides a
map for the three-article orientation to the Christian faith.

Using the three articles of the creed for framing Christian belief has a long and noble history
and after Augustine (perhaps earlier, I don’t know) for more than a millennium, finding one of
its highlights in the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas, the three articles shaped theology.
John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion has been, if not the, at least one of the most
influential books in Christian theology.? Famously, Calvin has four books to his theology: (1)
the knowledge of God the Creator; (2) the knowledge of God the Redeemer in Christ, first
disclosed to the fathers under the law and then to us in the gospel; (3) the way in which we
receive the grace of Christ: what benefits come to us from it, and what effects follow; and (4)
the external means of aids by which God invites us into the society of Christ and holds us
therein. The third book concerns faith and the Christian life, while the fourth book is about the
church. The first two books are the from the three articles of the creed but then shift into sote-
riology in an expansive sense and ecclesiology.

A creedal-framing approach to theology comes from one of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries’ most influential theologians, Robert Jenson.? Jenson’s systematic theol-
ogy is more or less a three-article approach, as he explores a theology of the Trinity and a
trinitarian theology, with emphasis on the identity of God in the revelation of God in Christ (the
gospel). The second volume concerns the works of God, by which Jenson means creation, hu-
mans (image of God, politics and sex, personhood, sin, God’s speech in creation), the church,
and the fulfillment (promise, Last Judgment, the great transformation, the saints, and the telos).
Instead of framing Trinity by what we know [93] about God, Jenson says we know God in the
Christian tradition only as Trinity—who identifies himself not only by but with the exodus and
resurrection. Hence, the classic separation of God from soteriology ends as soteriology is fused
with God as who God is.

Such a creedal framing of Christian theology has formed and continues to form the church,
and one cannot dispute either its forming power or the power that framing has in shaping the
minds of Christians.* Yet the frame still needs to be supplemented. For now I move to the second

framing, the topics.

Topics Frames
One of the more influential theologians in Western theology, and a foundation-forming theology

for Reformed theologians, was Charles Hodge.> What distinguished Hodges theology was its

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols., trans. Ford Lewis Battles, ed. John T. McNeill, Library
of Christian Classics 20-21 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960). See also Bruce Gordon, John Calvin's Institutes of
the Christian Religion: A Biography, Lives of Great Religious Books (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2016).

3 Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2 vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).

4 Henri de Lubac, Christian Faith: An Essay on the Structure of the Apostles' Creed, trans. Brother Richard Arnan-
dez (SanFrancisco: Ignatius, 1986).

5 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1960).



emphasis on inductive, scientific method, and so he opens with a chapter on method, and in his
introduction opposes rationalism, mysticism, and Roman Catholicism as he proposes a
Protestant rule of faith. He then sorts out Christian theology by starting with theology proper or
God (with emphasis on knowing God by revelation, the attributes of God, the Trinity, the di-
vinity of Christ, the decrees of God, creation, providence, miracles, and angels), and then an-
thropology (origin and nature of humankind, origin of the soul, unity of the human race, the
original state of humanity, covenant of works, the fall, sin, and free agency). Part three is about
soteriology (the plan of salvation, covenant of grace, person of Christ, the mediatorial work of
Christ, the prophetic office, the priestly office, satisfaction of Christ, the extent of the atonement
and theories of atonement, intercession of Christ, kingly office of Christ, humiliation and exal-
tation of Christ, vocation, regeneration, faith, justification, sanctification, law, and means of
[94] grace), and then part four concerns eschatology (the soul after death, resurrection, second
advent, and the “concomitants of the second advent” [general resurrection, final judgment,
etc.]).

Many Christians have a biblicistic, prooftext-ish approach to Christian theology and so want
theology organized by topics with Bible references and summaries that put into shape “what
the Bible teaches about such-and-such.” For decades this approach was performed by Augustus
Hopkins Strong, who paved the way for all those who love the possibilities of a commonplace
book.® When I was a college student I acquired a copy of Strong and used it for years as a go-
to source for topics, the texts connected to those topics, and quotations. No one book has done
this more than Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology. Grudem was a New Testament professor
before he became a systematic theology professor, and he went to work replacing older studies
that had provided a service of collecting Bible verses, often called proof-texting, under specific
themes or topics.” Grudem’s systematics text has been reprinted time and time again for more
than twenty-five years and has been used throughout the homeschool and Christian school
movements, and by many pastors as a resource. Grudem has the following topics: Word of God,
God, man, Christ and the Holy Spirit, the application of redemption, the church, and the future.

I am about to turn to the impact of biblical scholarship’s narrative turn, but before doing so
I want to call attention to a recent evangelical, mostly Reformed theology that is as three-article
as it is topical in frame, yet these are reframed by his gospel narrative. Here I refer to Australian
Michael Bird.® Like almost the whole theological tradition, Bird begins with how we talk about
God, and one of his major [95] contributions is that his theology is gospel-driven, or what I
might call gospel-framed. For some gospel has become a buzzword, but Bird’s perception of

gospel has been informed by recent studies on gospel, and it’s not a rehash of Billy Graham’s

¢ Augustus Strong, Systematic Theology: A Compendium and Common-Place Book for the Use of Theological
Students (Philadelphia: Judson, 1907). On commonplace books, see Ann Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books and
the Structuring of Renaissance Thought (New York: Clarendon, 1996).

7 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2020).

8 Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2020).



gospel of personal salvation.’ Bird has chapters on the God of the gospel (the triune God), the
gospel of the kingdom (gospel, kingdom, now and not yet, the future, etc.), the gospel of God’s
Son (christological method, life, death, resurrection, ascension and session of Jesus, and how
Jesus relates to God’s identity), the gospel of salvation (redemptive history, order of salvation,
images of salvation, scope and security), the promise and power of the gospel—the Holy Spirit
(the breath of the gospel, person, and work), and the gospel and humanity (sons and daughters,
image of God, what humanity is, the problem and the odyssey of theodicy), and Bird finishes
with the community of the gospelized (evangelical church, images of church, shape and marks
and governance of the church, and the emblems of the gospel in baptism and the Lord’s Supper).
Bird’s facility in biblical studies as well in theology makes his theology a fresh development in
the evangelical theological tradition.

The framing of theology by creed or by topic is inadequate to biblical revelation. The Bible’s
own framing of theology is not to give a systematics or a list of what to believe but instead is
an ongoing narrative of development. As a Bible guy, I’d urge systematicians to rethink the

frame and consider a more narrative one.

What Does It Mean That God Spoke As God Did?

I speak here for those on the Bible side of the ledger. We read systematics and sometimes feel
as if we are in a foreign land listening to [96] acquaintances speaking in a foreign language
about what we both believe. At times, of course, this is because of the erudition of the scholars—
only specialists can absorb Lewis Ayres’s Nicaea and Its Legacy and make sense of every par-
agraph—but also at times this is because of the third, fourth, and fifth levels of conversation, in
which so-and-so said one thing, and so-and-so added to it, and then so-and- so revised it, and
now we know that revision needed some fine-tuning by a book others were ignoring ... and so
on, until one enters the room and wonders what’s being talked about. (I know, I know, system-
aticians feel this way about erudite discussions of Greek tenses and exegetical nuances. We all
at times resort to Mona Lisa smiles.) Say it any way you want, but the Bible people will admit
they haven’t kept up with theological developments in systematics. Say it again, and you will
see one more time that we live in different homes on the same street and have been separated
from the other for so long that we don’t know a new discourse has formed.

