The Southern Baptist
Journal of Theology

Volume 14 - Number 2 Summer 2010
e T Theological Interpretation of Scripture
Executive Editor: Russell D. Moore 2 Editorial: Stephen J. Wellum
Editor: Stephen J. Wellum Reflecting upon the “Theological Interpretation of Scripture”

Book Review Editor: Russell D. Moore 4 Daniel J. Treier and Uche Anizor
Associate Editor: Christopher W. Cowan Theological Interpretation of Scripture and Evangelical Systematic

Theology: Iron Sharpening Iron?

Assistant Editors: Brian Vickers
Brent E. Parker 1 8

Stephen D t
Robert E. Sagers epheniempster

“ALight in a Dark Place™ A Tale of Two Kings and Theological

Advisory Board: Interpretation of the Old Testament
Timothy K. Beougher
John B. Polhill 28 GreggR. Allison
Chuck Lawless

Theological Interpretation of Scripture:
Peter J. Gentry

An Introduction and Preliminary Evaluation
Esther H. Crookshank

Mark A. Seifrid 3 8 Keith Goad

Randy Stinson Gregory as a Model of Theological Interpretation
Typographer: John Rogers 5 4 Robert L. Plummer
Editorial Office & Subscription Services: Righteousness and Peace Kiss:

SBIS Boxss2 The Reconciliation of Authorial Intent and Biblical Typology

2825 Lexington Rd.

Louisville, KY 40280 62 James M. Hamilton Jr.

(800) 626-5525,x 4413 John Sailhamer’s The Meaning of the Pentateuch: A Review Essay
Editorial E-Mail: 78 The SBJT Forum

journaloffice@sbts.edu
8 6 Book Reviews

Yearly subscription costs for four issues: $25, individual inside the by the American Theological Library Association, 250 S. Wacker Dr.,

U.S.; $50, individual outside the U. S.; $40, institutional inside 16th Flr., Chicago, IL 60606, atla@atla.com, www.atla.com.

the U. S.; $65, institutional outside the U. S. Opinions expressed in

The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology are solely the responsibility The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology is published quarterly

of the authors and are not necessarily those of the editors, members by The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2825 Lexington

of the Advisory Board, or the SBJT Forum. Road, Louisville, KY 40280. Summer 2010. Vol. 14, No. 2. Copyright
©2010 The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. ISSN 1520-7307.

This periodical is indexed in Religion Index One: Periodicals, the Index ~ Second Class postage paid at Louisville, KY. Postmaster:

to Book Reviews in Religions, Religion Indexes: Ten Year Subset on Send address changes to: SBTS, Box 832, 2825 Lexington Road,

CD-ROM, and the ATLA Religion Database on CD-ROM, published Louisville, KY 40280.



Editorial: Reflectingupon the
“Theological Interpretation of

Scripture”

Stephen |. Wellum

N THE LAST decade a “movement” known as
Ithe “theological interpretation of Scripture”
(TIS) has made a lot of waves in academic circles.
Whole study groups at the Society of Biblical
Literature have debated its merits; Baker Books
has published a dictionary devoted to the subject

(Dictionary for the Theological Inter-

Hans Frei, George Lindbeck, Brevard Childs,
and others; Francis Watson, Stephen Fowl; and
evangelicals such as Joel Green, Kevin Vanhoozer,
Daniel Treier, and so on. Given the attention TIS
has received, we thought it wise to devote an issue
of SBJT to introducing our readers to TIS by noting
what it is and why it has arisen, what it proposes,

STEPHEN J. WELLUM is Professor and its overall value for the church in our study of
of Christian Theology at The South-
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pretation of the Bible, ed. Kevin ]J.
Vanhoozer [2005]) and is in the
process of publishing an entire

Scripture and doing theology.

First, what is it and why has it arisen? All those
involved in TIS admit the difficulty in defining
precisely what it is. In our articles and SBJT Forum

Dr. Wellum received his Ph.D. commentary series devoted to TIS

degree in theology from Trinity (Brazos Theological Commentary

Evangelical Divinity School and

on the Bible); academic journals anumber of definitions are given which attempt to
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have discussed it at length (e.g., nail down precisely what TIS is. Probably at this

International Journal of Systematic point, it is best to characterize TIS as a broad and

Theology [2010]); and numerous diverse movement comprised of biblical scholars

books and articles have broached and theologians who are mainline Protestants,

to several publications and a

collection of essays on theology the subject from a variety of angles.

Roman Catholics, and evangelicals and who are

Numerous names and even schools attempting to recover the authority of the Bible

and worldview issues.

of thought are associated with the
movement—names and schools that represent
diverse theological backgrounds and communi-
ties: the so-called Yale school associated with

and to return it to the church. Obviously this
raises the question as to what TIS is recovering
the Bible from and the answer to this question
helps describe why it has arisen. In a nutshell, TIS
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is attempting to recover the authority of the Bible
for the church from the debilitating effects of the
“assured results of biblical scholarship” identified
with the Enlightenment and modern eras which
sought to squeeze the Bible within the alien world-
view assumptions of methodological naturalism
(e.g., Deism, naturalism, process theism) associ-
ated with the historical-critical method. That is
why, a majority of those in the TIS movement arise
out of non-evangelical circles since, like Karl Barth
before them (who is often viewed as the “founder”
of the movement), they are attempting to recover
the Bible’s voice by rejecting the liberalism they
were taught and raised in.

Second, what is the TIS alternative? Once
again, the answer to this question is as diverse as
the person you talk to, but there are some common
teatures which unite the movement. In light of the
various legitimate criticisms postmodernism has
leveled against modernism, TIS is not interested in
treating the Bible merely “as any other book” to be
dissected under the rules of general or philosophi-
cal hermeneutics, rather it approaches the Bible
theologically in the sense that it takes the divine
author seriously and it does not shelve Christian
theological assumptions as it reads and applies
Scripture. In this way, TIS strongly endorses a
special or theological hermeneutics rooted in a
larger Christian theology. In addition, TIS rejects
the historical-critical method of merely recon-
structing what is behind the text of Scripture and
instead wants to read Scripture theologically, i.e.,
in its final form and as a unified, canonical whole.
Furthermore, TIS does not reject “pre-critical”
readings of Scripture as if we are merely the first
people to interpret Scripture or better in our doing
so. Instead, we must read Scripture in light of the
history of the church with the goal of edifying
the church. We must interpret Scripture within
the “rule of faith,” particularly the early Trinitar-
ian and Christological confessions of the church
and recapture a spiritual use of Scripture, even
at times an allegorical reading, as the church has
done throughout the ages. In this sense, Scripture
does not have a single meaning limited to the

intent of the original author, but multiple complex
senses given by God, the author of the whole. In
all of these ways, TIS’s alternative is to read and
apply Scripture as God’s Word for the church and
not merely as isolated, independent, autonomous
interpreters with alien theological assumptions.

Third, what is the overall value of TIS for the
church? Anytime a movement encourages the
church to take seriously Scripture as God’s Word,
it has value. But in truth, this emphasis is not new
for evangelicals, even though it may seem new
for many within the academic guild. However, as
much as we applaud TIS in attempting to recap-
ture the Bible’s authority, to read Scripture as a
unified whole, and to apply it to the church’s life,
evangelicals must also demonstrate caution. One
of the most important outstanding questions
which must be addressed honestly is the precise
nature of Scripture; not everyone in TIS agrees
on this. Many accept the final form of Scripture
and its authority not always for the right reasons.
The right reason to accept Scriptural authority is
because Scripture is nothing less than God’s Word
written, the product of God’s sovereign action in
and through human authors, so that what they
write is precisely what God wanted written and
thus fully authoritative and inerrant in all that it
affirms. Rather, specifically in the postliberal and
even postconservative camp within TIS, Scrip-
ture is received as authoritative because it is the
church’s book but this does not entail its reliability
and theological accuracy in all matters. But if this
is the case, then within TIS there is still a great
divide over the most fundamental question: What
is the nature of Scripture and why? It is on this
question that evangelicals must not fudge. Scrip-
ture in all of its divine authority and reliability
must be affirmed; indeed, it must be lived out in
every aspect of life.

It is my prayer that the articles in this issue of
SBJT will not only introduce TIS but also wrestle
with other aspects of a proper theological interpre-
tation of Scripture for our good, the health of the
church, and the glory of our Triune God in the face
of our Lord Jesus Christ.




