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Today, in evangelical theology, there is a strong and legitimate emphasis 
on “retrieval theology.” A number of books have been published calling 
the church to retrieve the past to enable the church to live faithfully 
today according to Scripture (for example, see the recent books by Gavin 
Ortlund, Theological Retrieval for Evangelicals [Crossway, 2019] and Scott 
Swain and Michael Allen, Reformed Catholicity: The Promise of Retrieval for 
Theology and Biblical Interpretation [Baker Academic, 2015]). But what 
exactly is “retrieval theology” and how do we do it?  

Kevin Vanhoozer defines retrieval theology as “theological discernment 
that looks back in order to move forward” (Biblical Authority after Babel 
[Brazos Press, 2016], 23). For him, such a “retrieval” entails that we do more 
than simply repeat the past; instead our aim is to reform our theology, first by 
Scripture and then by the tradition, so that we can faithfully live as the church 
today. Obviously, few would deny the importance of learning from the past; 
indeed “retrieving” the theology, insights, and confessions of the church in 
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previous eras. “Retrieval,” in this sense, is vitally important for theology. We 
stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before us, and we fail to learn 
the lessons from historical theology to our peril. 

However, as important as retrieval is for our doing of theology today, 
legitimate questions arise regarding how best to do so and its relationship to 
sola Scriptura. In fact, questions about this relationship arise in at least two 
related areas. 

First, what exactly is the relationship between sola Scriptura and retrieving 
the tradition in our interpretation and drawing theological conclusions 
from Scripture? As Christians indebted to the Reformation heritage, we 
rightly acknowledge that sola Scriptura does not mean that we do not learn 
from history and tradition. Scripture is our final authority; it is not our only 
authority. Yet, we strongly and rightly affirm that Scripture alone is our 
epistemological ground and warrant for our theology. Historical theology 
and tradition serve a vital ministerial role, but the ordering of the relationship 
between Scripture and tradition is crucial. Ultimately, Scripture warrants all 
of our theological formulations and where differences lie, tradition offers 
direction and guidance, but it is never the final authority and sufficient for 
our theological formulations. In fact, the great confessional standards of 
the church serve as ministerial authorities for us, and the reason they do is 
because they are true to Scripture. Thus, such “rules of faith” as Nicaea and 
Chalcedon function as touchstones of orthodox theology precisely because 
they are warranted and authorized by Scripture alone.

However, with that said, it is still vital to acknowledge the role of historical 
theology in our doing of theology, and we ignore the past simply to repeat 
its mistakes. Of course, this is where “retrieval” comes in. But it does raise 
the legitimate question of the relationship between Scripture and tradition, 
and how we do theology in light of the past, but under Scripture as our final 
authority. These questions are not new, but in recent days they are important 
to think through once again for the life and health of the church, and a 
recovery of a robust, faithful, orthodox theology.

Second, what exactly do we “retrieve” from the past since not everything 
in historical theology is worthy of retrieval! Retrieval works best in the 
doctrinal areas of “catholic” agreement (e.g., Trinity [Nicene Creed], 
Christology [Chalcedonian Creed]). However, it does not work as well in 
other areas of theological disagreement. For example, what confessional 
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standard do we choose from the past? The Council of Trent? The Westminster 
Confession of Faith? The Second London Baptist Confession? Or the 
Baptist Faith and Message? Or, what do we retrieve in terms of which view 
of the atonement captures best Scripture’s understanding of Christ’s work, or 
which ecclesiology do we recover? In these latter areas, our Confessions and 
doctrinal formulations materially differ, which reminds us that “rules of faith,” 
as important as they are, must still be subsumed under the final authority of 
Scripture. Is it even possible to create “catholic” or “mere” agreement in more 
contested doctrinal areas?

In this issue of SBJT, our goal is address these two areas, with our primary 
focus on the first. Most of our articles wrestle with the relationship between 
the “retrieving” of tradition and its role in the doing of theology under the 
authority of Scripture. First, Kevin Vanhoozer addresses the role of systematic 
theology in our interpreting and reading Scripture correctly. He proposes 
that our interpretation of Scripture is not distinct from our theology, and in 
fact a true and faithful biblical reading of Scripture demands that we read the 
Bible’s story theologically. He demonstrates his point by using the atonement 
as his test case and demonstrating that a proper understanding of the cross 
demands a theological reading of the Gospel narratives. 

Next, in my article, I address the relationship between retrieval and sola 
Scriptura in our doing of Christology. My argument is that the Nicene and 
Chalcedonian Creed serve as authorities for our theology, yet “retrieval” of 
the Creeds is not enough to arbitrate some crucial ongoing disagreements 
within Christology over what a “person” is. Ultimately, the only way to resolve 
these disagreements is not by a mere appeal to the Creed but to demonstrate 
that one’s definition and understanding of “person” does not fit with the 
Scriptural presentation of Christ’s identity and the triune person-relations.

In Matthew Barrett’s article, he thinks through similar territory as 
Vanhoozer by wrestling with the relationship between systematic theology, 
our reading of Scripture, and the drawing of theological conclusions from 
Scripture. He proposes a reciprocal relationship between Scripture and 
theology, what he calls a hermeneutical boomerang. Systematic theology 
circles back around to influence how we approach Scripture, including 
what ways we do and do not exegete the text or interpret the unfolding 
history of redemption. In this way, there is a hermeneutical reciprocity that 
is theologically informed: exegesis and biblical theology bear the fruit of 
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systematics, but our systematic theology should also be the nutritious soil 
within which our exegesis and biblical theology grow and blossom. 

The articles by Peter Gentry and Pierre Constant address some important 
hermeneutical issues that we need to consider as we read Scripture and draw 
theological conclusions. Specifically, Peter Gentry wrestles with whether 
some forms of Patristic exegesis, known as prosopological exegesis, should 
be retrieved today. Gentry argues that we want to learn from the past, but 
this does not entail that this form of exegesis practiced in the early church 
is consistent with how the NT authors quoted OT texts and made their 
Trinitarian and Christological conclusions. Finally, our Forum pieces focus 
on the question of the relationship between historical theology and the 
development of doctrine, and how best to retrieve the past today.

For the second area, Gregg Allison wrestles with what we can “retrieve” 
from the past in such areas where there has not been “catholic” agreement. 
Specifically, he thinks through ecclesiology which is probably one of the most 
contested doctrinal areas in the church. He asks the question of whether it is 
possible to have a “mere” ecclesiology, in the sense that C. S. Lewis used the 
term “mere” in his famous Mere Christianity. In this book, Lewis’s goal was to 
explain to unbelievers what was common or “mere” to all Christians, while 
intentionally avoiding disputed matters. Allison wrestles with whether such a 
“mere” ecclesiology can be done today—an ecclesiology that serves a specific 
purpose of highlighting the essential nature of the church, its core ministries, 
its principal leadership framework, and more. In the end, he argues that such a 
“mere” ecclesiology can be done but is most useful for unbelievers who need to 
know something about what the Christian church is. However, for Christians, 
such a “mere” ecclesiology is difficult in theology and especially in practice.

To round out our issue, we have also included Gregg Allison’s Faculty 
Address delivered at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in 2019. 
It is an excellent example of a faithful, constructive piece of theology that 
thinks through a theological view of human embodiment with significant 
implications for the church today.

Our goal in this issue of SBJT is to think through the doing of theology 
for today’s church. What is desperately needed is theological thinking that is 
true to Scripture, consistent with the history of the church, and which speaks 
powerfully in our present context, as the church is called to faithfully teach and 
proclaim the glories of our triune God in the face of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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Staurology, Ontology, 
and the Travail of 
Biblical Narrative: Once 
More unto the Biblical 
Theological Breach1

Kevin J. Vanhoozer
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Disciples through Scripture and Doctrine (Lexham, 2019).

Introduction: The Role of Theology in Reading the Bible 
Rightly

What does it mean to read the Bible rightly and what role, if any, should 
theology have in this endeavor? Everyone agrees that the Bible speaks of 
God and, for that reason, may be deemed “theological.” By way of contrast, 
the “theological” interpretation of the Bible remains an essentially contested 
notion, not least because it is not clear what “theologically” means in this 
context. For instance, does it mean setting forth the theology of the biblical 
authors themselves, using the Bible to defend a particular theological 
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tradition (e.g., Lutheran), or deploying theological categories to describe 
the process of reading the Bible? It is not always clear which of these three 
possibilities is in view when people refer to reading Scripture theologically.

That there is widespread disagreement about how rightly to interpret 
the Bible may be the only thing all biblical interpreters agree on. William 
Blake expresses this poignantly in his poem, “The Vision of Christ,” which 
concludes with a disheartening couplet:

“Both read the Bible day and night,

But thou read’st black where I read white.”

In our present pluralistic post/modern context, there are of course many 
more than two reading perspectives: not only black and white, but all the 
colors that make up the denominational and social spectrum, including, to 
name but a few, various kinds of Presbyterians, Latino and Latina, African, 
and Palestinian Christians, as well as the various interpretive communities 
located somewhere under the rainbow flag of LGBTQ. The conflict of 
interpretations is nothing new, but today’s readers have also to deal with the 
deeper, and more intractable, conflict of interpretive approaches, interests, 
and communities. 

For their part, Evangelicals just want to be biblical, both because they 
confess, with the Reformers, the Bible’s supreme authority, and because they 
want to follow Jesus, who similarly identified scriptural texts as God’s word 
written.2 Being biblical in one’s theology is easier said than done, however. 
To take but one example: Lutheran and Reformed theologians (I could have 
chosen other labels) think they’re merely expositing the theology of the 
Bible itself, only to find themselves accused of foisting alien doctrines onto 
Scripture. Many biblical exegetes may feel inclined to pronounce a pox upon 
both their dogmatic houses in order to preserve the unadulterated theology 
of the biblical authors themselves. 

The stakes are high: what does it mean to read the Bible rightly and what 
role, if any, should theology have in this endeavor? In order to address this 
question, I need to provide some background. What follows is a story about 
a line and a circle: their early partnership, their later separation, and their 
prospects for reconciliation. The line and circle in question are creations 
of Geerhardus Vos, metaphors for the disciplines of biblical and systematic 
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theology respectively. The two theological disciplines are indeed related—
they have the Bible in common—yet it has become hard to tell whether 
theirs is a love story or a family feud, a story of a strained marriage or a fateful 
sibling rivalry. It is, in any case, a story about two different ways of reading the 
Bible theologically.

In his 1894 inaugural address as Professor of Biblical Theology at 
Princeton Seminary, Geerhardus Vos defined biblical theology as “the 
exhibition of the organic process of supernatural revelation in its historic continuity 
and multiformity.”3 It is the discipline of hewing closely to the history of special 
revelation. Vos says theology “will be Biblical in the full sense, only when it not 
merely derives its material from the Bible, but also accepts at the hands of the 
Bible the order in which this material is to be grouped and located.”4 A biblical 
passage is not a proof-text to be taken out of context but an element located 
“within a pattern of God-given contexts,” all of which are encompassed by 
what we could call the “redemptive-historical” context. As his contemporary 
champion, Richard Gaffin, puts it, “Biblical revelation has its own structure ... 
resident in the subject matter itself ... the history of redemption.”5

Vos explains that while both biblical and dogmatic theology reflect on 
the Bible, they do so with contrasting principles of organization: “in the 
one case this constructive principle is systematic and logical, whereas in 
the other case it is purely historical. In other words, Systematic Theology 
endeavors to construct a circle, Biblical Theology seeks to reproduce a line.”6 
This was no one-off illustration. Vos returns to it some thirty years later in 
his magnum opus, Biblical Theology, where he states that both biblical and 
systematic theology do something with the revealed truth deposited in the 
Bible: “Biblical Theology draws a line of development. Systematic Theology 
draws a circle.”7 Vos appears to be contrasting two kinds of reading, the 
one focusing on organic development (history), the other on intellectual 
organization (logic).

Fast forward to the present. The “liners” now have their own journals 
and professional organization, speak their own language and have their own 
culture, as do the “circles.” What began as a division of labor has become an 
ugly ditch, forcing readers of the Bible to choose sides, and different career 
paths: biblical or theological studies. Meanwhile, pastors struggle to keep a 
foot in both camps. On occasion, hostilities break out, hence my subtitle, 
“once more unto the breach,” a reference both to Shakespeare’s Henry V and 
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to the dividing wall of hostility that too often characterizes the relationship 
between biblical scholarship and systematic theology. 

What follows is an attempt to wade once more unto the breach, 
perchance to build a bridge—and repair a broken relationship. I begin by 
briefly rehearsing the birth of biblical theology in the 18th century to its “first 
death” in 1961. As we shall see, the cause of death had to do with the failure to 
connect biblical narrative to the reality of God. Next, we consider the rebirth 
of biblical theology in the late 20th century and the way in which, according 
to some Evangelicals, systematic theology must decrease in order for biblical 
theology to increase (cf. John 3:30). I then turn to a specific interpretive 
issue: how the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ death should be read theologically. 
Which discourse, biblical or systematic theology, best explains why Jesus 
had to die on a cross for us and our salvation? In particular, which discourse 
best explains the significance of Jesus’ loud cry at the moment of his death, 
a detail all three Synoptic Evangelists see fit to mention? The “travail of 
biblical narrative” of my title pertains to the interpretive labor required to 
move from the biblical authors’ categories of thinking to categories that yield 
thick theological understanding today. This is the task of systematic theology, 
and the cross marks the spot where the tension between lines and circles 
approaches its breaking point. 

Our account reaches its climax with a proposal that draws upon a third 
geometric figure, integrating the biblical-theological line and the systematic 
theological circle in a dogmatic theological sphere. In doing so we do not leave 
Vos behind, but rather retrieve a neglected aspect of his thought: a fruitful, 
hitherto underappreciated suggestion that will enable readers to glimpse the 
promised land of biblical interpretation: ontology.

I. Two Roads diverge in the Modern World: Biblical Theology 
from Gabler to Gilkey

Once upon a time, there was no distinction between line and circle. It was 
not until the Enlightenment that biblical theology was taken out, like Adam’s 
rib, from the chest of theology simpliciter. What God had joined together, 
Johann Philipp Gabler rent asunder. 

The origins of biblical theology as a distinct strategy for reading Scripture 
freed from confessional constraints may be traced to Gabler’s 1787 lecture 
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on “The Proper Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology 
and the Specific Objectives of Each.”8 Gabler was troubled by the conflict 
of interpretations in his day. He proposed biblical theology as an academic 
discipline whose task was to provide historically accurate descriptions of 
the NT authors’ ideas of God in their own terms. Doing so would allow the 
difference between the theology in the Bible and theology in accordance 
with the Bible (or imposed upon it).  

Neither Vos nor Gabler have copyright on the term “biblical theology.” 
They use it in different senses, and it is important to see the continuities 
and discontinuities. Both associate biblical theology with history, though 
for Vos the accent is on history as the medium of God’s revelation and 
redemption, while for Gabler the emphasis is on history as the context for 
human language and thought. This is no minor disagreement. It is rather a 
fateful distinction that leads in two different directions, and ultimately to two 
different scholarly enterprises: theology and religious studies, respectively. 
For, only a scant hundred years later, NT theology had become in the hands 
of William Wrede an exercise in setting forth the history of early Christianity, 
an academic project that could be pursued apart from Christian faith or 
belief in God.9

Many evangelical exegetes sympathize with Gabler’s concern not to let 
systematic theologians run roughshod over the particulars of the text. The 
voices of the biblical authors deserve to be heard, not shouted down by 
the Reformed dogmatic-industrial complex! Reading Scripture with no 
theological presuppositions, however, means reading it as methodological 
naturalists, in which case the Bible becomes a document of the university (a 
historically and culturally conditioned expression of human religion, like any 
other book) rather than the canon of the church (an authoritative word from 
God). What Gabler ultimately (and perhaps inadvertently) launched was an 
atheological (I won’t say atheistic) way of reading the Bible. 

The so-called Biblical Theology Movement that dominated the North 
American scene from 1945-1961 resisted the tendency to become a subset of 
religious studies. One of the movement’s leading proponents, G. E. Wright, 
attempted to read the Bible in a historical-critical manner and, like Vos, have 
his theological cake too. In his influential book, God Who Acts, Wright defines 
biblical theology as “the confessional recital of the redemptive acts of God in 
a particular history.”10 Wright’s heart was in the right place: he wanted to read 
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the Bible theologically for the church by focusing on revelation in history. 
Alas, like the walls of Jericho, the Biblical Theology Movement suffered a 
spectacular collapse, and those who wish to pursue biblical theology must 
learn from its failure.

As Wright’s subtitle “Biblical Theology as Recital” hints, his primary 
focus is Israel’s and the church’s “confessional recital” of God’s mighty acts, 
especially the Exodus-covenant act. Significantly, Wright identifies revelation 
not with the words of Scripture, but with God’s mighty acts in history. 
Critics were quick to point out several problems with the Biblical Theology 
Movement, but for present purposes the most important of these concerns 
Wright’s notion of an “act of God.”11 

Langdon Gilkey was the Gideon figure whose trumpet—his 1961 essay 
“Cosmology, Ontology, and the Travail of Biblical Language”12—effectively 
demolished an entire movement in a scant eleven pages. Gilkey, a systematic 
theologian, acknowledges Wright’s biblical-theological descriptive aim, to 
adhere as closely as possible to the biblical author’s own vocabulary and ideas, 
yet Gilkey finds Wright’s proposal confusing: “its world view or cosmology 
is modern, while its theological language is biblical and orthodox.”13 On the 
one hand, the Biblical Theology Movement employs biblical criticism and 
maintains the typical modern belief in historical conditioning and the causal 
continuum. On the other hand, in affirming divine action in history, it denies 
the modern assumption of a causal continuum of space-time experience. 
What is ultimately at issue is the framework with which one interprets the 
biblical narrative, and Gilkey faults the Biblical Theology Movement for 
its cross-eyed reading of Scripture, that is, for reading Scripture with two 
incompatible frames of reference: ancient (i.e., supernatural) and modern 
(i.e., critical). Speaking for moderns like himself, Gilkey insists that that 
“biblical people lived in the same causal continuum of space and time in 
which we live, and so one in which ... no divine voices were heard.”14 

Gilkey pinpoints what he takes to be the internal contradiction at the heart 
of the Biblical Theology Movement: “Its claims for history as the framework 
for revelation were bogus because the ‘history’ appealed to was not real 
history.”15 Wright’s biblical-theological focus was on Israel’s confession of God’s 
mighty acts; it is not clear whether Wright himself believes that God really 
acts as humans do (i.e., as one cause among others in the space-time causal 
continuum). The real focus of Wright’s biblical theology is not the mighty acts 
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of God but, rather, the confessional recital of these acts by the biblical authors. 
In the final analysis, says Gilkey, “the Bible ends up being descriptive not of the 
acts of God but of Hebrew religion.”16 God may be the grammatical subject 
of the biblical verbs, but the real object of the Biblical Theology Movement 
proved to be religion (anthropology), not God (theology). 

For Calvin and most premodern readers, God actually did what the text 
said he did. By way of contrast, members of the Biblical Theology Movement 
were unable to specify what God had actually done. For example, they 
rejected literal interpretations of God speaking to Moses out of the burning 
bush. Upon closer inspection, then, the acts of God appear less mighty 
than mighty peculiar, which is why Gilkey speaks of “the travail of biblical 
language.” The biblical authors spoke univocally of God, whereas we modern 
readers speak of God only analogically. What, then, is an act of God? To 
what kind of historical event does it actually refer? According to Gilkey, the 
Biblical Theology Movement reduced the acts of God: they are not ordinary 
events in space-time, “but only his inward incitement of a religious response 
to an ordinary event within the space-time continuum.”17 It is a devastating 
critique (and sobering example of theological downsizing).

The Biblical Theology Movement left unclear whether the mighty acts of 
God are his objective activity in history, faith’s way of interpreting ordinary 
events, or some tertium quid. Gilkey’s verdict: “What we desperately need is 
a theological ontology.”18 “Only an ontology of events specifying what God’s 
relation to ordinary events is like ... could fill the now empty analogy of might 
acts.”19 Without an ontology—an account of what things are—the language 
of biblical theology, and the Bible, remains hopelessly equivocal. “And if the 
bugle gives an indistinct sound, who will get ready for battle?” (1 Cor 14:8). 
If we are to understand in our terms what the biblical authors are saying in 
theirs, we need a clearer conception of the reality of God and of how God 
acts—in a word, ontology. Biblical interpreters who lack ontology resemble 
Athenians who worship an unknown God (cf. Acts 17:23).

II. Narrative and Ontology: The Great Evangelical Divide 
in Reading the Bible Theologically Today

Gilkey’s essay, published in 1961, marks what I am calling the “first death” 
of biblical theology, though what passed away was neither Gabler’s nor 
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Vos’s version but an unstable mixture of the two (viz., the Biblical Theology 
Movement). Some fifty years later, the landscape has changed. There is 
little left of Gabler’s dream for a “true” biblical theology of the OT and NT, 
both because postmoderns have called into question the modern dream of 
disinterested historical description and because of the perception that it is 
more accurate to speak of theologies in the plural than it is a single unifying 
theology. In the words of the Yale OT scholar John J. Collins: “Biblical 
theology is a subject in decline…. The decline is evident in the fact that an 
increasing number of scholars no longer regard theology as the ultimate 
focus of biblical studies, or even as a necessary dimension of those studies at 
all.”20 The situation is different among Evangelical scholars who affirm divine 
inspiration of the Bible, yet even here there is often a tendency to concentrate 
on linguistic and literary matters, or ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman 
backgrounds, rather than the theology of the biblical authors. Gilkey’s 
challenge—to articulate a theological ontology—remains unanswered.

Interestingly enough, one factor has remained constant through all the 
twists and turns of recent approach to biblical interpretation: Evangelical 
scholars continue to depict the relationship between biblical and systematic 
theology in terms of line and circle. For example, Don Carson says that 
biblical theology resorts “primarily to the categories of [the biblical] texts 
themselves.”21 So far, so Vosian. Yet whereas Vos emphasized history as 
the medium of divine activity (i.e., revelation and redemption), many 
contemporary Evangelical biblical theologians focus on history as the 
medium for human experience and thought. 

One of my favorite biblical theologians, James Hamilton, states that the 
goal of biblical theology is not merely to describe but to adopt the perspective 
of the biblical authors, to see things the way the biblical authors interpreted 
and understood them. This means becoming familiar with the Bible’s 
“symbolic universe,” that is, the symbols and stories that communicate the 
worldview of the biblical authors: “We want to see the world the way they 
did, and we want to think about it that way, too.”22 Indeed, the biblical symbols 
inform who we are in the story too, and how we should live as we wait for the 
story’s end, the second coming of our Lord.23 This type of biblical theology 
preaches! It also raises the question: whatever happened to systematics?

It is, I believe, sad but fair to say that systematic theology, as a strategy for 
reading Scripture, is today viewed by many Evangelical biblical scholars with 
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a fair amount of suspicion. Let me be clear: I’m not accusing anyone of hate 
crimes, just a little prejudice. The bias is best seen when Evangelical scholars 
describe biblical theology as working inductively with the Bible, whereas 
systematic theologians, by organizing doctrines topically, “impose a structure 
not transparently given in Scripture itself.”24 Whereas biblical theology works 
with the concepts and categories of the biblical authors and follows the flow of 
redemptive-history, systematic theology uses categories drawn from church 
tradition or contemporary culture, flying over redemptive-history at 30,000 
feet. Some view systematic theology as “anti-line”: “its organizing principles 
do not encourage the exploration of the Bible’s plot-line, except incidentally. 
The categories of systematic theology are logical and hierarchical, not 
temporal.”25 The basic problem seems to be that systematic theologians read 
the Bible with categories drawn from elsewhere than the Bible, and it “is very 
hard work to be informed by them without being controlled by them.”26 As 
the apostle Paul might have written: “See to it that no one takes you captive 
through hollow and deceptive systematics, which depends on human 
tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ” (with 
apologies to Col 2:8—and my fellow theologians).  

