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Systematic theology has rightly been viewed as the “queen of the sciences.”2 
Properly understood, it is the “study of the triune God,” who is the Creator, 
Lord, and thus the source and standard of knowledge, and the application of 
all that God has said to every area of life.3 Indeed, the summum bonum of all 
knowledge is the knowledge of God, and all human knowledge is grounded 
in God’s speech and self-disclosure. For humans to know anything, is 
dependent on God’s initiative to make himself known to us, both in creation 
(i.e., general revelation) and uniquely Scripture (i.e., special revelation). And 
the purpose of all the theological disciplines, including biblical, historical, 
and philosophical studies, is to understand God’s Word and his entire plan of 
redemption centered in Christ Jesus.

As the “queen” and the culminating theological discipline, systematic 
theology is grounded and warranted in sola Scriptura. By sola Scriptura, I do 
not mean popular versions of it, which ignore the lessons from historical 
theology and tradition, but in the Reformation sense, namely that Scripture 
is our final, sufficient authority, not our only authority.4 Sola Scriptura does 
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not deny a “ministerial” role for historical theology, philosophy, and other 
disciplines. In fact, the doing of theology is impossible apart from these other 
disciplines. Yet, as important as these other disciplines are, Scripture alone is 
the final, “magisterial” authority for all theological formulations.

Doing theology minimally involves two steps. First, one must “put 
together” all that Scripture says on a specific subject the way that Scripture 
does so, which involves exegesis and the doing of biblical theology. Second, 
building on what Scripture teaches, theology also has a “constructive” 
element: “faith seeking understanding.” Theology does not merely repeat 
Scripture; it seeks to “understand” what Scripture says in terms of application, 
logical implications, metaphysical entailments, and so on. For example, in 
doing Christology (tied to the doctrine of the Trinity), theology takes all 
that Scripture says about Jesus, which results in a Jesus who is utterly unique, 
indeed one who is fully divine and human. Yet, the Bible’s presentation of 
Jesus raises some legitimate theological questions. How should we think of the 
relation between Jesus as the Son and the Father and Spirit? Or, how should 
we understand the relationship between the Son’s deity and humanity, given 
the Creator-creature distinction? (cf. John 1:1, 14). Or, how do we make 
sense of Jesus statement that he does not know certain things, given that he is 
God the Son and thus omniscient? (e.g., Mark 13:32).5 

Theology is done by answering the questions Scripture demands we 
answer. Also, to answer such questions biblically, the church has found it 
necessary to employ extra-biblical language, concepts, and judgments.6 
For example, the “person-nature” distinction, or the use of enhypostasia, 
communicatio idiomatum, and the extra were enlisted to “understand” and 
“make sense” of what Scripture teaches in regard to who Jesus is. In fact, as 
the church sought to grasp and defend the Jesus of the Bible, theological 
“construction-formulation” was necessary.

Yet, one of the difficult challenges the church faced was to employ extra-
biblical language that was true to Scripture and not a distortion of it. For 
example, think of the “person-nature” distinction that was necessary to 
make in Trinitarian and Christological formulation. The church had to find 
a way of speaking of the threeness of the Father, Son, and Spirit, yet without 
compromising that God is the one true and living God. But any word that 
is chosen, obviously, carries with it linguistic baggage. So when the church 
employed hypostasis and ousia to make the “person-nature” distinction, the 
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problem they faced was that in Greek thought these words were synonyms. 
So to communicate clearly the biblical teaching, the church had to uncouple 
these words in the 4th century, something contrary to Hellenistic thought. In 
fact, by uncoupling these words, the church demonstrated that Scripture was 
“magisterial” in her theological formulation, not Greek thought. As a result, 
the church was able to articulate the doctrine of the Trinity, namely, that God 
is three “persons” (hypostases) subsisting in one “nature” (ousia), which then 
carried over to Christology: Jesus is one “person”—the eternal Son—who as 
a result of the incarnation now subsists in two “natures.”7

It is vital to note is that the church made these theological judgments 
because of her commitment to sola Scriptura. Christological formulation, as 
expressed by the “rules of faith,” (i.e., Nicaea and Chalcedon), and its use of 
extra-biblical theological language, was ultimately warranted and authorized 
by Scripture alone. This may seem like an obvious point for evangelical 
theology, yet we must never forget it. Sola Scriptura is the epistemological 
ground and warrant for our theology. Historical and philosophical theology 
serves a vital ministerial role, but the order is important. Scripture ultimately 
warrants all of our theological formulations and where differences lie, the 
ministerial disciplines are invaluable, but not sufficient.

Why is this point important? Today, in evangelical theology, there is a 
strong and legitimate emphasis on “retrieval theology.”8 Retrieval theology is 
“theological discernment that looks back in order to move forward.”9 It does 
more than repeat; it reforms—by Scripture and the tradition. Obviously 
“retrieval” is vitally important for theology, however, “retrieval” works best 
in the doctrinal areas of “catholic” agreement (e.g., Trinity, Christology), but 
not as well in other areas where disagreement still resides (e.g., atonement, 
soteriology, ecclesiology). In these latter areas, our Confessions materially 
differ, which underscores the fact that “rules of faith” must be subsumed 
under Scripture. Furthermore, even in areas of “catholic agreement” (e.g., 
Trinity, Christology), there are still areas of disagreement that can only can 
be resolved by returning to Scripture and testing our exegesis and theological 
formulations by Scripture.

In this article, I want to illustrate this last point by focusing on two 
areas of Christological disagreement. Both areas illustrate how all of the 
theological disciplines are necessary for the doing of systematic theology, 
specifically Christology, yet theological reflection is always done under 
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sola Scriptura. First, I will illustrate this point by turning to the discipline 
of biblical theology and thinking about a correct use of Scripture in 
Christological conclusions. Second, I will further illustrate this point by 
turning to the discipline of systematic theology, and arguing that “retrieval” 
is not enough to arbitrate the ongoing disagreement between what a 
“person” is in Christological formulation; ultimately we must return to sola 
Scriptura to resolve the debate.