Theological Interpretation
of Scripture and Evangelical
Systematic Theology:

Iron Sharpening Iron?

Daniel . Treier and Uche Anizor

DESPITE THE HUBBUB in academic circles
about theological interpretation of Scripture

(TIS), discerning a succinct definition remains
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somewhat difficult, and implica-
tions for evangelical church life
may not be readily apparent. The
first goal of this essay is therefore
to clarify how TIS as a general
perspective seeks to help theol-
ogy be more biblical, and biblical
studies more theological. Secondly
and more specifically, we can then
address the usefulness of TIS
for evangelical systematic theol-
ogy (ST) in seeking to serve the
church(es). Beginning descrip-
tively is appropriate since one of the
present authors has already worked
to map the relevant terrain.! More-
over, since ST is arguably the most

theologically integrative disciplinary nexus for
both the evangelical academy and church, it serves
as a fitting point at which to provide general ori-
entation to TIS. Focused on what we should say
about God, God’s works and God’s will today, ST
elicits special reflection on the end results desired
by evangelical practitioners of TIS. After all, as
evangelical systematic theologians, both of the
present authors interact with all other theological
disciplines in order to bear coherent, contempo-
rary witness regarding divine self-revelation in
Scripture.

Accordingly, the first section of this essay
provides an overview, before the second section
probes the value of TIS under the rubric of “iron
sharpening iron,” examining various relation-
ships of concern to evangelical ST. The suggestion
here will be that TIS might strengthen the bonds
of intellectual friendship between these various
spheres—by encouraging their participants to
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offer each other constructively critical, yet loving
and supportive, dialogue.

(RE)INTRODUCING THEOLOGICAL
INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE
Because of the confusion noted above, we open
our story of TIS by offering a summary definition.
The theological interpretation of Scripture is the
reading of biblical texts that consciously seeks to do
justice to their nature as the Word of God, embracing
the influence of theology on the interpreter’s enquiry,
context, and methods, not just results.* An expansion
of that definition follows as this section tells the
story of the recent recovery of TIS, thus detailing
the principal aims and internal tensions of this
“movement,”® which finds initial unity in raising
questions about so-called historical criticism.

RESPONDING TO HISTORICAL CRITICISM

Under the influence of the Enlightenment and
the founding of the modern university, biblical
interpretation became newly “critical.” For inter-
pretation of the Bible to result in real knowledge,
it had to be wissenschaftlich, that is, scientific—
focusing on the historical cause-and-effect rela-
tionships behind human events and actions to
the exclusion of the indiscernible divine mystery.
This meant that proper biblical interpretation was
“objective”—focused on the times and places of
the texts’ production as well as their historical
references, without involving the scholar’s per-
sonal commitments or perspectives. Yet, in the
end, such “objectivity” excluded interpreting the
Bible as Scripture, as unified divine self-revelation.
Craig Bartholomew describes the disastrous state
of affairs well when he writes that

biblical criticism has been philosophically in
the extraordinary position of refusing to allow
theological/Christian influence on its enterprise
while making room for traditions and ideologies
often antithetical to Christian belief. The results
are then to be understood as truth falling where

it may and theologians being compelled to work

with this data for their theological constructions.*

This was largely the state of affairs in biblical and
theological studies as academic guilds during
most of the twentieth century.

Karl Barth: Theological Criticism?

Karl Barth (1886-1968) served as a pioneer for
theological criticism of the hegemony of this “his-
torical-critical” tradition. During his break from
liberalism, he rediscovered the Bible. In 1917 his
lecture entitled “Die neue Welt in der Bibel” (The
New World in the Bible)® challenged the prevailing
paradigm of biblical interpretation by asserting
that the Bible confronts us (not vice versa), provid-
ing what we seek yet do not deserve: grace.® There
are only two responses to the Bible: belief and
unbelief. Attempts to read merely historically (or
morally or religiously) are sinful pursuits of a third
way, to escape the situation in which readers are
placed by Scripture.” With the publication of his
Romans commentary (Der Rémerbrief), famously
labeled a “bombshell dropped on the playground
of the theologians,” Barth built on the aforemen-
tioned lecture, while clarifying his basic commit-
ments vis-a-vis biblical interpretation. First, Barth
focused on the subject matter of the text—the
being of the eternal God—as having hermeneuti-
cal control.® Second, he held that we must partici-
pate in the meaning of Scripture by responding to
divine gift.” Third, one must read the Bible with
love and attention unlike mere historical critics."
And, fourth, he insisted “upon a reading of the
Bible that is more in accordance with ‘the meaning
of the Bible itself.”"! In the end, though Barth did
not entirely jettison historical criticism, he viewed
it as servant, not master—preparatory, but not
comprehensive, for interpretation.'

Although Barth is not the sole model, he
inspired many who are eager to recover theo-
logical exegesis for the church and academy. For
modern biblical criticism, historical distance is
thoroughly problematic, to be overcome, while
at the same time critical distance must be main-




tained for the sake of objectivity. For Barth and
others who would follow after him, true objec-
tivity comes via God’s sovereign gift of freedom
received in the church.”

“Mainline” Protestants, Evangelicals, and
Roman Catholics: Together?

Meanwhile, the battles between evangelicals
and “liberals” in the early twentieth century cul-
minated in the relative exclusion of the former
from the academy and, thus, from critical biblical
scholarship."* Since TIS is initially a movement
largely within the academy, to a degree its initial
relevance concerns “mainline” Protestants more
than evangelicals. Its fortunes parallel those of
so-called postliberalism, a reaction against liberal
neglect of Scripture and tradition, along with a
recovery of Christian distinctiveness, which is
frequently associated with Yale." Hence some
mainline scholars and institutions that have been
pervasively affected by historical-critical assump-
tions and practices are now at the center of discus-
sions about reclaiming the Bible as Scripture.

The relationship of evangelicals to TIS is more
complicated. Evangelicals have traditionally prac-
ticed certain aspects of theological exegesis, such
as interpreting Scripture by Scripture, reading
the Bible canonically, and using typology or even
forms of “spiritual” interpretation—all this in
the face of modernity. At the same time, how-
ever, the rise of evangelical biblical scholarship
has coincided with increasing evangelical accep-
tance of certain presuppositions of historical criti-
cism. Evangelical scholars, for example, almost
unanimously embraced the distinction between a
text’s “meaning” as single and determinate and its
“significance” or “application” as plural and con-
text-specific.' Hence the popular wisdom of evan-
gelical biblical hermeneutics accepted that, before
arriving at the text’s application to a current situa-
tion, critical distance must be established in order
to achieve the objectivity necessary for discerning
the text’s meaning. Likewise, with the passing of
time many Roman Catholics have embraced, and

now ardently defend, certain assumptions and
practices that some mainline Protestants have
begun to shed. In response, other Catholics and
some evangelicals view forms of TIS as both true
to their respective heritages and a potential source
of renewal in dealing with contemporary trends.
Evangelical reviews of TIS literature will there-
fore continue to be mixed, and given its complex
origins that is understandable. Yet evangelicalism
has resources for making a serious contribution
to TIS, as well as reasons for learning from the
conversation. If nothing else, we may applaud the
desire among less conservative scholars to recover
the Bible as Scripture for the church.

The “Postmodern” Impetus: Theology and
Community?

In addition to Barth-inspired post-liberalism
and evangelical/Catholic scholarly renewal, a third
impetus for TIS involves modest appropriation of
certain themes labeled “postmodern.” Three recur-
ring ideas highlight this influence, and partially
fund the postliberal riffs on Barth’s motifs. First,
there is suspicion regarding the actual “objectiv-
ity” of modern critical methods and assumptions.
In this light, some seek to rehabilitate pre-critical
approaches to interpretation. Second, and related,
postmodern critics highlight the impossibility of
neutrality in any inquiry. Every investigation must
begin with the acknowledgment that presupposi-
tions are operative. Regarding biblical interpreta-
tion, perhaps, rather than simply obscuring the
text, Christian doctrine can also help readers to
see what is truly present by overcoming tragic ele-
ments of historical distance. Thus, third, because
an interpreter’s perspective is limited, reading
Scripture must occur within the church, the com-
munity called by God to embody the teaching of
the sacred writings over time. These three con-
cerns—critical vs. pre-critical approaches, the
presuppositions of Christian doctrine, and the
place of the church—occupy us more specifically
in the next three subsections.