If Gilkey was suspicious of biblical theology for its lack of ontology, 
Evangelical exegetes tend to be suspicious of systematic theology because of 
what they consider to be an excess of ontology. Perhaps these Evangelicals 
subscribe, even if only subconsciously, to a variation of the Hellenization 
thesis, namely, von Harnack’s claim “that the Nicene doctrine of the 
incarnation was the result of a Hellenizing process through which Greek 
metaphysical concepts and categories were imposed inappropriately on the 
claims of the New Testament.”27 Carson, for his part, is content to observe 
that systematic theology is “further removed” from the Bible than exegesis, 
and that biblical theology serves as a bridge between exegesis and theology.28 
However, if biblical and systematic theology are to live harmoniously in the 
same house, caring for the church of God (Acts 20:28), then they need to 
decide how to work together. Who washes up after dinner, and who takes 
out the trash? 

Generalizations are always precarious—there are potential counter-
examples under every bush—but it seems to me, and a few others, that this 
prejudice against systematic theology has led to an alarming theological 
illiteracy in our churches. This is bad news not simply for systematic 
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theology, but for the project of reading the Bible well. Carl Trueman sounded 
the alarm in 2002 when he suggested that the rebirth of biblical theology 
among evangelicals, which was a good thing, may be in danger of becoming 
too much of a good thing. We understand that the Bible contains a narrative 
that culminates in Christ, but the triumph of biblical theology, says Trueman, 
“has come at the very high price of a neglect of the theological tradition.”29 
Trueman fears that attention to the economy (how God acts in history as 
recounted in biblical narrative) has led to a neglect of ontology (who God 
is in eternity) and the kinds of issues hammered out in the church councils 
over centuries as concerns the doctrine of God. To put it in Vosian terms: 
the line has swallowed up the circle. The danger is that “a divine economy 
without a divine ontology is unstable and will collapse.”30 In fact, the collapse 
has already begun, as evidenced by open theism.31 

Vos, in his inaugural lecture, calls biblical theology dogmatic theology’s 
“younger sister,”32 but in Trueman’s mind the more apt description might be 
“naughty little sister” whose behavior has turned systematic theology into a 
“poor relation” and historical theology into a useless appendix.33 Trueman, 
a historical theologian, is not simply bemoaning the low status of his own 
academic discipline. No, his chief concern is that an exaggerated emphasis on 
the divine economy “effectively cuts the church off from probing ontological 
questions ... demanded by reflection upon the biblical text.”34 The real 
concern pertains to what it means to read the Bible theologically: “We need 
ontology as well as economy if we are to do justice to the Bible’s teaching on 
who God is and what he has done.”35

III. The Travail of Biblical Narrative: Making Sense of Jesus’ 
Death on the Cross

The gospel is the announcement of what the triune God has done in and 
through Jesus Christ to renew creation and restore right relations with 
God. The travail of biblical narrative, and the vocation of theology, reaches 
their apex just here, in staurology (from the Greek stauros, meaning cross): 
the attempt to explain how and why the cross is a criterion for knowing 
God, a necessary condition for salvation, and the climax of the history of 
redemption. Making sense of the meaning, significance, and necessity of the 
cross provides the perfect case study for my claim that theology serves the 

16



Staurology, Ontology, and the Travail of Biblical Narrative

17

project of reading the Bible well. The project of faith seeking understanding 
of the Passion narratives pierces even to dividing the soul and spirit of 
theological discourse, namely, biblical and systematic theology. And, once 
again, a Wright—not G. E. but N. T.—stands at the center of the fray.

Tom Wright is in many respects the quintessential evangelical biblical 
scholar. He is a believing biblical theologian who above all wants to get 
the NT authors right, even if that means going against received human 
tradition—even Protestant tradition. For Wright, getting the biblical 
authors right means reading them on their own terms and in their own 
contexts, which is to say, in accordance with their first-century historical 
horizon. This is why he considers second-Temple Judaism so important: it 
represents the shared framework of thought with which the apostles sought 
to express the significance of Jesus’ death. This is also why he has a low view 
of systematic theology. In his judgment, both patristic and Reformation 
atonement theories distort the biblical story by imposing external interests 
and foreign categories: they did not think about the death of Jesus in terms 
of metaphysical essence or penal exchanges but, rather, in terms of exoduses 
and exiles.36

Wright insists that the biblical authors’ worldview is expressed in 
story form. During the period of Second Temple Judaism, the prevailing 
meta-narrative was that the nation of Israel, while physically returned 
from Babylonia and Persia, was still in a theological state of exile from 
God. Jesus believed that his mission was tied up with Israel’s return from 
exile, which is to say Yahweh’s return to Zion: “Many if not most second-
Temple Jews, then, hoped for the new exodus, seen as the final return from 
exile.”37 On this telling, “Israel’s exile was a punishment for sin but also a 
sacrifice for sin, so that her forlorn punishment in a foreign land becomes 
a means through which sin was expiated.”38 Hence when Israel finally 
“returned from exile” and the Temple once again inhabited by the Lord, 
there would be the real forgiveness of sins. This is the story that informs 
the biblical authors’ staurology: “Paul the apostle believed ... that the ‘exile’ 
had been brought to an end—by Jesus’ death on the cross.”39 All this to 
say that, for Wright, “return from exile” is the narrative template or script 
that Jesus followed and performed in his own life and ministry: “Jesus was 
proclaiming and performing the signs of national deliverance, calling Israel 
to exile-ending-repentance, all of which would result in a new exodus, the 
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renewal of the covenant, a rebuilt temple, the reconstitution of the Jewish 
nation, and the vindication of Israel over the pagan nations.”40 Everything 
depends on getting that storied framework right: “narrative analysis sheds 
a positive flood of light—direct light, not surreptitious moonbeams—one 
passage after passage of tricky exegesis, and problem after problem in the 
theological coherence of the [Pauline] letters.”41 

For Wright, then, reading the Bible theologically means thinking with 
the biblical authors’ storied thoughts after them, in their terms and historical 
context, in particular, Israel’s ongoing exile.42 Biblical theology is the line 
that connects the dots: between Israel’s exodus and Jesus’ new exodus, 
between Israel’s (and Adam’s) exile and the return from exile. The cross 
makes sense in this storied framework: “the new Passover (liberation from 
enslaving powers) is accomplished through the rescue from exile.”43 Right 
understanding depends on interpreting Jesus’ death within this story: “Take 
them out of this story, and you will put them into a different one, most likely 
some version of the abstract ‘works contract’ in which sinful human beings 
are heading either for hell or heaven.”44 This is a dig at systematic theology 
and the concept of penal substitution, which Wright dismisses as a modern 
answer to a medieval question about how guilty individuals get right with an 
angry God through God’s punishing Jesus. 

It is possible, to be sure, to interpret Jesus’ crucifixion with conceptual 
schemes drawn from elsewhere. The philosopher Hegel reduces biblical 
symbols to metaphysical concepts without remainder, transforming the 
historic Good Friday into a “speculative Good Friday,” according to which 
God (Being) absorbs death (non-being) resulting in resurrection (New 
Being or Becoming). This is not systematic but philosophical theology, 
however, and it is indeed non-biblical and sub-evangelical. Unfortunately, 
Wright does not seem to see any significant difference between 
philosophical and systematic theology, or to recognize any legitimate 
role for the latter. Systematic theology works with concepts taken from 
elsewhere than the first century, yet for Wright right reading is all about 
“interpreting Jesus’ death in the same way that the early Christians did.”45 
The circle that is systematic theology is, for Wright, a noose that strangles 
first-century voices. 

Wright’s exasperation with the monstrous regiment of systematicians 
is palpable in a recent essay on theology and the historical Paul: “If there 
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is supposed to be a marriage of biblical studies and theology, then as Paul 
says about marriage in Ephesians 5—but in a different sense—it is a great 
mystery.”46 Again, the core of Wright’s critique is that systematic theology 
neglects the first-century Jewish context and thus distorts Paul’s texts: “if 
you want to understand how ideas and phrases are used in the first century 
it helps to look at the first century, not the fourth century [i.e., Nicaea] ... 
(still less the sixteenth century AD [i.e., the Reformation]!).”47 Systematic 
theology stumbles when it forgets the overarching story of Israel’s exodus, 
exile, and return from exile in favor of Greek categories. It is “the theologians’ 
flight from history ... that has done the real damage.”48 

Can Wright’s telling of the story bear the theological weight he puts 
onto the symbolic events of exodus and exile? This way of posing the 
question highlights the travail of biblical narrative specific not to G. E. 
but to N. T. Wright. Wright’s Second Temple Jewish God-story is doing 
all the hard, theological load-bearing, work. However, as Richard Hays 
has observed, Wright’s narrative “is not exactly any of the specific stories 
actually told by the Evangelists; rather, it is a critically abstracted construct, 
the master metanarrative of the Bible ... as told from within the perspective 
of late Second Temple Judaism.”49 Ironically, Wright’s tendency constantly 
to revert to this master metanarrative risks suppressing the voices of the 
particular biblical authors, just like systematic theology (allegedly) does! 
Other critics question Wright’s narrative on the grounds that there is no real 
evidence that first-century Palestinian Jews actually thought of themselves 
as still-in-exile. According to James Dunn, “The most serious weakness of 
Wright’s grand hypothesis is his inability to demonstrate that the narrative 
of return from exile was a controlling factor in Jesus’ own teaching.”50 
Michael Bird, similarly, worries “that ‘exile’ is perhaps far too plastic of a 
concept to be regarded as the conceptual framework for an entire Jewish 
meta-narrative.”51 

Both biblical and systematic theologians want to read the Bible 
theologically, but the relationship has been strained to the breaking point. 
No one wants a divorce, but Wright is not alone in citing irreconcilable 
hermeneutical differences. Clearly, it is high time for disciplinary marriage 
counseling, a way to reconcile these estranged approaches to reading the 
Bible theologically. I therefore propose in what follows a way forward, one 
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that involves thinking through biblical narrative in historical, redemptive-
historical, and (for lack of a better term) ontological-historical perspective. 

IV. Entering into the Promised Land (Ontology): The Geo-
metrics (and Dramatics) of the Cross

I take my cue from Alister McGrath: “The genesis of doctrine lies in the 
exodus from uncritical repetition of the narrative heritage of the past.”52 
Biblical narrative gives rise to doctrine whenever we are puzzled by 
something in the story, such as, why Jesus had to die a bloody death. Story 
thus gives rise to systematics. More pointedly: narrative raises questions that 
only ontology can answer. 

Ontology
My principal claim under this heading is that ontological clarification is less 
a Greek colonization of biblical narrative than an essential ingredient in 
reading theologically. Reading Scripture rightly involves knowing not only 
something about what authors are saying (their sense; verba) but also what 
they are talking about (their referent; res).53 Historical context (and biblical 
theology) is crucial for the first task, but what about the second? 

Gerald Bray claims that “the great contribution which patristic biblical 
hermeneutics can make to modern debates lies at the ontological level”54 where 
we wrestle with questions pertaining to referents, such as “Who is God?”55 Jesus 
himself asks his disciples an important Who question: “Who do you say that I 
am?” (Matt 16:15; Mark 8:29; Luke 9:20). Rightly to understand the passion 
narrative theologically ultimately requires not only first-century Palestinian but 
fourth-century Nicene categories, without which, we cannot say what kind of 
“who” Jesus was/is. This is the force behind Robert Jenson’s what if question: 
“what if the church’s dogma were a necessary hermeneutical principal of 
historical reading, because it describes the true ontology of historical being?”56 
Remember Gilkey’s concern about the lack of attention to the ontology of 
divine acts and Trueman’s concern that we not lose the ontological aspect in 
our zeal for the economy. What if the doctrine of the Trinity were necessary for 
the right understanding of the story of Jesus’ death?57 

Systematic theologians are not ontology’s only advocates. Brevard 
Childs contends that biblical interpretation is incomplete unless and until 
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it illumines the subject matter or res of the text, the one God made known 
in Jesus Christ.58 It is a fatal mistake to deal with the identity of God “only in 
terms of its historical sequence. This ... would restrict the doctrine of God to 
the divine workings within a historical trajectory of past, present and future: 
God, Christ, Spirit.”59 Childs understands by ontology a kind of reflection 
about a subject matter that transcends temporal sequence.60 Without 
ontological reflection, “it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to talk about 
the God of Old and New as a unified being.”61 

Geometrics
I do not wish to be misunderstood: biblical theology, with its particular 
attentiveness to the redemptive-historical context, is absolutely necessary.62 
My concern is that we not flatten out biblical understanding to first-century 
horizons only in our evangelical zeal to be biblical. 

Flat is the operative concept. We have, after all, likened biblical theology 
to a line. Let “geometrics” stand for two-dimensional thinking, the kind that 
employs lines and circles, among other figures, to represent the world. Edwin 
Abbott’s 1884 classic book, Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions, is a 
work of satirical science fiction that uses a two-dimensional world to offer 
critical commentary on Victorian hierarchical values. The inhabitants in 
Flatland are lines, circles, and triangles “whose whole experience is confined 
to a [two-dimensional] plane”—or, to put it in hermeneutical terms, a 
horizon of meaning.63 A line is one-dimensional because there is only one 
direction it can go (say, east to west). In Flatland, there is a second dimension 
as well (north-south). Still, all the experience of the inhabitants takes place 
on something like a table top, like a graph with x and y axes only.

From the perspective of the inhabitants of Flatland, circles and triangles 
look like lines.  To prove it, Abbott asks us to imagine putting a penny on a 
table, and then placing your eye at the level of the table. Observed from the 
side, the penny will cease to look like a circle and will resemble a straight 
line. The narrator in Flatland is a square (named, appropriately enough, A. 
Square). Here’s how he describes a visit by a triangular acquaintance: “If 
our friend comes closer to us we see his line becomes larger; if he leaves us 
it becomes smaller.”64 Abbott’s story recounts the narrator’s visitation by 
a mysterious three-dimensional sphere. However, A. Square is unable to 
fathom what is happening. Think about it: when a three-dimensional sphere 
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intersects a two-dimensional plane, the result is always a circle (if seen from 
the top) or, if seen by someone on Flatland’s plane, where there is no up or 
down, a line! The narrator thus has great difficulty comprehending the nature 
or ontology of the sphere, even though the sphere reveals itself and speaks: 
“I am indeed, in a certain sense a Circle ... and a more perfect Circle than any 
in Flatland, but to speak more accurately, I am many Circles in one.”65 (Note: 
this is the central “I am” revelatory saying of the story). Needless to say, A. 
Square is still unable to comprehend what a sphere is—“spherehood”—
which Abbott, an Anglican priest, playfully calls “the Gospel of the Three 
Dimensions.”66 Chapter 17 of Flatland is entitled “How the Sphere, having in 
vain tried words, resorted to deeds.” The rest of the book recounts how the 
Sphere commission A. Square to be an apostle of the third dimension: depth. 

N. T. Wright refers to his project of interpreting Paul’s writings in light 
of his first-century Second-Temple historical context as “thick description.”67 
However, in light of my parable of Flatland his claim falls, well, rather flat. 
Biblical scholars are by training inclined to listen for the voice of human 
authors in their original historical context. Systematic theologians must do 
more: they must understand both what the authors are saying and what they 
are talking about. Biblical scholars explore and exposit the length and width 
of the text, as it were, systematic theologians the breadth and depth. The 
church needs both disciplines, working in tandem, to hear everything God 
is saying. Reading the Bible theologically, I submit, is a three-dimensional 
affair, involving biblical, historical, and systematic theology alike. 

Dramatics
If we are to continue thinking about the relationship of biblical and systematic 
theology in terms of lines and circles, let us at least proceed with Reinhold 
Niebuhr from two-dimensional geometrics to three-dimensional dramatics: 
“The Bible conceives life as a drama in which human and divine actions create 
the dramatic whole. There are ontological presuppositions for this drama, 
but they are not spelled out.”68 We need not leave Vos entirely behind, for 
both in his inaugural lecture and Biblical Theology, he says, “The Bible is not a 
dogmatic handbook but a historical book full of dramatic interest.”69 I want to 
build on Vos’s insight, noting in particular how drama – story made flesh – is 
“thicker” than narrative and calls for ontological reflection. Hence my thesis: 
the “line” of biblical theology is actually the plot line of a unified redemptive-
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historical drama. And the “circle” of systematic theology is actually a form of 
plot analysis, a sphere that plumbs the ontological depths of who and what the 
actors in the drama are: “At the heart of Christian theology ... there lies the 
continual interpenetration of dramatic and ontological.”70 

The history of redemption is not flat, a two-dimensional this-worldly 
series of causes and effects but, rather, the work of the triune God who 
transcends it. The biblical texts assume God’s revelatory and redemptive 
activity and, according to Francis Watson, any attempt to seal off NT studies 
from the OT, or the concerns of systematic theology, “systematically distorts 
their subject matter.”71

The missions of the Son and Holy Spirit that make up the economy of 
revelation and redemption are properly grounded in the eternal processions 
that make up the Trinitarian life of God in himself: “theology proper precedes 
and governs economy.”72 It follows that we will understand God’s mighty acts 
rightly only when we identify the divine acting subject(s) correctly, and this 
“can best be accomplished by first contemplating the infinite depth of God in 
himself, out of which his temporal acts arise.”73 It is the vocation of systematic 
theology always and everywhere to remind us that God “belongs to a 
different ontological order.”74 Elsewhere I refer to this as ( John) Webster’s 
law of “immanent domain,” according to which we do justice to the drama of 
redemption only when we are clear about the ontology of the saving agents: 
Father, Son, and Spirit.75 To see how this is so, let us consider one often 
overlooked detail in the account of the moment of Jesus’ death.

V. Jesus’ Loud Cry on the Cross: A Brief Case Study in Theo-
logical Interpretation

All three Synoptic Gospels report that from the sixth hour “there was 
darkness over all the land until the ninth hour” (Matt 27:45). According 
to Matthew and Mark, Jesus twice cries out with a loud voice. Most of the 
theological attention has been directed to the first instance, in which Jesus 
cites Psalm 22:1, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 
27:46).76 Here I want to examine the second cry, the event at the moment 
of Jesus’ death, and its immediate effects.

Interestingly, N. T. Wright passes over this passage in his own examination 
of the saving significance of Jesus’ death. Jesus’ loud cry was apparently for 
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naught: “Nobody, on the evening of Jesus’s crucifixion, had any idea that a 
revolutionary event had just taken place.”77 Wright acknowledges that the 
centurion overseeing the execution “muttered something about Jesus really 
being ‘son of God,’”78 but he writes it off because, in the centurion’s first-century 
world, “of course” the phrase referred to Caesar. The centurion’s reference may 
be ironic, but cannot be taken as a bona fide confession of Christian faith.

On my reading, by way of contrast, Jesus’ loud cry, and what happens in its 
aftermath, provides a precious clue to plumbing the depths of Jesus’ person 
and work. Consider, first, the sheer fact of Jesus’ crying out with a loud voice 
(phōnē megalē legōn). The same Greek phrase occurs in the Septuagint, also in 
the context of darkness, when the Lord spoke the Law to Israel on Mt. Sinai 
(Deut 5:22). But second, that Jesus cries out with a loud voice is entirely 
unexpected in the first-century horizon of Roman crucifixions: “Ordinarily, 
victims of crucifixion weaken bit by bit and lapse into unconsciousness 
before dying without even a whimper.”79 In stark contrast, the Synoptic 
Evangelists report that Jesus remains strong “right up to and at the moment of 
his death or, better, in his death … superhumanly so.”80 This detail comports 
with earlier hints that Jesus is determined to die81, having “set his face to go 
to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51, 53), and with his own claim, “No one takes it [my 
life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” ( John 10:18).

Luke corroborates the voluntary nature of Jesus death by supplying the 
content of Jesus’ loud cry, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” 
(Luke 23:46), a citation from Psalm 31:5 that signals trust in God despite 
the fateful schemes of adversaries (Ps 31:11-14). This comports with 
Matthew’s narrative description “And Jesus cried out again with a loud 
voice and yielded up his spirit” (Matt  27:50) and with Mark’s even briefer 
“and breathed his last” (Mark 15:37). The loud voice, combined with Jesus’ 
“dismissing” his spirit, serves “to highlight his death as an act of will.”82 

Jesus’ two loud cries serve as bookends to his death: “In the first, Jesus 
expresses the depth of his suffering, the seeming abandonment of ‘my God.’ 
In the second, Jesus expresses the reality that he can confidently entrust, his 
very life-engendering spirit, to his loving ‘Father.’”83 The saving significance 
of Jesus’ death occurs just here, in and between these two cries, where Jesus 
gives himself up for the sin of the world ( John 1:29; 1 John 2:2), enacting 
the final stages of his active and passive obedience, fulfilling the roles of 
supreme high priest and supreme sacrificial victim alike (Heb 9:26). 
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Jesus’ loud cries strongly suggest that we are dealing with a key moment 
in the Father-Son relationship. Earlier I claimed that we must have recourse 
to Trinitarian theology in order to do justice to the economy of redemption. 
What shall we say, then, about the Holy Spirit, who is not explicitly mentioned 
in this passage? Let me make three observations. First, the crucified one is 
the same Jesus who was conceived by or out of or from (ek) the Holy Spirit 
(Matt 1:20), which speaks to the uniqueness of his person. Second, the 
Holy Spirit descends upon Jesus at his baptism in the form of a dove, which 
speaks to the uniqueness of his work or mission (Luke 3:22). Third, we see 
evidence of the Spirit’s empowering presence in the signs Jesus performs 
(Matt 12:28). There is therefore ample textual evidence that the Spirit 
continues to empower Jesus right up to the very moment of his expiring. When 
Jesus then calls out to the Father in a loud voice, “Into your hands I commit 
my spirit,” we may rightly surmise that “Jesus, the Son, humanly gives himself 
in the Holy Spirit to his Father … and within that one intertwining act of 
giving and receiving, humankind’s salvation is achieved.”84 We understand 
the cross rightly only when we rightly identify Jesus as “the Father’s Spirit-
filled incarnate Son.”85 The Son gives up his human spirit to his Father in the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Hence, in Thomas Weinandy’s words, “the salvific 
‘loud cry’ … gives voice to the Trinity.”86

That Jesus’ loud cry was no ordinary shout is confirmed by what 
happens next. Mark reports that the curtain of the temple was torn in two, 
from top to bottom, and that when the centurion “saw how he died” (Mark 
15:39 NIV)—that is, the way he breathed his last (Mark 15:39 ESV)—he 
confessed, “Truly this man was the Son of God.”87 What exactly did the 
centurion see/hear? The historical phenomena surrounding Jesus’ death 
would have been baffling to a first-century Roman soldier not familiar with 
Israel’s history or Scriptures, particularly the Songs of the Suffering Servant. 
Some commentators suggest that the centurion’s comment was sarcastic; 
others that the centurion meant only to commend Jesus as “a son of God” (a 
title used for Roman emperors). Reading all three Synoptics together rules 
out sarcasm, for Luke says the centurion praised God (Luke 23:47), which in 
Luke is the typical response when a person experiences a mighty act of God 
(Luke 2:20; 5:25, 26; 7:16; 13:13; 17:15; 18:43). Clearly, the Evangelists 
want us to understand the centurion as referring to “God’s Son.”88 Again: 
what did the centurion see?
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Jesus’ loud cry marks the climax of his death scene (“It is finished”—John 
19:30), yet the curtain (of the Temple) does not come down, as it does at the 
end of a play, but is rather torn in two, from top to bottom (Mark 15:38). Talk 
about drama! Mark uses the term, schizō, which he uses on only one other 
occasion in his Gospel, immediately after Jesus’ baptism, when “he saw the 
heavens being torn open” (Mark 1:10) and the Spirit descending as a dove 
as a voice from heaven declares Jesus to be the Son of God (Mark 1:11)—
the very thing the centurion says when he sees not heaven, but the temple 
curtain, torn in two.89 Mark is here implying that God is the active agent in 
both tearings.90 And to these two tearings we can add a third, for from John’s 
Gospel we know both that Jesus referred to his own body in terms of the 
temple ( John 2:21) and that the “veil of his flesh” (cf. Heb 10:19-20) was 
torn when one of the soldiers (could it have been the centurion?) pierced 
his side with a spear ( John 19:34).91 There may also be a veiled reference 
to Isaiah 64:1 (“Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down, that 
the mountains might quake at your presence”), suggesting that the cross of 
Christ is an eschatological event presaging the return of God’s empowering 
presence in the form of God’s Spirit.