Disagreements in the Use of Scripture in Christology

“Retrieval” is at its best in the doctrines of the Trinity and Christology,10 
given the “catholic” agreement of Nicaea and Chalcedon, and the later fifth 
and sixth councils at Constantinople with the acceptance of enhypostasia and 
dyothelitism. Given this “universal” agreement, unless there is compelling 
biblical data to overturn the teaching of these councils, its theological 
formulations ought to be received as authoritative because they faithfully 
reflect the teaching of Scripture.11

Yet, it is possible to draw correct theological conclusions from Scripture, 
but not always to interpret every biblical text correctly, or to grasp how specific 
texts function in Scripture. The old saying is often true: “Correct theology but 
wrong text.”12 In my view, this sometimes occurred in the Patristic-Medieval 
eras where correct Christological conclusions were drawn but not necessarily 
from the right texts. In other words, sometimes NT meanings were read back 
on the OT, yet those texts in their OT context cannot bear the weight placed 
on them, especially if Scripture is read according to its “literal sense.”13 Yet, our 
goal in exegesis is to make sure our interpretations are true to authorial intent 
and not to find creatively in texts what is not there. Otherwise we run the risk 
of standing over Scripture instead of under it. As Calvin rightly reminded us, 
“It is the first business of the interpreter to let his author say what he does say, 
instead of attributing to him what we think he ought to say.”14

In our reading of Scripture, sola Scriptura entails more than Scripture 
functioning as our final authority. It also entails hermeneutical implications 
on how Scripture ought to be read. In fact, in the Reformation, sola Scriptura 
entailed a commitment to sensus literalis, namely, that we read Scripture 
according to authorial intention, both in terms of the human author(s) and 
the divine author. Additionally, if Scripture alone is our final appeal then it 
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must also be perspicuous on its main gospel points otherwise it cannot be 
appealed to as a sufficient criterion. Thus, by the illuminating work of the 
Spirit, we can know what Scripture means; its meaning is not multiple, and 
“Scripture must interpret Scripture” to draw correct conclusions from it. The 
question is, how do we know when we have rightly read Scripture and drawn 
correct biblical-theological conclusions? 

The question is not easy to answer, namely because it is tied to various 
complicated hermeneutical issues regarding exegesis and the doing of biblical 
theology. Yet, inevitably, the answer must be: we are rightly interpreting 
Scripture when we read the Bible “on its own terms.” But what exactly are 
the Bible’s “own terms”? To answer this question, we must briefly discuss the 
crucial role of biblical theology in our interpretation of Scripture before we 
apply it to a specific disagreement over the proper use of Scripture in our 
Christological formulations. In this entire discussion, alongside “retrieval,” 
I am encouraging a renewed emphasis on gains in biblical studies, and 
specifically the discipline of biblical theology, that I am convinced, at points, 
yields a more accurate use of Scripture in our doing of theology. We need 
ongoing work in exegesis and the doing of biblical theology rightly to do 
systematic theology, alongside our “retrieval” of the past.

Biblical Theology: What is it?
“Biblical theology” is somewhat of a buzzword today, yet there is little 
agreement on what exactly it is and how to do it.15 How, then should we 
define biblical theology?

Brian Rosner’s definition is a good place to start: “Biblical theology is 
theological interpretation of Scripture in and for the church. It proceeds with 
historical and literary sensitivity and seeks to analyze and synthesize the Bible’s 
teaching about God and his relations to the world on its own terms, maintaining 
sight of the Bible’s overarching narrative and Christocentric focus.”16 No doubt, 
people can differ on what is meant by the Bible’s “own terms.” But if we ask: 
What are the Bible’s “own terms” in regard to its self-attestation and how it has 
come to us, minimally evangelicals agree on the following points.17 

First, in terms of the Bible’s self-attestation, Scripture is God’s authoritative 
Word written through the agency of human authors unfolding God’s eternal 
plan (2 Tim 3:15-17; 2 Pet 1:20-21). As a result, Scripture is a unified and 
coherent revelation, despite its diversity, precisely because it is God’s Word. 
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This is why we receive the Bible’s description, content, and categories as first-
order and foundational in our theological formulations. 

Second, in terms of how Scripture has come to us, we agree that it was 
written over time, centered in Christ, hence the idea of progressive revelation 
(Heb 1:1-3; cf. Eph 1:9-10). This entails that we discover God’s intent through 
the writing(s) and intention of multiple human authors by an intertextual 
and canonical reading of Scripture to discover God’s intent, purposes, and 
plan. As God’s plan unfolds, more revelation is given and later revelation, 
building on the earlier, results in more clarity and understanding from the 
perspective of the later authors, which ultimately reaches its fulfillment in 
the coming of Christ. For this reason, the NT’s interpretation of the OT is 
definitive, since later texts bring greater clarity and understanding. The NT 
shows us how the OT is fulfilled in Christ, and is the proper referent of OT 
texts. Yet, NT authors do not contravene the meaning of earlier texts. Instead, 
they build on earlier texts and develop them in a way that is consistent with 
the OT author’s understanding but with greater clarity. As an entire canon, 
“Scripture interprets Scripture,” and theological conclusions are determined 
exegetically from the entire canon. 

If these are some of the Bible’s “own terms,” then it seems that that there 
should be more agreement among evangelicals on what biblical theology 
is and how it ought to inform our reading of Scripture. But sadly, there is 
not, and the reason why is probably due to different theologies at work 
underneath the surface, but that is a topic for another study.18

How Should Biblical Theology Impact Our Interpretation of Scripture? 
Regardless of disagreements on biblical theology, given what Scripture is, it 
is best read according to three horizons or contexts. As biblical authors build 
on each other, we discover how each part fits with the whole. In this regard, 
Richard Lints suggests that we think of biblical interpretation in terms of 
three horizons: textual, epochal, and canonical.19

First, the textual or immediate context is starting with any text in its 
context (entire book), which we interpret to discover the author’s intent by 
grammatical/literary-historical exegesis.