RECOVERING PRECRITICAL EXEGESIS

Over the past two decades there has been
increasing interest in the ancient church. Of par-
ticular interest is how the classic fathers inter-
preted the Bible. Whole commentary series are
now explicitly or implicitly devoted to their
interpretative practices, presupposing that this
doctrinal tradition can reliably ground and guide
contemporary exegesis.'” For some, recovering
theological interpretation demands that we imi-
tate pre-critical Christian exegetes in spiritual
reading of Scripture. David Steinmetz presents the
case poignantly:

How was a French parish priestin 1150 to under-
stand Psalm 137, which bemoans captivity in
Babylon, makes rude remarks about Edomites,
expresses an ineradicable longing for a glimpse of
Jerusalem, and pronounces a blessing on anyone
who avenges the destruction of the temple by
dashing Babylonian children against arock? The
priest lives in Concale, not Babylon, has no per-
sonal quarrel with Edomites, cherishes no ambi-
tions to visit Jerusalem (though he might fancy
a holiday in Paris), and is expressly forbidden by
Jesus to avenge himself on his enemies. Unless
Psalm 137 has more than one possible meaning, it
cannot be used as a prayer by the church and must
be rejected as a lament belonging exclusively to

the piety of ancient Israel.'

Steinmetz advocates an approach that accords
with the nature of the text. Because of divine
authorship, the “meaning” of Holy Scripture is
not exhausted by the literal or historical sense.
Instead, a passage may have multiple “meanings”
that come to the surface in light of other interpre-
tative factors, such as (1) whether or not a read-
ing involves Christian piety, (2) how it relates
theologically to Christ and his church, and (3)
how it informs Christian practice. In Steinmetz’s
example, then, the question is how Christians can
read and pray Psalm 137 in a way that encourages
love for God and humanity. He claims that the

modern theory of a single, determinate mean-
ing simply cannot handle these issues well, often
providing only “spiritually barren” interpretations
in comparison with the classic fourfold sense of
Scripture.” Although one does not need to go as
far as Steinmetz or others in the wholesale appro-
priation of ancient modes of interpretation, our
pre-critical forebears offer the challenge of reinte-
grating Scripture reading with piety—orienting
the Bible to Christ and enriching our theology via
participation in the realities of which Scripture
speaks.”

READING WITH DOCTRINAL RULES

Recovering pre-critical exegesis further
involves acknowledgment of the positive role
Christian doctrine might play in the interpre-
tation of Scripture. A particular version of this
theme is the recovery of the Rule of Faith (Regula
Fidei) as a guide toward properly Christian read-
ings, guarding against those that are not.

In the writings of Irenaeus, Tertullian, and
other ante-Nicene fathers, the Rule of Faith refers
to “the sum content of the apostolic teaching,”
formulated as a “confession of faith for public use
in worship, in particular for use in baptism.”*'
Although the Rule was not fixed in one written
form, its basic content can be discerned in the
Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds. In countering here-
tics who used Scripture to pit the OT God of Israel
against the NT God revealed in Jesus Christ, for
example, Irenaeus posited that the proper reading
of Scripture requires a key like a mosaic (or, today,
a puzzle) would. This key—the Rule of Faith—
enables one to arrange and assess the various
pieces of Scripture properly, to obtain an accurate
sketch of the gospel narrative and its ontologi-
cal implications.?? Such a Rule also invites cre-
ative interpretation, within its limits. In a widely
cited essay, David Yeago illustrates that Christian
dogma can indeed illuminate Scripture and lead
to proper exegetical judgments.>® Against those
who argue that dogma distorts biblical Christol-
ogy, Yeago establishes that in Phil 2:6-11 Nicaea’s




homoousion best accords with what Paul is doing
in the text. Early Christians worshiped Jesus and
included him within the identity of the one true
God of Israel identified in Isa 45:21-24. Therefore
the very judgments made by Paul and the early
Christian community regarding Jesus are made
by the Nicene theologians in different conceptual
terms addressing challenges of their day. These
were challenges the church would inevitably face,
and the language of homoousion, or indeed much
post-biblical theological reflection, alerts us to
what is already in the biblical text.

What should follow from discussion of the her-
meneutical role of the Rule of Faith is the broader
question of how doctrine generally serves biblical
interpretation. To a degree, theological concerns
are ingredient in any approach to the Bible. If, in
fact, it is impossible to read the Bible “objectively”
in a purist sense, then by God’s design it may also
be undesirable in certain ways to try.>* Doctrine
does not preclude careful, critical scholarship or
require naively foisting predetermined ideas onto
the biblical texts. At issue are the questions we ask,
not simply the answers we ensure, for Protestants
committed to sola Scriptura anyway. Doctrinal
questions may turn out to be anachronistic, but
critical scholars cannot legitimately rule them
out a priori in favor of their own subtle presup-
positional frameworks, and on many occasions
such questions lead to answers in the text that we
would otherwise miss. The pragmatically neces-
sary division of labor between biblical studies
and theology must not ossify into a fundamental
separation of the two. In earlier eras theologians
freely exegeted Scripture as an integral part of
their dogmatic enterprise. But then “biblical schol-
ars” and “theologians” as such did not exist. Yet
a theologian making exegetical claims in today’s
academic climate frequently incurs the ridicule or
even ire of biblical scholars. Against this reality,
doctrine challenges readers of Scripture to rec-
ognize their assumptions and revise them in light
of the church’s efforts to understand the Bible as
a whole. Moreover, recovering doctrine’s ruling

function could push theologians toward return
engagements with scriptural texts themselves,
thus addressing a legitimate concern of biblical
scholars regarding the neglect of Scripture by
theologians.

READING TOGETHER WITH THE SPIRIT

A concomitant facet of the recovery of theologi-
cal exegesis is increased interest in Christian com-
munity. With the modern growth of opportunities
for lay Scripture reading comes a potential pitfall,
that biblical interpretation might become ever
more individualistic and idiosyncratic. Medieval
exegesis, at worst, sometimes displayed these char-
acteristics even without proliferation of Bibles and
democratization of Bible reading. However, if we
are to recover theological interpretation, it is nec-
essary to form an understanding of how the Holy
Spiritleads members of the Christian community
to be believer-priests. Part of that understanding
must involve catechesis, as the Rule of Faith sug-
gests and as the Protestant Reformers clearly held.
Another part of that understanding involves com-
munal reading practices and formation of virtues.

Virtue Catalysts

George Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine,
though controversial, brought community to the
fore in how the church understands Christian
doctrine.”® The book contrasts three basic under-
standings of doctrine: (1) “cognitive-proposi-
tional” (doctrine as truth claims about reality);
(2) “experiential-expressivist” (doctrine as expres-
sion of religious experience); and (3) “cultural-
linguistic” (Lindbeck’s proposal). Borrowing
from Wittgenstein’s concept of “language games,”
Lindbeck proposes that the Christian religion is
like a culture with its own particular symbols and
signs. Doctrine provides “second-order” rules, like
grammar, for speaking within and inhabiting the
faith of the church as a culture. Lindbeck proffers
an “intratextual” approach to theology, in which
Scripture’s language and narrative world provide
the categories through which the church inter-




prets its own experience as well as the surrounding
culture(s).?

The strength of such a proposal, usually seen as
seminal and representative for “postliberalism,”
is its emphasis on the church as a culture with its
own distinctive language system. Another impor-
tant figure with communal concerns is Stanley
Hauerwas, who stresses that the story shaping the
church’s self-understanding should also shape the
character of its members.”” He argues that devel-
opment of virtue determines our faithfulness in
reading Scripture which, in turn, shapes the way
we imitate Jesus. These themes have more direct
importance for TIS through the work of Stephen
Fowl.

The Church as an Interpretative Community:
Stephen Fowl

Arguably the most influential contempo-
rary thinker regarding community and biblical
interpretation, Fowl argues that interpretation
“needs to involve a complex interaction in which
Christian convictions, practices, and concerns
are brought to bear on scriptural interpretation
in ways that both shape that interpretation and
are shaped by it. Moreover, Christians need to
manifest a certain form of common life if this
interaction is to serve faithful life and worship.”®
Fowl presents three ways to understand biblical
interpretation and notions of meaning—determi-
nate, antideterminate, and underdetermined. He
characterizes the first approach, most characteris-
tic of conservative interpreters, as follows:

(1) Determinate interpretation aims to “render
biblical interpretation redundant.”