Matthew goes out of his way to direct our attention to the link between 
Jesus’ loud cry and expiration on the one hand and the tearing of the temple 
curtain by saying, “And behold” (Matt 27:51)—“pay attention!” The 
implication is that if readers see what the centurion saw, they too would 
confess that Jesus is the Son of God. In logic, the post hoc fallacy has to do with 
mistaking chronological sequence with causation: “Since event Y followed 
event X, X must have caused Y.” On the contrary: mere temporal order is non-
causal. However, the narrative logic in Matthew and Mark strongly suggests 
that Jesus’ expiration enables new access into God’s presence: “Thus, unlike 
the old temple with its restricting curtain, Jesus, the new temple, provides 
open and unencumbered entrée to God.”92

Robert Gundry makes the intriguing suggestion that just as the force 
of the Spirit’s coming “down” causes the heavens to be torn open at Jesus’ 
baptism, “so the force of Jesus’ exhalation of the Spirit [breathing out] causes 
the veil of the temple to be ‘torn in two.’”93 H. M. Jackson agrees: “What 
moved the centurion to confession was the simultaneous observation not 
only of the gigantic outer curtain of the Temple being torn in two from top 
to bottom but also of the fact that it was the powerful expulsion of Jesus’ 
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breath that caused the curtain to tear.”94 Mark’s Gospel records the sequence 
of events as follows: 

 v. 37 “Jesus uttered a loud cry and breathed his last”

 v. 38 “And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom”

 v. 39 “And when the centurion … saw that in this way he breathed his last”

Gundry comments: “The veil-rending has not interrupted the two 
references … to Jesus’ expiration, then, so much as it has detailed the visible 
effect of his expiration.”95 Seeing Jesus expire in this way, such that the force 
of his last breath (the exhaled Spirit) ripped apart the temple curtain, is thus 
what prompts the centurion’s confession, “Truly this man was the Son of 
God!” (Mark 15:39)96—an echo of the voice from heaven at Jesus’ baptism, 
when the heavens were torn open, that also declared him “my [God the 
Father’s] beloved Son” (Mark 1:11). 

As this brief case study demonstrates, biblical narrative—particularly the 
climactic episode of Jesus’ death on the cross—raises questions that only 
ontology can answer. According to Frances Young, “the NT consistently 
presents the activity of Christ and the Spirit as the work of the one true God 
.... Under pressure that relationship had to be articulated in ways that the 
NT writers themselves had not envisaged, but it was always there, at least 
in narrative form.”97 She’s thinking, of course, of the Trinity, the doctrine 
that identifies Jesus as the eternal Son who is homoousios with the Father, 
the bedrock identification for understanding Jesus, and thus for a right 
understanding of the drama of redemption, including its climax. As Fred 
Sanders (almost) says, “the Trinity without the atonement is abstract; but 
atonement without the Trinity is ultimately unintelligible.”98

Webster rightly alerts us to the importance of historical and theological 
interpretation: “If we only look at the saving economy ... from the angle 
of its temporal occurrence, we may mischaracterize the kind of temporal 
occurrence it is.”99 The death of Jesus is good news, for us and our salvation, 
only if it is the death of one who was homoousios (“of the same nature”) 
with God: “trinitarian teaching instructs us in how to read those narratives 
rightly, and it does so by specifying the identity of their active subject.”100 The 
history that culminates in Jesus’ cross and resurrection, when described to 
its ontological depths, is the mission of the eternal Son. Remembering this 
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preserves the contribution of biblical theology even as it deepens our reading 
of the Bible with categories drawn from systematic theology.101 Here is one 
way to summarize what happened at the climax of the drama of redemption, 
using categories drawn both from Scripture and systematics in order to 
provide a theologically thick description: Jesus accomplishes redemption by 
exchanging his status as covenant Lord (the eternal Son of God) for that of 
covenant servant (Israel’s Messiah) in order to fulfill Israel’s (and Adam’s) 
covenant vocation and receive Israel’s (and Adam’s) covenant curse (exile 
from God’s presence) in their place in order to procure the covenant blessing 
(filial adoption into the family of God) for God’s covenant people ( Jews first, 
and then Gentiles). 

Conclusion: The Philadelphia Story (Revised)

The story of the relationship between biblical theology and systematic 
theology that, for me, started in Westminster Theological Seminary 
(Philadelphia) and has continued through Flatland (Cambridge) and 
beyond, is nearing its end. Though not without its conflicts, I view it as a 
romantic comedy in which they all—line, circle, and sphere—live happily 
ever after. 

I have argued that biblical and systematic theology refer not simply 
to disparate ways of organizing the doctrinal content of Scripture but to 
contrasting yet complementary ways of reading the Bible theologically. In 
particular, I claimed that systematic theology is itself a practice of reading 
that in its search for understanding attends particularly to the ontological 
dimension that specifies the nature of the principal actors (Father, Son, and 
Spirit) and the meaning of their mighty acts. 

The three dimensions required for reading the Bible theologically 
correspond to three contexts. First, “Vosian” biblical theology attends to the 
historical trajectory of both revelation and redemption (the line). Second, 
“whole Bible theology” corresponds to the organic relation of all the events 
that make up the drama of redemption (the circle). Herman Bavinck calls 
these two dimensions the “genetic-synthetic” readings, and they correspond 
to the original historical and literary-canonical contexts respectively.102 Yet 
this is not the end of the story for, as Vos rightly reminds us, “we ourselves 
live just as much in the NT as did Peter and Paul and John.”103 The third, 
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redemptive-dramatic context thus refers to the life we now live before God, 
in response to God’s word, on the stage of God’s world, with God’s people, to 
God’s glory. “Theodrama” is the ontological sphere in which we live and move 
and have our historical being, the stage on which God speaks and acts, and 
the place where God’s people respond to God’s voice.

Contemporary readers of the Bible are among those who must in one 
way or another respond to the living and active divine address that comes 
through Scripture, piercing into our hearts and minds. Whether they incline 
to the line or circle party, scholarly and lay readers alike are actors in the drama 
of redemption too. As such, all do well to attend to church tradition and 
catholic consensus, for we are not the first generation to attempt to read the 
Bible rightly, or to participate fittingly in its ongoing story. As Bavinck says: 
“Only within the communion of the saints can the length and the breadth, 
the depth and the height, of the love of Christ be comprehended (Eph 
3:18).”104 That’s four dimensions, but never mind. The point is that historical 
and systematic theology help the church understand more deeply not simply 
what the prophets and apostles have said, but what we must say and do on 
the basis of the prophets and apostles. As I have put it elsewhere: “Biblical 
theology describes what the biblical authors are saying/doing in their particular 
contextual scenes, to their particular audiences, in their own particular terms and 
concepts; systematic theology searches out the underlying patterns of biblical-
canonical judgments, and suggests ways of embodying these same theodramatic 
judgments for our own particular cultural contexts, in our own particular terms 
and concepts.”105

Gabler’s “biblical theology”—the false picture that led to the 
fragmentation of theology into separate disciplines—is not Vos’s. When 
rightly understood, biblical theology is a vital aspect of reading Scripture 
well.106 So, too, is systematic theology. My conclusion may sound 
paradoxical, but its meaning should now be clear: theology is most biblical 
when it is more than “biblical theology,” and interpretation is most biblical when 
it is not less than theological. 

1 An earlier version of this essay was delivered as the annual Vos Lecture at Geneva College, Beaver Falls, 
PA on March 20, 2019. I am also grateful to Dr. Richard Averbeck and the PhD students of the Fall 2019 
Interdisciplinary Seminar at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School for their comments on a previous draft.
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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 



39

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.

Retrieval, Christology, and Sola Scriptura



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

42

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 
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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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Introduction

I assume that readers of SBJT know that the word “ecclesiology” refers to the 
doctrine of the church, the systematic theological locus that treats such topics 
as the nature, identity, attributes, and marks of the church; its ministries/
functions/roles; its leadership, polity, structure; and more. Ecclesiology is 
the theological consideration of the church, which could be defined briefly 
as “the people of God who have been saved through repentance and faith in 
Jesus Christ and have been incorporated into his body through baptism with 
the Holy Spirit.”1 

When the adjective “mere” is attached to the noun “ecclesiology,” several 
ideas could be intended. “Mere” could be a qualifier that indicates “something 
that is unimportant.” As I regularly teach seminary courses on ecclesiology 
and have written a lengthy book on the subject, I obviously do not think it to 
be a trivial doctrine. 

“Mere” could be a descriptor that signifies “something that is simple” in the 
sense of not complex. In this case my proposal would be for a reductionistic 
ecclesiology that strips down the doctrine to just a few preferred topics. As 
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a pastor who decries the contemporary move to limit churches to just a few 
ministries (often reflective of the passions and giftings of the lead pastor), I 
similarly oppose reducing the doctrine of the church to a handful of points.  

“Mere” could be a qualifier that signals “being nothing more than.” In this 
sense, the result would be a “lowest common denominator” doctrine that 
might have broad ecumenical appeal but that ignores or conceals theological 
distinctives that tend to highlight disagreements that exist between various 
ecclesiologies. Though my personality is that of a unifier and peacemaker,2 
and though I tend to urge people to find common ground, I am (painfully) 
learning that to be a resourceful person, I cannot disregard differences 
but must deal with them head on. Thus, I’m not going to pursue a “lowest 
common denominator” approach that glosses over the difficulties attached 
to ecclesiology.

Accordingly, a “mere ecclesiology” is not an approach that trivializes this 
doctrine, or is reductionistic, or minimizes divergences in a (lamentable) 
search for agreement at all costs. 

“Mere” can also be a descriptor indicating “common ground” in the sense 
of that which is central to the subject matter. At the same time, such core 
concentration does not disregard or disguise the fact that the topic is much 
more extensive than is its identified essence. An example of this use of “mere” 
is C. S. Lewis’ very familiar work, Mere Christianity.3 Lewis’ audience is 
unbelievers, and his purpose is “to explain and defend the belief that has been 
common to nearly all Christians at all times” (emphasis added); accordingly, he 
intentionally avoids all disputed matters in respect to Christianity. Lewis adds 
this caveat: “The reader should be warned that I offer no help to anyone who 
is hesitating between two Christian ‘denominations.’ You will not learn from 
me whether you ought to become an Anglican, a Methodist, a Presbyterian, 
or a Roman Catholic.” At the same time, Lewis frankly acknowledges that he 
has his own beliefs: “About those ... there is no secret. To quote Uncle Toby: 
‘They are written in the Common-Prayer Book.’” And Lewis underscores the 
fact that Christians “exist” not in a theological construct like his proposed 
“mere Christianity” but in concrete churches and denominations with their 
specific confessions of faith: 

I hope no reader will suppose that “mere” Christianity is here put forward as an 

alternative to the creeds of the existing communions—as if a man could adopt 
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it in preference to Congregationalism or Greek Orthodoxy or anything else. It 

is more like a hall out of which doors open into several rooms. If I can bring 

anyone into that hall I shall have done what I attempted. But it is in the rooms, 

not in the hall, that there are fires and chairs and meals. The hall is a place to wait 

in, a place from which to try the various doors, not a place to live in. For that 

purpose the worst of the rooms (whichever that may be) is, I think, preferable.

Lewis’ Mere Christianity, then, functions as a theological construct that serves 
a specific purpose of highlighting essential doctrines and core practices of the 
Christian faith, the common ground shared by most Christians throughout 
the history of the church. It does not claim or even aim to be a description 
of the faith and practice of actual Christians such as Daniel Hess or Daniele 
Haas, or of specific existing churches such as Redeemer Presbyterian Church 
or Redeemer Baptist Church or Redeemer Lutheran Church or Redeemer 
Episcopal Church.

Lewis’ employment of the term in Mere Christianity is a fine example of 
how I use “mere” in this article.4  Mere ecclesiology is a theological construct 
that serves a specific purpose of highlighting the essential nature of the church, 
its core ministries, its principal leadership framework, and more. These 
central attributes, functions, and structures represent the common ground 
shared by most churches throughout history.5 Mere ecclesiology does not 
disregard or disguise the fact that the doctrine and practice of the church is 
much more extensive than is its identified essence. And it does not claim or 
even aim to be a description of actual Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, and 
Episcopalian ecclesiologies. 

Mere Ecclesiology: Help from Historical Precedent? 

Many theologians opine that ecclesiology is the most divisive of all Christian 
doctrines. I share that opinion. Ecclesiology divided the Western Catholic 
Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church, minimally over a doctrinal 
issue (the filioque clause) and a structural matter (the primacy of the 
pope). Ecclesiology divided the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant 
churches, minimally over doctrinal issues (sola scriptura, the formal principle 
of Protestantism; justification, the material principle of Protestantism) 
and structural matters (the bankruptcy of the Catholic Church; the 
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illegitimacy of the papacy). Ecclesiology divided and continues to divide 
Protestant churches, minimally over doctrinal issues (Reformed theology; 
Arminian theology) and structural matters (episcopalian, presbyterian, and 
congregational polities). If ecclesiology is so troublesome, why go to the 
trouble to try to construct a mere ecclesiology? Is the attempt to be “mere,” 
workable in this theological area?

I answer my own question positively. And I look to wisdom from the past 
to confirm my answer and show us a way to construct a mere ecclesiology. 

The early church’s creeds offer the following affirmations:  

• Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in the holy catholic church”

• Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed: “I believe one, holy, catholic, and apos-

tolic church”

Importantly, both creeds confessed their ecclesiological belief in terms of the 
essence or attributes of the church rather than its ministries or roles. In part, 
this emphasis had to do with the fact that the church sought to define itself 
over against heretical groups that had separated themselves from the church 
while still claiming to be genuine churches.6 

Specifically, the four identity markers are: (1) Oneness. The true church is 
characterized by unity, especially in relation to sound doctrine. As Irenaeus 
affirmed early on,

The church, though dispersed throughout the whole world, even to the ends of 

the earth, has received from the apostles and their disciples this faith ... [and] 

as if occupying one house, carefully preserves it. It also believes these points [of 

sound doctrine] just as if it had only one soul, and one and the same heart. It 

proclaims them, teaches them, and hands them down, with perfect harmony, as 

if it possessed only one mouth.7 

This attribute of oneness finds substantial biblical support, from Jesus’s high 
priestly prayer that his followers would be united ( John 17:11, 21-23) to 
Paul’s insistence that the Holy Spirit grants unity to the church, especially 
with regard to being one body with one Spirit, hope, Lord, faith, baptism, and 
Father (Eph 4:1-6; cf. 4:13). The church, then, is identified by its oneness, 
especially its unity in doctrine. 
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 (2) Holiness. Unlike the world and its character of sinfulness, the church is 
characterized by holiness. This purity is positional, in the sense that the holy 
church is set apart for, or consecrated to, God and his purposes. Regretfully, 
the church is not always and everywhere empirically identifiable as holy, 
given its continued sinfulness as part of its reality of living a liminal existence, 
already-but-not-yet pure. This matter-of-fact unholiness did not stop early 
church leaders from calling their members to break from their sinfulness and 
pursue purity, underscoring this attribute. As Justin Martyr intoned, “Let it 
be understood that those who are not found living as Christ taught are not 
Christians, even though they profess with the lips the teachings of Christ.”8 
Aware of the fragmentary nature of its present holiness, the church yearns 
for its future unveiling as “the holy city, new Jerusalem,” the radiant Bride of 
Christ, clothed in his perfect holiness (Rev 21:2). Biblical support for this 
attribute includes references to the church as a sanctified, saintly assembly (1 
Cor 1:2; cf. 1 Pet 2:9) and exhortations to the church to live as a holy people 
(1 Pet 1:14-16). Therefore, an identity marker of the church is its holiness.

(3) Catholicity. Rather than referring to the particular Roman Catholic 
Church, this descriptor refers to the church’s universality (Gr. καθολικός 
[katholicos]; universal). The church is catholic Because of (1) the presence 
of Christ in it, and (2) the universal commission given to it by Christ. With 
regard to the first reason, Ignatius offered: “Where there is Christ Jesus, there 
is the Catholic Church.”9 As for the second reason, Christ commissioned his 
disciples with the following order: “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19). This Great Commission is universal in scope. As 
explained by Cyril of Jerusalem, the church is catholic, 

Because it extends over all the world ... and Because it teaches universally and 

completely one and all the doctrines which ought to come to men’s knowledge 

... and because it brings into subjection to godliness the whole race of mankind 

... and Because it universally treats and heals the whole class of sins ... and pos-

sesses in itself every form of virtue which is names, both in deeds and words, 

and in every kind of spiritual gifts.10

By contrast with a peculiar, splinter church like that of Donatus or Novation, 
the true church is catholic. Consequently, Ignatius issued a warning: 
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“Whoever does not meet with the congregation [Gr. ἐκκλησια (ekklēsia); 
church] thereby demonstrates his arrogance and has separated [or judged] 
himself.”11 As already noted, this characteristic of universality is well supported 
biblically by Jesus’s Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20; Luke 24:44-49; Acts 
1:8), with the corollary that people who seek to divide the church are to be 
removed from the church (e.g., Rom 16:17-18; Titus 3:10-11). They are an 
impediment to its universality, which is an attribute of the church. 

(4) Apostolicity. The true church is characterized by adherence to the 
teachings of the apostles. Such apostolicity stands in contrast with heretical 
groups, which invent and promote false doctrine. As Tertullian explained:

From this we draw up our rule. Since the Lord Jesus Christ sent the apostles to 

preach, our rule is that no others ought to be received as preachers than those 

whom Christ appointed ... Now, what they preach—in other words, what Christ 

revealed to them—can ... properly be proved in no other way than by those 

very churches which the apostles founded in person. They declared the gospel 

to them directly themselves, both viva voce [by live voice] ... and subsequently 

by their writings. If, then, these things are so, it is equally clear that all doctrine 

which agrees with the apostolic churches—those matrixes and original sources 

of the faith—must be considered as truth, as undoubtedly containing that which 

the churches received from the apostles, the apostles from Christ, and Christ 

from God.12

In turn, these apostolic churches planted other churches—second 
generation apostolic churches—and so the line continued.13 Heretical 
groups did not possess such a lineage; they were not able to trace their origins 
to first generation apostolic churches and, more importantly, to the apostles 
themselves. Accordingly, they were false churches. Most importantly, the true 
church is apostolic in the sense of adhering to the teachings of the apostles, 
as those doctrines and practices were written down in Scripture. This idea 
of apostolicity has firm biblical support, from the foundational role of the 
apostles (Eph 2:20) to the authoritative instructions given by the apostles (1 
Cor 14:37; 2 Thess 2:15; 3:4, 6, 10, 12; Titus 1:3; 2 Pet 2:3). By heeding this 
apostolic teaching, the church demonstrates its characteristic of apostolicity. 

In summary, the early church’s creedal confession of the identity markers 
of the church—oneness/unity, holiness/purity, catholicity/universality, and 
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apostolicity—represents a historical precedent of a mere ecclesiology. As 
such, could they can serve as a starting point for our attempt to compose a 
mere ecclesiology for today?

Sadly, it is not as simple as I’ve just presented. As the church progressed 
through the first millennium and a half, the concept of these four attributes 
changed, often as a digression rather than a progression. 

(1) Oneness. This idea became centered on not only a common doctrine, 
some of which came to deviate significantly from Scripture and the early 
church’s faith, but on two other factors: a common liturgy, which became 
oriented toward the clergy who performed it and away from the laity who 
passively participated in it; and a common leadership structure, which became 
hierarchical, concentrated in the papacy, and more and more corrupt. As the 
only church that possesses the concrete bonds of a common faith, a common 
liturgy, and a common hierarchy, the Roman Catholic Church emphasized the 
claim that it alone is the true church of Christ.14 Specifically, “the sole Church 
of Christ ... subsists in (subsistit in) the Catholic Church, which is governed 
by the successor of Peter and by the bishops in communion with him.”15 As a 
corollary, it is only through the Catholic Church, as “the universal help toward 
salvation, ... [that] the fullness of the means of salvation can be obtained.”16

Of course, this Roman Catholic claim of oneness resulted in a denunciation 
of Protestant churches at the time of the Reformation. Over time, as 
relationships thawed between Catholics and Protestants, the implication of 
this attribute came to mean that Protestant assemblies cannot legitimately 
be called “churches,” as there is only one true church: the Roman Catholic 
Church. Instead, Protestants gather in “ecclesial communities;”17 even the 
benefits of salvation that these communities enjoy are communicated to 
them through the Roman Catholic Church. 

This is the Church’s concept of oneness. 
(2) In the face of a growing worldliness of the church, holiness became 

associated with certain castes of Christians: clergy (bishops, priests), 
religious (monks, nuns), and saints. Through participation in Holy Orders, 
the clergy are transformed by the infusion of divine grace so that their very 
essence is of a different quality than that of the laity. By this conveyance of 
a sacred power (sacra potestas),18 they are able to perform their sacerdotal 
duties in the person of Christ the head (in persona Christi  Capitis) so that 
it is Christ “who through the Church baptizes, teaches, rules, looses, binds, 
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offers, sacrifices.”19 With their vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, 
Catholic religious distinguish themselves in holiness from the ordinary lot of 
the Catholic faithful.20 In terms of saints, some of the faithful “have practiced 
heroic virtue and lived in fidelity to God’s grace” and thus are canonized as 
saints.21 Through the infusion of grace, their essence has been sanctified so 
that their holiness distinguishes them from the rest of the faithful, who are 
to look to the saints, and seek their assistance through prayer, as outstanding 
examples of holy people. 

This is the Church’s concept of holiness. 
(3) The vision of catholicity came to be that “the whole of reality, which 

is already one in essence, though ... marred by sin, should be brought into a 
Catholic unity,” with the key to this unity being the Roman Catholic Church 
and none other.22 Catholic universality is grounded on the Church’s self-
identification as the prolongation of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. As the 
whole Christ—deity, humanity, and body—subsists in the Catholic Church, 
and as Christ is everywhere present, then logically the Catholic Church is 
universal. Over time, as inclusivism crept into Roman Catholic theology, the 
Church began to extend its “membership” reach to all peoples everywhere. To 
the question, “Who belongs to the Catholic Church?” the answer gradually 
came to be expressed in terms of concentric circles, with the Catholic 
faithful occupying the innermost circle and other Christians (Orthodox and 
Protestant), other monotheists ( Jews, Muslims), adherents of non-Christian 
religions (Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs), polytheists and animists, theists who 
act in accordance with the dictates of their conscience, and agnostics and 
atheists (in the outermost circle) who strive to live a good life being within 
the range of grace and thus possibly being saved (even though they know 
nothing of the gospel and the Catholic Church).23 

This is the Church’s concept of catholicity. 
(4) The church extended its apostolicity to include an authoritative 

Tradition and an authoritative Magisterium, as well as added the doctrine 
of apostolic succession. Whereas the early church and its early medieval 
successor held to the sufficiency of Scripture, the fourteenth century 
witnessed the origin and development of the concept of additional divine 
revelation outside the written Word of God. “At this time, the notion of church 
tradition—the unwritten teaching of Christ that was communicated orally 
from him to his disciples, and from them to their successors, the bishops—



The Prospects for a “Mere Ecclesiology”

69

gained ascendancy in the Roman Catholic Church.”24 The Church eventually 
came to affirm both Scripture and Tradition. Specifically, the two means “are 
bound closely together and communicate one with the other. For both of 
them, flowing out from the same divine well-spring, come together in some 
fashion to form one thing and move toward the same goal.”25 Accordingly, 
the Church “does not derive her certainty about all revealed truths from the 
holy Scriptures alone. Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and 
honored with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence.”26 

The determination of both the canon of Scripture and the content 
of Tradition, together with the proper interpretation of both modes of 
divine revelation, Because the exclusive privilege and responsibility of the 
Magisterium, or teaching office of the Church: the pope and the bishops in 
communion with him. These consecrated men enjoy such high honor and 
exercise such important duty Because “the apostles left bishops as their 
successors” and “gave them ‘their own position of teaching authority.’”27 
Thus, apostolic succession ensures that the Catholic Church is rightly led, 
taught, and sanctified by dutifully ordained bishops. 