Second, the epochal context is reading the text by locating it in God’s 
unfolding plan. Texts are not given in a vacuum; they are embedded in a 
larger context of what precedes them. As God speaks through authors, there 
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is a unity in his plan but also development, as he enacts and reveals his plan. 
By locating texts in God’s unfolding plan, this helps us see inner-biblical 
links between earlier and later revelation. As later authors refer to earlier 
texts they build on them, not only in terms of greater understanding, but 
also by identifying God-given patterns between earlier and later “persons, 
events, and institutions” (“typology”). By this means, but not limited to it, 
God unfolds his plan to reach its fulfillment/telos in Christ. As later authors 
draw out these God-given types (as features of divine revelation), they do not 
arbitrarily make connections; rather, they develop these patterns according 
to God’s patient unfolding of his design over time.

As we read texts in their textual and epochal contexts, we grasp God’s 
unfolding plan. Given how Scripture has come to us, it is important not to 
bypass how later authors build on earlier ones, moving too quickly from 
texts to canon (Christ). If we move too quickly from the textual to canonical 
horizon, individual texts become fragmented and we miss how they are part of 
an overall plotline that prepares us for Christ. Theological conclusions must 
be made in light of the entire canon, but it is vital that texts “fit” in Scripture 
as they do within God’s unfolding plan.

How do we determine Scripture’s epochal/redemptive-historical 
divisions? Within biblical theology, this is a major debate.20 Scripture divides 
redemptive-history in a number of ways. E.g., Romans 5:12-21: Paul compels 
us to conceive of all human history under two heads: Adam and Christ. 
Or, in Acts 7:1-53, Stephen identifies three distinct periods: the age of the 
patriarchs (vv. 2-16), the Mosaic age (including the exodus and conquest of 
the land) (vv. 17-45a), and the age of the monarchy (vv. 45b-53). Or, in the 
genealogy in Matthew 1, Matthew divides up redemptive-history into three 
distinct periods: Abraham to David (vv. 2-6a); Solomon to the Exile (vv. 6b-
11); and the Exile to Christ (vv. 12-17).

In my view, what is most significant is that the majority of Scripture’s 
epochal divisions follow the unfolding of the biblical covenants. Although 
I cannot argue it here, I would contend that the best way to determine the 
Bible’s own internal-epochal structure is by locating texts in terms of their 
covenantal progression from creation to Christ. We read texts, then, in terms 
of their immediate context, and then place them in terms of their covenantal 
location—creation, Noah, Abraham, Israel, Davidic, and the Prophetic era 
that anticipates the new covenant.
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Third, our interpretation of Scripture only ends when we read texts in 
terms of their canonical context, which for us, is in light of Christ. Scripture 
is God’s unified speech-act so texts must be interpreted canonically due 
to Christ’s coming and the entire NT.21 We cannot adequately interpret 
Scripture if we ignore the canonical horizon since it is here that the 
“whole” plan is discovered, and where the earlier revelation is pointing 
forward to.

How does Scripture link the canon together “on its own terms?” What are 
its “intrasystematic structures”?22 Here are a few suggestions that most would 
agree on, at least in principle.

• The plot movements of the Bible’s story: creation, fall, redemption, new creation.

• The Bible’s covenantal unfolding.

Within the covenantal unfolding there are two other areas. First, the 
“promise-fulfillment” motif. This motif is central to how Scripture glues the 
epochs of redemptive-history together (cf. Acts 13:32-33). A case can be 
made for Genesis 3:15 viewed as the first “gospel” promise (protoeuangelion) 
that anticipates the coming of a Redeemer, the “seed of the woman”—an 
enigmatic promise that gets unpacked with more content as God’s plan 
unfolds across time.23 This motif establishes the continuity between God’s 
covenant promises and his fulfillment of those promises in Christ. Also, when 
one thinks of promise-fulfillment, it is difficult to think of God’s promises 
apart from the covenants. By covenantal progression, Scripture unpacks the 
continuity of God’s plan (tied to his promises) and its ultimate fulfillment 
in Christ and the ratification of a new covenant. 

Second, one way that the “promise-fulfillment” theme is developed is by 
the use of typology, which is also unpacked by covenantal progression. To 
speak of “typology” is to raise a whole host of debates over what it is and how 
it works. Typology is the study of the OT redemptive-historical realities or 
“types” (persons, events, institutions) which God has specifically designed 
to correspond to, and predictively prefigure, their intensified antitypical 
fulfillment aspects in NT redemptive-history.24 But minimally, three points 
can be made about typology.

1. Types are a feature or species of divine revelation rooted in history 
and the text.25 Types involve an organic relation between “persons, events, 
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and institutions” in one epoch (“type”) and their counterparts in later 
epochs (“antitype”).

2. Types are prophetic and predictive. A type is not prophetic as a direct 
verbal prediction. Instead, types are more indirect in the sense of predictions 
built on models-patterns that God intends but which become unveiled as 
later texts reinforce those patterns, and which reach fulfillment in Christ. 
It is part of the “mystery” theme, tied to God’s unfolding plan.26 Given 
the indirectness of types, they require careful exegesis in their immediate 
contexts, and a type may not be fully recognized as a type until later authors 
pick up the discernable pattern. Yet, types are in the text, exegetically 
discovered, and we come to know types as God-intended patterns as later 
OT authors repeat the pattern, before it reaches its fulfillment in Christ. 