Why say this? Too many systematicians have ignored the Bible’s own way of presenting
theology. The Bible is a long, drawn-out narrative of sorts, and without that narrative even those
well-studied lines by Paul in Romans 3:21-26 don’t seem to fit into the theological location
they’re given in some systematic textbooks and monographs. When we frame of theology in

terms of the three articles, we think in their terms—Father, Son, and Spirit (and church and

°N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said: Was Paul of Tarsus the Real Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1997); Scot McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited, 2nd ed. (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015). One could cite dozens of works by Wright.



forgiveness and eternal life). When we frame theology by topics, we are basically thinking in
terms of soteriology, and everything is extruded through soteriology. If the main topics are God,
humanity, Christ, sin and salvation, ecclesiology, and eschatology (where’s pneumatology?)—
we are thinking in terms of (nearly always) personal salvation. Fine and good, except in thinking
like either of these two approaches we are not always thinking in the Bible’s own terms, and
we Bible people ask, Which has the greater weight—the Bible or the framing of some (not all!)
topics into a coherent system reshaped by both philosophy [97] and the history of theological
discourse? We on the Bible side of the ledger answer that question with, “The B-I-B-L-E!”

In stating above that the Bible is a narrative or a story, I need to add with emphasis that the
various books of the Bible are in various genres, and within books there are a variety of genres
as well as rhetorics. Perhaps because of the diverse voices of the Bible, we have learned to settle
with some common denominator, or some agreed-on theological statements, and then we move
on. Should we surrender the Bible’s own approach to the topics? No. Is moving on perhaps part
of the problem? Yes. That is, are we so used to the topics that it would take a generation of
rethinking to provide a new frame for theology? Yes.

D. A. Carson, speaking for many on the Bible side, has weighed in at precisely this point a
number of times in a lengthy career, and here I cite from his entry on “Systematic Theology and
Biblical 'Theology.”!°

As its name suggests, systematic theology attempts to organize, to systematize, theologi-
cal reflection. When the primary authoritative source for that theological synthesis and
reflection is the Bible, systematic theology attempts to organize what the Bible says ac-
cording to some system. The traditional tenfold division of topics is certainly not the only
possibility. But even to choose topics, to hierarchialize them, is to impose a structure not
transparently given in Scripture itself. In any case, such theological reflection inevitably
emerges out of one epistemology or another out of a particular cultural consciousness,
and such matters will become correspondingly more influential in the system to the de-
gree that the theologian is unaware of them or holds, naively, that they have little or no

influence.'!
[98] I agree. He continues,

There are deeper issues. The Bible speaks in highly diverse literary genres that play upon
our hearts and minds in a great variety of speech acts. To encapsulate this diversity and
power within the form of a systematic theology is to demand too much of the discipline.
But the systematic theologian can mitigate the most obvious dangers by wide reading in

the literature of exegesis and by delving deeply into biblical theology as a mediating

19D, A. Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. T.
Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 89-104.
' Carson, “Systematic Theology,” 101



discipline. The systematician must recognize, further, the inherent limitations of system-
atic theology. For all its strengths, there are many things it cannot do. It can analyse a
lament within the biblical corpus, but it cannot evoke a heart-felt lament in the way a
lament itself can. It may expound the meaning of some parables, but it cannot explode

the readers worldview in the way the most striking of the narrative parables can.'?

I agree with the first but have no idea why he thinks a systematic theology "cannot” do some
of these things. It surely can, if it chooses to. Perhaps his cannot means "does not normally do.”
Then he points to the problem that Bible folks typically have with systematicians: “Neverthe-
less, once a particular systematic theology has been deeply absorbed, precisely because it is
worldview forming it is likely to exercise significant influence on the disciplines that nurture
it: exegesis, biblical theology, historical theology. The hermeneutical circle is joined, but not
vicious.” He adds, “What is transparently clear about all such systematic theology, however, is
that its organizing principles do not encourage the exploration of the Bible’s plot line, except
incidentally. The categories of systematic theology are logical and hierarchical, not temporal.”!3
Once again, agreed. Here is his own summary comparison of biblical theology and systematic

theology:

[99] Systematic theology seeks to rearticulate what the Bible says in self-conscious en-
gagement with (including confrontation with) the culture; biblical theology, though it can-
not escape cultural influences, aims to be first and foremost inductive and descriptive,
earning its normative power by the credibility of its results. Thus systematic theology
tends to be a little further removed from the biblical text than does biblical theology, but
a little closer to cultural engagement. Biblical theology tends to seek out the rationality
and communicative genius of each literary genre; systematic theology tends to integrate
the diverse rationalities in its pursuit of a large-scale, worldview-forming synthesis. In
this sense, systematic theology tends to be a culminating discipline; biblical theology,

though it is a worthy end in itself, tends to be abridge discipline.'*

More or less, that is a common biblical scholar’s understanding of the differences. Many, how-
ever, would never cede to systematics that biblical theology is but a bridge discipline. Many, in
fact, would want to call the systematicians back across the bridge and then narrow the lanes and
slow down the traffic.'®

As a Bible professor, I myself ask this question often when I’'m done reading systematic
studies: Where’s Israel? Where’s Abraham (other than someone who was cited by Paul in Ga-

latians and Romans)? Where are David and Solomon and the issue of kings? What about

12 Carson, “Systematic Theology,” 101-2.

13 Carson, “Systematic Theology,” 102.

14 Carson, “Systematic Theology,” 103.

15 The irony is that I have always thought Carson himself is too influenced by his Calvinism.



Miriam, Deborah, Esther, and Huldah? Where are the prophets, other than folks who put forth
theological statements represented in the New Testament? Where, in fact, is history as the stage
on which God plays out redemption for the world? Where’s the exodus? The exile? The land?
The city? What is the plot? Put more bluntly, where is the plot? Where is Jesus and the kingdom?
In my estimation, no matter [100] how noble the thoughts and articulations, the three-article
frame has no plot whatsoever, while the topic frame has a personal salvation plot. 1 do not
dispute the clarifications that both of these frames have brought for the church. Not at all. I
question the adequacy of the frames, and I press theologians to ponder a narratival frame for
doing systematics. I don’t tire of saying this: God did not reveal a systematics but instead spoke
into history over time and in a diversity of ways through a myriad of persons and a myriad of
locations and contexts. The fancy term here is exigencies. What does how God speaks to us in
the Bible tell us about doing theology? The three-article and the topic frames squelch too much
by their frame, and there is a way, I believe, for Christian theology to become more adequate in
frame without denying the insights of the three-article and topic frames.

One might at this point apologize to theologians who, while framing a three-article or topics
frame, have worked narratively within each topic to form the substance of their theology. This,
at least, is attempted in important ways by some, and I see not enough of this in Katherine
Sonderegger, some glimpses in Robert Jenson, and more than glimpses in Michael Bird. These
glimpses must be appreciated, if at the same time this Bible guy wonders what theology might

look like if it were done in an even more narratival frame.