This is the Church’s concept of apostolicity.
Breaking under these and other developments, the church eventually 

split into the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant churches, with the two 
faiths developing disparate notions of the four attributes. While protesting the 
Catholic perspective on oneness, Luther grounded the unity of the church on 
a different foundation: “And unto the true unity of the church, it is sufficient 
to agree concerning the doctrine of the gospel and the administration of the 
sacraments.”28 John Calvin concurred: “Wherever we see the Word of God 
purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered according to 
Christ’s institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.”29 

Against the Catholic notion of holiness, Protestant churches underscored 
that Scripture contradicts the idea of (even some) Christians achieving 
complete sanctification in this lifetime. Rather, full conformity to the image of 
Christ is both a blessing and a hope that awaits his return and the age to come. 

The Protestant commitment to catholicity eventually resulted in Protestant 
missionary movements, fueled by Jesus’ Great Commission (Matt 28:18-
20). This missional orientation remains strong for most Protestants, who 
reject inclusivism and bemoan the fact that such a view leads to complacency 
and inactivity toward the billions of people who have never heard the gospel. 
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Finally, in Protestant hands, apostolicity came “to refer to the church’s 
focus on preaching, hearing, believing, and obeying the teachings of the 
apostles, written down in the canonical New Testament writings.”30

We began this section with hope that the early church’s creedal confession 
of the identity markers of the church—oneness, holiness, catholicity, and 
apostolicity—could stand not only as a historical precedent, but also serve 
as a starting point, for our attempt to compose a mere ecclesiology for today. 
Sadly, it turns out this hope is misplaced. Given the different conceptions 
of these historical attributes in the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant 
churches, confession of the church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic is a 
false start.

Mere Ecclesiology: Help from Ecumenical Ecclesiology? 

Perhaps our hope lies elsewhere, in steps taken the last few decades 
toward developing an ecumenical ecclesiology. Specifically, the Faith and 
Order Commission of the World Council of Churches, meeting in Lima, 
Peru in 1982, composed the enduring proposal Baptism, Eucharist, and 
Ministry (henceforth abbreviated BEM). While not pretending to be an 
all-encompassing ecumenical ecclesiology, this text does address what 
most people would consider to be two of the most challenging and lasting 
doctrinal differences—the sacraments, or ordinances, of baptism and the 
Eucharist—and the practice of ministry.31 To its credit, BEM does not gloss 
over the many differences between Anglicans/Episcopalians, Presbyterian/
Reformed, Methodists, Baptists, and more on these two rites and church 
ministry. But it does underscore the growing agreement between churches 
and denominations on these matters.

BEM on Baptism
In the case of baptism, BEM affirms the following about the meaning of 
this rite: 

Baptism is the sign of new life through Jesus Christ. It unites the one baptized 

with Christ and with his people. The New Testament scriptures and the liturgy 

of the Church unfold the meaning of baptism in various images which express 

the riches of Christ and the gifts of his salvation. These images are sometimes 
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linked with the symbolic uses of water in the Old Testament. Baptism is partic-

ipation in Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom. 6:3–5; Col. 2:12); a washing 

away of sin (1 Cor. 6:11); a new birth ( John 3:5); an enlightenment by Christ 

(Eph. 5:14); a re-clothing in Christ (Gal. 3:27); a renewal by the Spirit (Titus 

3:5); the experience of salvation from the flood (1 Peter 3:20–21); an exodus 

from bondage (1 Cor. 10:1–2), and a liberation into a new humanity in which 

barriers of division, whether of sex or race or social status, are transcended (Gal. 

3:27-28; 1 Cor. 12:13). The images are many but the reality is one.32

The four images are detailed as participation in Christ’s death and 
resurrection; conversion, pardoning, and cleansing; the gift of the Spirit; and 
incorporation into the body of Christ.33 

Other points of agreement include (1) the relationship of baptism 
and faith: “the necessity of faith for the reception of salvation embodied 
and set forth in baptism;”34 (2) the historical mode of baptism: “baptism 
upon personal profession of faith is the most clearly attested pattern in the 
New Testament documents;”35 (3) the issue of rebaptism: “Baptism is an 
unrepeatable act. Any practice which might be interpreted as ‘rebaptism’ must 
be avoided;”36 and (4) the celebration of baptism: “Baptism is administered 
with water in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”37

BEM on the Eucharist
As with baptism, so with the other sacrament or ordinance of the Eucharist.38 
BEM affirms the following about the meaning of this rite:

The eucharist is essentially the sacrament of the gift which God makes to us in 

Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. Every Christian receives this gift of 

salvation through communion in the body and blood of Christ. In the eucharistic 

meal, in the eating and drinking of the bread and wine, Christ grants communion 

with himself. God himself acts, giving life to the body of Christ and renewing 

each member. In accordance with Christ’s promise, each baptized member of 

the body of Christ receives in the eucharist the assurance of the forgiveness of 

sins (Matt. 26:28) and the pledge of eternal life ( John 6:51- 58).39

In terms of its presentation, BEM acknowledges that “the eucharist is 
essentially one complete act” and develops it under five aspects: thanksgiving 
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to the Father, memorial of Christ, invocation of the Spirit, communion of the 
faithful, and meal of the Kingdom.40

The other points of agreement are fewer in number when compared with 
BEM’s discussion of baptism. However, it would be a mistake to conclude 
that BEM fails to take a stand on even areas of disagreement. To take one 
example regarding the frequency of administration and participation, BEM 
offers, “As the eucharist celebrates the resurrection of Christ, it is appropriate 
that it should take place at least every Sunday. As it is the new sacramental 
meal of the people of God, every Christian should be encouraged to receive 
communion frequently.”41 While it may be demonstrated that a majority 
of churches celebrate this rite weekly, such frequency is certainly not the 
pattern found in a significant number of churches, with a variety of positions 
including monthly, quarterly, biannually, and annually (with some churches 
administering the Lord’s Supper at their Sunday evening service rather than 
their morning service).

BEM on Ministry
As for BEM’s view of ministry, the Trinitarian work of creating and building 
the church is an initial emphasis, leading to the affirmation of its divine 
calling: “The Church is called to proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of 
God. It accomplishes this by announcing the Gospel to the world and by 
its very existence as the body of Christ ... The Holy Spirit bestows on the 
community diverse and complementary gifts. These are for the common 
good of the whole people and are manifested in acts of service within the 
community and to the world.”42

The bulk of BEM’s discussion turns to matters of the ordained ministry 
and ecclesial polity, with this explanation: “Though the churches are agreed 
in their general understanding of the calling of the people of God, they 
differ in their understanding of how the life of the Church is to be ordered. 
In particular, there are differences concerning the place and forms of the 
ordained ministry.”43 In terms of the first focus, BEM affirms broadly, “The 
chief responsibility of the ordained ministry is to assemble and build up the 
body of Christ by proclaiming and teaching the Word of God, by celebrating 
the sacraments, and by guiding the life of the community in its worship, its 
mission and its caring ministry.”44 With general agreement on the material 
aspect of the ordained ministry, BEM issues a rebuke in a comment on the 
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formal aspect of  ordination and the ordained ministry, which is characterized 
by significant divisive perspectives: “The churches, therefore, need to avoid 
attributing their particular forms of the ordained ministry directly to the will 
and institution of Jesus Christ.”45 BEM wades into even more choppy waters 
to address the ordained ministry and the Eucharist, ecclesial authority, 
the priesthood and priestly functions, and the admission of women to the 
ordained ministry.46 

As for its second focus, BEM affirms its preference for the three-fold 
ministry of bishops, presbyters (elders), and deacons. The struggle to engage 
with the empirical diversity of church polities is evident. BEM launches its 
diplomatic discussion by turning to Scripture and early church tradition:

The New Testament does not describe a single pattern of ministry which might 

serve as a blueprint or continuing norm for all future ministry in the Church. 

In the New Testament there appears rather a variety of forms which existed at 

different places and times. As the Holy Spirit continued to lead the Church in 

life, worship and mission, certain elements from this early variety were further 

developed and Because settled into a more universal pattern of ministry. During 

the second and third centuries, a threefold pattern of bishop, presbyter and 

deacon Because established as the pattern of ordained ministry throughout the 

Church. In succeeding centuries, the ministry by bishop, presbyter and deacon 

underwent considerable changes in its practical exercise.47

On this last point, BEM notes the presence of other polities, which were and are 
warranted by claims of both biblical support and local church competence to 
decide and contextualize such matters. Indeed, BEM acknowledges that these 
“other forms of the ordained ministry have been blessed with the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit.” It also traces briefly the evolution of the three-fold ministry from 
monoepiscopacy (each local church was led by one bishop) to regionalization 
of the episcopacy (bishops ruled over several churches in a geographical area), 
with a correlative change in the roles of presbyters and deacons. 

Still, BEM expresses its preference based on pragmatic, historical, and 
numerical considerations: “the threefold ministry of bishop, presbyter 
and deacon may serve today as an expression of the unity we seek and 
also as a means for achieving it. Historically, it is true to say, the threefold 
ministry became the generally accepted pattern in the Church of the early 

The Prospects for a “Mere Ecclesiology”



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

74

centuries and is still retained today by many churches.48 While affirming 
its preference, BEM also chides wrongful contemporary expressions of the 
three-fold ministry, and gives three “Guiding Principles for the Exercise 
of the Ordained Ministry in the Church.” Finally, BEM offers “tentative” 
considerations for the functions of bishops, presbyters, and deacons, and 
even addresses the very divisive topics of apostolic succession, ordination, 
and the mutual recognition of the ordained ministries of other churches 
and denominations.

BEM and help toward a Mere Ecclesiology?
Assessing the 350 member churches of the World Council of Churches, 
particularly telling is the absence of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Additionally, although most Orthodox (both Eastern and Oriental) 
churches are members, the Protestant churches, which compose the vast 
majority of members, tend toward the liberal side of Protestantism. In 
our American context, examples include: Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, United Methodist Church, Reformed Church in America, and 
Presbyterian Church (USA). Accordingly, BEM offers a limited ecumenical 
ecclesiology that does not include Roman Catholicism and embraces the 
liberal swath of Protestantism.

Not sharing in this theological heritage, most readers of SBJT will feel 
like strangers to BEM’s presentation of these two rites and the practice of 
ministry. Certainly, there will be agreement when it comes to introductory 
discussions of Jesus’s institution of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, in large 
part due to the fact that such discussions are grounded in the NT. And while 
there may be family resemblances between the administration of these 
two sacraments in, for example, American Baptist churches and Southern 
Baptist churches—the use of bread and wine (or grape juice), the recitation 
of Jesus’s words of institution (Matt 26:26-29) and/or Paul’s instructions 
(1 Cor 11:17-34), an invitation to members to participate—our readers 
will no doubt detect an underlying theological difference between the 
two celebrations that belie an essential unity. As for agreement with this 
ecumenical expression of ministry, many readers will balk at the BEM’s 
positions on the ordained ministry, ecclesial authority, the priestly nature of 
ministry, women’s ordination, the three-fold ministry, apostolic succession, 
and more. 
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Accordingly, our hope of developing a mere ecclesiology with help from 
the ecumenical ecclesiology of the Faith and Order Commission of the 
World Council of Churches’ Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry evaporates. 

Mere Ecclesiology: Help from “Mere Protestantism?” 

On the eve of the five hundredth anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, 
“a number of leaders from across the Protestant spectrum [came] together to 
honor the original vision of the Reformers by demonstrating that, despite our 
genuine differences, there is a significant and substantial doctrinal consensus 
that unites us as ‘mere Protestants.’”49 The outcome of that international 
deliberation was A Reforming Catholic Confession. (henceforth abbreviated 
ARCC).50 Two of the twelve doctrinal confessions address ecclesiology. The 
first confession is “The Church:”

We believe that the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church is God’s new society, 

the first fruit of the new creation, the whole company of the redeemed through 

the ages, of which Christ is Lord and head. The truth that Jesus is the Christ, the 

Son of the living God, is the church’s firm foundation (Matt. 16:16-18; 1 Cor. 

3:11). The local church is both embassy and parable of the kingdom of heaven, 

an earthly place where his will is done and he is now present, existing visibly 

everywhere two or three gather in his name to proclaim and spread the gospel in 

word and works of love, and by obeying the Lord’s command to baptize disciples 

(Matt. 28:19) and celebrate the Lord’s Supper (Luke 22:19).

To be noted are the following: (1) ARCC uses the traditional language of 
the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, understood according to a Protestant 
theological interpretation.51 

(2) Its definition of the church is such that Protestants from either a 
continuity position or a discontinuity position may affirm it. In the first case, 
seeing more continuity between the old covenant and the new covenant, 
and between the old covenant people of God and the new covenant people 
of God, leads to the view that the church began with Abraham (or Adam). 
Thus, it includes “the whole company of the redeemed through the ages.” In 
the second case, seeing more discontinuity between the covenants and God’s 
people leads to the view that the church began at Pentecost and includes 
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Christians only. Only Christians, baptized by Christ with the Holy Spirit (1 
Cor 12:13; John 1:33; Luke 3:15-17), are incorporated into Christ’s body 
with him as “Lord and head” of the church (Eph 1:19-22). 

(3) ARCC addresses both the universal church (of which Christ is the 
foundation; Matt 16:16-18; 1 Cor 3:11) and local churches (in which two 
or three are gathered in his name; Matt 18:20). (4) With a strong emphasis 
on evangelization, it condenses the function of the church to declaration 
and demonstration, with the fruit of such missional and merciful endeavors 
leading people into a church in which, in accordance with Scripture, they are 
baptized and celebrate the Lord’s Supper. 

The second confession is “Baptism and Lord’s Supper:”

We believe that these two ordinances, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, which some 

among us call “sacraments,” are bound to the Word by the Spirit as visible words 

proclaiming the promise of the gospel, and thus become places where recipients 

encounter the Word again. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper communicate life in 

Christ to the faithful, confirming them in their assurance that Christ, the gift of 

God for the people of God, is indeed “for us and our salvation” and nurturing 

them in their faith. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are physical focal points for 

key Reformation insights: the gifts of God (sola gratia) and the faith that grasps 

their promise (sola fide). They are tangible expressions of the gospel insofar as 

they vividly depict our dying, rising, and incorporation into Jesus’ body (“one 

bread … one body;” 1 Cor. 10:16-17), truly presenting Christ and the recon-

ciliation he achieved on the cross. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper strengthen 

the faithful by visibly recalling, proclaiming, and sealing the gracious promise 

of forgiveness of sins and communion with God and one another through the 

peace-making blood of Christ (1 Cor. 11:26; Col. 1:20).

To be noted are the following: (1) ARCC uses the traditional language of 
the Protestant “two marks of a true church:” preaching the gospel—the 
proclaimed or verbal word—and administering the two ordinances/
sacraments—the enacted or visual word.52 Both rites—the “visible elements 
that are sufficient and necessary for the existence of a true church”53—receive 
their validity through association with the Word of God and the Spirit of 
God (hence, against the Catholic notion of ex opere operato, per standard 
Protestant theology).
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(2) The fruits of both these ordinances are the communication of spiritual 
life, the confirmation of salvation, and the furtherance of sanctification. (3) 
They function to portray tangibly the divine bestowal and promise of grace, 
together with the human response of faith; again, the Protestant solas of grace 
alone and faith alone are highlighted in these ritual celebrations. Baptism 
vividly pictures identification with the death, burial, and resurrection of 
Christ (Rom 6:3-6). The Lord’s Supper strikingly depicts communion with 
Christ’s body and blood, as well as the unity of church members in one body 
(1 Cor 10:16-17). 

(4) With a nod to the various Protestant understandings of the 
meaning(s) of these rites,54 ARCC affirms (a) spiritual presence: to their 
participants, Christ and his salvific benefits are truly presented (1 Cor 
10:16); (b) commemoration: their participants recall to mind Christ and his 
work (Rom 6:3; 1 Cor 11:25-26; Luke 22:19); (c) promise: through faith in 
Christ’s testament, their participants are confirmed as being forgiven of their 
sins and in fellowship with God and the community of faith. 

There is much in this confession that will resonate with readers of SBJT. 
Accordingly, our hope of developing a mere ecclesiology with help from “mere 
Protestantism” in the form of A Reforming Catholic Confession is on target. It 
prompts a mere ecclesiology to include matters such as the definition of the 
church (both its universal and local expressions) as well as its nature, mark, 
purposes, and ordinances/sacraments. On the last item, given the general 
bitter criticism that Protestants are hopelessly divided on baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper, ARCC’s confession of these two rites is striking. At the same 
time (and not due to any fault of its own, given its limited scope), ARCC 
does not address some matters that are pertinent to a “mere ecclesiology:” 
(1) identity markers beyond unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity (for 
example, the church’s doxological orientation); (2) its covenantal structure 
(everyone agrees that the church is under the new covenant, but various 
churches and denominations consider the new covenant’s relationship to the 
old covenant in different ways); (3) its membership (for example, all citizens 
of the state or region, believers only, baptized believers only, believers 
plus their children); (4) its government/leadership/polity and officers 
(episcopalianism, presbyterianism, congregationalism; bishops, presbyters/
elders/pastors/priests); and its functions other than evangelism and mercy 
(for example, worship and edification).
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Mere Ecclesiology: Leaning on Lewis

Having been pointed in the right direction, we come to an important question 
in our pursuit of a “mere ecclesiology:” could such a mere ecclesiology  (even 
one that restricts itself to a Protestant framework) that covers all the above 
aspects actually express “common ground” in the sense of that which is 
central to the church? Would our search for the common ecclesial core cost 
us so much that the essence of the church becomes so reduced that it serves 
little or no purpose, especially as a guide or pattern for actual churches? 
Would “the belief that has been common to nearly all Christians at all times” 
be so paltry that it would contribute little or nothing? 

It is beyond the scope of this article to offer an actual mere ecclesiology; 
such an undertaking would need to be the fruit of many Protestant voices 
(with their denominational, ethnic, gender, cultural, and theological 
differences) speaking and listening to one another while working to develop 
a consensus. It would entail at least seven elements: (1) a definition of the 
church;55 (2) the nature of the church;56 (3) the marks of the church;57 (4) 
the purposes of the church;58 (5) the members of the church;59 (6) the 
leaders of the church;60 and (7) the ministries of the church.61 Hopefully, 
such an endeavor would bear good fruit, but clearly it would be an 
enormous task. 

In somewhat of an unexpected shift, I conclude this article with a 
mere ecclesiology for a particular audience. When Lewis penned his Mere 
Christianity, the audience to which he directed his effort was unbelievers, and 
his purpose was “to explain and defend the belief that has been common to 
nearly all Christians at all times” to those outside of the faith. While certainly 
a challenging undertaking, offering a mere ecclesiology for unbelievers is less 
daunting Because it intentionally avoids all disputed matters in respect to 
ecclesiology, those differences that compose the important—necessary?— 
points of our intramural debates in trying to formulate a mere ecclesiology 
for (Protestant) churches. 

Accordingly, a mere ecclesiology for unbelievers is:

The church is a gathering of Christians (in many cases, along with their families) 

for the purpose of worshipping the triune God by proclaiming and living his 

Word and celebrating two ritual acts of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Having 
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graciously heard and embraced the gospel of the death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ, these Christians have been justified by faith in accordance with Scripture, 

which is the church’s authority for its new covenant relationship with God. The 

church of which they are a part matures and multiplies through the power and 

gifts of the Holy Spirit working through both its leaders and members.

This definition restricts itself to: (1) A local church, rather than the 
universal church, Because it is the visible entity that may be known by 
unbelievers. Even more, the restriction is to the actual assembly of the 
worshipping church Because it is that regular manifestation of the church 
that is known by unbelievers. 

(2) A local church of Christians along with, in many instances, their 
families. This restriction acknowledges that (a) some Protestant churches 
(e.g., Presbyterian and Methodist churches) incorporate the children of 
believers into their community by infant baptism (and perhaps through 
other rites, like confirmation); but (b) even those churches (e.g., Baptist and 
Bible churches) that do not incorporate their children in their community 
(until the point those children embrace the gospel and are baptized) still 
involve them extensively in the life of the church through communicating 
the gospel, presenting children’s sermons, teaching them in Sunday School 
classes, engaging them in kids worship, instructing them through Vacation 
Bible School, discipling them through youth groups, and much more. 
Accordingly, the issue of actual church membership for family members of 
believers (continuity proponents affirm, discontinuity proponents deny) is 
bypassed in this mere ecclesiology for unbelievers. 

(3) A local Protestant church that is characterized by the two marks of 
gospel proclamation and ritual administration of baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. Unbelievers, once crossing the line of faith, will learn of the nature 
of the church—for example, one, holy, catholic, apostolic, doxological, 
missional—but from their outsiders perspective, the church is what the 
church does, and mere ecclesiology for them addresses the “visible elements 
that are sufficient and necessary for the existence of a true church.”62 

(4) A local Protestant church that is framed by the two principles of 
Protestantism: the material principle of justification by God’s grace alone 
accomplished by Christ alone and embraced by faith alone, and the formal 
principle of sola Scriptura, the ultimate authority of the Word of God. 
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(5) The church of the new covenant, because both continuity proponents 
and discontinuity proponents agree that it is this covenant that structures 
God’s relationship with Christians.63 Besides, unbelievers want to know the 
current manifestation of the church, not its relationship to those who have 
gone before its present expression. Whether Moses and the faithful remnant 
of Israel, who could not eat rock badgers and ostrich eggs, were part of the 
church or not, is an intramural debate of no importance to an unbelieving 
audience. 

(6) The church that, undergirded by the Spirit, resolves to mature through 
its work of edification and to multiply through its work of evangelism and 
mercy. Thus, in addition to purposing to worship the triune God, the Spirit-
filled church grows and deepens through teaching, discipling, educating, 
and more, and expands to include outsiders as it engages them through 
gospel proclamation and acts of love that express that gospel message. 
While supported and empowered by a divine dimension, this progress also 
involves a human dimension that engages both the leaders and the members 
of the church. 