(2) “Determinate interpretation views the bibli-
cal text as a problem to be mastered.”

(3) “Determinate interpretation sees the bibli-
cal text as a relatively stable element in which as
author inserts, hides, or dissolves (choose your
metaphor) meaning.”

(4) Determinate interpretation assumes “that

matters of doctrine and practice are straightfor-

wardly determined by biblical interpretation and
never the other way around.”

(5) Determinate interpreters “trump others” by
demonstrating that “opponents have allowed
theological concerns, prejudices, or preferences
to determine their interpretation, rather than
rigorously mining the text for its meaning and
then letting that meaning shape their theology.”
(6) Determinate interpretation goes hand-in-
hand with “method” and this tends to place the
Bible in the care of specialists, while taking it out
of the hands of laypeople.

(7) Finally, determinate interpretation always
ends in “question-begging” to support its theory

of meaning.”

Fowl argues that since there is no “general, com-
prehensive theory of textual meaning that is nei-
ther arbitrary nor question-begging,” one cannot
justify privileging authorial intention or any other
construct as fully constitutive of meaning. Since
the term “meaning” can be used in so many ways,
there is no point in wrangling about which theory
trumps all others.** In Fowl’s “underdetermined”
approach, instead of concerning ourselves with
“meaning,” we acknowledge and pursue various
interpretative aims and practices. If one is inter-
ested, for example, in the author’s communicative
intention, that is acceptable as long as this one
interpretative interest is not heralded as the only
valid theological option.*! Christians are to bring
the moral, doctrinal, political, ecclesial, and social
concerns of their everyday lives to the biblical text,
to shape and be shaped by biblical interpretation.**
Within a community that engages in particular
Christian practices (or “means of grace”), believers
develop the virtue of phronésis (practical reason),
enabling them to bring appropriate interests to
Scripture and make wise judgments about how
Scripture speaks to their circumstances—ulti-
mately for the sake of developing the virtue of
charity. Therefore, Fowl is not advocating inter-
pretative anarchy, in which one can do with the
biblical text whatever one wishes. Instead, he




believes, if Christian communities are serious
about fostering virtues, “violent” interpretations
of Scripture will become less likely.**

In various ways Lindbeck, Hauerwas, and Fowl
reflect the “postmodern” motifs mentioned ear-
lier. Without accepting Fowl’s characterization
of determinate interpretation or his proposal for
underdetermined interpretation, we can acknowl-
edge his insight that often the academy is a more
formative context regarding how some Christians
read the Bible than is the church. Accordingly,
we can learn from this focus on the church as a
community of character formation, urging the
priority of Christian aims in biblical interpretation
and fostering the virtuous practices necessary for
pursuing those aims.

RESPONDING TO ONGOING CHALLENGES

Despite Fowl’s apparent demurrals, questions
about general hermeneutics—critical reflection
on the nature of human understanding, espe-
cially regarding texts—in biblical interpreta-
tion are unavoidable, and reflect the first of some
important ongoing challenges within the TIS
discussion. The triad of author, text, and reader
inevitably appears as even the most theologically
careful account somehow encounters language
from general hermeneutics.

Many evangelicals still see Hirsch’s author-
centered approach as the most adequate account
of textual interpretation. More recently, Kevin
Vanhoozer offers an author-centered theological
hermeneutics that addresses text and reader more
fully, making selective appeal to speech-act philos-
ophy within a Trinitarian framework. His Is There
a Meaning in This Text? suggests that we can learn
from biblical interpretation about the nature of all
textual interpretation, while his subsequent work
pursues the unique aspects of biblical interpreta-
tion even more specifically and theologically.**

Yet Fowl objects to large-scale use of speech-act
philosophy, believing that this would involve sub-
mitting the church’s interpretative interests to a
general hermeneutical theory. Further, in his view

speech-act philosophy originated not as a univer-
sal theory of meaning, but rather as a way to solve
local problems of interpretation.*® John Webster
offers another thoughtful objection to sustained
interaction with general hermeneutics in biblical
interpretation, namely, the anthropological pre-
sumption of an isolated self who is able to make
independent judgments. Thus hermeneutics does
not adequately take into account the effects of sin
and the necessity of regeneration. This concern
leads Webster to stress the priority of divine action
in the reading situation.*

A second challenge, beyond general hermeneu-
tics, concerns the relationship of TIS with biblical
theology (BT), not least because the latter is often
seen as a bridge discipline between biblical studies
and ST. Among advocates of T1IS, there is consid-
erable disagreement about what this relationship
entails. These tensions exist primarily because
of competing conceptions regarding the nature
of BT, whether it is an academic discipline or a
churchly practice or somehow both.

Some scholars maintain a basically evangelical
understanding of progressive revelation, tied to
redemptive history, as the way to engage BT. This
approach engages critical claims about diversity
in the biblical canon, sometimes concluding that
such claims are legitimate regarding the diversity
of expression found within overarching scriptural
unity, while at other times defending the historical
and conceptual integrity of Scripture by demon-
strating that influential claims of critical scholar-
ship are in error. Among the potential problems
for this tradition are occasions when biblical diver-
sity seems to go farther than complementary vari-
ety, and sometimes evangelical scholars appear
to be defensive or excessively apologetic if they
assume that scriptural coherence must adhere
to modern logical standards. A related problem
might be that ST in this tradition can appear to
be nothing more than rigorously descriptive BT
“contextualized,” translated into contemporary
language. Some within this tradition therefore see
TIS largely in terms of such BT, whereas others are
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suspicious of TIS. Still, for all this complexity, the
value of this scholarly tradition for those holding
to an evangelical doctrine of Scripture cannot be
gainsaid.*®

Another approach to BT, putting hermeneutical
focus on the text more than the author, is labeled
“canonical,” associated with Brevard Childs.
Historical-critical study of textual production
remains, but is oriented toward understanding
the theology of the final textual form(s) as offering
early trajectories for understanding the material.
The final form is canonically authoritative and
gives parameters for engaging both the textual
prehistory and subsequent theological readings,
including selective use of pre-critical exegesis.
Church-centered, methodologically flexible, and
creedally orthodox, such a reading strategy has
important elements to commend it, yet it often
accepts—almost as taken for granted—critical
results that are inconsistent with most evangelical
understandings of Scripture. It is also not always
clear by what criteria we should move from the
text we now have to a theological pre-history,
unless we make certain assumptions about textual
clues, which may wind up only recognizing such
a pre-history when an editor is clumsy—and, of
course, it is tricky to discern what should count as
clumsiness in leaving clues.

Still others see a renewed BT as a complex
interdisciplinary program by which to accom-
plish the goals of TIS.** For the moment, the larger
point is that both general hermeneutics and BT
generate mixed reactions among advocates of T1IS,
and among others regarding T1IS itself. Evangeli-
cal advocates of TIS will not adopt either general
hermeneutics or stances toward BT that deny the
unity or historical integrity of Scripture. Never-
theless, T1IS literature may challenge evangelicals
to consider how these commitments regarding the
nature of Scripture generate certain tensions with
business-as-usual in the guilds of biblical studies,
given how oriented large sectors continue to be
toward modern conceptions of “history.”

In addition to general hermeneutics and BT, a

third challenge likewise highlights the situated-
ness of academic biblical studies: globalization,
both economically and religiously with the rapid
acceleration of Christianity in the global South,
has not been addressed very much in TIS litera-
ture. But if TIS is to serve the church, then its her-
meneutical reflection will need to catch up with
what God seems to be doing in the world. In the
second major section of this essay, we now suggest
some ways in which TIS might contribute to ST
serving that divine mission. As our introduction
proposed, TIS can enhance Christian intellec-
tual friendship by fostering forms of construc-
tively critical, yet loving and supportive, dialogue.
Such dialogue, between Western evangelicals and
various others among whom God is at work, may
increase the church’s theological faithfulness.

IRON SHARPENING IRON?

Of course, not just any dialogue will do, if
scriptural faithfulness is our aim. Apparently the
central challenge facing evangelical ST today con-
cerns simultaneous needs for greater creativity
and greater fidelity to core tradition—which may
simply mean that we need greater clarity about
what our core tradition is, now that evangelical ST
is following the lead of evangelical biblical schol-
arship into broader academic engagement in vari-
ous forms. With such scholarly enterprises come
opportunities and obstacles for faithfulness. Those
with whom we come into contact may be shaped
by the new interaction, but they will also shape us
in return. The importance of academic life stems
in part from making obvious—and, Lord willing,
subject to rational scrutiny and biblical wisdom—
certain differences and processes of change that
are at stake all the time.