3. How do types work? First, types involve repetition of a person, event, or 
institution so that they are repeated in later persons, events, or institutions. 
This is how we discover the pattern. Ultimately, types reach their fulfillment/
telos in Christ with a spillover effect to his people. Second, types have an a 
fortiori character as the type reaches its fulfilled culmination in the antitype. 
For example, as one moves from Adam or David, to the prophets, priests, 
and kings, to the last Adam, the true Davidic king, the great High Priest, the 
antitype is always greater than the previous types. Third, types are developed 
through covenantal progression. For example, Adam and “other Adam’s” are 
associated with the covenants of creation, Noah, Abraham, Israel, and David. 
In these covenant heads, Adam’s role continues; each one anticipates Christ, 
who by his obedience secures our redemption.27 Or, think of the promise 
to Abraham regarding his “seed.” As the seed-promise unfolds it does so in 
Isaac, Israel, the Davidic king, and ultimately in Christ with application to 
the church.28 More examples could be given, but the important point is that 
types are developed through the covenants to Christ.

Application: Our Use of Scripture in Christology
What has biblical theology to do with Christology? For our Christology to 
be biblical, it must be true to all that Scripture teaches and the way Scripture 
does so, i.e., according to the Bible’s unfolding story through the covenants.

Overall, the church has read Scripture quite well in terms of Christological 
formulation—and that is an understatement! We stand on the shoulders 
of those who preceded us and we learn from them. Those who formulated 
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Chalcedon (and Nicaea) carefully read how Scripture teaches that Jesus is 
God the Son incarnate, as they faithfully unpacked the Son’s eternal relation 
to the Father and Spirit. By doing so, they also gave us the theological 
formulation of the divine processions and missions, along with inseparable 
operations of the divine persons, which we are convinced is true to Scripture.

Yet, although the Patristic fathers read Scripture well, this does not entail 
that every text was explained well in its context and covenantal frame of 
reference. In my view, later gains in the Reformation and post-Reformation 
era, along with the rise of biblical theology, have resulted in a greater 
understanding of Scripture. So when we “retrieve” from the past, we do not 
have to “retrieve” every exegetical point; in fact, we should reject some. The 
use of Psalm 2 in Christological formulation is a good illustration of this point.

Psalm 2 in Christological Formulation: Past and Present
In the Patristic era, the use of Psalm 2 in Christology was contested. In the 
NT, Psalm 2 is alluded to in numerous places and it is directly quoted four 
times. In fact, in the NT, Psalm 2 is used to demonstrate diverse truths about 
Jesus: his resurrection (Acts 13:33); his superiority to angels (Heb 1:5); and 
specifically his appointment as our great High Priest (Heb 5:5). 

But from the early church to today, one of the difficult questions asked 
about Psalm 2 is how to understand “today” in v. 7: “I will tell of the decree: The 
Lord said to me, ‘You are my Son; today I have begotten you.’” In the Patristic 
era, it was common to interpret Psalm 2 as a direct prophecy about Christ, in 
which case the “today” of v. 7 is an “eternal today” that supported the doctrine 
of the Son’s “eternal generation” and the church’s rejection of adoptionism.29 

Recently, Madison Pierce has defended this Patristic reading of Psalm 
2.30 She rejects current ways of linking Psalm 2 to Christ’s appointment at 
his exaltation (Ps 110:1) thus rightly denying any hint of adoptionism. 
Although she admits that in its OT context, Psalm 2 is tied to the Davidic 
king-covenant, she argues that this interpretation is insufficient since it 
would only allow for a metaphorical application of the “son” to Jesus, thus 
undercutting the attribution of deity to Christ in the NT. As Pierce turns to 
Hebrews 1:5, she argues that the author goes beyond the “original sense” of 
Psalm 2 in its OT context. Instead, the author capitalizes on an ambiguity 
within the text to identify the addressee of the speech as Jesus. To buttress 
her point, she appeals to prosopological exegesis to account for Hebrews’ 
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reading of Psalm 2, and by the use of this form of exegesis, she argues that 
Psalm 2:7 is warrant for the Son’s eternal generation.31

There are, however, current, critical scholars (e.g., Victor Rhee, L. D. 
Hurst, James Dunn, Kenneth Schenck, et al) who argue against this Patristic 
reading of Psalm 2.32 They contend that Psalm 2 is only properly read in 
reference to the Davidic king. As such, when applied to Christ in the NT, 
it is proof of an adoptionistic, functional Christology, against Jesus’ eternal, 
ontological Sonship. Psalm 2, then, does not teach that Jesus is the eternal 
Son, but only a man who due to his work becomes or is adopted as Son—
something Jesus did not possess prior to his resurrection.

Psalm 2: Is there a Better Reading?
Are these the only options available to us? In my view, there is a better 
option. The problem with “past” and “present” readings of Psalm 2 is that 
both fail to account for the text in its OT context, which includes the entire 
OT as given by the Bible’s unfolding covenantal story. “Past” readings of 
Psalm 2:7, for example, as referring to the Son’s eternal generation cannot 
account for the “original context” of the Psalm that refers to the historical-
covenantal enthronement of the Davidic king tied to the promises of the 
Davidic covenant. “Present” readings, on the other hand, that only yield 
an adoptionistic Christology fail to grasp Psalm 2 in its epochal-covenantal 
location and it cannot make sense of the NT’s teaching about Christ’s eternal, 
divine Sonship. Instead, what is needed is to read Psalm 2 in light of our 
discussion of biblical theology, namely interpreting it according to the three 
horizons and the Bible’s unfolding covenantals. When we do so, we can make 
better sense of Psalm 2 in its textual, epochal, and canonical horizon, which 
results in a Christology that emphasizes both Christ’s eternal, ontological 
Sonship, and his becoming Son due to his incarnate work. Both of these truths 
are necessary to make sense of the Bible’s presentation of Jesus as God the 
Son incarnate. Let’s develop this point in three steps.33

First, Psalm 2, in its immediate/textual context, is about the Davidic king 
understood in light of the Davidic covenant (see 2 Sam 7). What is significant 
about the Davidic covenant is that it is the epitome of the OT covenants, 
starting in creation with Adam and culminating in David and his sons. As the 
“son” to YHWH (the “Father”), the Davidic king is not only “true Israel” (2 
Sam 7:14; cf. Ex 4:22-23; Hos 11:1), he is also the one who fulfills the role 
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of Adam to rule the world (2 Sam 7:19b). If one links the biblical covenants 
together from Adam to David, we discover that it is through the Davidic king 
that God will restore humanity’s vice-regent role, usher in salvation, and 
ultimately a new creation. But given this truth, there are only two possible 
ways to fulfill such promises: either Davidic kings in perpetuity will rule 
forever, or a Davidic king will arise who will rule forever. In OT history, the 
latter option occurs, which leads to the next point.