A Narrative Frame For Theology
I begin with some recent definitions of narrative theology, taking that expression as a general

indicator of what we need. Joel Green puts it this way:'¢

“Narrative theology” refers to a constellation of approaches to the theological task typi-
cally joined by their (1) antipathy toward forms of theology concerned with the systematic
[101] organization of propositions and grounded in a historical principles, and (2) attempt
to discern an overall aim and ongoing plot in the ways of God as these are revealed in

Scripture and continue to express themselves in history.!”

His first point rules off the table the framing of theology by the three articles or topics. Rather
than framing theology by propositions, narrative theologians seek to “discern an overall aim
and ongoing plot in the ways of God as these are revealed in Scripture and continue to express
themselves in history.” Green further observes that the Bible is filled with narratives, not least

Genesis through Esther! That is, approximately 495 of almost 1,000 pages in John Goldingay’s

16 J. B. Green, “Narrative Theology,” in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Kevin J,
Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 531-33.
17 Green, “Narrative Theology,” 531.



The First Testament translation are narrative. The first five books of the second testament, too,
are narratives. That is, approximately 400 of 680 pages of my Greek New Testament. God is

known through events and contexts. Green again:

The importance of narrative theology is underscored by the recognition that narrative is
central to identity formation; indeed, recent work in neurobiology emphasizes the capac-
ity for and drive toward making storied sense of our experienced world as a distinguishing
characteristic of the human family. We typically explain our behaviors through the histor-
ical narratives by which we collaborate to create a sense of ourselves as persons and as a
people. The story we embrace serves as an interpretative scheme that is at once conceptual
(a way of seeing things), conative (a set of beliefs and values to which a group and its
members are deeply attached), and action-guiding (we seek to live according to its

terms).'®

One must at least question the adequacy of the three-article or topic frames for humans, who
make sense of life through stories. What [102] Green says here represents well the narrative

frame that is a current challenge to systematics as we know it.

But Which Narrative?

It’s quite simple to lay down the observation that systematic theology falls short because it is
not framed by narrative. The Bible is comprehended by a series of books—from Genesis to
Malachi, from Matthew to Revelation—that never stop to put it all into a single document.
While many think Paul’s letter to the Romans, abbreviated perhaps in an earlier form in Gala-
tians, is just that book, that’s wrong for more than a few reasons—including that Romans is
itself a highly contingent letter to a specific church for a specific time about specific issues, and
that it remains but one apostle’s theological summary, while there are other apostolic summaries
in 1 Peter and 1 John and James.!® Let’s also add that, after all, Jesus is the Lord, and his teach-
ings on the kingdom (Synoptic Gospels) and eternal life (John) are yet another kind of theology.
So, to take Romans as the fundamental systematic of the Bible is wrong even for the New
Testament.?’ I’1l drop the point here that most topic frames of systematics are obviously theol-
ogies developed out of Romans with very little regard for kingdom, eternal life, or the priest-
hood themes of Hebrews. This is the greatest weaknesses of the topic frames as well as the
creedal frames—and Tom Wright has himself pushed back against the frame of the creeds for

their lack of attention to kingdom theology.?! New Testament specialists push back even harder
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when systematicians brush this criticism to the side or think the creed after all is kingdom the-
ology.

[103] So, what then about narrative? A narrative is made of characters and events in a plot
Une, as well as crucial ideas and interpretive moves made by the narrator, and at least some
tension of how to get from beginning to end. One could list the most significant characters:
Adam and his oft-neglected partner, Eve; Abram-become-Abraham and his oft-neglected part-
ner, Sarai-become-Sarah; the patriarchs (Isaac, Jacob, Joseph); Moses; Aaron; Joshua and the
crazy uncle judges; Samuel; Saul; David; Solomon and the kings of the northern and southern
kingdoms; the prophets (Isaiah to Malachi); Jesus and his oft-neglected mother, Mary; the apos-
tles (especially Peter and Paul); and a few other names tossed in (Barnabas, Priscilla and Aquila,
Phoebe, Lydia, and others). Then major events: creation, fall, covenant formation with Abram,
the children of Israel in Egypt and their liberation under Moses, the giving of the law, entering
the land, conquering the land, the demand for a king, ups and downs of obedience and disobe-
dience, exile, return, the Messiahs arrival, the death and burial and resurrection and ascension
of Jesus, the gift of the Spirit, the mission of the church.

The plot line moves from creation to kingdom come. Tensions appear for each event and set
up tensions for later events. Add to these crucial ideas such as image of God, sin, covenant,
kingdom, salvation, law, kingship, prophetic word, exile, return, discipleship, justice, love, ho-
liness, temple, sacrifice, Messiah, Spirit, apostleship, and relation to ruling powers. Throw into
the mix, in a way that captures all of it, the story of Israel and the story of the church. On top
of these are moments when interpretive moves are made: expelling Adam and Eve from Eden,
the zaniness of attempting to build a tower in Babel to God’s heights, the promise of a people
through covenant formation, the giving of a land in which to dwell with God in faithfulness,
law as covenant life, exile as discipline for disobedience, return as a sign of God’s covenant
faithfulness, the prophets denouncing injustices with promise of blessing for faithfulness, the
[104] expectation of a messianic king who will usher in God’s kingdom for ever and ever, the
blessing of the Spirit on a people to engage in universal mission, the longing and expectation
of a universal revival of all to worship the one true God and his Son through the Spirit— and
there are others, but these are enough to make one thing clear: yes, there is a narrative to be
sorted out.

But this only leads to a bigger problem: if one can state unequivocally that systematics in
the topic frame are one-sidedly and even narrowly dependent on Romans to the neglect of Jesus’
own teachings (!), one can argue that there is also no one narrative. There is more than one way
to coordinate these characters, events, and ideas in a meaning-shaping narrative. Compare 1-2
Kings with 1-2 Chronicles, and one finds differing takes on largely the same people and events,
and then read Nehemiah 9-10 to see a summary statement of something like those longer nar-
ratives but not the same, and then read Acts 7’s account of those people and events. Within the

Bible, then, there is not one narrative. When Jewish historian Josephus chose to put it all into a



narrative—Antiquities of the Jews—he took these biblical books and recast them into his own
kind of narrative. What then about the history-of-Israel approach to reading the Old Testament?
Whose critical sifting tells the story the best? The most accurately? But these examples are
about Israel’s history. What about the whole Bible? What’s the narrative?

One example makes this clear. The most common narrative of the Bible, one I have often
used in teaching, is the four-chapter narrative composed of creation, fall, redemption, and con-
summation. However useful this narrative might be, and I believe I first learned this narrative
reading Geerhardus Vos as a college student, I’'m not so sure anyone in the Bible actually uses
this narrative other than Paul in Romans. Even there it is a bowdlerized version of a complex
narrative that is found in Romans 5 but largely neglects the permutations of that narrative in
Romans 9—11. What convinced me that this narrative is not [105] the Bibles narrative but one
reductionistic narrative in the Bible is that, if one begins with Jesus and asks which narrative
he was using, the answer is kingdom. But that four-chapter narrative does not create the need
for a kingdom, unless one begins to fidget and fudge (as some have done of late by pretending
covenant and kingdom are the same, or that salvation/justification and kingdom are the same).
Rather, Jesus was more in tune with 1 Samuel 8’s lame request for a king than with redemption
in covenant terms. This may sound shocking to some, but Jesus did not think with the term
covenant but with the term kingdom, so what is needed to comprehend Jesus’ narrative is the
longing for the kingdom of God.