Proverbs 27:17 can help to guide our response
to this challenge: “Iron sharpens iron, and one
man sharpens another.” The goal of such friend-
ship, the metaphor suggests, is to retain legitimate
differences while reforming each other through
constructively critical, charitable interaction. Our
suggestion in this essay is that TIS can guide evan-
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gelical ST to grapple with issues of creativity and
tradition through an iron-sharpening-iron process
in four spheres of relationship. The first two rela-
tions concern the nature of “evangelical”; the last
two concern the nature of “systematic theology.”

EVANGELICALS AND NON-EVANGELICALS

First, it was apparent above that much T1IS lit-
erature arises from mainline Protestant circles,
while other contributors are Roman Catholic.
This reflects the reality of Christian participation
in ST as an academic discipline, a reality with
which evangelicals in other disciplines—bibli-
cal studies, philosophy, history, and so forth—
have already become well acquainted. Certainly
it would be unhelpful if intellectual friendship
across these theological boundaries simply drove
another wedge between various evangelicals in
the post-Christian West or further fragmented
the already-weakening integrity of our theological
traditions. Yet, if on the other hand we gain more
accurate understanding of other traditions along
with deepened appreciation for the scriptural con-
tours of our own, then such academic encounters
with churchly others are a precious gift.

Furthermore, the academy presses upon us
issues we would prefer to avoid, but need to feel
more poignantly and engage more directly. For
instance, evangelicals have undertaken relatively
little scholarly work on religious pluralism in gen-
eral or Judaism in particular. The Scriptural Rea-
soning project,** with which a few who speak of
TIS are engaged, highlights the significance of
such issues, as do the questions regarding Chris-
tian interpretation of the Old Testament and the
Rule of Faith that have dominated large segments
of TIS discussion.

EVANGELICALS IN THE WEST AND
CHRISTIANS IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Second, as previously noted, evangelical ST
must address the ascendancy of Christianity in
the global South—or, perhaps better, the recent
Western recognition of this phenomenon that had

already been transpiring. In one respect T1S litera-
ture contributes little direct help regarding these
questions. However, the TIS preoccupation with
canon, creed, and culture offers important lenses
through which to assess what is happening in the
global South and how God calls upon Western
churches to respond.

For instance, canon and creed highlight the
importance of catechesis. Christian believers,
whether in America or elsewhere, need basic
training regarding how biblical texts should be
read within Scripture’s overall story-line, and how
that story-line is summed up in the Trinitarian
economy of salvation to which the Rule of Faith
points. Evangelical traditions vary regarding how
they do or do not formally appeal to creeds, but to
the degree that they are truly “evangelical,” they
embrace the gospel of the Triune God that the
church discerned from Scripture. Nevertheless, as
the rise and recurrence of ancient heresies demon-
strate, Bible reading without such catechesis may
endlessly proliferate unhealthy aberrations.

Meanwhile, attention to culture can restrain
Western temptations to confuse catechesis
with theological colonization. It is all too easy
to maintain a stranglehold on the machinery of
“contextualization,” in the name of theological
integrity insisting that non-Western Christians
must become exactly like we are. TIS literature
can encourage us to develop and exercise charity
in the reading of Scripture so that we foster the
healthy growth of the body of Christ rather than
the replication of the same body parts in a way that
treats ourselves like the church’s head.

CHURCH AND ACADEMY

Third, turning from the nature of the adjec-
tive “evangelical” toward focusing on the noun
“systematic theology,” we suggest that TIS can
assist both the church and the academy in improv-
ing their often tense relationship. Whether or not
most church members or even pastors will engage
the theoretical apparatus of TIS literature, such a
hermeneutical framework can support churchly
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concerns. If TIS were to foster more explicitly
scriptural discourse in contemporary ST, then
that discipline would be more accessible to lay
Christians who frequently feel alienated from
discussions that lack scriptural vocabulary. TIS
is concerned to prevent the creation of a “Prot-
estant papacy,” resisting the ways in which the
guilds of biblical scholars might operate magiste-
rially rather than ministerially. Focusing on how
the Holy Spirit works in Christian communities
through practices that shape virtuous readers of
Scripture, TIS provides an emphasis on lay and
pastoral reading of the Bible along with a frame-
work to guide such reading appropriately, via the
biblical and creedal catechesis just mentioned.

Yet TIS is concerned for the church without
being naively submissive to whatever “the church”
wants or cavalierly dismissive of what the academy
contributes. Scholars may not be the only con-
temporary form in which God sends “prophets”
to confront his people, but they do serve as one
potential corrective. Just as ancient heresies stimu-
lated the church to pursue the necessary work of
doctrinal development, so today non-evangelical
scholarship provokes valuable Christian study in
response. Moreover, evangelical scholars faith-
fully serve their churches, even despite lack of
consistent ecclesial support; these scholars are
necessary not only as resources to provide what
the church asks for, but also as reformers who
sometimes proffer what the church truly needs.
In this respect TIS contributes a hermeneutical
language with which to develop and defend what
evangelical biblical scholars and theologians are
already doing. This TIS language can call upon
such thinkers to “excel still more,” while encour-
aging the church to listen to its scholars because
their orienting voice is to be grounded in Scripture
itself.

BIBLICAL STUDIES AND THEOLOGY

This brings us to a fourth, and very central, rela-
tionship in which TIS ought to foster iron sharp-
ening iron: dialogue between biblical scholars and

theologians. Earlier generations of evangelical
scholarship tended to reflect an almost pre-mod-
ernreality in which the boundaries between these
fields were very fuzzy. Relatively few evangelical
professors had the title “theologian,” while many
biblical scholars taught courses in Christian doc-
trine. Moreover, evangelical ST heavily invested
not only in scriptural citation but even in exegeti-
cal argument.

The scholarly integrity of modern evangelical
biblical scholars, beginning around the 1960s or
so, and theologians more recently, required the
development of specialist expertise and distinc-
tive forms of discourse. Furthermore, evangelical
ST of former generations frequently lapsed into
“proof-texting” of an indefensible sort, in which
passages or even minor details of passages were
yanked out of context in support of theological
positions possibly preferred on other grounds.*
Evangelical biblical scholars are right to be wary of
such misuse of Scripture, while evangelical theolo-
gians are right to worry that many other elements
of theological construction—such as historical or
philosophical theology—were neglected or pur-
sued poorly in such a context.

However, at the same time, accompanying
increased disciplinary specialization is potential
tragedy. At worst, we replace proof-texting ST
with new mutual recriminations between biblical
scholars and theologians, rather than collaborative
expertise. At best, by contrast, TIS offers academic
justification and encouragement for offering our
respective gifts to each other and thereby to the
church(es) via the writings we produce and the
students we teach. After all, pre-critical “theologi-
cal exegetes” sought rightly to prove doctrine from
Scripture, and did not necessarily cite biblical
texts in the ways that modern people have come
to expect when they hear of evil proof-texting.
Instead of decontextualized citation, the better
instincts of classic exegetical theologians brought
forth canonically contextualized doctrinal con-
nections. On this basis we pick up and draw
together certain hints already dropped about the
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contemporary needs of post-critical evangelical
ST.

First, evangelical ST needs to continue follow-
ing the trajectory of evangelical biblical studies
into robust academic engagement, producing first-
rate scholarly articles and monographs. This can
be done faithfully in a range of ways, but TIS offers
apossible specialty that can keep some evangelical
theologians attentive to Scripture in their pub-
lished scholarship. As a vocational framework
T1IS can also creatively orient evangelical theolo-
gians to Scripture in the rest of their intellectual
judgments.

Second, evangelical ST needs to engage non-
evangelical theologians and others more accu-
rately and generously, non-Western Christians
more intentionally and equally, and churchly con-
cerns more focally yet critically. We have detailed
earlier the resources TIS might provide for achiev-
ing these ends.

Similarly, third, evangelical ST needs to engage
Scripture both more and less—more in terms of
truly grounding its conclusions and generating
fresh thought, yet less in terms of unhealthy proof-
texting. It is tempting to say that evangelical the-
ology would be more scriptural if it cited biblical
texts less. Yet that is only partly true; evangelical
theologians also need to invest the embarrassment
of riches provided by recent generations of biblical
scholarship. This must be done while retaining the
critical distance to develop and preserve the integ-
rity and norms of their own discipline—a point at
which T1IS can be useful.