Second, when Psalm 2 is placed in its epochal context, it becomes more 
than merely a Psalm about the Davidic kings; instead, it becomes thoroughly 
Messianic. Why? Because given Psalm 2’s placement in the Psalter (a post-
exilic collection), when it is read as part of the entire Psalter, it is crucial to 
remember that there is no Davidic king on the throne. As such, Psalm 2 
becomes part of prophetic eschatology that looks forward to the coming of a 
greater David, who will not only be a human “son,” but also a “Son” who will 
execute a universal rule, put all things under his feet (Ps 8, 72), and who is 
uniquely identified with YHWH himself (Ps 45, 110).

It is important to remember that the Psalter (as a collection), along with 
the writing Prophets, are all post-Davidic. Why is this significant? Because 
their prophecies build on what God has already revealed through the 
covenants in promises and typological patterns. The Prophets not only speak 
of God’s judgment on Israel for her covenant violation, they also anticipate 
and promise God’s unilateral determination to keep his covenant promises by 
the provision of a faithful Davidic king (Isa 7:14; 11:1-10; 52:13-53:12; Ezek 
34:23-24, etc.). In this Davidic king, identified as the “servant of YHWH,” 
a new/everlasting covenant will come, along with the pouring out of the 
Spirit (Ezek 36-37; Joel 2:28-32). In fact, God himself will come to usher in 
salvation and to keep his promises, yet he will do so through the provision of 
another David, a human “son,” but one who is far greater and identified with 
YHWH (Isa 9:6-7; 11:1; Ps 110:1).

Third, when Psalm 2 is applied to Christ in its canonical horizon, it is done 
so in light of the OT storyline and Prophetic expectation. “Present” readings 
of Psalm 2 in the NT rightly note that it is not applied in terms of the Son’s 
eternal generation; instead it is always applied in terms of Christ’s work and 
enthronement as the Davidic king. Yet, “present” readings fail to note how 
in the OT, the identity of the coming King is more than a mere human; he is 
also identified as the LORD, an insight that “past” readings rightly emphasize! 
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In fact, building on the OT storyline, there are two complementary 
Christological paths that the NT develops regarding Christ.34 First, Jesus 
is the Son and Lord because he is the eternal Son of the Father, the second 
person of the triune Godhead (e.g., John 1:1-3; Phil 2:6; Col 1:15-17; 
Heb 1:1-2, etc.). This truth underscores the uniqueness of Jesus as the 
divine Son; it rejects any form of adoptionism; and it is already hinted at 
in the OT, where the Messiah begins to take on the identity of YHWH.35 
It also grounds Christ’s deity and provides the seedbed for Trinitarian 
formulation. Second, Jesus is Son and Lord because he becomes or is 
appointed as Son and Lord due to his incarnation, life, and cross-work (e.g., 
Rom 1:3-4; Phil 2:6-11; Heb 1:3, 5:1-10; cf. Acts 13:33). In fact, this is 
how Psalm 2 is applied to Christ in the NT. This truth accents the reality 
and necessity of the incarnation and what Jesus achieves as the incarnate 
Son (cf. Heb 2:5-18). It also builds on the OT’s storyline that stresses that 
redemption must come through a man, first promised in Genesis 3:15, 
and then progressively developed through various typological patterns 
unfolded through the covenants, and epitomized in the coming of the 
Davidic king (e.g., Isa 7:14; 9:6-7; Ezek 34, etc.). Thus, in Christ’s humanity 
and obedient work, the eternal Son fulfills the roles of previous sons (e.g., 
Adam [Luke 3:38], Israel [Ex 4:22-23; Hos 11:1], David [2 Sam 7:14; 
cf. Ps 2, 72]) by inaugurating God’s long-awaited kingdom and the new 
covenant age and he is able to do so because he is God the Son incarnate.

These two complementary paths form the basic pattern of NT Christology, 
and arise directly from the Bible’s covenantal story. What the OT anticipates 
and promises, namely the coming of YHWH and the Davidic King, the NT 
announces has now arrived in Jesus, the eternal Son of the Father, who by his 
incarnation becomes the human son. In the NT, Jesus is presented as the son 
of Abraham (Matt 1:1); the son of David (Matt 1:1; cf. 2:6; 9:27, etc.); the 
last Adam (Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 15:21-28; cf. Heb 2:5-18); the Servant of the 
Lord (Matt 12:17-21). All of these diverse titles and descriptions are built on 
typological patterns that are developed through the OT covenants. This is 
why in Psalm 2, the title “Son” carries with it typological overtones tied to 
Israel and the Davidic kings, with the title finding its fulfillment in Christ—
one who is son in his human ancestry and, in a far greater way, God the Son 
from eternity.36 Yet, Psalm 2 functions in the second path emphasizing the 
utter significance of the eternal Son becoming human for us. 
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NT Christology, then, does not pit Christ’s ontology and function against 
each other; instead, it unites them. In fact, there is “truth” in both “past” and 
“present” readings of Psalm 2. But the problem with both accounts is their 
failure to read Psalm 2 on the Bible’s “own terms,” namely, according to its 
own presentation from OT expectation of the coming of the Davidic “son” to 
its fulfillment in Christ who is both eternal “Son” and human “son.”