One example from a systematician: When Robert Jenson gets to his chapter on Jesus, he
chooses a theology of Word a la Rudolf Bultmann, which is a Lutheran perception of faith
filtered both through Paul and John. His (all too brief) sketch of kingdom evokes Gunther Born-
kamm’s eschatological tenor (Jesus is himself the immanence of the kingdom) but does not
satisfy modern biblical scholarship.??> What Jenson does not do is study kingdom in its narrative
plot in the Bible—and most who have theologized about kingdom have done the same.

Where in the common creation, fall, redemption, and consummation is there any noticeable
presence of structural and systemic evil? Of a God who invades the world to liberate humans
from bondage? Of a kingdom marked by justice and peace so penetratingly that the end shapes
the narrative such that we must begin all over again and tell a different story? This is precisely
what liberation theologians such as Elsa Tamez have done to great effect. A common [106]
response (by the creation-fall-redemption-consummation proponents) is that such a narrative is
biased both in intention and execution, and the response by someone like Tamez is: “Indeed, so
it is. So is yours!” What the liberationist narrative unmasks is the location of other narratives

that determine what to look for in the Bible and therefore determine what is found. “If we

22 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 1:165-78. Here is his summary statement: “Jesus the Christ, in his full historical
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poses eschatological possibility, is the Word of God. He is the Word of God because he is the narrative content of
the word-event that is the Word of God” (1:171).



accept,” she says, "that sin has to do with social reality, justification also has to be understood
within the same horizon.”??

That conclusion leads to an entirely reshaped narrative. When sin gains its biblical propor-
tions, so too does justification. Reconciliation is no longer just a human with their God but also
humans with humans, and the individualistic frame of modernity is challenged, if not defeated.
The study of the Jewish roots of justification in the Hebrew tsedeq/tsedeqah reveals, too, that
righteousness or rightness cannot be limited to the personal soul and the personal God but must
extend to God’s will for all of creation, and that justification becomes God making things right
for all of creation. Justification, Tamez contends, entails affirmation of the life of each person,
and this can only mean that justification is a force of liberation for the poor. Why? Because of
texts such as Romans 4:25, where justification is connected to resurrection and thus to new
creation. Suddenly, we learn to see justification connected to liberation from Egypt, new life in
the new land, return from exile, and hope for a world marked by justice. History, too, becomes
a subject of discussion as now the justified and liberated are launched into a new project of
working for justice in the world by dismantling oppressions.

Narrative approaches to Scripture, like systematics, tend to think there is one narrative that
puts the whole Bible together, and one can accumulate the major names and events and ideas
and so construct a narrative of some sort (this is what many Old Testament history [107] classes
do). Such a narrative is the constructor’s and not one held by any single author of the Bible.
Another admission may be even more important: Christian narrative theologians construct a
narrative on the basis of the revelation of God in Christ. One has learned to be suspect of
narratives that think they are starting at Genesis 1 and moving forward until ... suddenly the
pieces all fitting together ... there is Christ! A theologian especially sensitive to narrative, Jen-
son, expresses this very point: “A story is constituted by the outcome of the narrated events.”?*
That statement by itself articulates a narrative theology in its fullness, though one must study
the outcome carefully to know how the narrative has been constituted. Some pages later he

expands on that simple (and clear) articulation:

The future that opens a narratable history shapes that history, and after the fact this shap-
ing may sometimes be discerned. Vice versa, what can be seen to shape a plotted history
must, if the discernment is true, in some future occur within that history. Or, at least, so
the church from the first understood history: the fathers’ practice of “spiritual” exegesis
was intended to trace the one history told by Scripture as in each specious present plotted
by its coming fulfillment. They understood the narrated events as in themselves prophecy,
precisely insofar as they could be construed as a sequence plotted by its final future. Nor

was such reading understood as an imposition of meaning on the “literal” meaning; the
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fathers claimed to see the narrative’s “allegory” of its own fulfillment not above or beyond

the narrated facts but in them.?

In spite of the denseness of prose about futurity, I think he’s got this right: the narrative’s futur-
ity, once it happens, both gives the narrative its dramatic coherence and sheds light on how to
read that narrative. What is latent becomes obvious only after the future is clear. To jump [108]
lanes briefly into another conversation, this is not far from what the apocalyptic Paul scholars
are saying, though I believe they press this point in ways that go well beyond what Jenson is
saying. He clearly states the Old Testament narrative has futurity written into it, while the apoc-
alyptic scholars tend to diminish that futurity and see it all apocalyptic (i.e., revealed) in a shat-
teringly new way in Jesus.?® Jenson anchors this futurity in creation itself in his seventh point
about God’s creation: “The world God creates is not a thing, a ‘cosmos,’ but is rather a his-
tory.”?’

There is, I am arguing, no single narrative that puts the whole Bible together other than using
all the names, all the events, all the ideas, and all the interpretive moves, so I want here to put
one of the major narratives into shape, one that finds its future in the kingdom hermeneutic of
Jesus. Instead of the four-chapter frame I propose here (to comprehend Jesus), here is a three-
chapter frame of theocracy, monarchy, and christocracy (God rules, a king rules, Christ the king

rules).

Theocracy
1. God is Creator God, God is covenant-maker God. (Gen 1-2)
2. Humans are charged to be kings and priests in the cosmic temple. (Gen 2)
3. Humans usurp God’s role and are driven from Eden. (Gen 3) [109]
4. Humans flounder in usurpation. (Gen 4—11, especially Babel)
5. Humans are brought into shape through God’s covenant election of Abraham, and Israel
is governed by the Torah through Moses. (Gen 12 through Deuteronomy)
6. The divine plan was for God to rule through one people—Israel. (Joshua, Judges, His-

torical Books)

25 Jenson, Systematic Theology, 1:81-82.
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Monarchy
7. There is, upon request, a divine permission to have a king (1 Sam 8), and God took a
monarchy and made it his own: God will rule through one people (Israel) represented
by one king (David and successors; 2 Sam 7).
8. The monarchy failed in spite of divine disciplines: the Northern Kingdom is exiled to

Assyria, the Southern Kingdom to Babylon and then Persia and Rome. (Prophets)

Christocracy

9. Divine rule is reinstated in Christ: God rules through one people (Israel) but himself
rules through his one and only Son, King Jesus, and King Jesus is the Lord of both Jews
and Gentiles. (Gospels)

10. The christocracy therefore extends God’s rule through Israel, under King Jesus, to the
world of Gentiles through the church. The church does not replace Israel; the church
expands Israel. That is, Israel expanded is the church. (Acts, Pauline letters; see esp.
Rom 11:17-24)

11. Christocracy entails generations of mission to expand Israel/ church into the whole
world, (church history)

12. Christocracy is consummated in the new heavens and the new earth in a new Jerusalem,
where God will rule through the Lamb, who is the new temple. This is the kingdom of
God. (Rev 20-22)

[110] This narrative is not found in any systematic theology, but it can feasibly be said to be the
narrative at work in Jesus and the mission of the church, and if that is approximately the case,
systematic the-ology is formed apart from Jesus’ own narrative.