Fourth, therefore, in reflecting on those disci-
plinary norms, it appears that evangelical theology
needs to become more holistically biblical. One
simple example concerns the relative dominance
of Pauline categories and concerns in the concep-
tual structures of most evangelical theologies. To
varying degrees the Catholic epistles, the Gos-
pels, and the Old Testament are neglected because
many of their literary forms do not translate as
easily into conceptual structures familiar to West-
ern theological discourse.” TIS has no corner on

literary methods, but it certainly is one arena in
which their broader approaches to exegesis gener-
ate interest and have potential to flourish.

CONCLUSION: CREATIVITY AND
CORE TRADITION

This reflection on the biblical aspects of ST sug-
gests that evangelicalism needs both greater cre-
ativity and greater clarity about core tradition. On
the one hand, to integrate a wider range of biblical
material and conceptual/literary models, along
with the theoretical needs in the academy and the
practical needs of the church in the world, requires
the synthetic faculty of imagination.” On the
other hand, as evangelical traditions—especially
the non-Reformed—increase their scholarly pres-
ence and historical awareness, already-complex
evangelical identity becomes even more contested.
While the primary concern should not be labeling,
the practical reality at stake in “evangelicalism” is
biblical faithfulness and thereby a healthy form of
Protestant ecumenism. TIS offers resources for
enhancing creativity without costing particular
traditions their integrity or evangelical theology
its integrity as a discourse rooted in biblical lan-
guage. In other words, we need to get beyond
unhealthy proof-texting without getting beyond
the commitment to prove theological claims vis-
a-vis the Bible; we need scripturally-formed imagi-
nation. TIS can alert evangelical ST to the latent
power of its own resources: it need no longer be
merely a passive recipient of material from biblical
studies, but neither should it ignore the theologi-
cal potential of such scholarship; it need no longer
justify its existence with respect to history, phi-
losophy, and the like, but instead it should learn
how to develop creatively through opportunistic
interaction with the problems of such external
disciplines. It is sad but true that Karl Barth may
model this more distinctively in his engagement
with modernity than many evangelicals do; it
would be better moving forward if, rather than
being either unduly fascinated by Barthianism as
such or obsessed with its pitfalls, evangelical theo-
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logians would learn the broader lesson about how
to engage theological culture with biblical creativ-
ity—or, what may amount to the same, engaging
contemporary culture with theological creativity.

Evangelical theologians serve the church by
being theologians and not something else. It is
difficult to cultivate and achieve historical respon-
sibility without being historians, philosophical
responsibility without becoming philosophers,
pastoral responsibility without remaining full-
time pastors—and scriptural responsibility with-
out focusing narrowly on either critical exegesis
or contemporary praxis. Or so it initially appears.
But this is precisely the mandate of the evangeli-
cal theologian and, when it comes to scriptural
responsibility in particular, of the pastor and even
the lay Christian. TIS arises not to reject the gifts
of biblical scholarship, but to receive them within
the body of Christ wherein everyone must faith-
fully contribute their distinctive gifts.

Iron sharpening iron recognizes an element of
identity between both sides in each of the afore-
mentioned relationships, as in the friendships
built on the common humanity addressed by the
proverb. But we must maintain the integrity of
differences as well—otherwise we lose the sharp-
ening. To put this in New Testament terms, we are
concerned about speaking the truth in love (Eph
4:15). TIS can help evangelical ST to develop its
own mature voice, in order to fulfill its coordinat-
ing intellectual function in the body of Christ
(Eph 4:13, 16), so that we may speak truthfully
of God today. This voice should be charitable, not
shrill, when interacting with various others. Still,
if we are to grow to maturity without being tossed
to and fro by waves of alternative doctrine (Eph
4:14), then that voice must creatively speak God’s
Word rather than simply mouthing the latest opin-
ions. Thus we need theological interpretation of
Scripture.
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Near the end of J. R. R. Tolk-
ien’s The Fellowship of the Ring, the
first volume of his magisterial tril-
ogy, The Lord of the Rings, there is
a poignant scene. As the motley
group of human and non-human
characters are about to leave on
their fateful mission to save Middle
Earth, the elven queen, Galadriel,
appears and gives each member a

parting gift. None is aware of the
horrific dangers ahead. The protagonist, Frodo,
who is carrying the burden of the Ring, is given
the final gift suited to his particular task. The beau-
tiful queen presents to him an extremely valuable

jar of crystal containing the Light of Eidrendil.
Unknown to Frodo himself, this light is directly
descended from the light of Iluvatar, the name of
God given by Tolkien in the foundational creation
story of his entire mythology, the Ainulindale
that opens his Silmarillion. “May it be to you a
light in dark places,” Galadriel remarks, “when all
other lights go out.”” It is this precious gift, one
directly (and indirectly) given by God, that will
help Frodo navigate his way among the dangers
that lurk ahead in the darkest of nights on his
momentous mission.

A scene from the real world of 622 B.C. is
equally significant in its context. A king of Judah
is given a valuable gift during a period when his
nation is walking in moral and spiritual darkness,
whistling cavalierly, oblivious to the dangers of the
times (2 Kings 22). This gift has been recovered
from the rubble while repairs are taking place in
the Temple of Jerusalem. It is a holy book which
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has long been lost, and this fact alone is probably
the reason for the darkness. It is brought to the
king and his courtiers and when read and inter-
preted, they rip their clothes in desperation—they
see themselves and their dire situation for the first
time. It is as if this book shines a light in a very
dark place, and immediate measures are taken to
use this light to produce changes in themselves
and their nation. Indeed, as the historical narrative
unfolds, this light saves the nation as long as it uses
it to see by. The just king, Josiah, is remembered
with an epitaph written by the Lord himself: “He
looked after the cause of the poor and needy. Was
this not to know me?” (Jer 22:16). His life was
mastered by Scripture.

A generation later, a very different picture
emerges. The king is dead and one of his sons,
Jehoiakim, is on the throne. The ways of his father’s
reforms have been abandoned and the nation is
in darkness again, oblivious to a steep precipice
of judgment nearby. Like a generation earlier, a
book has been “discovered” and it is brought to
the new ruler and his intimate circle, as he warms
himself by a fire in his “winter” palace (Jeremiah
36). As the scroll is unraveled and its words read
by a scribe to the king, the king does not rip his
clothes—he rips up the book instead and tosses its
leaves into the fire. The light on the nation’s plight
flickers momentarily every time the words are
read, but the king extinguishes it before anything
can be seen distinctly. Unfortunately, judgment is
not averted this time. The nation plunges over the
precipice. The king is decidedly not like his father,
but more like his brother who wanted to live like
a celebrity and not a servant (Jer 22:15). His life
sought to master Scripture.

These three stories, one fictional, and the other
two drawn from the very center of the Hebrew
Bible, are noteworthy in helping clarify what is at
stake in theological interpretation of the Old Tes-
tament. The fictional story indicates the important
role that divine light will play in accomplishing the
mission to save Middle Earth. The other stories
indicate the critical role that “divine light” from

the Torah and Prophets plays at the core of the
Hebrew canon, and by extension the rest of the
Scriptures and the real world.

The Hebrew Bible can be divided into approxi-
mately two halves of 150,000 words each.? The
first half comprises what has been called the Pri-
mary History, a history extending from creation
(Genesis 1) to exile (2 Kings 25). The second half
consists of prophetic texts beginning with Jer-
emiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah and the Twelve, followed by
the Writings which in many manuscript traditions
end with Chronicles.* Consequently, the last book
of the first halfis 2 Kings which contains the story
of the king who ripped his garment in response
to the discovery of the divine scroll, and the first
book of the second halfis Jeremiah, which has the
account of the king’s son who ripped up the divine
scroll and threw it into the fire. Both kings saw the
divine word as powerful, but one wished to submit
to its power and the other wished to manipulate
its power, thus becoming a party to perhaps the
first book burning in history.® It may be instruc-
tive that such responses to books which became
an integral part of Holy Scripture are found at the
mid-point of the Hebrew Bible, for they provide
both a positive and negative way to respond to the
Scripture. Josiah, although a king, was a servant to
an ultimate Authority. In contrast, his son wished
to submit to no higher authority than himself. The
text can master us, or we can master the text.® The
text is there to help us “see where [we are] going,”
to “throw a beam of light on [our] dark path” (Ps
119:10S, The Message). Or we can choose to remain
in darkness.