Conclusion 

We have come full circle, returning to C. S. Lewis’ notion of Mere Christianity 
and drawing upon it for help with our proposal for a “mere ecclesiology” for 
unbelievers. Perhaps this more restrictive exercise will pave the way for the 
more daunting task of constructing a mere ecclesiology for the global, multi-
denominational, multiethnic, multicultural, theologically-diverse church of 
Jesus Christ. 
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churches (as outlined above). A mere ecclesiology will reflect these Protestant understandings. Beyond 
the question of articulating the nature of the church according to these four attributes in their Protestant 
formulation, another question arises: (3) are there other identities of the church that should be included 
in this articulation of the nature of the church? Elsewhere, I have described the essence of the church in 
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terms of seven characteristics: the church is doxological, logocentric, pneumadynamic, covenantal, con-
fessional, missional, and spatio-temporal/eschatological (Allison, Sojourners and Strangers). In certain ways, 
(some of) these seven reflect (some of) the traditional identities; for example, logocentricity (in terms 
of the church’s focus on logos as the inspired Word of God) corresponds to apostolicity, and missionality 
corresponds to catholicity. Still, explicit affirmations of the church’s doxological characteristic (the church 
is oriented to the doxa, or glory, of God) and its pneumadynamic identity (the church is created, sustained, 
empowered, gathered, and gifted by the Holy Spirit) seem appropriate. Indeed, it may be argued that the 
church’s pneumadynamicity is the ground for its oneness and holiness, as the Holy Spirit grants unity to 
the church (Eph 4:3) and sanctifies it toward greater purity (1 Pet 1:2). Moreover, the creeds’ third article 
begins with the church’s confession of belief in the Holy Spirit and continues with its confession of the 
church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Thus, pneumatology and ecclesiology are closely joined.

57 Following the esteemed Protestant tradition of articulating the church’s marks—“the visible elements that 
are sufficient and necessary for the existence of a true church”—a mere ecclesiology  will underscore the 
preaching of the gospel from the Word of God and the administration of the two sacraments/ordinances: 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper (see Allison, Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms, s.v. “marks of the 
church”). Of course, and sadly, even these revered marks are attacked in some quarters, making the task of 
incorporating them into a mere ecclesiology not as straightforward as it once was. Still, a broad agreement 
exists on these elements. In terms of the first mark, “the gospel is the good news that the triune God has 
poured out his grace in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ, so that through 
his work we might have peace with God (Rom. 5:1).” ARCC, “The Gospel.” In terms of the second mark, 
these two rites are “tangible expressions of the gospel.” ARCC, “Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.” Baptism 
vividly portrays association with the triune God (Matt 28:19); identification with the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ (Rom 6:3-5); and cleansing from sin (Acts 2:38; 22:16; Heb 10:22). The Lord’s 
Supper vividly portrays communion with Christ and his saving benefits, commemorating his sacrificial 
work on behalf of sinful people who, by their participation in this rite, symbolize their unity in the body 
of Christ (1 Cor. 10:16-17; 11:17-34; Luke 22:14-23 and parallels). 

58 These are the ends or aims to be attained through the church’s identity and its marks. A general approach 
to this point may be some permutation of the common three-fold schema of worship, edification, and 
evangelism/mercy, with this modification: in some sense, all three purposes should be intended in most, if 
not all, of the church’s endeavors. In terms of each of these three purposes: (a) Worship is an expression of 
the doxological orientation of the church and thus finds itself manifested in every aspect of the community, 
not just the so-called “worship service.” Every element of ecclesial endeavor, from leadership meetings to 
discipleship, and from education of children to mercy ministry, should be characterized by worship, the 
church’s purpose in relation to God. (b) Reflecting Paul’s mindset of the gospel of Jesus Christ—“Him 
we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone 
mature in Christ. For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within me” (Col 
1:28–29)—edification is the church’s purpose of building up its members to become fully devoted disciples 
of Christ. Though coming into focus in some ecclesial endeavors more than others—for example, edification 
is the intended purpose of Sunday school while only marginally related to finances and facilities—it should 
not be siloed exclusively into certain church aspects but be an all-pervasive orientation of the church. (c) 
Evangelism/mercy is the church’s purpose in relation to others “outside” the church. Of course, such a strict 
spatial demarcation is not accurate or desirable, as non-believers will be present (hopefully) in all church 
endeavors, and all church members continue to need to hear and embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
be the recipients of mercy. 

59 Church membership concerns belonging to or being a part of the church of Jesus Christ. A mere ecclesiology 
will need to explore membership in relationship to five issues (the first three of which have already been 
mentioned): (1) different perspectives on continuity and discontinuity between the people of God prior 
to the coming of Jesus Christ and those after his coming; (2) the universal church and local churches; 
(3) churches that baptize infants (paedobaptism) and those that baptize believers (credobaptism); (4) 
responsibilities and privileges of members; and (5) removal of people from, and restoration of them to, 
church membership.

60 Church leadership concerns offices and officers. A mere ecclesiology will note the various approaches of  (1) 
two-tiered intra-ecclesial authority structures (e.g., the pastorate/eldership and the diaconate), (2) three-
tiered intra-ecclesial authority structures (e.g., the bishopric, the presbyterate, and the diaconate), (3) types 
of extra-ecclesial authority structures (e.g., a presbyterian polity consisting of session, presbytery, synod, 
and general assembly), and (4) the role—or lack thereof—of the congregation. This diversity raises the 
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question: is there a basic shared leadership structure that could be incorporated into a “mere ecclesiology?” 
It seems that a two-fold polity might be embraced on the basis of Peter’s broad division of stewarding the 
gifts of God: “whoever speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; whoever serves, as one who serves by the 
strength that God supplies” (1 Pet 4:10-11). Additionally, this polity might reflect Paul’s list of qualifications 
for two groups, overseers (episkopoi; 1 Tim 3:1-7) and servants (diakonoi; 1 Tim 3:8-13). The first group 
would largely be responsible for preaching and teaching the Word of God, administering the sacraments/
ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, praying for church members, and shepherding them. The 
other group would be largely responsible for serving in all the other ecclesial endeavors of the church. 

61 As an example, see Allison, Sojourners and Strangers, ch. 12. 
62 Allison, The Baker Compact Dictionary of Theological Terms, s.v. “marks of the church.”
63 Curiously, Michael Allen seems to affirm some continuation of the old covenant for the church. Commenting 

on the meaning of Jeremiah in Hebrews 8, Allen offers, “First, the old covenant is relativized by the new 
covenant ... Second, the old covenant continues to persist until it will finally be rendered null and void ... 
These first two observations shape our thinking about the timing of this new covenant; it has begun, but the 
old has not yet been concluded.” Michael Allen, Sanctification (New Studies in Dogmatics; Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2017), 181-182.
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Evangelical Skepticism Towards Dogmatics

Several years ago, I was a lecturer in systematic theology in the United 
Kingdom (UK).1 Students came from sending churches across the UK 
and when they graduated some accepted leadership positions within 
the Church of England, still others within independent churches. Prior 
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to the UK, I taught theology in California, and before that in Louisville, 
Kentucky, only to now teach in the Midwest. It is not uncommon for a 
curious educator to ask, What are the major differences between the state of 
systematic theology in the States and the UK? My answer is always the same: 
systematic theology has yet to take off in the UK, at least in the way it has 
in the States. In many, though not all, institutions in the States, systematics 
is considered an essential component to theological education, but in the 
UK there is a conspicuous skepticism that characterizes many evangelicals, 
and this skepticism is manifested in how those same evangelicals fail to see 
the need for theological institutions, particularly ones where students are 
required to take classes in dogmatics. 

To teach systematic theology was to invite criticism from evangelicals 
skeptical of its necessity in the first place, not only in the academy but in 
the church. One theologian warned me ahead of time that there would be 
push back from incoming students who had been taught in their sending 
churches to “suffer through all the theology bits” in order to get to what really 
matters: studying the Bible. That was the mentality of many students at the 
start of their theological education; sadly, it remained the mentality of many 
graduates, too entrenched in the hermeneutics of cultural Christianity to 
transcend its grip. On one occasion a soon-to-matriculate student bragged to 
his peers that he had never touched Calvin’s Institutes. I blushed. 

Those in the States, unfamiliar with such a skepticism, sometimes follow 
up by asking, What kind of objections are being lobbed at systematics? In my 
experience, objections were wrapped in some shade of biblicism: “Shouldn’t 
we just stick to what the Bible says, sola scriptura and all? Doesn’t theology 
impose an extra-biblical grid upon the text of Scripture? Won’t theology 
lead us to be more concerned with our theological system than what the 
Bible has to say? Isn’t theology the product of Protestant Liberalism? …we 
know where that leads. Let’s just stick to the text. Won’t theology drive us to 
interpret Scripture with certain presuppositions? Is it not wise to approach 
the text as neutral as possible? In other words, their answer to the question, 
Should we read the Bible theologically? was an emphatic, No. They might even 
wonder why the question is being asked in the first place. Exegetical and 
biblical theology are welcomed, given the seat of honor; systematic theology 
is turned away at the door and at best asked to stand at the back of the room, 
hidden in the opaque shadows of speculation. 
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Such skepticism, however, is not restricted to the other side of the pond. 
It might look different, and is by no means as radical, but a similar disposition 
pervades pockets on the American scene, not only characterizing certain 
forms of Protestant Liberalism but populist American evangelicalism, 
specifically in the field of biblical studies. Its proliferation is one reason 
why a counter movement like “Theological Interpretation of Scripture” 
(TIS) has gained momentum and continues to be proposed, evaluated, 
and revised. But a more pertinent question is this: What has contributed 
to the long-held proliferation of this hermeneutical suspicion towards 
systematics? Two decades into the twenty-first century, a variety of historical 
studies propose an answer: many evangelicals still operate out of modernity, 
believing neutrality is still a feasible hermeneutical method, and not only 
feasible but commendable. Perhaps that sounds ironic; after all, we live in 
the wake of postmodernism. Yet how many interpreters have reacted against 
the hermeneutical pitfalls of postmodernity—hermeneutical nonrealism 
being one of them—only to retreat back into the hermeneutical caves of 
modernity?2 

For the hermeneutical realist “there is something prior to interpretation, 
something ‘there’ in the text, which can be known and to which the 
interpreter is accountable.”3 Meaning, observes Kevin Vanhoozer, is “prior to 
and independent of the process of interpretation.”4 Not so for hermeneutical 
nonrealists, such as Derrida or Fish. They deny “that meaning precedes 
interpretive activity; the truth of an interpretation depends on the response 
of the reader.”5 It is not the text but the reader (or community) who now 
governs and creates meaning. “The text, again, becomes only a mirror or 
an echo chamber in which we see ourselves and hear our own voices.”6 Or 
as Nietzsche said, “There are no facts, only interpretations.”7 Some have 
concluded that postmoderns like Derrida celebrate “the arbitrariness of 
meaning and truth by dancing on the tomb of God.”8 In the end, Scripture has 
become elastic, as flexible as a wax nose, capable of being molded according 
to any and every agenda. 

Naturally, evangelicals have responded to the seduction of hermeneutical 
nonrealism by returning to the Bible itself, the very book where exclusive 
truth claims are made, and such truth claims do not depend on the 
response of the reader but the intention and purpose of the divine author. 
That maneuver is commendable. At the same time, given the widespread 
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suspicion of systematics (especially dogmatics), one must wonder whether 
we have we lost something essential in the process? Has a hermeneutical 
pillar collapsed in our apologetical offense against postmodernity? In an 
effort to stand firm on an objective foundation amidst a fluid world that 
justifies anyone and everyone’s hermeneutic, have we developed a suspicion 
towards presuppositions? In the twentieth century we’ve seen how the Bible 
is manipulated by presuppositions forced on the text—whether they be 
political, social, sexual, economic, or racial—but we’ve concluded that the 
best way forward is to preclude presuppositions, even if they be theological 
presuppositions, from the hermeneutical task altogether. 

In that case, postmodernism has had the opposite effect it intended: 
shocking evangelical readers to the point of retreating back into an 
Enlightenment hermeneutic. Rather than driving us to abandon the idea of 
hermeneutical neutrality, it has scared us into clinging onto it for dear life. 
The best way to read the Bible, some will say, is to shut out all voices around 
us, voices that may bias our reading of the text. Whereas Descartes thought 
he could observe and analyze the world from the standpoint of neutrality, 
we have given Descartes’ approach a spiritual spin, believing the best way 
forward is to observe and analyze the Bible from a standpoint of neutrality. 
That means we approach the Bible as a blank slate. We come to the text 
without a preconceived set of theological ideas, without a presupposed 
theological system or framework. The result is a suspicion towards theology 
because theology—specifically systematic theology and most definitely 
dogmatic theology—is the very thing that forces an extra-biblical agenda 
upon the text when in reality the only thing we need is the text itself. 

Consider a contemporary test case.

Two Can Play This Game: Evangelical Rage Against Theolog-
ical Exegesis

In his popular textbook on hermeneutics, Walter Kaiser is adamant that 
theology must not guide our exegesis and the formation of our biblical theology. 

The last underlying principle for biblical theology is that it must not yield in its 

first steps to allowing denominational confessions of faith, ecumenical creeds, 

or preferred systems of theological thought … to structure the work of this 
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discipline. If we believe there is a coherency and a unifying whole within the 

sixty-six books of the Bible, then that coherency should be first sought out 

in the scriptures themselves rather than in a grid laid over the text, no matter 

how helpful that grid may be on other grounds. It is this priority, which is 

given to that unity and coherence discovered in the Bible itself, that must take 

precedence over all other theological tasks before we start introducing any 

confessions or creeds as if they were a shortcut to getting a biblical theology 

right in the first place.9

It is hard to think of a better present-day example of an Enlightenment 
hermeneutic wrapped within an evangelical cloak. Kaiser believes he can 
approach the Scriptures on neutral ground; no presuppositions, no pre-
understanding, and certainly no theological hermeneutic. And not only does 
he think it is possible, but he thinks it is advisable. Theological interpretation, 
for Kaiser, is a violation of the text itself. 

Kaiser’s prejudice against theological interpretation stems from his 
“diachronic” approach to biblical theology.10 For that reason, Kaiser cannot 
tolerate Graeme Goldsworthy’s methodology. A strictly chronological 
hermeneutic, says Goldsworthy, “ignores the final word of God in Jesus 
Christ in interpreting the nature of all that has led up to it.”11 Kaiser calls this 
“eisegesis,” believing Goldsworthy’s Christologically oriented hermeneutic 
reads the “Bible backward,” and reads “meaning into the text” rather than 
“meaning out of the Scripture.”12 

In a later chapter titled “Putting It All Together: The Theological Use of 
the Bible,” Kaiser concludes that exegesis is not only “prior to any system 
of theology,” but to utilize a theology as one exegetes is like putting a “bit 
and bridle in the mouth of a horse.”13 Our systems are to “fit the Bible,” 
he says, “not the Bible our systems.”14 On that basis, the analogy of faith 
(analogia fidei) can never take priority over the analogy of Scripture.15 
First comes exegesis; theology is a much later consequence. A “synthetic 
approach” is disastrous; an “inductive method” is the way to stay biblical, 
Kaiser concludes.16 

But here is where the hermeneutical irony begins to thicken: Kaiser’s 
objection to theological interpretation is not limited to conservatives; it is 
one that has a long history within Protestant Liberalism as well. Apparently 
two can play this game. 
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In his 1899/1900 lectures at the University of Berlin, later to be published 
as What Is Christianity?—or in German: Das Wesen des Christentums (“The 
Essence of Christianity”)—Adolf von Harnack claimed that he had dug 
through all the cultural rubbish of Christian orthodoxy and had rediscovered 
the real gospel.17 Missing from the Old Testament (OT) and disguised by the 
supernatural narratives of the New Testament (NT), this gospel had now been 
dusted off, a gospel not about judgment and salvation, nor a gospel primarily 
about Jesus, but a gospel about the Fatherhood of God and the universal 
brotherhood of man. To recover this hidden gospel, Harnack adopted a total 
skepticism against any school of theological interpretation or tradition. 

Harnack’s prejudice against theological interpretation was further 
manifested when his seven-volume History of Dogma was published 
between 1886-1889. Famous for its Hellenization thesis, Harnack argued 
that the gospel had been Hellenized by Christians in the first three 
centuries, by Nicene patristics in particular, who invented metaphysical 
ideas like Trinity and hypostasis, only to attribute them to the person 
of Jesus. But thanks to Harnack, these theological deposits had been 
identified and discarded. No longer would theological interpretations 
muddy the true gospel or the real Jesus, a Jesus that could now be loved 
and embraced by the modern man.18 Yet critics of Harnack will agree that 
Harnack’s nondogmatic hermeneutic was thoroughly dogmatic. “Whereas 
Harnack sends dogma off through the front door, he smuggles it back in 
through the back door,” concludes Bavinck.19

Harnack’s nondogmatic hermeneutic is not an extinct dinosaur of the 
early twentieth century but lived on in the latter half of the last century as 
well, embraced by numerous institutions both in the UK and in the USA. 
Take Harvard, for example. Timothy George opens his book Reading 
Scripture with the Reformers by recounting his early days as a doctoral student 
at Harvard under Harvey Cox. Though he may have started out as a “Baptist 
Youth Evangelist,” by the 1970s Cox was “in his post-Secular City, pre-
postmodern phase.”20 For our purposes, it is Cox’s hermeneutic that is most 
striking. In his book Turning East he writes, 

As late twentieth-century Christians trying to work out a viable spirituality, 

there are two principal historical sources to which we should look. They are the 

earliest period of our history and the most recent, the first Christian generations 
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and the generation just before us … the ransacking of other periods for help in 

working out a contemporary spirituality soon becomes either antiquarian or 

downright misleading.21

Cox’s hermeneutical approach is shocking, at least to any evangelical who values 
catholicity in the hermeneutical process. The history of biblical and theological 
interpretation in the last two thousand years is worthless. The only two eras of 
any consequence are the first century and the present century. Cox’s focus may 
be spirituality, but his approach is just as applicable to biblical methodology.  
George also remarks how, in his experience, this same methodology was 
present at prestigious British institutions like Oxford as well.

Why does George take us back to his Harvard days? For one reason: 
Cox’s hermeneutic—his prejudice against theological interpretation and 
theological pre-understanding—is not strictly a Liberal one since it is also 
shared by evangelicals today. “Cox’s counsel against ‘ransacking’ the past 
reflects an attitude common in American culture in general, especially within 
evangelicalism,” observes George.22

Irony, the Heresy of Contemporaneity, and Presentist 
Imperialism

George’s observation reveals a certain irony that is impossible to hide. The 
way some evangelicals read Scripture lines up almost exactly with the way 
some Protestant Liberals have approached the text. Though the two groups 
draw different conclusions, they share a similar hermeneutic, a hermeneutic 
that is suspicious of any theological presupposition, especially one that 
allows doctrine to speak to our exegesis at the start of the hermeneutical 
journey. Both have a prejudice against theological pre-understanding. As 
a result, the long tradition of theological interpretation, from the patristics 
to the Reformers, is considered irrelevant, sometimes even harmful (Cox’s 
alarming choice of words: “downright misleading”). 

Whether it be evangelical or liberal in flavor, George labels this pervasive, 
long-standing hermeneutic the “heresy of contemporaneity.” At other 
times he calls it the “imperialism of the present.”23 While we’ve experienced 
a Copernican revolution in regard to the cosmos thanks to medieval men 
like Copernicus, we have yet to experience an equally shattering “paradigm 
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shift” in relation to time. “We still place ourselves, our values, our worldview 
at the center of history, relegating whole epochs to the Dark Ages or pre-
Enlightenment culture. Thus the Christian past, including ways earlier 
generations of believers have understood the Bible, becomes not so much 
something to be studied and appropriated as something to be ignored and 
overcome.”24 Today, Cox’s “polarizing dialectic” is alive and well whenever 
evangelicals disregard the history of theological interpretation and instead 
turn to a hermeneutical “presentism.”25 Not only is there a “presentist 
imperialism of the left” but a “presentist imperialism of the right.”26 

Where does this heresy of contemporaneity originate from? In The 
Word of God for the People of God, J. Todd Billings believes both groups have 
inherited this prejudice from the Enlightenment. It is a “prejudice against 
preunderstanding and a desire to uncover the most ‘primitive’ traditions 
that have been obscured by later interpreters … In other words, despite their 
differences, they share an Enlightenment tradition that eschews tradition.” As 
a result, says Billings, two theological loci have been compromised: “This is a 
case in which a general hermeneutic—where what counts is the meaning of 
a text—subverts two theological dimensions of how premodern Christians 
have interpreted Scripture: both the role of the Holy Spirit through history 
and the doctrine of the church.”27

James K. A. Smith utilizes the label hermeneutic “primitivism” instead. 
“Primitivism retains the most minimal commitment to God’s action in history 
(in the life of Christ and usually in the first century of apostolic activity) and 
then seeks to make only this first-century ‘New Testament church’ normative 
for contemporary practice.”28 Todd Billings capitalizes on what Smith labels 
“primitivism” when he says, “This primitivist hermeneutic emerges from the 
Enlightenment in its attempt to overcome the located, contextual, traditional 
character of all understanding.”29 Smith and Billings are echoing the 
“chronological snobbery” C. S. Lewis confronted in his Oxbridge context, 
though the evangelical snobbery we experience today has an Enlightenment 
twist: Liberals and conservatives alike share it in common.30

Whether you call it an imperialism of the present, the heresy of 
contemporaneity, a primitivist hermeneutic, or chronological snobbery, it 
sits quite comfortably on the pages of countless hermeneutical publications 
today, can be heard from numerous academic lecterns, and will receive 
sympathetic Amens when heralded from evangelical pulpits. 
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The Son Rises on a Theological Horizon

The Death of Denial and the Hermeneutical Value of Theological 
Pre-Understanding
Such a mindset misunderstands who we are as readers. We do not approach the 
Bible neutral, a hermeneutical myth that is a remnant of the Enlightenment. 
For all its shortcomings, postmodernism has at least taught us that there is 
no such thing as interpretive neutrality. One need not adopt hermeneutical 
nonrealism to recognize that there is no such thing as a “theology free zone.”31 
Nor should there be. For as Bavinck warns, “A dogmatically free theology, or 
dogmatics, is a self-contradiction.”32

Every reader brings a theological hermeneutic to the text. Whether we 
realize it or not, we come to the Bible with built in presuppositions about God 
and the world around us. Even the atheist, observes Billings, lives a life that 
is “unintelligible apart from the faith-based assumptions borrowed from one 
religious tradition or another.” 33 And if that is true of the atheist, how much 
more so for the Christian, grounded as he/she is in a religious subculture?34 
So perhaps the place to start is with the death of denial itself. The issue is not 
whether we have a theology from which we operate, but whether we are “self-
aware,” conscious of our own theological pre-understanding and historical 
heritage to begin with.35

The second step to hermeneutical recovery is to acknowledge that a 
theological pre-understanding not only exists but it can also be a positive 
instrument—even a necessary one—for biblical hermeneutics. The apostles 
thought so, as exemplified in their retrieval of the OT. Sprinkled throughout 
the NT, there are subtle indications that they operated out of a received 
theological and hermeneutical tradition. In 1 Corinthians 11:23; 15:1-3; 
and 2 Thessalonians 2:15 we learn that a set of doctrinal beliefs has been 
passed on to Paul, and not only Paul but to the churches he has planted. It 
is this doctrinal tradition—one that has everything to do with the gospel 
itself—that would also be handed down to Christians in the first and second 
centuries, the rule of faith in seed form.

As a doctrinal summary or corporate credo that the early churches 
rallied behind—and later confessed in the Apostles Creed, the Nicene 
Creed, and the Chalcedonian Creed—the rule of faith not only protected 
those early churches from the pull of heresy but assisted them in their 
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interpretation of the scriptures. It was not meant to undermine the 
final authority of Scripture; its very content was derived from Scripture 
itself.36 But it did act and serve as a theological framework, a doctrinal 
pre-understanding that guided the Christian as to how and how not to 
interpret the canon of Scripture.

It follows, then, that some of the earliest creeds, many of which 
utilized extra-biblical terms and phrases—unembarrassed in their 
philosophical orientation—were hermeneutically instrumental and at 
times hermeneutically necessary. They served to instruct early Christians as 
to the gospel’s core components and they proved to be interpretive guard 
rails, keeping early Christians from unorthodox, heretical interpretations 
of the Bible.37 Reading the Bible with the church was not a violation of 
sola scriptura, but the apostolic mechanism ensuring the formal principle’s 
perpetual validity and credibility amidst unorthodox proposals. 