Again, this is a narrative that (for me at least) best explains the narrative Jesus was using,
but it does not explain the narrative framework at work for the apostles John, Paul, Peter, or
James, and it does not get us into the narrative at work behind the book of Hebrews. There is
some overlap in my narrative above with the book of Revelation, but Revelation has its own
narrative, and it, too, needs to be seen for what it is. If one wants a narrative whose future is
Paul’s, then one has to construct a narrative with Adam and Abraham and Moses gaining the
strongest voices, events, and ideas. But it’s not necessary to create a series of narratives, because
there is, ironically, no single narratival hermeneutic (say, the creation-fall-redemption-consum-
mation narrative) that unites the whole Bible, though there are narratives that cohere with what
is going on in the Bible. Each of the various narratives of all the authors of the Bible is operating
with the basic characters, events, and ideas, but each also brings fresh interpretive moves to
bring the narrative up to date for the author’s own audience. Complicating the narrative frame
is that the narrative grows over time. We get new characters, fresh events that force us to reframe
our old narratives, and we get new ideas (kingdom is mostly new to Jesus, justification is mostly

new to Paul, the sacrificial priesthood themes of Hebrews take Leviticus to a new level, eternal



life is not found in that form anywhere until John) and therefore new interpretive moves. The
narrative is kaleidoscopic: the same pieces are in the tube, but one’s angle and one’s light re-
fracts a different vision.

This is why both the three-article and the topics frame fall short. They aren’t big enough or
wide enough or deep enough to handle all the characters, events, ideas, and interpretive moves
found in the Bible itself. Some of them don’t even try, and because they don’t try [111] there is
so much left out. There is stuff that seems not to matter to some systematicians and thus stuff
that can be ignored, such as Jephthah or Ananias and Sapphira. But we are the ones who lose
when our systems bracket out stuff that doesn’t fit. Eugene Peterson, a Bible reader if ever there

was one, says it well:

The most frequent way we have of getting rid of the puzzling or unpleasant difficulties in
the Bible is to systematize it, organizing it according to some scheme or other that sum-
marizes “what the Bible teaches.” If we know what the Bible teaches, we don’t have to
read it anymore, don’t have to enter the story and immerse ourselves in the odd and un-
flattering and uncongenial way in which this story develops, including so many people

and circumstances that have nothing to do, we think, with us.?®

Only a narrative frame will take us beyond the three-article and topics frame in a way that says
whatever is there fits where it belongs, and that omitting it—Ilike refusing to tell the story of

some crazy uncle or a dysfunctional cousin—will affect the story and our theology.

Narrative Means Progress is The Paradigm

I was standing on a platform in Seattle speaking about this wiki-story approach when it dawned
on me in front of everyone that anyone who adheres to a narrative frame for the Bible embraces
an expansive model. I have long been bothered by the holy war passages in the First Testament.
What bothers me more is that some people in our churches use them to justify nuclear prolifer-
ation and nothing less than seemingly sadistic deaths in war. When I read these passages, I sense
they are not in sync with the vision of Jesus in the Gospels or the apostles. The paradigm of
Jesus for interacting with enemies is to love them, to die for them, to work to be reconciled with
them, and to help them [112] become reconciled with God. Behind the apostle Paul’s own
Christoform theology, as seen in Philippians 2:6—11, is nothing less than a cruciform approach
to interpersonal relations. What does Jesus and what do the apostles say about the holy war
texts in Israel’s story?

There are really only two options: either we keep the holy war texts as viable teachings or

we think there is some level of progress in the Bible such that Jesus’ vision annuls the holy war

28 Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
2006), 66.



texts. William Webb and Gordon Oeste, in their new book Bloody, Brutal, and Barbaric?, pro-
pose the following seven implications of what happens to holy war texts once they sit down at

dinner with Jesus:

1. The cross marks a unique change or advancement in the canonical storyline that stops
the recurring ethical damage from literal holy war ever happening again (not unlike the
end of literal animal sacrifice). It does so by moving holy war (fighting between human
armies) from the literal to the spiritual/ metaphorical domain.

2. The extreme cruelty and injustice experienced by Jesus in his warlike crucifixion by
Roman soldiers (the horizon of shared ancient-world atrocities) makes him uniquely
qualified to hear, judge, and untangle the ethical mess of those who experienced embed-
ded (in)justice in ancient biblical holy war.

3. The cross-all-nations extension of the death of Jesus and his gospel should make us at
least open to, if not inclined to, seeing the final eschatological battle in a metaphorical
(not literal) light.

4. The portrait of a suffering and crying God both in the cross of Jesus and in the holy war
texts takes us deep into the mystery of divine love and vulnerability. While this does not
directly fix the ethical problem, it surely helps us realize where God is in all this suffer-
ing. It is hard to remain angry at someone who suffers with us in a suffering world. [113]

5. The torn temple curtain at the death of Jesus and emerging new-temple ideas completely
reconfigure the temple-land-nation ideology of the Old Testament and ancient world.
Any land-tied, nation-based literal warfare becomes obsolete and nonsensical for Jesus’
followers, who worship in a new, people-based temple.

6. The coming of the Spirit confirms new-temple theology but also affords the opportunity
for taking the ethics of biblical warfare (its laws) with its incremental redemptive move-
ment to new levels of fulfillment well beyond Hague and Geneva. On a personal level
we are called to be less retaliatory (no longer punch for punch) and more giving (go the
extra mile).

7. Jesus’ death and empty tomb carry the redemptive story line forward to the point of final
justice. The unfolding implications of crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension lie deep
within the spiritual substrata of what it takes to make the next thing happen. The first-
advent Jesus events create the theological impetus that makes it possible for the story
line to move forward toward a much-awaited moment in the eschaton—the ultimate
resolution of all past injustices with the coming of the final and complete justice that

Jesus brings to the new heavens and new earth.?’

Not all want to dance with Webb and Oeste; some will prefer the more theological interpretive

2 William J. Webb and Gordon K. Oeste, Bloody, Brutal, and Barbaric? Wrestling with Troubling War Texts
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2019), 333-34.



grid offered by Greg Boyd. But what few will countenance is flat-footed affirmation of the
holy war texts, which means that most have learned to dance on a new dance floor with Jesus,
and that means some kind of expansive narrative frame for doing theology within the Bible
itself.

[114] Holy war texts are of course an easier category to address in this instance than some
others, but its not so easy to slip the hook as one might think. All Christians read the Bible in
an expansive way because all affirm that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah and that the law
was dealt some serious checks in Mark 7:19; Acts 10; Romans 7 or Romans 9-11; Galatians 3;

and also in Hebrews. Progress is the name once one embraces a narrative frame.

Narrative Means Ecclesiology Is Central

In the three-article frame of the creed there are four, not three, instances of “We believe™: the
Father, the Son, and the Spirit, but there is also tucked into that third article, “We believe in one
holy, catholic, and apostolic church.” This stands out as a fourth element of the creed that is
diminished in many of the topic frames of theology. Depending on who’s doing the theology,
the church can be diminished as well in three-article frames. I see it very little in Sarah Coak-
ley’s systematic theology. Her work is not yet complete, so time will tell whether she pulls
church into the heart of her trinitarian theology.