RECOVERING THE NARRATIVE OF
SCRIPTURE

Inrecent years there has been a growing aware-
ness of a theological and spiritual crisis in Western
Culture not unlike that in ancient Judah.” The
Bible has been lost as far as its essential message is
concerned, or if it has been found, it has been cut
up into a thousand pieces and thrown into the fire.
An attempt at recovery has been called “theologi-
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calinterpretation,” and it has arisen because there
has been the growing conviction among many
Christian scholars and lay people alike that there
is a famine for the Word of God throughout the
land not unlike the time predicted in Amos’s day
(Amos 8:11-14). In many churches, the Scripture
has been Left Behind for Your Best Life Now among
the many Purpose Driven books and popular Self-
Help manuals. If by chance its words are read, they
are often placed in the context of how to become a
better person, or how to have a better marriage, or
how to improve one’s potential, or how to live one’s
dream, or how to understand the Bible as a cipher
for future events. Frequently bits and pieces of
the text are read and one never gets a sense of the
entire picture so that the scripture is reduced to a
daily series of “devotionals,” or a book of quaint
quotations, a source for private inspiration or pub-
lic motivation.

A recent news story told how Bible verses were
engraved on the gun sights of rifles by an arms
manufacturer to be used in Iraq and Afghanistan.
This prompted one wit to ask the question, “Who
would Jesus shoot?”® The church has become so
imbedded into the culture that it has dificulty
even understanding the Bible.” On the other hand,
in the more liberal wing of Christianity, the Bible
suffers a different fate, being cut up into a thou-
sand pieces and thrown into the fire to be reduced
to ashes by the flames of historical criticism,
deconstruction, or other ideological criticisms
whether liberationist, feminist, post-colonial or
whatever reading strategy has become the current
fad.!® In both contexts, conservative and liberal,
the Bible does not set the agenda; the church and
the culture do. The Bible is simply a means to an
end determined by the church working in lock
step with the culture."

A BEGINNING AND AN END

Theological interpretation seeks to recover the
Scripture for the church so that the Bible sets the
agenda, so that God’s voice can be truly heard,
shedding light on the surrounding darkness."

The Bible begins with, “In the Beginning God,”
and ends with, “In the End God.”*® God is the
Great Subject and without Him there is nothing
but tohit wibohii and “darkness covering the face
of the deep” (Gen 1:2a). Period. Significantly the
first word of the divine Subject is, “Let there be
light!” With God as the central Subject there will
always be light.

This stress on the comprehensive subject of the
Bible is set within a comprehensive scope—the
beginning and the end—and a comprehensive set-
ting—the heavens and the earth. Thus the Bible
is seen as the ultimate Story of cosmic existence
within which all other stories fit, whether those
stories are the story of the Sumerian Empire of
3000 B.C. or the American Empire of 2000 A.D.,
whether they are the first individual human sto-
ries on the planet or the last stories, and all the bil-
lions of individual stories in between. All cultures,
all nations, all individuals, all projects, all “isms,”
everything that there is finds its place within this
comprehensive scheme and is addressed by the
comprehensive Subject. Ultimately, everyone and
everything have to do with God. And this God is
the Creator, Judge, and Savior of the world bring-
ing his Story to its ultimate end.'* As humanity
was addressed by God in the beginning when
God breathed into its nostrils the breath of life
(Gen 2:7), as the dry bones of Judah heard the
word of Ezekiel on the Babylonian killing fields
and became a new Adam (Ezekiel 37), as Jesus
addressed his disciples after the resurrection by
breathing into them the Holy Spirit and commis-
sioning them with his Word to the nations (John
20:19-23), all of these pivotal texts indicate that
to be addressed by the living God constitutes the
core of what it means to be human. Without this
word, humanity is like the psalmist who cries,
“Lord, if you do not speak to me, I am like those
going down to the pit” (Ps 28:2). Or “like the ani-
mals that perish” (Psalm 49) that “live on bread
alone” (Deut 8:3). Each human being is made
in the image of God and is a radically referen-
tial, totally dependent creature. Every individual
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needs the divine word not only to exist but also
to flourish.”® Without it there is only t6hit wibdhi
and “darkness covering the face of the deep.”
Theological interpretation is first theological!

Theological criticism shows the importance of
the comprehensive scope of this Story. The first three
quarters of Christian Scripture—the Old Testa-
ment—tell the beginning of the Story, and narrate
the fundamental events of creation, fall, and the
beginning of God’s great reclamation project—
redemption before the ultimate restoration of the
cosmos. Without the faithful interpretation of this
all-inclusive narrative, the world will never find its
Story but will manufacture different ones, whether
they be varieties of capitalism, communism, or
expressive individualism.'® When Christians do
not hear this part of the story, their spirituality
drifts into a vapid sentimentalism, which longs for
an ahistorical escape from a material prison in the
hope of someday going to heaven.

For it is particularly the Old Testament that
describes the beginning of the Story where “God
creates the world, the world gets lost, [and] God
seeks to restore the world to the glory for which
he created it.”"” It is the Old Testament which sets
the context for this comprehensive Story from the
creation of Adam to the greater Son of Adam,"
from the beginning (ré §it) to the end (‘aHdrit)."
It sets the historical wheels in motion moving
from creation through fall to the call of Abram, to
the Exodus, through Sinai and conquest, through
the exile and return, and finally to the incarnation,
death, resurrection, and ascension of God’s Son,
which are anticipations of the end when Christ
will hand over the kingdom to the Father and God
will be all in all (1 Cor 15:28). In the light of this
comprehensive context, the ultimate purposes of
God for the cosmos are clear.

The radical significance of the Christian mes-
sage can also be seen and the place of the church
within this context. As Don Garlington has
remarked, “It is not as if Christians are now living
in the last days before God acts within history to
bring everything to an end by finally defeating

evil. Because of the significance of the Christ
event, we are now living in the first days after
the great act of God to defeat sin and death and
liberate the whole cosmos.”*® Or to word it some-
what differently, “The one true God had done
in Jesus of Nazareth in the middle of time what
Jews expected he would do for Israel at the end of
time.””! But this can only be seen when the New
Testament is viewed in the context of a grand
story begun in the Old Testament. The church is
the body of Christ doing the will of God in the
world, bringing God’s rule to the nations.

Without this context one can never get a sense
of the whole, and the Bible will degenerate into
an incoherent anthology of literature. This was
a major problem for the Judaism of the time of
Jesusjust as it is a major problem today. Jesus com-
plained to the religious leaders that they would
tithe the dill, mint, and cumin—the smallest
herbs, but would forget the weightier matters of
the law: justice, mercy, and faith (Matt 23:23-24).
They had no sense of the whole.

In a recent study on rabbinic interpretation
Alexander Samely remarks that a key feature of
early Jewish interpretation was the “proverbializa-
tion of Scripture.”” There was no sense of an over-
all narrative structure as each verse functioned
like an independent proverb. Consequently, the
fact that divorce is legalized in Deuteronomy 24
is not seen in the context of its historical devel-
opment, that it is a concession to human evil,
the result of the fall from an originally good cre-
ation.”® The problem with this approach is that
the real story controlling the interpreter is not
that of the Scriptures but the one determined by
the Zeitgeist of the interpreter and his times. All
the various trees of Scripture thus find their place
not within the forest of Scripture (the biblical
Story) but the forest of contemporary culture, to
be understood accordingly.**
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RECOVERING THE CONTEXT OF
THE BIBLE

Theological interpretation also stresses the
importance of the comprehensive Setting of the
Story: the heavens and the earth. With its doc-
trine of creation, the Old Testament grounds
believing faith firmly in the soil of this world. It is
no wonder that many Gnostic sects in the ancient
world wanted nothing to do with the Old Testa-
ment, with its material earthiness. They preferred
to think of a disembodied, ethereal existence ele-
vated above the world of the five senses. The Old
Testament will have nothing of this but describes
a God who gets his hands muddy with the creation
of Adam and bloody with the creation of Eve. The
Hebrew Scripture is rooted firmly in the material
world with its concern for sight, hearing, taste,
touch, and smell in the courtyard of the temple, its
passion for sex and the body in Songs, its zest for
life now in the Proverbs, its fervor for listening to
the groans of victims in the Prophets, its celebra-
tion of the glory of God in the thunder claps of
the storm in the Psalms, and its desire to alleviate
coldness at night in Exodus and hunger during the
day in Ruth.