The rule of faith, therefore, is a type of “map” because it directs us, guides 
us, and points us to our final destination, which is Jesus Christ himself, 
orienting us through the scriptures that the Son of God himself brings to 
fulfillment.38 Yet the rule of faith is not just any map; it is a theological map. 
It is true to the Christological revelation of the biblical witness, but it also 
moves beyond the exact language of that witness to frame Christian belief 
within the context of church and society. 

A Fourth Horizon? The Hermeneutical Boomerang
If theology can function and serve as a hermeneutical map, then we must 
determine in what sense we can commute from drama to doctrine, from 
story to theology, from biblical theology to systematic theology. As hinted 
at already, it is not enough merely to read and retell the storyline of the 
Bible. “There is a time for storytelling, and a time for interpreting the story; 
there is a time for recounting history, and a time for saying what its events 
mean,” Kevin Vanhoozer and Daniel Treier explain. “Systematic theology is 
the time for interpreting the biblical story, and saying what it means.”39 But 
theology does not merely involve “saying what the text means.” Working out 
of his drama-of-redemption model, Vanhoozer adds that the script “exists 
to tell the church about the drama and to solicit its participation.” “Biblical 
interpretation is incomplete unless it issues in some kind of performance, 
for, as Calvin says, ‘All right knowledge of God is born of obedience.’”40 
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Dogmatics does not merely repeat the biblical drama but performs that 
drama in view of contemporary challenges. Doctrine’s purpose is not 
merely to form a system, “processing” information or scriptural data. It is 
far more. Dogmatics involves “‘inhabiting’ the world Scripture projects,” 
and thereby “unfolding what the author says (about the theodrama) into one’s 
own situation (the world in front of the text).”41 Vanhoozer’s point may take on 
the scenery of the stage, but it is one theologians have made for some time. 
For example, at the end of the twentieth century Herman Bavinck said in 
his Reformed Dogmatics,

Scripture, after all, has not been given us simply, parrotlike, to repeat it, but to 

process it in our own minds and to reproduce it in our own words. Jesus and the 

apostles used it in that way. They not only quoted Scripture verbatim but also 

by a process of reasoning drew inferences from it. Scripture is neither a book of 

statutes nor a dogmatic textbook but the foundational source of theology. As 

the Word of God, not only its exact words but also the inferences legitimately 

drawn from it have binding authority.42

Consider Acts 17:22-34 where Paul confronts the philosophers of 
his day. Paul assumes the flow of redemptive history in his speech, but 
he does not limit himself to the biblical story. Instead, he builds on it, 
erecting a theological framework that confronts the doctrinal ignorance 
of his listeners. Paul may start in Genesis, establishing God as Creator, 
but he darts to divine aseity as the natural inference of a Creator-creature 
distinction. From divine aseity Paul is then able to distinguish the one true 
God from man-made idols. With transcendence established, Paul is now in 
a position to articulate divine immanence, but not as one might expect. The 
immanent One is and will be near but to judge the world in righteousness 
by his incarnate, resurrected Son, a fact that Paul believes should drive every 
hearer to repentance. 

Geerhardus Vos once explained that systematic theology builds on the 
foundation of biblical theology, for the dogmatic conclusions we draw are 
to be dependent on a proper understanding of redemptive history.43 Yet I 
would add that this hermeneutical process doesn’t stop with the transition 
from biblical to systematic theology, as if the process is strictly linear.44 I 
envision a more reciprocal process, a type of hermeneutical boomerang. 
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Systematic theology circles back around to influence how we approach the 
text to begin with, including what ways we do and do not exegete the text 
or interpret the unfolding history of redemption. In other words, there is 
a hermeneutical reciprocity that is theologically informed: exegesis and 
biblical theology bear the fruit of systematics, but our systematics should 
also be the nutritious soil within which our exegesis and biblical theology 
grow and blossom. 

Consider the three interpretive horizons put forward by Edmund 
Clowney and then reiterated by Richard Lints.45 First is the textual horizon 
where the reader pays close attention to the “immediate context” within which 
any biblical text or book of the Bible is situated.46 For many evangelicals, the 
textual horizon is characterized by grammatical-historical exegesis. Second 
is the epochal horizon, which can be defined as “the context of the period of 
revelation in which the book (or passage) falls.”47 Individual verses, chapters, 
and books are not static but land within a “progressively revealed” history. 
“God’s redemptive revelation,” says Lints, “progresses in stages, through 
different epochs.”48 Third is the canonical horizon, “the context of the entirety 
of revelation.”49 In this third horizon typology plays a critical role as types 
and shadows find their fulfillment in the person and work of the Son, the 
Christological archetype. 

But is that it? Why would we stop short with the canonical horizon? 
Shouldn’t we make room for a fourth horizon, a theological horizon? Does 
not the rule of faith, for example, inform our textual, epochal, and canonical 
horizons so that we do not interpret any passage or book in a way that would 
either violate the character of God or the meaning of his redemptive acts 
as he has revealed them to us? Craig Bartholomew answers Yes. Today, he 
laments, interpreters tend to move 

from Scripture to theology, with no return to Scripture; or we find a practice of 

theology largely divorced from Scripture. Neither is acceptable. Scripture is the 

primary norm and resource for theology, and we need a truly biblical theology. 

Thus we need theology that openly emerges from deep and wide-ranging exe-

gesis, informed by the tradition and the best contemporary practice in biblical 

studies. At the same time biblical exegesis needs to be theologically informed 

so that theology deepens our exegesis.50
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For instance, Bartholomew observes how Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics 
exemplifies this theological hermeneutic. For all the literature published on 
Barth, many forget that Barth’s Dogmatics are filled with exegesis, though it 
is not an exegesis that is uninformed by theology. Barth’s exegesis not only 
advises his theology, but his theology expands, corrects, and enriches his 
exegesis until his dogmatics reaches maturity. To show how little exegetes 
today are informed by doctrine, one will notice, laments Bartholomew, that 
“up to the present his [Barth’s] exegesis remains largely ignored by biblical 
scholars: it is rare to find Barth referenced in works of biblical exegesis.”51 

Using Barth as a model will no doubt make evangelicals squirm, as if 
his Neo-Orthodox conclusions preclude admiration for his theological 
method. But history is informative; Barth is no novelty. Nicene patristics 
are also missing from many contemporary biblical commentaries as well. By 
relegating themselves to modern biblical studies, exegetes dismiss patristics 
(and the patristic era as a whole) as “theologians” when in fact patristic tomes 
were occupied not only with exegesis but what scholars today call biblical 
theology. The trinitarian debates surrounding Nicaea, for example, produced 
legions of theological treatises, but these treatises, upon further examination, 
reveal that the fourth century debates were first and foremost hermeneutical 
debates.52 Point is, the patristics situated themselves within the hermeneutical 
intersection of exegesis and dogma because they believed each were reliant 
on one another. Nicene Trinitarianism depended on accurate exegesis of 
both Testaments and accurate exegesis of both Testaments depended on 
Nicene Trinitarian presuppositions. While many Arians claimed they were 
just teaching what the Bible says, proof-texting chapter and verse, Nicene 
theologians saw through such narrow biblicism, recognizing that the 
hermeneutical process is not so simple. Their councils and creeds reveal a 
hermeneutic that does not put off doctrine until exegesis is complete but 
considers doctrine essential to exegesis intent on remaining biblical. 

Contemporary negligence of theology in the exegetical process has only 
contributed to the perpetual divide between biblical studies and dogmatics 
in academia today. While some biblical scholars acknowledge the legitimacy 
of moving from a textual, epochal, or canonical horizon to a theological 
horizon, few in the early twentieth century open the hermeneutical gates, 
allowing dogmatics to inform scriptural interpretation. For the majority of 
Christian history, however, this was a non-issue. Prior to the Enlightenment, 
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interpreters assumed that a theological framework—a rule of faith of some 
sort—would inform and even benefit one’s interpretation of the text. Hence 
the irony of Bavinck’s provocative observation: “Under the guise of being 
scriptural, biblical theology has always strayed farther away from Scripture, 
while ecclesiastical orthodoxy, with its extrabiblical terminology, has been 
consistently vindicated as scriptural.”53 

The Theological Horizon: Reading the Bible as Christian Scripture means 
Reading the Bible Theologically
The rejection of the fourth horizon—both by certain evangelicals and a host 
of Protestant Liberals—unearths a deeper problem, one that reveals what’s 
at stake in this entire discussion. 

If we approach the Bible without a theology—as if we can read it as a 
blank slate—or if we try to stop short, satisfied with the textual, epochal, and 
canonical horizons, or if we try to block dogmatics so that it cannot speak 
back into our other three horizons, then we face a nagging problem: We have 
misunderstood what the Bible is in the first place, as well as who is its primary 
author.54 To be pointed: Does a theology-free hermeneutic treat the Bible as 
Christian Scripture? I think not. 

In his essay, “Theological Interpretation and Historical Criticism,” 
Murray Rae confronts the rise of historical criticism, specifically the flavor 
that functions out of a naturalistic worldview. Rae exposes what I consider 
the central problem with an atheological hermeneutic: “The historical-critical 
biblical scholar operating under the conditions of naturalistic inquiry falters 
precisely at the point where the Bible makes its most important claims, 
namely, its claims about where God is at work in the world. Such a scholar 
is bound to investigate the Bible as if God is not active in history.”55 Here 
is the crux of the issue: As confessional Christians, we profess inspiration, 
claiming to believe in a God-breathed Word. But hermeneutically, we 
approach the interpretive task like deists, so concerned with the grammar 
and background of a text that we treat scripture as if there is no divine author 
who has imbedded his divine authorial intent from start to finish, ensuring 
the unity of the canonical text. Such an atomistic approach neglects and 
even chides at the introduction of theology into the hermeneutical event. 
We investigate “the Bible as if God is not active in history” whenever we 
treat the text as if its theology should not affect our hermeneutical horizons.
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Have we forgotten who is behind the biblical text? The Bible not only 
is written by diverse human authors, but by one divine author, which 
means that the Bible is a unified book, and all of it is breathed out by 
God (2 Tim. 3:16-17). We must pay attention to the intentions of each 
individual author no doubt, but the divine author’s intent and purpose is 
primary, the only reason we can approach the canon as a unity to begin 
with and walk away with consistent exegetical as well as theological 
conclusions. It is precisely because of divine authorship—and the 
canonical unity divine authorial intent infuses within the entire text–
that Scripture can (and should) interpret Scripture, the clear passages 
interpreting those that appear less clear. 

For that reason, fostering a healthy suspicion towards Enlightenment 
hermeneutics that not only embarked on quests for the historical Jesus 
but quests for the historical Bible is recommended—no, demanded. 
Investigation into authorship, genre, date, setting, etc. has an essential role in 
properly understanding and interpreting the text. Yet never for the purpose 
of denying or downplaying canonical and theological unity. All too often, 
notes George, the “discrete units within the Bible” are “dissected” along these 
lines “so that any sense of Scripture as a coherent narrative unity is negated.”56 
To do so is to undermine the analogy of Scripture, and with it the cohesive 
unity divine authorship brings not only to redemptive history but to the 
inscripturation of the redemptive Word of God. 

Yet it is not just that Scripture interprets Scripture, but the rule of 
faith also interprets Scripture. The analogy of Scripture is necessary but 
insufficient; we also depend on the analogy of faith. And why wouldn’t 
we? If God is the divine author and his Word is God-breathed, if he has 
ensured his divine authorial intent is infused throughout the text from 
start to finish, from promise to fulfillment, from type to antitype, then 
why would he intend for us to interpret his speech acts in any other way 
other than one that is Theo-logical, that is, God-oriented and Godward? 
Dogmatics has received such a bad reputation, but dogmatics is simply 
a way of taking God’s revelation seriously as God’s revelation. To be a 
dogmatician is to think God thoughts after him, always in the spirit of 
“faith seeking understanding” (Anselm). Whether it is event-revelation, 
person-revelation, or word-revelation—to borrow Vos’s categories57—
the point of revelation is for its recipients to know its triune author, 
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something that is only possible through the revelation of the incarnate, 
crucified, and risen Son. Theological hermeneutics, in other words, is 
gospel hermeneutics. 

In the end, the real issue is not whether we should approach the text 
with theological presuppositions or a theological framework; the real 
issue is whether or not we approach the text with a Christian one. If not, 
then we cannot claim to interpret Scripture for what it actually is, namely, 
Christian Scripture.

Pre-Modern Hermeneutics: The Way Forward is Backward

If an Enlightenment hermeneutic is not the way forward, then what is? 
As counter intuitive as it may be to evangelical biblicists, who often pride 
themselves on historical autonomy, the way forward is actually the way 
backward. Rather than a modern or postmodern hermeneutic, there is great 
wisdom in returning to pre-modern hermeneutics. That is not to advocate 
a wholesale adoption of pre-modern hermeneutics but a critical retrieval, 
one that honors sola scriptura by ensuring, as the Reformers so often did, 
that the tradition imbibed is one that can faithfully assist the reader in the 
hermeneutical process. To be blunt, rather than presentist imperialism, 
we practice historical and hermeneutical humility, looking to stand on the 
shoulders of orthodoxy to ensure we interpret scripture as nothing less than 
Christian scripture, and that we do so with theological integrity. 

Long before TIS was chic, David Steinmetz wrote what has become a 
watershed article on hermeneutics, “The Superiority of Precritical Exegesis,” 
which appeared in 1980 in Theology Today.58 Since that essay, countless 
others have carried on his baton. Richard Muller and John Thompson, and 
more recently Timothy George, qualify Steinmetz, explaining that pre-
critical exegesis does not mean “uncritical” exegesis.59 Pre-moderns were 
just as concerned as moderns with difficulties surrounding authorship, 
date, etc. It is doubtful pre-moderns would advise ignoring the recent 
advances in fields such as archaeology and textual criticism.60 

Nevertheless, pre-critical exegesis was not bound by the hermeneutical 
assumptions which so often precluded the text being read for what it 
claimed to be. Without excluding “rigorous historical study of the Bible,” 
says George, the “appeal to the superiority of premodern biblical exegesis is 
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a protest against the reductionism inherent in the longstanding monopoly 
of the historical-critical method.”61

While legions of scholars since Steinmetz have outlined the reasons why 
premodern exegesis is superior, George lists five premodern hermeneutical 
“principles that guide our reading and understanding of Scripture:” 

1. The Bible is the inspired and authoritative Word of God.

2. The Bible is rightly read in light of the rule of faith.

3. Faithful interpretation of Scripture requires Trinitarian hermeneutics.

4. The Bible is front and center in the worship of the church. 

5. The study of the Bible is a means of grace.62

We need not explore each of these—some of these have been mentioned 
already in our defense of a theological hermeneutic—but what is 
commendable about these premodern hermeneutical principles is the way 
they collectively treat Scripture according to its intended nature and purpose. 

Incipient Dogmatics and Hermeneutical Humility

The scriptures have been authored by our triune God himself, which solidifies 
their textual, epochal, and canonical cohesiveness and unity. But if we take 
the triune author seriously, these five premodern hermeneutical principles 
substantiate a fourth horizon, a “theological horizon.” As the inspired and 
authoritative Word of God, the Bible must be interpreted with the goal of 
drawing theological conclusions. Yet these theological conclusions—many 
of which have already been mined by the best of premodern exegetes (e.g., 
rule of faith; Nicene exegetes)—are meant to circle back (boomerang) in 
order to inform, correct, and confirm our interpretation of the text. That 
spirit is exemplified by John Calvin at the start of his Institutes, a theological 
text if there ever was one: “It has been my purpose in this labor to prepare 
and instruct candidates in sacred theology for the reading of the divine Word, 
in order that they may be able to have easy access to it and to advance in it 
without stumbling” (1:4). Evangelicals should settle for nothing less. 

But first we must grant that dogmatics is not merely the end result 
of our hermeneutical labors. No, it is instrumental at the inception of the 
hermeneutical process. If not, then evangelicals can no longer approach the 
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text as Christian scripture but must postpone such a presupposition until 
their own evaluation is passed. The latter approach may sound pious in the 
halls of biblical studies, but it has far more in common with Enlightenment 
autonomy than pre-modern hermeneutical humility. It looks down at the 
text as an interpretive lord, when it should sit at the feet of its divine author 
as an interpretive servant. Despite appearances, such biblicism is antithetical 
to sola Scriptura. Theology is not the proud imposition of a system onto the 
text; it is the humble admission that we cannot understand the whole text 
without its scriptwriter and star actor. 

1 This paper was first presented at the Evangelical Theological Society (2016) and has been edited and adapted 
for publication. 

2 The latter half of this paragraph and the next has been adapted from Matthew Barrett, God’s Word Alone: The 
Authority of Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2016), chapter 3. 

3 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary Knowledge 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 26.

4 Ibid., 48.
5 Ibid., 26 (cf. 48–49). 
6 Ibid., 24. 
7 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power (trans. Walter Kaufmann; New York: Vintage, 1967), 481. See Van-

hoozer, Is There a Meaning, 58.
8 Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning, 50. Vanhoozer has in mind critiques such as Brian D. Ingraffia, Postmodern 

Theory and Biblical Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 224. But note the many 
divergent interpretations of Derrida described by Vanhoozer (pp. 51–52).

9 Walter Kaiser, “How Do the Parts Fit the Whole? The Tool of Biblical Theology,” in Walter C. Kaiser Jr. 
and Moisés Silva, Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics: The Search for Meaning (rev. and expanded ed.; Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 75.

10 Notice his definition of biblical theology: “Biblical theology is that discipline in the theological curriculum that 
begins with the declaration of God to Eve, Shem, Abraham, and all who were in that subsequent lineal descent, about God’s 
‘promise-plan’ that moved through time (diachronically), exhibiting both the unity of his plan and all of the accumulating 
specifications to that ‘promise’ as time progressed.” Ibid., 70.

11 Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 97.
12 Kaiser and Silva, Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics, 71.
13 Ibid., 251.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid., 70.
17 Adolf von Harnack, What Is Christianity? (trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders; New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 

1901). Cf. the summary of Roger Olson, The Journey of Modern Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2013), 161-163.

18 Roger E. Olson, The Journey of Modern Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2013), 162.
19 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics (4 vols.; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 1:33. 
20 Timothy George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2011), 22.
21 Harvey Cox, Turning East (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1977), 157; as quoted by George, Reading Scripture 

with the Reformers, 22.
22 George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers, 22-23. Cox is not the only example George enlists. Benjamin 



103

Jowett, Regius Professor of Greek at the University of Oxford, says something similar in his 1859 essay, 
“On the Interpretation of Scripture”: “The true use of interpretation is to get rid of interpretation, and 
leave us alone in the company with the author.” Benjamin Jowett, “On the Interpretation of Scripture,” in 
Essays and Reviews, 7th ed. (London: Longman, Green, Longman & Roberts, 1861), 384.

23 George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers, 23.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
27 Billings, The Word of God for the People of God, 52.
28 James K. A. Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism? Taking Derrida, Lyotard and Foucault to Church (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 128-129.
29 Billings has in mind Dispensationalism when he makes this comment. “Although parts of dispensationalist 

eschatology involve a significant departure from church tradition, the movement considers itself ‘conser-
vative’ simply by claiming to be ‘biblical.’” Billings, The Word of God for the People of God, 50.

30 C. S. Lewis, “Preface,” in Saint Athanasius, On the Incarnation (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2011), 9-16. 

31 This phrase is used throughout Billings, The Word of God for the People of God. 
32 Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 1:38.
33 Billings, The Word of God for the People of God, 13.
34 Billings observes what this looks like in real life. Every Christian, he claims, has a “functional theology.” 

Our doctrinal commitments come through in our ministry decisions or our ministry omissions: “When 
church members decide where they will invest their energies, whether into a service project, a series of 
potluck dinners, or a Bible study—all of these are theological decisions. How a church designs its worship 
service is also a theological decision. What are the elements of worship? Who, exactly, is being worshiped? 
What instruments, if any, do we use in worship? Where do we place announcements in a worship service? 
All of these decisions reflect their functional theology of who God is, what the world is like and who they 
are as the church … Theological reasoning and theological presuppositions are inescapable for Christians.” 
Ibid., 15.

35 Ibid., 16.
36 This paragraph’s point about the rule of faith is also made in ibid., 17-21.
37 Ibid., 23.
38 “The rule of faith is a communal, received account of the central story of Scripture that helps identify the 

center and the boundaries of a Christian interpretation of Scripture. It emerges from Scripture itself, but it 
is also a lens through which Christians receive Scripture. This is not a legalistic rule, but it is the map of a 
dynamic journey of transformation in Jesus Christ, by the Spirit, growing ever deeper into the knowledge 
and fellowship of the triune God. As Christians, we come to know the shape of this rule of faith in the 
community of the church: in its worship, its sacraments, and its service in the world. The rule of faith points 
to the expansive context for the Christian interpretation of Scripture: the economy of salvation itself, in 
which the Spirit unites God’s people to Christ and his body (the church), empowered for a surprising, 
dynamic journey of dying to sin and coming to life in the Spirit’s new creation.” Ibid., 29.

39 Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Daniel J. Treier, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture: A Mere Evangelical Account (Studies 
in Christian Doctrine and Scripture; Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 106.

40 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “A Drama-of-Redemption Model,” in Gary T. Meadors, ed., Four Views on Moving Beyond 
the Bible to Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 160. He defines theology as follows: “Theology is 
God-centered biblical interpretation that issues in performance knowledge on the world stage to the glory 
of God. Briefly stated: theology exists to minister theodramatic understanding of what God has said/done 
in the world for us and of what the church must say/do for God in response” (161). 

41 Ibid., 163 and 166. 
42 Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:296.
43 Geerhardus Vos, “The Idea of Biblical Theology as a Science and as a Theological Discipline,” in Redemptive 

History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos (ed. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr.; Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R, 1980), 3-24. Cf. Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to Evangelical Theology (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 184. Lints sums up: “If we were to compare the theological disciplines in 
a Vos-like manner, we might say that exegetical theology unearths the literary and historical structure 
(i.e., the context) of the text, biblical theology portrays the redemptive activity of God in its historical 

Will the Son Rise on a Fourth Horizon? 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

104

context, and systematic theology analyses the activity of God through the dominant themes that arise 
in that activity” (186). 

44 I think Vos would agree, judging by his Reformed Dogmatics (5 vols., trans. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr.; Bellingham, 
WA: Lexham, 2012-2014). 

45 Edmund Clowney, Preaching and Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1961), 16; Lints, The Fabric 
of Theology, 293ff.

46 Lints, The Fabric of Theology, 293.
47 Ibid.
48 Ibid., 300.
49 Ibid., 293.
50 Craig G. Bartholomew, Introducing Biblical Hermeneutics: A Comprehensive Framework for Hearing God in Scripture 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015), 432.
51 Ibid., 431-432.
52 Consult Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2004); Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian 
Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011). 

53 Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:297
54 See Matthew Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and Christology: Rethinking Jesus and the Scriptures of Israel (NSBT 51; 

ed. D. A. Carson; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2020). 
55 Murray Rae, “Theological Interpretation and Historical Criticism,” in A Manifesto for Theological Interpretation 

(ed. Craig G. Bartholomew and Heath A. Thomas; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2016), 101.
56 George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers, 24.
57 Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1948; repr. 2014), 6-7.
58 David C. Steinmetz, “The Superiority of Precritical Exegesis,” Theology Today 37 (1980): 27-38.
59 Richard Muller and John L. Thompson, eds., Biblical Interpretation in the Era of the Reformation (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 1996); George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers, 30.
60 George, Reading Scripture with the Reformers, 30-31.
61 Ibid., 31.
62 Ibid., 31-36.