The narrative frame, however, emphasizes the church. It is boilerplate to criticize systematics
for their emphasis on individual and personal salvation, especially in the Reformation wing of
the church, but boilerplate often arises because something is true. When the topics frame sus-
pends ecclesiology until a later topic, it runs the risk of diminishing ecclesiology until one gets
there, and the same at times occurs in the three-article frame. The fact is that the Old Testament
simply isn’t telling the story of personal salvation very often. What, then, is in view? Yes, sal-
vation does appear, but it is almost entirely about corporate or group redemption. Yes, the Bible
is about salvation, but it is about salvation of the people of God for the purpose of accomplishing
the mission of God in the world. Reading the Bible from Genesis to Malachi is to encounter
one story after another about Israel and about the kings and prophets of Israel. It is about God’s
[115] ways with the people of Israel. We make a colossal mistake if we then enter the New
Testament and begin to think entirely in terms of individual redemption, though personal heal-
ing (often called salvation in the Gospels) and personal conversion to Jesus is given lots of
attention. Rather, the core of Paul’s and Peter’s and John’s writings is the church, the people of
God in Christ. A narrative frame for theology cannot but bring the people of God to the forefront
of the story, because that’s what the Bible is about. Read Acts, and one encounters there the
story of the growth especially of the Pauline churches from Jerusalem to Rome.

What puts the Bible together is that it is a story of Israel leading to the story of Jesus, the
apostles, and the church. What puts the Bible together, then, is that it is the church’s story about

Jesus. What shocks the narrative theologian of the Bible is the minimization of church in the



three-article frame and the postponement of ecclesiology until a later topic in the topics frame.
The Bible’s central theology is a narrative about God’s ways with a people (Israel, church). The
Bible’s theology is a story, and without that story framing theology, we lose the centrality of the

Bible’s own frame.

Conclusion
Frames matter immensely to what happens with theology, and I’'m persuaded that the history of
Christian theology has been locked down in utter brilliance with its three-article and topics
frames and is in need of a reframing—one that takes into consideration the narrative of the
Bible. I am also convinced that ethics should be not be relegated to a late chapter in the topics
frame. Theology that is not lived is not theology, and I turn to that in the next chapter, but in
doing so I want to put together our entire method that has so far been proposed. Theology is
multidisciplinary, exegetical, historical, narratival, and—all of it—meant to be embodied in

such a way that life is the theology.



05: Theology Needs to Be Lived Theology

[116]

IT IS NOT AN OVERSTATEMENT TO SAY one will be judged not by one’s theology but by one’s
life. Every theologian now raises a hand to remind the one saying such a thing that it may be
worse than an overstatement. What one believes matters. Yes, I want to start with that, and these
two books—Boersma’s and mine—stand on that. But believing the right things is not enough.
Living what we believe matters, and this final chapter contends that a theology that is not a
lived theology falls short. Ethics is sometimes one of the topics in theology in the topics frame.
The three-article frame, one must observe, has next to nothing about ethics. One could infer
ethical corollaries from one or two of the separate lines in the creed, as in “he will come to
judge the living and the dead” and “forgiveness of sins.” Stretch it as one will, that frame lacks
ethics at the heart of what we believe. Some may then push back to say, “Well, the creed after
all is about what we believe and not about how we /ive”... and the response [117] is even more
obvious: living is what believing is all about. Theology, Adam Ned er has recently reminded
us, is for life.!

It is not just the three-article frame that neglects ethics but also the topics frame. Most tend
to submerge ethics into soteriology, and thus into sanctification, which (I am quick to add) is an
entirely reasonable place for ethics. Karl Barth makes ethics a topic and in his usual manner
integrates the entirety of his theology into it. Barth stood alongside Dietrich Bonhoeffer while
the latter was alive and watched the young man’s theology come into view, and what Bonhoeffer
was doing was nothing less than a theological ethics. We don’t know what would have become
of Bonhoeffer’s theology had he lived a normal span. One has to wonder—or I know I have
to—whether the difference here is between one whose theology permeated all of his ethics so
much that his ethics was his theology (Bonhoeffer) and one whose ethics was an outworking of
his theology (Barth). Robert Jenson grabs my attention when he says ethics is part of ecclesiol-
ogy: “Discussion of specifically Christian life belongs to the doctrine of the church, not in a
separate department of its own.””? The Christian is the one through whom the church expresses
itself; the church is where the Christian is truly Christian. What follows, I hope, puts that state-
ment into reality as I seek to show that systematic theology is insufficiently framed by lived

theology and that lived theology can help us all frame theology in a more biblical manner.

! Adam Neder, Theology as a Way of Life: On Teaching and Learning the Christian Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2019).
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The Bible’s Angle on Theology

Theology abstracted from ethics or from lived theology is not biblical theology. Ancient Israel’s
theology was as integrated into ethics as its ethics was integrated into its theology. The two are
inseparable, and it is only some version of cognitive behaviorism or mind over matter [ 118] that
permits the separation. It is one of the oldest theological mistakes to divorce how we live from
what we believe. The covenant God made with Abram/Abraham, the covenant God made with
Moses, the covenant God made with David, the new covenant God promised through Jeremiah
and Ezekiel—that multiformed covenant was as much an ethics as it was a theology. Torah is
not theoretical morality but lived theology, a life enflamed by knowing God. Yes, at times it
moves from theology to ethics, as in God saying that because I am holy, you (Israel) are to be
holy. But it’s a simplistic error to think the two can be separated.

Take, for instance, James 2:14-19:

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?
Can faith save you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you
says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their
bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.

But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart
from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith. You believe that God is one;

you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder.

James, for one, can’t abide a theology that is not lived. “Faith by itself,” he says, is “dead.” One
is an inch from James if one uses the word theology instead of the word faith here, and thus
James would be saying that theology by itself is dead if it is not lived.

Take Paul’s words to Timothy too. In a passage that gets more attention for its use of the

term inspiration than for its fundamental direction, we read this:

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from
whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have known the sacred writings that
are able to [119] instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is
inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God maybe proficient, equipped for every
good work. (2 Tim 3:14-17)

Timothy came to faith through his mother and grandmother (and Paul here is ignoring his own
impact on the young man). In that family he learned the art of sacred Scripture that has a goal
in mind: “so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient,” which means “equipped for
every good work.” Scripture promotes theology in a direction: life. A theology that doesn’t get
to that life is not what God has in mind, and it’s an incomplete theology.

The most significant passage in the Bible about the Bible is not, however, those two poignant



New Testament passages that have given to us words such as inspiration (2 Tim 3:14-17; 2 Pet
1:20-21). Rather, it is Psalm 119, and it can be read as the Bible’s view of the Bible. It uses
eight different terms for what we call the Bible: Torah or law or instruction (25x), word (24x),
rulings and covenant (23x), commands (22x), statutes and charges (21 x), and sayings (19x).
Every bit of this very long psalm inculcates a knowing that is a doing, a doing that emerges
from knowing, and a doing that makes knowing genuine.

The next passage, one from James, is nothing less than a summary of Psalm 119. James
1:22-27 is a warning about Bible reading and theology as a discipline because it summarizes

the entire Bible’s thrust about what Scripture is for. Theology that is not lived is not theology.

But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. For if any are
hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror;
for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like.
But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hear-
ers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing.

[120] If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their
hearts, their religion is worthless. Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the
Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself un-

stained by the world.

The point of the word is doing the word, and those who think otherwise “deceive themselves.”
Accordingly, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God” is not theology per se but theol-
ogy lived out. How? “To care for orphans and widows in their distress” and as well “to keep
oneself unstained by the world.” Theology is designed for ethics. John Webster’s lectures on
the culture of theology finished with a lecture on nothing less than the character required for a
theologian: “Good theology demands good theologians,” he said more than once.* I'd like to
ramp that up a bit to say that good theology demands theologians living good theology in such
a way that their life is their theology.