It is in the Old Testament where we learn
that creation is fractured and broken and in
need of radical redemption and that redemption
has begun with the call of Israel out from the
world. The world is not being abandoned but is
being redeemed. Seen in this light, old Abraham
holds the clue to the secret of universal resto-
ration: “God so loved the world that he chose
Abraham!”?® Abraham and Sarah are to the world
what Frodo and Sam are to Middle Earth. Thus
when Jesus appears, he is not an afterthought
but as the seed of Abraham, he is the clue to all
of creation.?® His incarnation means that God
has finally “moved into the neighborhood” for-
ever (John 1:14, The Message). His miracles are a
foretaste of the redeemed cosmos; his death is the
final judgment on human sin and the beginning
of the removal of the curse of creation; his resur-
rection the beginning of the transformation of the

heavens and the earth. The empty tomb means
that the great enemy of Death has finally bit the
dust and will eventually die!

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, languishing in a German
prison, emphasized the importance of taking time
in the Old Testament before automatically mov-
ing to the New Testament:

My thoughts and feelings seem to be getting
more and more like those of the Old Testament
and in recent months I have been reading the Old
Testament much more than the New. It is only
when one knows the unutterability of the name
of God that one can pronounce the name of Jesus
Christ; itis only when one loveslife and the earth
so much that without them everything seems to
be over that one may believe in aresurrection and
anew world; it is only when one submits to God’s
law, that one may speak of grace; it is only when
God’s wrath and judgement are hanging over the
heads of one’s enemies that something of what
it means to love and forgive them can touch our
hearts. In my opinion it is not Christian to want
to take our thoughts and feelings too quickly and

too directly from the New Testament.”’

By seeing the world in the light of the first three
quarters of the Christian Bible—the Old Testa-
ment—a truncated evangelical gospel is avoided
as well as the biblically emasculated version of a
liberal church. A thousand watt bulb is infinitely
more effective in lighting up one’s surroundings
than a hundred watt specimen.

CHRIST THE CENTER

Theological interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment also means that the Old Testament is seen
in the light of its ultimate goal in Christ. Just as
reading through a story the second time means
that we read with our eyes more attentive to the
development of the story, so the same happens
when we read through the Story the second time
with Christ as an interpretive guide (Luke 24:13-
53).2® Knowing the end of The Lord of the Rings
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shows the importance of Gandalf’s exhortation
to Frodo to have compassion on Gollum since
“he may have some part to play yet for good or
ill.”Correspondingly, as the Bible is read again,
“in the face of Adam, who went wrong, are already
faintly visible the features of Jesus who went right,
was right, lived and died to make all things finally
right and whole.””

In Cain’s rhetorical question to God, “Am I my
brother’s keeper?”, we hear the echoes of the same
underlying cynicism in the scribe’s query to God’s
son, “Who is my neighbor?”, and the profound
answer of Jesus, the ultimate brother’s keeper
and the ultimate neighbor, when he stumbles
down the Via Dolorosa under the back breaking
weight of a cross (Gen 4:9; Luke 10:29). Lamech’s
vengeful boast of seventy-seven-fold retribution
is answered by Christ’s call for seventy-times-
seven-fold forgiveness (Gen 4:24; Matt 18:22).
Abraham’s failure to avert the judgment of Sodom
on account of the lack of ten righteous individuals
finds its counterpart in the intercession of one
righteous man who turns aside judgment for the
world (Gen 18:16-33; Rom 5:1-21.)! When the
repentant Judah desperately addresses his brother
Joseph, begging for the release of his younger
brother, Benjamin, his words carry deeper signifi-
cance in the light of Christ’s great commission:
“How can I go back to my Father if the boy is not
with me?” (Gen 44:34a; Matt 28:18-20). The rape
of the helpless Dinah and Tamar (Genesis 34;
2 Samuel 13.), the gang rape and murder of the
Levite’s concubine (Judges 19), the murder of Jep-
thah’s daughter (Judges 11)—all of these “texts
of terror” in the Old Testament find ultimate
expression and resolution in the murder of God’s
own beloved Son.

RECOVERING THE PAST

Theological interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment also underscores the importance of seeing
the Word of God in the light of the history of
interpretation. I remember studying at seminary
and mentioning a recently purchased book to a

fellow student, Commenting and Commentaries by
C. H. Spurgeon.® The student remarked, “Why
would anyone want to read old commentaries?
They have nothing new to offer.” I felt embar-
rassed for even mentioning the book. But the
remark and my own personal embarrassment both
reflected the dominant modernist mentality with
its notion that objective, detached scholarship,
taking into consideration all the latest historical
research, renders obsolete any understanding of
the scriptures before the twentieth century.

A few years ago, a scholar wrote a book which
sought to make accessible some of this “obso-
lete,” interpretation. Entitled, Reading the Bible
with the Dead, John Thompson describes how this
experience of reading the Bible in company with
orthodox, ancient interpreters can keep us from
the blind spots that we invariably pick up from our
own cultural readings which are often preoccu-
pied with concerns of psychological therapy and
consumer comfort.** Thus we can be delivered
from the tyranny of the present and the self which
know a lot more about the last six minutes than
the last six centuries. C. S. Lewis once remarked
that “a man who has lived in many places is not
likely to be deceived by the local errors of his
native village: the scholar has lived in many times
and is therefore in some degree immune from the
great cataract of nonsense that pours from the
press and microphone of his own age.””* One of
the few salutary benefits of postmodernity is to
highlight these blind spots of the modern age.
Thus there will be reading “in good company” by
mentors who have gone before us and “who may
be more spiritually alive than many who are with
us now”** and who can help us from going down
false hermeneutical trails.*

CONCLUSION

Finally, to return to the point of all theological
interpretation, it is to confront us with the grand
Subject. God speaks, “Let there be light!” We
can see where we are and take the right path. We
are not to emulate Josiah’s son, Jehoiakim, who
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sought to master the text by ultimately extin-
guishing its light and thus removing any pos-
sibility of hope for himself and his nation. On
the contrary, we need to be like his father, Josiah,
who sought to be mastered by the text. Although
aking of Judah, he was more importantly a servant
to the Word.

At the end of The Two Towers, the second vol-
ume of Tolkien’s trilogy, the dramatic significance
of Galadriel’s gift to Frodo is revealed. When in
the depths of Cirith Ungol and unaware of their
terrible peril in “Shelob’s Lair,” surrounded by
impenetrable darkness with a dreadful monster
nearby, Frodo’s partner, Sam Gangee, remembers
the gift and reminds Frodo,

“The Lady’s gift. The star-glass! ‘A light
to you in dark places,” she said it was to be. The
star-glass!”

“Why yes! [Frodo remembers] Why had
I forgotten it! A light when all other lights go out!

And now indeed light alone can help us.”*

Holy Scripture was such a light in ancient times
and is such alight today. As the darkness closes in,
itis particularly that light to help us when all other
lights go out.
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Theological Interpretation of
Scripture: An Introduction and
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HILE RECENTLY ENGAGED in some care-
ful consideration of my own sanctification,
or ongoing maturity in the Christian faith, I turned
to the apostle John’s affirmation:
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“We know that everyone who has
been born of God does not keep
on sinning, but he who was born
of God protects him, and the evil
one does not touch him” (1 John
5:18).' I experienced a deep sense
ofjoy asI contemplated the protec-
tion promised in this verse, while
at the same time I puzzled over the
evident discrepancy between the
clause “does not keep on sinning”
and my own propensity to “keep on
sinning.” Beyond this unresolved
tension in my own personal life, I
was drawn to the interesting paral-
lel between Christians, described

as the group “who has been born
of God,” and Christ, described as the one “who

was born of God.”?

Reading this parallel as the
systematic theologian that I am, I gave attention
to the theological truth embedded here that the
Son of God is eternally begotten, or generated,
of the Father—that is, the Second Person of the
Trinity eternally depends on the First Person for
his Sonship.® Ever since the Creed of Nicea (325
A.D.), the church has formally confessed its belief
“in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten
of the Father, only-begotten....”* And my theological
interpretation of this passage focused my attention
on this great biblical truth and creedal confession.
This illustration serves as an example of “theologi-
calinterpretation of Scripture” (henceforth, TIS),
the topic of this issue of SBJT.

Over the course of the last several decades, a
new approach to the interpretation of Scripture
has c