What lesson do we learn? We stand on the shoulders of the past, but sola 
Scriptura must govern our use of Scripture in Christological formulations. 
“Retrieval” does not mean that we have to accept all the conclusions of 
the Patristic era. There have been gains in biblical studies, tied to biblical 
theology, that help us read Scripture, building on the past, in more faithful 
ways. In our doing of theology, we need to constantly be brought back to 
the text and even reform past interpretations. In Christology, I highly doubt 
the theological conclusions can be improved on, but how Scripture gets us 
to those conclusions can be made more precise and accurate. We need 
biblical scholars who are committed to orthodoxy to continue to work 
hard on exegesis and to show how all of Scripture bears witness to Christ, 
thus showing in a greater way how the “rule(s) of faith” are grounded in 
sola Scriptura.

Furthermore, in our Christology, it is not enough merely to show that 
Jesus is fully God and fully man; it is also important to let Scripture unpack 
these glorious truths in terms of its own authoritative presentation. In this way, 
we not only get our theology right but also from the correct texts. By letting 
Scripture identify who Jesus is, we discover something of his unique identity 
as the divine Son, but also what he has come to do as our Lord and Savior. Jesus 
cannot be rightly understood apart from placing him within the Bible’s story 
and when we do, we are led to a Jesus who is worthy of all our praise, worship, 
and obedience, the sovereign Creator Lord and Redeemer of his people. 

Arbitrating “Person” in Classical Christology and Current 
Kenotic Christologies

The Chalcedonian Definition defines orthodox Christology, which evangelical 
theology affirms. However the problem is that beyond a formal acceptance 
of the Definition, there is a lot of material disagreement within evangelical 
theology on the specifics of Christological formulation, specifically among 
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a number of evangelicals who affirm some form of “kenoticism,” often tied 
to an embrace of “social trinitarianism.”37 In these forms of kenoticism, 
theological terms have been given “new” meanings, specifically the concept 
of “person.” But how do we evaluate whether these “new” definitions are 
“better” or “worse?” How does sola Scriptura function in such a discussion? 
Are historians and philosophers the only ones who can solve the issue?

No doubt, historical theology is crucial in these disputes. We must think 
about how the church has defined theological terms, and what entailments 
follow. We also need to ask: given current definitions of terms, do different 
entailments result? But more is needed. Why? Because both evangelical 
“kenoticism” and “classical” Christology confess their allegiance to the 
Chalcedonian Definition, but, given their different definitions of terms, 
different Christological entailments result. It is not enough, then, to argue 
as many do, that since the church never defined terms such as “person” in a 
“technical” way, we are free to redefine them differently. Why? Because such 
redefinitions result in different conclusions that require arbitration.

In the final analysis, we must return to sola Scriptura to resolve which 
definitions are “better,” since historical and philosophical theology is not 
sufficient. We must allow Scripture to resolve these disputes over theological 
concepts/definitions in at least two ways. We must ask which definition of 
“person,” along with its Christological entailments, can account for: (1) all 
of Scripture; and (2) allow us not to contradict other areas of our theology 
that we know to be true. If our definitions yield a positive answer, then we are 
warranted to think that our theological definitions are true to Scripture, and, 
obviously, vice versa.

Let’s illustrate how sola Scriptura must resolve these Christological 
disputes in two steps. First, I will describe different concepts of “person” at 
work in an evangelical kenoticism and a classical Christology. Second, I will 
argue that although both views of “person” are logically possible, it is only 
the classical view that “fits” with Scripture, and thus ought to be embraced.

Evangelical Kenoticism vs. Classical Christology on “Person”
What is Evangelical Kenoticism?38

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, kenotic Christology arose, first on 
the Continent and later in the United Kingdom, to reformulate classic 
Christology along a “new” and “better” path. The view did not embrace 

Retrieval, Christology, and Sola Scriptura



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

50

Protestant liberalism, yet it was dissatisfied with “classical” Christology. 
What resulted was a “re-constructed” Christological understanding 
that faced serious problems regarding biblical and confessional fidelity. 
Orthodox Christians rejected this attempt to recast Christology, yet 
kenoticism’s influence affected some evangelical Christology. Although 
current evangelical theology does not identify with this early kenoticism,39 
an unmistakable influence has resulted, in two directions: first, a more 
radical view, known as ontological kenotic, and a more orthodox view, 
known as functional kenotic.40

What is the difference between the two views? The ontological view is 
similar to earlier versions of kenoticism. It argues that in the incarnation, 
the divine Son set aside certain divine attributes, either temporarily or 
permanently, yet it denies that the Son completely relinquished his divine 
nature, thus allowing for the embrace of Nicaea and Chalcedon. Stephen Evans 
insists that any evangelical version of the ontological view must “presuppose 
the doctrine of the Trinity”41 and reject any view that understands kenosis as 
“God emptying himself of divinity.”42 

The functional view, in contrast, denies that in the incarnation, the Son set 
aside any divine attributes. Instead it insists that the Son chose not to exercise 
his divine attributes during the state of humiliation, and it is over the functional 
use of the divine attributes in the incarnation that distinguishes this view from 
the classical. Classical Christology affirms that the Son lives a fully human life. 
The issue is whether the incarnate Son is limited only to living a human life 
during the state of humiliation and thus a denial of the extra, namely that the 
Son continues to exercise his divine attributes “outside” his human nature, 
in his divine nature, as he has always done. Such an affirmation seems to be 
required by Scripture that teaches that the incarnate Son continues to sustain 
the universe, which is a divine act (Col 1:17; Heb 1:3).43 

Why these different views? All of them affirm Chalcedon as setting the 
parameters for an orthodox Christology, yet the kenotic views modify the 
classical view at key points. A number of reasons could be given, but the 
main reason is due to a redefinition of “person.” 

The Evangelical Kenotic View of “Person” vs. a Classical View and its Entailments
What is the evangelical kenotic view of “person?”44 In both views, “person” 
is defined as a “distinct center of knowledge, will, love, and action.”45 In 
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placing “will” and “mind” in the “person,” this entails that within God, 
there are three wills, and in Christ, there is one will, hence, the embrace of 
monothelitism by most who affirm this view.46

Classical Christology has a different understanding of “person.” 
Person is understood as a subsistent relation, or in the words of Boethius, 
as an “individual substance [subsistence] of a rational nature.”47 In this 
understanding, “person” is an “I” or an “active subject” that subsists in a 
nature. The “rational nature” is best understood as a concrete particular 
consisting of a body-soul composite, which includes within it the capacities 
of will and mind. For this reason, a classical view has affirmed that in the 
incarnation the divine Son subsists in two natures and that he continues to 
act in both natures, consistent with the capacities of each nature. 