Five Recent Perspectives on an Ethical Theology
I turn now to five recent studies that confirm theology as lived theology, and each does so from
the author’s own discipline: New Testament studies, classic systematic theology, hermeneutical
theology, Christian public ethics, and liberation theology. First, Ben Witherington’s two-volume
work on theological ethics or ethical theology was called The Indelible Image and is now reti-
tled New Testament Theology and Ethics. Briefly, because Witherington and I are in the same

discipline and I have said what he says already, I call attention here to his opening remarks

3 John Webster, The Culture of Theology, ed. Ivor J. Davidson and Alden C. McCray (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2019), 131.



about the shocking reality of New Testament theology as practiced today, asking, “Why is it
that we Christians try [121] to isolate theology from the rest of what the New Testament is

about—history, ethics, praxis and related subjects?” He continues,

But is there not an ethical dimension to New Testament theology and theologizing? ... Are
not ethics and theology in fact intertwined throughout the New Testament? Is there not
both a theological basis and character to New Testament ethics and an ethical basis and
character to New Testament theology? And after all, since all of the New Testament writ-
ers, or almost all of them, were Jews, why in the world would we think that they were not
much more interested in orthopraxy, indeed as interested in orthopraxy as orthodoxy?
Take the teaching of Jesus, for instance. All those parables, aphorisms, maxims and stories
have both a theological and an ethical character, edge and punch line. It seems that Jesus

does not want us to talk about belief without also talking about behavior.*

This is worked out in two (long) volumes by Witherington, one focusing on individual witnesses
to ethical theology and the other synthesizing. Here is a New Testament theologian who sees
the integration of theology and ethics in ways similar to what I am proposing. How this works
itself into a theology matters deeply.

Beth Felker Jones, a classic systematician, boldly titles her slim systematics text Practicing
Christian Doctrine: An Introduction to Thinking and Living Theologically. 1 do not know of a
systematics text that focuses so clearly on practice. “Our beliefs,” she states, “must be put into
practice”—which could put ethics into a separate category in a topics frame, but she continues
because she knows that ought not to be done: “and faithful practice matters for what we be-
lieve.” Indeed. She knows the two are “intimately interconnected” and that “doctrine and dis-
cipleship always go together.” Perhaps what I like [122] most about Jones’s book, and I like it
for many reasons, is that each chapter ends with a section on practicing a given topic or doctrine.
In chapter four, “A Delightful World,” which explores the doctrines of creation and providence,
Jones concludes on her note of practice by observing that all of our life is about the doctrine of
creation (work, play, marriage, sports [I added that last one]). She makes the astute observation
that when “we become practiced in the doctrine of creation, we will find ourselves reoriented
in life.”” I here enumerate her list in quoting:

We will learn to turn, by the Spirit’s power,

e from disdain for creation to Christian delight in its goodness;
e from the gnostic impulse to escapism to a commitment to presence and participation in
the world;

e from proud attempts at meticulous control to grateful openness to God’s work in our

4 Ben W. Witherington 111, New Testament Theology and Ethics (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 1:14.
5 Beth Felker Jones, Practicing Christian Doctrine: An Introduction to Thinking and Living Theologically (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), 2, 4, 95.



lives;
e from frustration with our finitude to appreciation of its graciousness;
e from fatalism and resignation to active involvement in God’s world, fighting against sin
and injustice;
e from doomed determination to be independent in all things to gratitude for our depend-
ence on God and acceptance of inter-dependence with others;
e from despair over sin to awe of God’s sovereignty and trust in God’s purpose;
e from possessiveness to stewardship;
e from greed to giving;
e from abstemiousness to joy; [123]
e from heeding the inner voice that calls us worthless to a new self-assurance that comes
from the worth we have in God;
e from cynicism to a place where we cultivate the habit of wonder; and
e from entitlement to care of creation.
These implications of the doctrine of creation integrate with the practice of creation integrating
into a theology of creation. A lived theology of creation leads to reflection on our Creator and
creaturely life. A theology of creation is to be lived if it is to be comprehended as God intends.
The next example of theology needing to be lived comes from hermeneutician Kevin
Vanhoozer, whose large project called The Drama of Doctrine insightfully explores theology
as something performed on the stage following the script called Scripture. Vanhoozer s mantle
fell over the stage as his ruling metaphor, turning the gospel, theology, and Scripture into drama
and script directed by a dramaturge (theologian) toward performance of the script. If his ap-
proach leans in the direction of a theology worked out in practice, it his emphasis on perfor-
mance that [ want to emphasize. “The church,” he argues, “is a company of players gathered
together to stage scenes of the kingdom of God for the sake of a watching world. The direction
of doctrine thus enables us, as individuals and as a church, to render the gospel public by leading

lives in creative imitation of Christ.””’

Here again, there is a theologian who, like Jones, does
not leave theology as the three-article frame or topics frame of ideas expounded. He presses the
ideas onto the stage where the life of the church and individual Christians embody the gospel.®

[124] Fourth, Charles Marsh. I expound his view at more length because he approaches the-
ology from the other end. Instead of beginning with ideas and seeing how they are done, prac-
ticed, or performed, he begins with the life of believers (practice, performance) to see the the-

ology such a life signifies. Thus, Marsh offers for us a way of thinking about lived theology

¢ Jones, Practicing Christian Doctrine, 95-96.

7 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louis-
ville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 32-33.

8 Another of his books develops all this with the metaphor of being trained in discipleship. See Kevin J. Vanhoozer,
Hearers and Doers: A Pastor’s Guide to Making Disciples Through Scripture and Doctrine (Bellingham, WA:
Lexham, 2019) « I have chosen to use his Drama of Doctrine here.



and, in doing so, challenges the all-too-common strategy approach that moves monodirection-
ally from theology (in the abstract) to practice (in the concrete). A brief sketch of his project at
the University of Virginia deserves a mention. Marsh knows that what we do is not theologically
neutral, so he observes, “Practices are inherently communicative, and, in the most basic sense,
adhere to social settings and particular places.” That is, what we do is not only not theologically
neutral; it is often spatially determined or located. There is something, he observes, about ac-
tions that transcend ideas: “We might add that practices, theologically framed, overflow sacred
events and sacred spaces, churches and congregations and religious actions and persons.””
Marsh’s term practice emerges in conversation with the ruling paradigm called virtue ethics.

Alasdair MaclIntyre defines virtue ethics but does the (verbal) twist in the process:

By a “practice” I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially established
cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are re-
alized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appro-
priate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human pow-
ers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are

systematically extended. '

[125] On virtue, he says all in italics: “A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and
exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and
the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods.”'! Gordon Mikoski,
in his sketch of practices in The Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, defines practices in a man-
ner more amenable to understanding: “observable phenomena of particular kinds of teleological
human action in specific historical and communal contexts.”!?