105

A Preliminary Evaluation 
and Critique of 
Prosopological Exegesis

Peter J. Gentry

Peter J. Gentry is Donald L. Williams Professor of Old Testament Interpretation and 

Director of the Hexapla Institute at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He has 

served on the faculty of Toronto Baptist Seminary and Bible College and also taught 

at the University of Toronto, Heritage Theological Seminary, and Tyndale Seminary. 

Dr. Gentry is the author of many articles and book reviews, the co-author of Kingdom 

through Covenant, 2nd ed. (Crossway, 2018) and God’s Kingdom through God’s Covenants 

(Crossway, 2015), and the author of How to Read and Understand the Biblical Prophets 

(Crossway, 2017), and the critical edition of Ecclesiastes for the Göttingen Septuagint 

(Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2019).

Editor’s note: In the Fall, 2019, a presentation was given to the 1892 Club at The 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. The goal of the presentation was to present 

recent research on the NT’s use of the OT, specifically the NT’s use of prosopological 

exegesis to interpret OT Christological texts. Prosopological exegesis is now widely 

discussed, and it is part of the larger discussion of “retrieval,” specifically whether various 

hermeneutical methods used in the Patristic era ought to be retrieved today. In this 

paper, Peter Gentry seeks to wrestle with this form of exegesis and offer a preliminary 

evaluation and critique. He presented it at a later 1892 Club meeting. We have included 

his reflections in this issue of SBJT because it fits well with our attempt to think about 

“retrieval,” and in this case, the attempt to learn from the Patristic era for us today. In 

this paper, Dr. Gentry questions the validity of this form of exegesis and thus provides 

an important conversation about what is best and not best to “retrieve” from the past, 

and how to read and interpret Scripture on its own terms. SBJT has preserved the oral 

nature of his presentation in what follows.

SBJT 23.2 (2019): 105–122



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

106

We enjoyed a presentation a couple of months ago that focused on 
hermeneutical methods used by the apostles to interpret the OT. In that 
presentation it was argued that NT authors employed a form of prosopological 
exegesis as evidenced later in the Patristic Fathers. The presentation 
stimulated me to look at Matthew Bates, The Birth of the Trinity (2016)1 and 
other resources to think through the validity of this hermeneutical technique. 
This paper is my present reflections on the use of prosopological exegesis by 
NT authors to understand OT texts.

Matthew Bates defines prosopological exegesis in the following way: 

Prosopological exegesis is a reading technique whereby an interpreter seeks to 

overcome a real or perceived ambiguity regarding the identity of the speakers or 

addressees (or both) in the divinely inspired source text by assigning nontrivial 

prosopa (i.e., nontrivial vis-à-vis the “plain sense” of the text) to the speakers 

or addressees (or both) in order to make sense of the text.2

What this entails is that OT prophets were enabled to overhear divine 
conversations between the Father and Son, and that the prophets took on 
the prosopa of the divine persons and spoke in character in their writings. So, 
for example, in Psalm 2 and 110, David speaks as a prophet, and, in one sense 
these Psalms, in their OT context, can be understood as a reference to the 
Davidic king. But as NT authors read these OT texts, they “reinterpret” them 
“by identifying Jesus as a character within these texts.”3 In this sense, the NT 
authors are moving beyond the original context in their interpretation of OT 
texts by employing prosopological exegesis.

What is the background for this kind of exegesis? Bates locates it in Greco-
Roman literary criticism, classical Greek drama, and early handbooks on 
rhetoric.4 In ancient Greek theater, people used a mask (prosōpon) to act out 
a character. From the stage to the public courtroom or forum, “rhetoricians 
sometimes would employ in-character speeches as a persuasive technique—
for example, Cicero in the midst of a speech might temporarily take on the 
character of the entire nation of Italy.”5 This strategy was discussed extensively 
in early handbooks on rhetoric where students in the educational system of 
Greece and Rome would consider how to represent the speech of different 
characters in literature. In fact, as Bates argues, “[t]his dramatic device came to 
be used by ancient authors, sometimes without the technique being explicitly 
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marked, so that ancient readers had to read with care in order to identify 
dialogical shifts—that is, they had to engage in prosopological exegesis.”6

In terms of the Church, the argument is that prosopological exegesis is 
not only adopted from the Greeks by the Patristic Fathers, but also by the 
NT authors. As Craig Carter contends, “[w]hen the apostles and fathers took 
over this technique they adapted it to their own purposes by understanding 
how the texts they were interpreting within the divine economy of the God 
who inspired Scripture.”7 Thus, by this hermeneutical strategy, NT authors 
interpret various OT texts (e.g., Ps 2, 16, 45, 100, etc.) as Christ directly 
speaking and not merely the prophet. Instead, the prophet is taking on the 
character of the divine Son, which he may not have fully understood, but 
which later NT authors recognize.

Susan Docherty, The Use of the Old Testament in Hebrews,8 also argues for 
prosopological exegesis. She notes that “one of the exegetical techniques 
employed most frequently in Hebrews 1 is the precise specification of a 
speaker and/or addressee who is left ambiguous in the scriptural source.”9 
Alexander Samely notes the same approach in rabbinic exegesis seen in 
the targums.10 Finally, from the Dead Sea Scrolls 11QMelch II,9–10, 
18 and 4QFlor 1 I,21 are given as examples of something analogous in 
Qumran literature.

As we wrestle with the validity of prosopological exegesis, let us first 
examine some of the sources often appealed to. The handbooks of rhetoric 
are those of Theon, Hermogenes, and Libanius. The Progymnasmata of 
Hermogenes and of Libanius are from the Second and Fourth centuries AD. 
Identifying the work of Aelius Theon is a bit trickier. I quote from the edition 
by George A. Kennedy:

The author of this treatise is identified in the manuscripts simply as Theon. The 

tenth-century Byzantine encyclopedia, Suda, has an entry for Aelius Theon of 

Alexandria, identifying him as author of a treatise on progymnasmata as well as 

works on rhetoric and commentaries on Xenophon, Isocrates, and Demosthe-

nes. Certainty is impossible, but this Aelius Theon of Alexandria is the leading 

candidate for author of this work. When he lived can only be approximately 

determined. The latest authors to whom he refers are (ch. 11 ) Theodorus of 

Gadara and (ch. 14) Dionysius of Halicarnassus, indicating he was writing no 

earlier than the late first century B.C. Quintilian cites the views of a certain Theon 
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on stasis theory (3.6.48) and of “Theon the Stoic” on figures of speech (9.3.76). 

If either of these references is to the author of the progymnasmata, he must have 

been active earlier than the publication of Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria in A.D. 

95. Thus, the treatise may have been written at almost any time in the first century 

after Christ. It is the consensus of scholarly opinion that it is, in any event, the 

earliest surviving work on exercises in composition, certainly written sometime 

between the Augustan period and the flowering of the Second Sophistic in the 

second century after Christ, and it shows the system of instruction still in a stage 

of experiment and development.11

Some uncertainty attaches to Theon’s work in both authorship and date, 
but the time of writing is supposed to be later in the First Century. In these 
handbooks on rhetoric we are looking, then, at how Alexandrian scholarship 
began to influence education in Greece and Rome perhaps by the middle 
of the First Century and more certainly by the Second Century AD. The 
practice of identifying speakers in scholia on the playwrights and dealing 
with contradiction in the character of the speaker also comes from the same 
time. Francesca Schironi, Professor of Classics at the University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor states,

One of the problems back then (as now) was the attribution of lines. Many MSS 

have attributions, but sometimes there is a discrepancy in the attribution among 

MSS. The scholia, however, not only treat problems of attribution. There are 

questions of grammar, vocabulary, antiquarian details, myth and also discussion 

of the moral teachings of the specific passage.

We do not know much about when the scholia were put together. The mate-

rial collected in them spans from the Hellenistic period to the Roman period. 

Scholia are generally dated as a genre to the late antiquity (or even to the seventh 

century, but there is no certainty).12

We can conclude, then, that certainly the church fathers who were 
educated in pagan schools would have been familiar with these techniques. 
The question is, however, is it reasonable to think that these practices or 
even analogous techniques were employed by the apostles in interpreting 
the OT?
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Apostolic Interpretation

If we consider a few of the OT texts often cited by proponents of prosopo-
logical exegesis in Hebrews 1 and Acts 2, a more reasonable explanation is 
that the apostles were interpreting the text according to the metanarrative 
of Scripture.13

Hebrews 1 cites Psalm 2:7 in 1:5a, 2 Samuel 7:14 in 1:5b, Deuteronomy 
32:43 in 1:6, Psalm 104:4 in 1:7, Psalm 45:7-8 in 1:8-9, Psalm 102:26-28 in 
1:10-12, and Psalm 110 in Hebrews 1:10-12. The argument is that the author 
of Hebrews cites these texts as the Father speaking to the Son which is true. 
But is it prosopological exegesis? Let us, for a moment, consider the original 
context of 2 Samuel 7:14 and Psalms 2, 45, and 110.

Psalm 45
In Psalm 45 a psalm is composed for the wedding of a Davidic King. The poet 
seems to make extravagant statements about the king in verse 6: “Your throne, 
O God, will last for ever and ever.” Is the poet just saying that the Davidic throne 
is backed up by the rule of God? Probably more than that is meant because in 
the next verse he says, “therefore God, your God, has set you above all your 
companions.” He seems to distinguish the fact that the king is god from the 
fact that the king acknowledges a god over him.

This psalm is attributed to the sons of Korah. The descendants of Korah 
were a group of Levites who were gatekeepers for the Tent and for the Temple 
(1 Chron 6:1, 9:19, 26:1, 19). This group of psalms may well be later, written 
in the time of the writing prophets.14

At this point we need to consider the contribution of the writing proph-
ets. If we look at the prophetic literature, there are two separate streams of 
thought. One is that Yahweh alone saves and God himself will rule his people. 
Another line of thought is that God will act through the Davidic king. We see 
this clearly in Isaiah. The prophet announces a coming king. This is not bad 
king Ahaz and not even good king Hezekiah. The future king is described 
in three panels in Isaiah 7–11. He is Immanuel born of a virgin in Isaiah 
7:14. He is given divine names in Isaiah 9. He is given the Spirit sevenfold 
in Isaiah 11 and 61 and his righteous rule issues in a new creation. There are 
also three panels in Isaiah 49–53 depicting the coming king as the servant 
of Yahweh. Here he accomplishes atonement for his people that results in 
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the forgiveness of sins and while he bears their sins, he, in turn, gives them 
his victory over death.

Parallel to these themes is the claim that Yahweh is King. Yahweh is clearly 
king over the human king in Isaiah 6. The divine king is mentioned again in 
Isaiah 24:23 as reigning on Mount Zion. He is confessed as king in 33:22: 
“Yahweh is our Judge, Yahweh is our Lawgiver, Yahweh is our King; it is he 
who will save us.” Yahweh identifies himself as Israel’s king in 41:21, 43:15, 
and 44:6, passages which emphasize his sovereign power and authority. 
Isaiah 66:1 loudly proclaims Yahweh as King without using the word and 
this forms a bookend for Isaiah 6.15

Moreover, not only is Yahweh proclaimed as Israel’s Savior in 43:3 and 
45:15, but 43:11 states that apart from Yahweh there is no Savior. So, when 
the former passages indicate that the coming human king will rule the world, 
will atone for sin, will inaugurate a new covenant that eventually brings the 
Spirit, the lines between Yahweh and the coming human king are becoming 
blurred. This is what we also see in Psalm 45.

Psalms 2 and 110
First, note that Psalm 2 has no superscription. The poet is unknown. 
Possibly since Psalm 110 is attributed to David it may be later than 
Psalm 110. Nonetheless we can say that a Davidic king is speaking. We 
can also say that the position of this psalm in the Psalter determines the 
contribution of Psalm 2 to the book as a whole. Peter attributes the Psalm 
to David in Acts 4:25. The plot structure of the text is straightforward. 
The kings and nations of the world are in rebellion against the rule of 
Yahweh. Yahweh laughs at the rebellion of the nations and counters this 
rebellion by affirming the installation of the Davidic King on Mount 
Zion based on the decree from the Covenant made between Yahweh 
and David in 2 Samuel 7. The Davidic King is invited to ask of Yahweh 
and he will indeed be granted all the nations as his inheritance. Yahweh 
tells him, “You will rule them with an iron rod, you will dash them in 
pieces like a potter’s vessel.” On the basis of this prediction, the kings 
of the nations are invited to make peace with the Davidic King before 
harsh treatment falls upon them.

The program of Psalm 2 is based squarely on 2 Samuel 7 in the covenant 
God made with David. Verse 19 is David’s own reflection upon the revelation 
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given to him through Nathan the Prophet. David states, “this, i.e. the covenant 
stipulations, entail the instruction for mankind.”

In the ancient Near East (ANE), a country or region was thought to 
be ruled by the god of that region or territory, and the human king was 
considered the representative of the local deity. This explains how the 
king could be called the son of God. As the divine son, the Davidic king 
was to effect the divine instruction or tôrâ in the nation as a whole and 
was, as a result, a mediator of the Mosaic Torah. However, since the god 
whom the Davidic king represented was not limited to a local region or 
territory, but was the creator God and Sovereign Ruler of the whole world, 
the rule of the Davidic king would have repercussions for all the nations, 
not just for Israel. Let us suppose, for a moment, that David meets Ben-
Hadad of Damascus. Ben-Hadad’s name means “son of Baal.” So, the king 
of the Arameans is the son of his god. If he meets David, David will say 
to him, “You are the son of Baal, but he is only a local, tribal deity. I am 
also the son of God. In my case, I am the son of Yahweh, and he is the 
creator god of the entire world. Since my god is bigger than your god, 
you need to pay attention to me.” Psalm 2, therefore, develops an idea 
already stated in 2 Samuel 7. Faithfulness on the part of the Davidic Son 
would effect the divine rule in the entire world, much as God intended 
for humanity in the creation covenant as indicated by the divine image in 
Genesis 1:26-28. This, I submit, is the logic behind David’s response in 
verse 19, and this is why he claims that a covenant that makes the Davidic 
king son of God is the instrument of bringing Yahweh’s Torah to all the 
nations. David’s own understanding of divine sonship is clearly indicated 
by his statement in 7:19 that the covenant is God’s charter or instruction 
for humankind.

While no superscription exists for Psalm 2, a brief superscription assigns 
Davidic authorship to Psalm 110.

The literary structure is obvious and well-recognized. The poem is divided 
into two stanzas each beginning with a divine revelation. Verse 1 begins with 
“declaration of Yahweh” and verse 4 begins with “Yahweh swore.” The poem 
is based on direct divine revelation. Divine speech in the first stanza creates 
a king; an oath of Yahweh in the second stanza establishes a priest. And the 
text is referring to the one and the same person: that is, a king and priest at 
the same time.
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We might ask, when and where David was given the revelation in Psalm 
110? There are several possibilities: (1) it was given at an unspecified time; 
(2) it was given specifically for the occasion of this psalm; (3) it was given at 
a time clearly designated in the narrative of Samuel-Kings.

Is David referring specifically to the revelation via Nathan the Prophet 
given in 2 Samuel 7? This is an obvious possible solution since a covenant 
may be considered an oath. David Schrock believes it is possibly given by 
Nathan during the events of 1 Kings 1-2 when the kingship is passed from 
David to Solomon. This is, in my opinion, unlikely.

Rather, Erich Zenger is more to the point that the oath is a clear reference 
to 2 Samuel 7.16 This is strongly supported by Psalm 89:4, 36, esp. 50 and 
Psalm 132:11. These passages clearly identify the oath of Yahweh to David as 
the one given in 2 Samuel 7. What is especially significant is that the author 
of Hebrews cites Psalm 2, which is tied to Psalm 110, and 2 Samuel 7 side by 
side as if the second text is key to interpretation of the first according to the 
metanarrative of Scripture. And by the way, this is precisely how the author 
of Hebrews works: he places events and texts side by side to show the reader 
that one text is the key to interpreting the other in the larger story of Scripture.

In fact, the revelation via Nathan the Prophet in 2 Samuel 7 is entirely 
suitable for the declaration of Yahweh in 110:1-3. The Davidic Covenant 
entails a greater son, an eternal kingdom, and an eternal throne. 2 Samuel 
7:19 indicates that the Davidic Covenant is the instruction for mankind. 
Psalm 2 is a meditation that could be derived entirely from 2 Samuel 7:19. 
David will have a greater son to whom all the kings of the earth will have to 
give attention and homage. Psalm 110:1-3 is in many ways an extrapolation 
of both 2 Samuel 7 and Psalm 2.

The meaning of describing the relationship between Yahweh and the 
Davidic King as “father” and “son” must be fully explained. Factors involved 
in this include the use of the word ֵּבן in Hebrew, the cultural context of 
kingship in Canaan and in the ANE, the use of familial language in treaties, 
and the canonical context of the passage.17

A literal, physical family relationship is clearly contrary to the context. 
Nonetheless, ֵּבן, the term for “son” in Hebrew, has a much broader field of 
meaning than son in English. In an agrarian, preindustrial economy and 
society, trades were normally transmitted within a family setting. In this way, 
sons customarily did what their fathers did in addition to displaying common 
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characteristics passed on from family setting, genetics, and upbringing. Thus, 
the term “son” can be used to mean “possessing the characteristics” of 
something. In the Parable of the Vineyard in Isaiah 5:1, the song is about a 
person who has a vineyard ֶּבן־ֶׁשֶמן  literally “on a horn, the son of) ְּבֶקֶרן 
fatness”). The horn, i.e., a hillside or terrace on a mountain spur or slope, is “a 
son of fatness,” i.e., characterized by abundant produce. An idiomatic English 
translation would be “a fertile hillside.”

The ANE and Canaanite cultural context is significant. In Egypt, from at 
least 1650 BC onwards, people perceived the king as the image of god because 
he was the son of god. The emphasis was not on physical appearance. For 
example, a male king could be the image of a female goddess. What is stressed 
is that the behavior of the king reflects the behavior of the god. The king as 
the image of god reflects the characteristics and essential notions of the god.18

From Ugarit we have the story of King Kirtu, who is described as the son 
of El.19 His excellent health must indicate his divine origin.20

The OT records an Aramean king of Damascus known as Ben-Hadad.21 
By his name, he is the son of his god. The prosopography of the Amarna 
Correspondence and also at Ugarit show a number of people from various 
levels of society whose names are of the format “son of Divine Name.”22 Thus 
we do not know if the name Ben-Hadad proves that he considered himself as 
the representative of Ba‘al to his people. It might depend upon whether the 
name was a birth name from his parents or a name taken upon accession to 
the throne.23

The Canaanite and ANE culture shows that the notion of the king as a 
son of god was well established.24 The meaning may have differed in Egypt, 
Canaan, and Mesopotamia, but the common denominator is the idea that 
the king represents the character of the god in some way to the people.

Also, in the ANE, those bound by suzerain-vassal treaties may refer to 
each other as father and son.25 This has a significant bearing on 2 Samuel 
7. Earlier theologians discussed covenants in terms of unconditional 
or conditional promises. More recently, covenants have been evaluated 
according to suzerain-vassal models on the one hand or royal grant models 
on the other. The former emphasizes the obligations of the vassal king 
to the suzerain, the latter the obligations of the great king to his noble or 
vassal. The Davidic covenant has frequently been classified as a royal grant, 
yet it does not fit neatly either the unconditional-conditional categories or 
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the more recent suzerain-vassal versus royal grant models.26 Verses 14–15 
clearly emphasize the need for obedience on the part of the son, yet the 
literary structure shows that this is undergirded primarily by the promises 
of the father.27

Second Samuel 7 must also be read according to the progression of the 
covenants in the larger story of Scripture.28 A canonical reading indicates that 
the Davidic king is inheriting the role of both Adam as son of God and Israel 
as son of God according to the instructions of Deuteronomy 17. This can be 
briefly reviewed and summarized at this point.

First to be considered is the fact that humans are created as the divine 
image, according to Genesis 1:26–28. The divine image defines human 
ontology in terms of a covenant relationship with the creator God on the one 
hand and with the creation on the other hand. The former may be captured 
by the term “sonship” and is implied by Genesis 5:1–3:

By juxtaposing the divine creation of Adam in the image of God and the sub-

sequent human creation of Seth in the image of Adam, the transmission of the 

image of God through this genealogical line is implied, as well as the link between 

sonship and the image of God. As Seth is a son of Adam, so Adam is a son of 

God. Language is being stretched here as a literal son of God is certainly not in 

view, but nonetheless the writer is using an analogy to make a point.29

The latter relationship, i.e., between humans and the creation, may be 
reflected in the terms kingship and servanthood. In the ninth-century Tell 
Fakhariyeh Inscription, צלמא (“image”) refers to the king’s majestic self and 
power in relation to his subjects, while דמותא (“likeness”) refers to the king’s 
petitionary role and relation to the deity.30 The ANE data confirm and 
correspond exactly to this exegesis of the biblical text.

As Genesis 2:4–25 shows, the Adamic son is like a priest in a garden 
sanctuary. He must first learn the ways of God in order to exercise the rule of 
God as God himself would.31

Second, Israel inherited this Adamic role.32 Yahweh refers to the nation as 
his son in Exodus 4:22–23. The divine purpose in the covenant established 
between God and Israel at Sinai is unfolded in Exodus 19:3–6. As a kingdom 
of priests, they will function to make the ways of God known to the nations 
and also to bring the nations into a right relationship to God. Since Israel is 
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located geographically on the one and only communications link between 
the great superpowers of the ancient world, in this position she will show the 
nations how to have a right relationship to God, how to treat each other in 
a truly human way, and how to be faithful stewards of the earth’s resources. 
This is the meaning of Israel’s sonship.

Third, Deuteronomy 17 intimates that the king will be the leader in this 
role. Verses 16–20 describe the manner in which the future king is to exercise 
his responsibilities. After three negative commands in verses 16–17, verses 
18–20 specify three positive commands, all relating to Torah: (1) the king 
shall copy the Torah; (2) the king shall have the Torah with him; and (3) the 
king shall read the Torah. In other words, the only positive requirement is 
that the king embodies Torah as a model citizen.33 This is exactly the point of 
the father-son relationship set out in 2 Samuel 7.

Fourth, the author avoids using the word “king” (melek) and instead 
employs the word nāgîd, i.e., leader (2 Sam. 5:2; 6:21; 7:8). As Murray has 
shown, this is to counteract the notion of kingship in the culture surrounding 
Israel and to portray a kingship in Israel based not on autonomous power but 
one that represents the kingship of Yahweh.34 In addition, twice in 2 Samuel 
7, Yahweh refers to David as “my servant.”35 This is hugely significant. This is 
the highest title a human can receive in the OT. In an exhaustive study of the 
term “servant of the Lord” in the OT, Stephen Dempster shows that David 
is the “servant of the Lord” par excellence in Kings.36 The term “servant” 
connects with nāgîd to emphasize a servant kingship and clearly marks David 
in an Adamic role.

The author, David, makes plain in the first verse that in the divine 
revelation, Yahweh is speaking about a coming king greater than himself. This 
corresponds well to the placement of Psalm 110 in the Psalter. Erich Zenger 
notes, “Different from the two Davidic Psalters, 3–41 and 51–72, here David 
is not the model royal petitioner with references to his life story as told in 
the books of Samuel and at the beginning of the first book of Kings, nor is 
he, as in the Davidic Psalter of Psalms 101–103, (104–106), the “historical” 
king who presents his program for governance and interprets the world and 
its history; rather he is a “new” David (a David redivivus) whom God will 
give for the restoration of his people and seat on his throne.”37 The imagery in 
verse 3, of birth (“from the womb of the dawn”) and of fertility (“the dew of 
your youth”) also speak of a new David.
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The command for the future king to sit at the right hand of Yahweh shows 
that Zion’s king shares the throne of Yahweh. It is evident from the fact that 
the motif of the “footstool” appears primarily in connection with divine 
enthronement (cf. Pss 99:5; 132:7; Lam 2:1; Isa 66:1; 1 Chr 28:2) that the 
image is of Yahweh’s royal throne and not the physical throne in the king’s 
palace. Images from Egypt illustrate the expressions used in Psalm 110 for the 
defeat of the enemies of the king and the king sitting at the right hand of God.38

While we do not have space to comment on every aspect of Psalm 110 
it is important to note that both stanzas the first focusing on a king and the 
second focusing on a priest deal with the mastery, subjugation and defeat of 
the enemies of the king. Note that this is also the central theme of Psalm 2.