Against the classical view, however, evangelical kenoticism locates the 
capacities of will and mind in the “person,” instead of the “nature.” This 
redefinition of person also is revealed in their equation of “person” and 
“soul,” so that in humans, the soul of the human nature is identified as the 
“person,” and in Christ, the “person” of the Son replaces, or better, becomes 
the soul of the human body. The Chalcedonian Definition, however, clearly 
distinguished the “person” from the “soul:” the Son (person) assumed a 
human nature that consisted of a body and a “rational soul.”48

Which view of “person” is correct? Both conceptions are logically 
possible, yet they result in different consequences for Christology. The 
current view locates in the “person” both the “act of willing” and the “faculty/
capacity of willing,” while the classical view distinguishes the “act of willing” 
(what is tied to a person) from the “faculty/capacity of willing” (what is 
tied to a nature). In the classical view, then, a “person” is a subject, “I,” who 
subsists in a “rational nature” (body-soul composite) with its corresponding 
capacities of will and mind. Regarding the different consequences that follow 
from each definition of “person,” the following may be said.

First, for the classical view, the divine Son assumes a concrete human 
nature, and thus adds to himself a human body and soul, which includes 
the capacities of will and mind. As a result, the Son is now able to live a 
fully human life in and through the capacities of his human nature. But, the 
incarnate Son is also not limited to living his life merely through his human 
nature. As the divine Son, he continues to possess as he has from eternity, 
the divine nature in relation to the Father and Spirit and to act through it, 
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hence the affirmation of the extra: Christ is one person, the divine Son, who 
now subsists in two natures and who continuously acts in both natures.

Furthermore, given the classical view of person, as applied to Trinitarian 
agency, this view is able to affirm the pro-Nicene doctrine of inseparable 
operations of the divine persons, and the Son’s human willing through his 
“rational nature.”49 In the case of the triune persons, the Father, Son, and 
Spirit as distinct persons act through the one divine nature (and thus the 
one divine will) which they equally possess and share according to their 
mode of subsistence or eternal, immanent person-relations. Thus the Father 
acts as the Father, the Son acts as the Son, and the Spirit acts as the Spirit, yet 
inseparably “in virtue of their common nature, and consequently the effects 
of the divine action always have for their source the entire Trinity.”50 Applied 
to Christology, the classical view is able to affirm that the divine Son (one 
person) now acts through two natures due to the incarnation. And given 
that the capacity of willing is in the natures, the divine Son is able to act as a 
man according to his distinct human will. The divine Son, then, is now able 
to live and experience a fully human life in his human nature, yet he is not 
entirely circumscribed by it, given that he continues to live and act through 
his divine nature. 

Second, the evangelical kenotic view results in at least three significant 
problems. First, the truth of the extra must go by the wayside. Why? Given 
their view of person, the extra is metaphysically impossible since kenosis 
entails that the Son is, at least temporarily, circumscribed by the limits of 
his human body. By placing one divine will and mind in the “person,” the 
kenotic view has difficulty accounting for how the incarnate Son continues 
to exercise his divine attributes as evidenced in his continuing cosmic 
functions.51 For this reason, the kenotic view differs from the classical 
view regarding the incarnate Son’s exercise or functional use of the divine 
attributes during the state of humiliation.52 Second, given the kenotic view 
of “person,” Christ is one person, the divine Son, but he only has one divine 
will and mind. But a problem arises: how can we make sense of Christ’s 
human limitations, for example, knowledge (Mark 13:32), if the one divine 
person, the Son, is omniscient? Unlike the classical view, the kenotic view of 
person cannot allow for the metaphysical possibility of there being two wills 
and two minds in Christ since the capacities of will and mind are located in 
the person. Third, a kenotic view of person also makes it difficult to affirm 
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the inseparable operations of the divine persons given that each person has 
a distinct center of knowledge, will, and action.

A Classical View of “Person” is More Faithful to Scripture
Which view is better? How do we decide? My argument: historical theology 
and philosophical theology are not sufficient to arbitrate which view is 
“better;” only Scripture can do so. Both views of “person” are logically 
possible, so Scripture must arbitrate which view is better, namely, which view 
can accounts for all of the biblical data and allows us to affirm what we know 
to be true in other theological areas based on Scripture. If we follow this 
biblical reasoning, the classical view is to be preferred, for two main reasons.

First, the classical view, against the kenotic view, allows us to affirm the 
biblical teaching regarding the cosmic functions of the incarnate Son and 
inseparable triune agency (Col 1:17; Heb 1:3). How does the kenotic view 
explain these texts? Stephen Evans suggests that normally all three persons 
are involved in these cosmic actions, but given the incarnation, the Father 
and Spirit carry out the work without the agency of the Son. He writes: “In 
some way the activity of each person of the Trinity must involve the activity 
of each of the others. I see no reason why, if the second person of the Trinity 
became incarnate and divested himself of omnipotence and omniscience, 
what we might call the sustaining work of this person in creation could not 
be carried on by the other persons.”53 Would this then lead to the incarnate 
Son being dependent on the Father and Spirit in ways that he was not before? 
Evans tackles this question by admitting that there are asymmetries in the 
relations of the persons, so it is not a problem to think of this occurring.54 Or, 
others attribute cosmic functions to the Spirit and not the Son.55

However, the problem with these explanations is twofold. First, and most 
significantly, Scripture teaches the cosmic functions of the incarnate Son 
(Col 1:17; Heb 1:3). There is simply no way around this. Second, the kenotic 
view results in a triune agency that is divided, lopsided, and non-unified. In 
fact, for a time, the view suggests that there is a change in the content of the 
personal deity of the Son, which, if not careful, redefines the Son’s deity.