Whether we think of practice as the overall way of life or as a particular constellation of
one’s way of life in a practice, or the even larger sense of lived theology from which we can
infer a theology, Marsh provides for us an opportunity to think about theology as lived theology.
We can infer from our life what theology is embodied. Marsh continues, “As such, lived theol-
ogy is an apt expression for the foregrounding of embodied particularity in theological narra-
tive.” Marsh is not against theology, nor does he reduce theology to the phraseological (a Bon-
hoefferian expression). However, his quest is to apply theological method to theological living.
So, he says, “Lived theology is therefore based on the rationale that the concrete forms of God’s

presence and action in the world promise rich and generative material for theological method,
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style, and pedagogy.”!* Marsh reminds us,

The lack of a sense of place has quite often inhibited theology’s narrative capabilities.
Apropos of geographic influences on religious thought, Bonhoeffer would observe, in a
letter written during his year as an assistant vicar in Barcelona, that his understanding of
dogmatics and systematic theology had been “unsettled” by the strong impressions of

Mediterranean culture.

[126] “It’s difficult to process them all,” he wrote, “but one has become inescapable: Barth

could not have written in Spain.”'*

And Romans was not written for Galatia, and neither of those letters would fit in Paul’s trial

before Felix in Caesarea Maritima or in Colossae. Marsh continues,

Even as a clear Sitz im Leben proved generative in Bonhoeffer’s contextual approach to
writing and teaching, so in our collaborations [in Marsh’s book], the right questions and
a sense of place inspired a framework within which on-the-ground decisions regarding
the interactions of theory and method became surprisingly uncomplicated. Absent a sense

of place, we find ourselves lost in a no-man’s land of concepts without footprints.'>

Marsh thus evokes the significance of a located, specific community and tradition when it
comes to virtues, practices, and lived theology.

Community then is vital for moral formation. The individualism of Rudolf Bultmann’s fa-
mous indicative and imperative has been nuanced by David Horrell, who has argued in a num-
ber of settings that we are better off thinking not in terms of indicative and imperative but of
identity formation in the context of community.! One of his conclusions is that identity for-
mation occurs through comparison with other communities. Douglas Campbell’s new Pauline
Dogmatics, so rich in so many directions, is one of the very few I have read that overtly argues
that we know God through our fellow humans. We meet God, Campbell says, through people
who over time have become godly or godlike, which means location matters, people in loca-
tion.!”

[127] Fifth, the moment we think location, we think our location, and when we allow that
we become alert to different locations forming into different theologies mediated by fellow

humans in different locations. Latin American theologian Luis Pedraja draws on the now well-
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developed Latin American theologians who emphasized the divine preferential option for the
poor and that soteriology must be connected to systemic liberation to be fully biblical—think
Exodus. Pedraja contends, “That God comes to us in human form tells us something about
God’s revelation. It tells us that God’s revelation does not occur apart from human experience.

Rather, it occurs as part of it.” He explores how the life Jesus lived reveals God:

Thus we can conclude that Jesus’ life exemplifies elements that are important to most
people and to Hispanic life: faith, love, compassion, suffering, hope, and a desire for so-
cial change. By allowing us to compare our experiences with them, the characteristics we
encounter in Jesus can serve as our guide for determining where and how God is present

in humanity.

In a move now well known, he plays on the Spanish translations that have “the verb became
flesh,” and with these conclusions on the chalkboard he goes local into Iberian graphic suffering
and tragedy as revelations of God.!® Jesus’ suffering for them is not morbidity or moroseness
but the lived reality of Hispanic life. Touching on atonement theories, Pedraja also pushes back
against many expiation and satisfaction theories to see in the cross of Jesus the exposure of
injustice and that God is with us in our suffering. Theology is lived theology, and lived theology
is local, and local experience then shapes theology.

Theology is embodied, and it is incomplete until it is embodied. One might say that ethics
are the proving ground of the salience of our theology, and to tweak this one bit with some
cheekiness, we [128] might say theology is the rationalization or at least rational exploration of
our embodied practice. As such, ethics is not a topic late in the frame but the governor for all
the topics. It is not inaccurate to observe that, when Jesus sat down to teach his disciples, what
came out of the Son’s mouth was the Sermon on the Mount, not some abstracted theology or a
set of propositional truths. When the apostle John does theology in 1 John, it is more about life,
walking in the light, avoiding darkness, abiding in Christ, and loving one’s siblings than about
abstracted theology devoid of ethics. His theology was not a set of ideas applied but a life of
love and light intellectually explored. When James gets down to work, his letter is an exercise
in Jesus-shaped ethics that must be lived. So this final chapter turns to an exposition of Romans

12:1-2 as lived theology that seeks to illustrate the whole agenda of this book.

Lived Theology in Romans
Many, if not most, think Romans 1:16—17 is the theme of Romans. There are good reasons to
think this, especially if we follow the theological trajectory set for reading the letter in the his-

tory of the church. Here are those verses: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power

18 Luis G. Pedraja, Jesus Is My Uncle: Christology from a Hispanic Perspective (Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 40,
42,60-84.
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the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The one who is
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righteous will live by faith.”” There you have it for many. Romans is about the gospel, the
gospel is about salvation for all, and it’s about righteousness by faith (or justification by faith).

But there are reasons to wonder whether it’s all that simple, and we are right back where we
have been: thinking these verses are the theme of Romans is once again the privileging of topics
with ethics, and lived theology is gasping for some air in its wake. So I join the minority who
either argue there is no such thing as a theme set of verses or who think we ought to look to
Romans 12:1-2 to get the[129] theme of Romans: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and
sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable
to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good
and acceptable and perfect.”

There is no way to adjudicate which verses in Romans are the most important, so I want to
drop this conversation right where it is: perhaps Romans 1:16—17 is not the theme, and perhaps
Romans 12:1-2 is, and perhaps we ought not to argue about it because there’s no way to decide.
I do want to say that these latter two verses ought to be given weight in any reading of Romans.
This is what Paul, after all, is aiming at in his letter, and I will make these verses the focus of
our attention in what follows.

Strat egi e SSoma mtetpretateors df Rognsns 12:1-2 are anodyne and offer bro-
mides to unsuspecting pew sitters, as in “Let’s sacrifice our vacation this year to help the poor
in Mexico.” But the everyday life of ordinary followers of Jesus in Rome who followed Paul’s
offensive teachings was anything but anodyne. That kind of life, describable as everyday sacri-
fice, was radical and subversive. To use the terms of Michel de Certeau, a life of everyday
sacrifice was in fact a “tactic” by the powerless that subverted the “strategies” of the Roman

1.' Subversion was required—correct that, it was the only option—because the agent

powerfu
(Rome) was so powerful. Romans 12:1-2 can be seen as a tactic to subvert Rome’s strategies.
Rome per se was perhaps not Paul’s target. Sin and the Flesh at work in the Roman way of
life were. Sin and the Flesh, two terms turned feeble in much Christian rhetoric, were ruining
the fellowship of the strong and weak in Rome. Sin and Flesh in Pauline discourse are not
reducible to conditions or simple actions but are active agents [130] (hence uppercase is appro-
priate), as Matthew Croasmun’s stunning new work on the use of emergence theory to examine
the cosmic tyrant of sin amply shows.?’ Romans 12:1-2, then, should be seen as a tactic against
Sin and the Flesh at work in the house churches in Rome (Rom 14—15; more below). What we

find in our passage is not, to use the words of Robert Jewett, “vaguely uplifting sentiments,”

19 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1984), xix, 34-39.

20 Matthew Croasmun, The Emergence of Sin: The Cosmic Tyrant in Romans (New York: Oxford University Press,
2017).