Second, the classical view, against the kenotic view, allows us to affirm the 
full humanity of Christ. The kenotic view often claims it can preserve Christ’s 
humanity better than the classical view. In fact, it often charges the classical 
view with Docetism. Yet, ironically, given its view of “person,” the kenotic 
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view undermines Christ’s full humanity and his ability to render human 
obedience for us in his work. Let me explain why this is so.

Scripture teaches that Christ’s humanity is like ours in every way except 
sin (e.g., Heb 2:14, 17; Rom 8:3), which is no small point. If Christ is not fully 
human, and if he does not assume our human nature, he cannot represent us 
as our new covenant head? The kind of Redeemer we need must be fully God 
and fully human. Yet, a kenotic view often equates the “person” with the soul, 
and thus, in the incarnation the Son becomes a human soul. But if this is so, 
one cannot think of a distinct human soul that the Son assumes, against the 
Chalcedonian Definition. 

Also, the kenotic view locates the capacities of will/mind in the “person,” 
thus necessitating one will/mind in Christ, namely, the Son’s divine will/
mind. However, similar to the problem with the soul, in Christ there is no 
distinct human will/mind. The best that can be said is that the divine person 
of the Son has a will that in the incarnation has two aspects to it, but this is not 
the same as two distinct wills, and it is difficult to see how Christ’s humanity 
is like ours.56 If the Son does not act and grow in wisdom and knowledge as a 
human, this not only compromises biblical teaching (e.g., Luke 2:52), it also 
undercuts how Jesus is like us other than sin. What is at stake, ultimately, is 
the famous maxim of Gregory of Nazianzus: “What is not assumed is not 
healed.” If the Son has not assumed a human nature like ours—a human 
body and a distinct soul (with a human will and mind)—then, how can 
Jesus serve as our covenant representative and obey as a man for us in life 
and death? Although kenotic views insist that they uphold Christ’s humanity, 
they leave us with a humanity unlike ours.57

One last issue: evangelical kenoticism also seems to make the Son’s 
inability to act as God permanent, not merely for the state of humiliation, 
since they have trouble affirming that the incarnate Son is able to act through 
both natures. Classical Christology does not face this problem. Given its 
view of person, it is able to affirm that the Son has two natures, two wills, 
and two minds. Furthermore, the Son is able to act through both natures 
simultaneously while not transgressing the integrity of either nature, both in 
the states of humiliation and exaltation. The kenotic view, however, makes all 
of this problematic. 

For the kenotic view, kenosis is at the heart of the incarnation. And given 
that in Christ there is only one divine will/mind, this seems to entail that when 
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the Son assumed a human body and became a human soul, what resulted 
were permanent limitations. The transition from the state of humiliation 
to exaltation is rendered problematic. The Son being permanently limited 
due to the incarnation seems to follow, although some advocates try to 
avoid this conclusion. But given their equation of “person” with soul and 
their locating will/mind in the person, unless Christ’s humanity is shed in 
his glorification, there are now permanent limitations on the Son in his use 
and expression of his divine attributes. Unlike the classical view, the kenotic 
view does not affirm two wills and two minds thus making it difficult to 
conceive how, in the states of humiliation and exaltation, the Son can fully 
exercise his divine attributes. 

Think for example of the Son’s omniscience tied to his divine mind. If the 
adding of a human body requires the necessary contraction of knowledge, or 
the divine consciousness becomes subliminal, then how does the Son return 
to a full conscious, omniscient knowledge, given that he only has one mind 
and that it was the addition of his human body that caused this contraction? 
In exaltation, if the glorified Christ returns to his previous state and can 
exercise all of his divine attributes, then how is he still truly human? On the 
other hand, if the glorified Christ can exercise all of his divine attributes and 
retain his humanity, then why cannot he do this in the state of humiliation? 
But, if they admit this, it seems to undercut the rationale for their view. 

A consistent kenotic view seems to require that either the Son must remove 
his humanity in order to return to the full exercise of his divine attributes, 
or there are permanent limitations entailed by the incarnation.58 If those 
alternatives are not acceptable, then the better alternative would be to return 
to a classical Christology with its corresponding metaphysical commitments.

How do kenoticist’s respond? In one of three ways, but each option is 
problematic. First, a few deny the perpetual humanity of Christ, which is 
impossible to reconcile with Scripture.59 Second, some affirm that Christ’s 
limitations are permanent, but this renders problematic the Sn’s exercise of 
his divine attributes and changes how we think of his deity.60 Third, probably 
the best response that fits with Scripture is that the incarnate Son’s limitations 
are temporary, for the state of humiliation and not in the state of exaltation.61 
But as noted, such a response is hard to reconcile with the metaphysical 
commitments of the kenotic view and it tends to undercut the rationale for 
the view in the first place. 
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Concluding Reflection

The doing of Christology requires all the theological disciplines. Systematic 
theology, by its very nature, is an exercise in “faith seeking understanding” 
and “thinking God’s thoughts after him,” as we seek to “put together” all the 
biblical data and make sense of it, where necessary, by the employment of 
extra-biblical terminology, ideas, and theological judgments. 

However, in “putting together” Scripture, we must attend carefully to 
how texts function in the canon so that they function the same way in our 
theological formulations. In addition, the extra-biblical terms, ideas, and 
concepts we employ, such as “person,” must also be evaluated and warranted 
by Scripture, which allows us to adjudicate competing viewpoints. Scripture 
not only gives us the content of our theology, it also arbitrates between various 
competing views from historical theology. In the end, as dependent as theology 
is on confessional standards, historical, and philosophical theology, Scripture 
alone is our final and sufficient ground and warrant for our theological 
formulations. As we learn to “retrieve” from the past, let us remember that 
these other disciplines serve a vital ministerial role. And where differences lie 
in our theological conclusions, the ministerial disciplines are invaluable, but 
they are not sufficient. Scripture alone is our magisterial authority.
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