But what about Psalm 110:4-6? Where did Yahweh swear this? These ideas 
can be derived from two sources: (1) in 2 Samuel 7:14-15 Yahweh swears to 
give David a greater son who is viewed in Adamic terms. I argued for this in 
Kingdom through Covenant but I did not realize the implications of my own 
arguments. If the greater son of David is fulfilling an Adamic role, then this 
greater son must be both king and priest, because Adam was both king and 
priest. A recent study of the plot structure traced through the Book of Samuel 
adds further support by showing that a king-priest is expected as 1 Samuel 
2:35 is unfolded throughout the narrative as a whole.39 (2) But where do we 
find in Scripture the model for a king-priest who will crush the power of other 
earthly kings and inherit the nations? Surely this is exactly the story of Genesis 
14. And when one looks at Psalm 110:4-6 all of these ideas are derived 
specifically from “the Battle of the Four Kings against the Five and the Victory 
of Melchizedek.” Please note, in the battle of the Four Kings against the Five, 
the victory is not the victory of Abraham. It is the victory of Melchizedek. The 
author of Hebrews helps us grasp this: “Consider how great this man was!”

Commentators find difficult the fact that the defeat of enemies is the topic 
of a stanza on the role of a priest. Erich Zenger states, “the description of battle 
that follows in vv. 5-7 is peculiar as an explication or concretion of v. 4.”40 Yet 
he completely fails to connect these verses with Genesis 14 and only Genesis 
14 can explain a priest-king who achieves victory over the kings of the nations.

Note particularly verse 5 of Psalm 110: “The Lord is at your right hand. 
He strikes kings in the day of his anger. He judges among the nations.” 
Tidal was King of the Nations. “He heaps up corpses. He strikes the head 
[SINGULAR] over a broad land.” This is a specific reference to Kedorlaomer. 
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Unfortunately, many English versions make “head” plural. But the text is 
clearly singular. In my view, Kedorlaomer is a type of Satan. Verses 4-6 clearly 
combines the imagery of Psalm 2:9 with the data of Genesis 14: the defeat of 
enemy kings. And this is precisely why David looks to Genesis 14 for a model 
or type of his greater son.

Another conundrum for commentators on Psalm 110 is the subject of the 
verbs in verses 5-7.41 One can argue that the subject of the verbs from verse 5 
through 7 is the Lord, as in God himself. Yet the last sentence speaks of him 
drinking from the brook by the way. Minimally, this suggests that the subject 
is human and like the treatment of the coming king in the prophets, blurs the 
distinction between the divine and human king.

Lastly, we will briefly consider how Peter quotes Psalm 16:8-11 and 
Psalm 110 in Acts 2 because in this text we actually see Peter’s reasoning 
in his hermeneutical appropriation of Psalm 16. Here is Peter’s citation 
and interpretation:

22 “Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by 
God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through 
him, as you yourselves know. 23 This man was handed over to you by God’s 
deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put 
him to death by nailing him to the cross. 24 But God raised him from the dead, 
freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to 
keep its hold on him. 25 David said about him:
“‘I saw the Lord always before me. 
    Because he is at my right hand, 
    I will not be shaken. 
26 Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; 
    my body also will rest in hope, 
27 because you will not abandon me to the realm of the dead, 
    you will not let your holy one see decay. 
28 You have made known to me the paths of life; 
    you will fill me with joy in your presence.’
29 “Fellow Israelites, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and 
was buried, and his tomb is here to this day. 30 But he was a prophet and knew 
that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants 
on his throne. 31 Seeing what was to come, he spoke of the resurrection of the 

A Preliminary Evaluation and Critique of Prosopological Exegesis



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.2 (2019)

118

Messiah, that he was not abandoned to the realm of the dead, nor did his body 
see decay. 32 God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of it. 33 

Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised 
Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. 34 For David did not 
ascend to heaven, and yet he said,
“‘The Lord said to my Lord: 
    “Sit at my right hand
35 until I make your enemies
    a footstool for your feet.”’
36 “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom 
you crucified, both Lord and Messiah.”

Here is an instance where we can actually see the Apostle’s reasoning and 
approach to interpretation. He interprets the statement of David on the basis 
of the Davidic Covenant, referring specifically to the oath Yahweh made to 
David. God promised that he would place one of David’s descendants on the 
throne of God. Clearly this promise would not be fulfilled by David himself, 
but rather by one of David’s descendants. At the resurrection, Jesus of 
Nazareth, descendant of David, is given eternal life, and then at the ascension 
he is given the throne of God.

What Peter is doing is reasoning from the metanarrative of Scripture 
based upon the promises made in the covenants. He begins with the original 
text; he considers the meaning according to the epochal horizon and 
according to the canonical horizon. His conclusions are based on exegesis 
from the three horizons.

Similarly, in the book of Hebrews, the claims made by the author are 
based upon the larger story of Scripture. They are based upon interpretation 
according to the original, epochal, and canonical horizons of Scripture. They 
are based upon typology in the case of Melchizedek. Typology is based on 
the fact that the character of God is consistent and that God controls history. 
Therefore, events, people, and places are predictive and prophetic of future 
events and people. Their reasoning is built on the storyline. They based 
their thinking on the divine revelation given in the Davidic Covenant. Their 
reasoning follows the statements of the prophets where the king eventually 
becomes identified with God. They are looking at how later texts pick up 
earlier texts to become a canonical text.
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Note the following statement by Susan Docherty in her work on The Use 
of the Old Testament in Hebrews:

Finally, this text is also an example of first person direct speech which can easily 

be taken out of its original context and provided with a new meaning by being 

placed in a new setting.42

Did the Apostles think they were removing speech from original context and 
providing it with new meaning by giving it a new setting? This is contrary to 
the evidence.

Conclusion

Did the NT authors and the Patristic Church Fathers employ prosopological 
exegesis in their interpretation of various OT texts? After investigating this 
issue, my preliminary conclusions are as follows.

First, it is unlikely that the Apostles were aware of the methods promoted 
in the rhetorical handbooks. This is anachronistic. Certainly, the Church 
Fathers were trained in these techniques, but the evidence that Jews in the 
First Century interpreted texts this way is untenable. The evidence from 
the Aramaic Targums is also anachronistic. And why should we look for 
inspiration from Greek and Roman handbooks on rhetoric popular from 
the 2nd to 4th centuries AD and favor this over evidence, for example, from 
Second Temple Judaism? Although published more than a quarter of a 
century ago, Instone Brewer showed that the scribal predecessors of the 
rabbis in Palestine did not use allegory, did not ignore the context and did 
not read the text differently to suit their interpretation. However, Jewish 
interpreters in Alexandria, Qumran, and Rabbis after 70 AD did all these 
things. His conclusions remain solid, sound and substantive.43 

Second, the parallel between identifying actors in plays and identifying 
speakers in texts is rather weak.

Third, the Apostles base their interpretation on resolution within the 
storyline of Scripture rather than on consistency of character according to 
methods in Greek and Roman rhetoric.

Is it possible that we have a both/and situation? Is it likely that the Apostles’ 
interpretive techniques are analogous to prosopological interpretation and 
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the use of the metanarrative and typology at the same time? The reasoning 
exhibited by Peter in Acts 2 makes this unlikely. We should not import into 
the hermeneutic approach of the author of Hebrews methods that are not 
evident from his citation of texts and reasoning from these quotations.

This entire proposal concerning prosopological exegesis impacts the NT 
use of the OT and the issue of hermeneutics. The Reformers argued for the 
sensus literalis in an effort to challenge the hermeneutical approaches of earlier 
eras. They spoke of sola Scriptura and delineated the attributes of Scripture in 
terms of necessity, authority, sufficiency and clarity. Prosopological exegesis 
does not account for apostolic reasoning from the Bible’s storyline, the hori-
zons of interpretation, and the predictive and prophetic nature of typology.

The main problem is that if the NT authors are claiming things that an 
OT text does not clearly intend in its contexts (original, epochal, canonical), 
then the issue of warrant disappears, and you are never able to show from 
the OT itself that it was leading us to the NT conclusion. Sensus literalis is 
tied to divine and human authorial intent in the text, and it is especially 
important to think through how later authors of the OT are building on 
earlier authors, which is all authorial intent. One must show that the NT 
authors are getting the authorial intent correctly. And if they are not getting 
that intent correctly, then they are reading in things that they have no basis 
to show from the OT. If this is so, how would they prove to a Jewish person 
that Jesus is the fulfillment of the OT? They are arguing from the Scriptures. 
They are not making things up.
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Introduction

The Bible did not come to us as a catechism, or in a way similar to a systematic 
theology book. Even though it contains literature written in different genres, 
the Bible not simply a stitching together of stories, laws, proverbs, praises to 
God, words spoken by prophets, miracles stories, bizarre images of dragons, 
stars falling from the sky, and the battle of Armageddon.

As it is nowadays more and more recognized, the Bible presents a single 
story, from creation in the book of Genesis, to new creation in the book of 
Revelation. Words such as “meta-narrative,” or “the biblical storyline” and the 
like, are becoming more familiar. Bible readers and scholars alike acknowledge 
that each part of Scripture is to be read in light of its overall storyline to better 
understand its different components. Instead of readings paragraphs or 
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chapters in the Bible from the “street view” perspective, we slowly learn to scroll 
back to an overview of sections or entire books of Scripture and come to a more 
satisfying interpretation of more difficult passages.

No one denies that evangelical Christianity has its own fads, its popular 
tendencies, its buzz words that resonate for a few years, and then disappear almost 
as soon as they appeared. We see theological movements come to life, producing 
a few buds, blooming and then producing fruit, to finally dry up and perish.

For some readers of the Bible, this renewed emphasis on the “meta-
narrative,” or “the biblical storyline” and the like, is but a fad, destined to pass 
by in a few years or in a few decades, just as others fads eventually disappeared 
from our theological radars or practices. For others, at the other end of the 
spectrum, reading Scripture through the lens of a grand plan is the only way 
to make sense of the diversity found in Scripture. 

This school, since its beginning, has put an emphasis on reading the Bible 
through the lens of a metanarrative, namely through the lens of salvation 
history (Heilsgeschichte, in German). In doing so, are we simply imposing 
our tradition on the Bible? Even though we recently hear more often about 
the biblical narrative, about the necessity of reading, understanding and 
preaching the Bible in light of a narrative framework encompassing the 
totality of the Bible, are we simply the slaves of yet a new fad which will 
disappear in a few decades ? Is there any biblical warrant for such a reading of 
the different biblical books?

My article will demonstrate that reading the Bible in light of an overall 
narrative corresponds to the Bible’s intent from the beginning. This can be 
seen in many places. This will be demonstrated mainly from Paul’s epistle to 
the Galatians, namely Galatians 3 and 4.

Choosing that passage is important for two reasons: first, Paul’s epistle 
to the Galatians is not narrative material. As a letter written to a number of 
congregations, it belongs to what we call discursive material. Nonetheless, 
underlying Paul’s argument answering the specific circumstances these 
churches were facing, Paul appeals a number of times to the “truth of the 
Gospel” (Gal  2:5, 14), to resist what he calls “another gospel” (Gal  1:8, 
9) which is no gospel at all. In Galatians 3–4, he especially focuses on the 
progressive revelation of God’s plan, starting with God’s promise to Abraham, 
moving to the time of the law, to finally arrive at the time of “faith” (Gal 3:23-
25), or to what Paul calls “the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4).
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Galatians 3–4 is almost important for a second reason: in dealing with 
the difficult question about the relationship between Gentile Christians 
and Jewish Christians and whether circumcision should be required for 
non-Jewish believers, Paul uses no less than twenty chronological markers 
to sustain his answer. As far as I know, this is the highest concentration of 
chronological markers in the NT in 35 verses (running from Gal 3:6–4:11). 
By focusing our attention on those, we will see that Paul’s argument runs along 
chronological lines, in a way similar to other arguments found elsewhere in 
the NT which also run along chronological lines. So, even though Paul is 
not unique in this way, it is certainly in this passage that we find the highest 
percentage of chronological markers in the NT.

My intent is to demonstrate that a warrant for reading Scripture in light 
of the metanarrative of God’s promise, law, and the Gospel, is found in many 
places in Scripture, Galatians 3–4 being one of those. 

But before we focus on these two chapters in Galatians, we need to do 
two things: to define biblical theology (because this is a question related to 
our enquiry), and then to survey a few passages in the OT in order to note 
that this approach is common to both the OT and the NT.

What is Biblical Theology?

I use the expression “biblical theology” to mean a chronological approach to 
the study of Scripture.1 Biblical theology, according to Brian Rosner, in his 
article entitled “Biblical Theology,”

is principally concerned with the overall theological message of the whole Bible. 

It seeks to understand the parts in relation to the whole and, to achieve this, it 

must work with the mutual interaction of the literary, historical, and theological 

dimensions of the various corpora, and with the interrelationships of these within 

the whole canon of Scripture.2

What distinguishes biblical theology from the other disciplines, in 
particular systematic theology, is recognizing the historical and progressive 
component of revelation.

D. A. Carson notes that “biblical theology, as its name implies, even as it 
works inductively from the diverse texts of the Bible, seeks to uncover and 
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articulate the unity of all the biblical texts taken together, resorting primarily 
to the categories of those texts themselves.”3

It takes into account the progressive aspect of this divine revelation, 
seeking to locate each biblical text according to its context and its location in 
redemptive history.

Biblical theology is eminently scriptural, historical, but also progressive, 
based on the progressive nature of God’s revelation and of his plan of 
redemption. The passage of time, the sequence of events, and history, are 
essential elements to biblical theology, but these play only a relatively minor 
role on systematic theology.4

This being said, let us look at a few examples of such a progressive and 
comprehensive approach, found in the Scriptures themselves.

OT Examples of a Progressive-Comprehensive Approach to 
Scripture

The OT provides us with numerous examples of a comprehensive approach 
to God’s redemptive plan. Regularly, we can observe that the human 
authors of Scripture stood back and presented us with an overview of God’s 
redemptive plan for his people. Let us look at a few examples of a salvation-
historical reading of Scripture from Scripture.

An Example from Deuteronomy
Looking ahead to the time when the children of Israel will have entered 
the promised land, Moses teaches the people how they will present their 
firstfruits before the Lord using the following formula:

5And you shall make response before the LORD your God, ‘A wandering 

Aramean was my father. And he went down into Egypt and sojourned there, 

few in number, and there he became a nation, great, mighty, and populous. 
6And the Egyptians treated us harshly and humiliated us and laid on us hard 

labor. 7Then we cried to the LORD, the God of our fathers, and the LORD 

heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. 8And the 

LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, 

with great deeds of terror, with signs and wonders. 9And he brought us into 

this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. 10And 
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behold, now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground, which you, O LORD, 

have given me.’ (Deut 26:5-10a)

This text echoes back to three great events from the past: (1) God’s 
revelation to Abraham; (2) the miraculous deliverance from Egypt; (3) the 
conquest of the land of Canaan. These events happened in fact as the 
fulfilment of God’s promises to Abraham, gradually revealed in the texts of 
Genesis 12, 13, 15, 17, 22 and 26, and repeated again and again throughout 
the Pentateuch. Indeed, an enlightening way to understand the Pentateuch is 
to read it as the fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 
Joseph, Moses and Aaron, and to all the people.5

Perceived through the glass of God’s promise to Abraham, the biblical 
account of the Pentateuch takes on an enriched meaning, enlightened by a 
central thought. The almost unending passages from Exodus describing the 
preparation for and construction of the Tabernacle in the book of Exodus, 
the different offerings to be brought before the Lord now living among his 
people contained in Leviticus, the enumeration of the tribes of Israel in 
Numbers, and the repetition of the law to a new generation in Deuteronomy, 
all these narrative passages take on an enriched meaning under the light of 
God’s promise spoken to Abraham, and repeated to Isaac and Jacob.

Examples from the Psalter
Other OT texts present us with a quick survey of the history of Israel—or 
more precisely, of the history of God’s dealing with Israel. For example, many 
Psalms paint with a broad-brush some important moments in OT salvation 
history. In Psalm  77, Asaph remembers the “wonders of old,” i.e., God’s 
miraculous deeds in the past (v. 12), as God opened the waters and a way 
through the sea (vv. 16-19) under the guidance of Moses and Aaron.

In Psalm 78, the same author opens his mouth in a parable, and teaches 
to the coming generation “the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might, 
and the wonders that he has done” (78:4). With one stroke, he surveys 
“dark sayings from of old” (or “hidden things from of old,” NIV), presenting 
briefly six events or elements in connection with redemptive history: (1) 
The coming out of Egypt (vv. 12-16, 44-51); (2) The sojourn in the desert 
(vv. 17-43); (3) The gift of the law at Sinai (vv. 52-54); (4) The entrance in 
Canaan (vv. 55-58); (5) The period of the judges (vv. 59-64); and (6) God’s 
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choosing David as the shepherd of Israel (vv. 65-72). All that content in just 
seventy-two verses!

These six elements are in fact key moments in salvation history. They 
are presented as momentous days in God’s relationship with his people. 
Using the niphal participle form of the Hebrew verb pl’, often translated by 
“miracles” or “wonders,” Asaph refers to these grandiose events which bring 
about people to marvel. This specific term (niphl’hôth) often occurs in the 
book of Psalms with reference to God’s salvation and “marvelous deeds” for 
his people. In Psalm 78 therefore, the author invites his hearers and readers to 
take a step back and to behold, in a quick glance, keys moments of salvation 
history, “marvelous deeds in our eyes” (Ps 118:23).6

Still in the Psalter, one finds surveys of God’s intervention in the history 
of his people in Psalms 105-106 (and even 107), as well as in Psalms 135-
136. Time prevents us to look at each of those in more detail. But just think 
of one of these Psalms, namely Psalm 136. It is a well-known text reminding 
us of God’s steadfast love that lasts forever. Throughout the Psalm, the 
author presents an overview of God’s actions for his people, from creation to 
“miracles” carried out in favor of his people, a beautiful recounting of God’s 
unique actions in salvation history for his people. 

Examples from Great Prayers in the OT
One also finds a presentation of salvation history (creation–promise to 
Abraham–coming out of Egypt–gift of the law at Sinai–sojourn in the desert–
victories on Sihon and Og–entrance in Canaan–period of the judges–exile–
return from exile) in those great OT prayers. I am thinking here of Daniel 
9, Ezra 9, and Nehemiah 9. These surveys of God’s dealing with his people 
serve also as a backdrop to Stephen’s speech in Acts 7.

These are, therefore, ten OT texts which present a quick overview of 
God’s interventions on behalf of his people, an overview which provide an 
interpretive grid to the history of Israel. Surely, God’s plan follows its course, 
and biblical authors keep bringing it back to the memory of the children 
of Israel. And this they do, through a progressive and comprehensive 
approach to Scripture. It thus appears that biblical theology stands on a solid 
foundation, found in the OT.
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A NT Example of a Progressive-Comprehensive Approach to 
Scripture: Galatians 3-4

When confronted with the problem of relationships between the law and the 
all-sufficiency of Jesus Christ, when confronted with his apostleship called into 
question by the Galatians to whom the apostle himself announced the gospel 
of grace, Paul addresses the issue of the relationship between faith in Christ 
and the law of Moses (including the difficult question about circumcision) 
through a chronological reading of the OT, namely the fact that God’s promise 
to Abraham chronologically preceded God’s giving the law to Moses.

Let us take note: Paul’s presentation in these two chapters (Gal 3–4) 
relies essentially on a chronological, gradual reading of past events, based on 
an historical understanding of God’s promise to Abraham, given 430 years 
before the law was ever given to Moses. Paul uses two images (slavery, and 
age of minority) to communicate the same idea, and the two images are 
based upon the passage of time.

Even though other authors have noted that Paul’s explanation relies 
heavily on the passage of time, this essay brings to the surface the twenty 
temporal markers used in this section of Galatians.

General Context of Galatians 3–4
Contrary to popular understanding, these two chapters have little to do with 
the psychology of individual conversion. They present rather a chronological 
reading of key moments in the Old Covenant leading to their fulfillment in 
Jesus Christ.

Paul answers a false gospel, which in fact is no gospel at all. In order to 
demonstrate this, Paul specifies that Abraham was justified by faith, without 
works of the law or circumcision (strongly tied to the law in Jewish minds), 
long before the law.

The Importance of Temporal Markers in Galatians 3–4
What we find in these two chapters are at least twenty temporal markers. 
Paul justifies in this way his understanding about the relationship between 
the promise given to Abraham and the law given to Moses by presenting a 
right understanding of salvation history. Exegesis and biblical theology help 
one another at this point.
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We will survey these temporal markers. But before we do so, here is a 
summary of Paul’s argument for why Christians are not under the law in 
Galatians 3-4:

• God has made a promise to Abraham (Gen 12; Gal 3:8)

• Abraham believed in God’s word, and was thus justified (Gen 15:6; Gal 3:6)

• God established a covenant with Abraham (Gen 15)

• Abraham received the sign of the covenant in being circumcised (Gen 17; 

cf. Rom 4:10-11)

• God promised Abraham that all the families/nations of the earth would be 

blessed in him (Gen 12:3, 22.18; Gal 3:8)

• The law of Moses came 430 years later (Gal 3:17)

• The law does not change the terms of the promise (Gal 3:15-17)

• The promise is given by faith, and not by the law (Gal 3:21-23)

The argument Paul presents is based on a chronological reading of the 
relationship between God and his people and he concludes that now that 
Christ has come, we are no longer under the law as a covenant. To those 
who overestimate the law (and hence the necessity of circumcision for the 
Gentiles; cf. Gal 5:2-4), Paul begins his argument with Abraham, moves on 
to the time period under the law, and concludes with the new people of God, 
composed of both Jews and non-Jews, united by faith in Jesus Christ.

To sustain his argument, Paul uses twenty chronological markers, 
showing how he understands the respective roles of the law and that of the 
promise given to Abraham.

Temporal Markers in Galatians 3
The first two temporal markers appear in Gal 3:8, where Paul says that Scripture, 
foreseeing (proidousa) that God would justify the Gentiles, preached the gospel 
beforehand (proeuêggelisato) to Abraham.” Already the gospel was preached to 
Abraham, when God promised him: “In you shall all the families/nations be 
blessed” (Gen 12:3, quoted in Gal 3:6). Long before the law, the gospel was 
preached, in a way, to Abraham. This gospel would not only be for his own 
physical heirs, but for all the nations of the earth.

The next temporal markers appear in Gal 3:17, when Paul states, “The 
law, which came 430 years afterward (meta tetrakosia etê gegonôs), does not 



Promise, Law, and the Gospel: Reading the Biblical Narrative with Paul

131

annul a covenant previously ratified (diathêkên prokekurômenên) by God, so 
as to make the promise void.” Not only was the promise given to Abraham 
first, but the law cannot cancel it. The promise was first given to Abraham; 
the law came much later. The chronological difference could barely have 
been said more clearly.

Why then the law? Paul answers that question, using two more 
chronological markers in Gal 3:19: “It was added (prosetethê) because (or: 
for the sake, or for the purpose) of transgressions, until (achris) the offspring 
would come. The law was thus added to something already given, for a specific 
purpose, and for a specific time period.

The promise spoken to Abraham finds its fulfillment, not in the law, but in 
placing one’s faith in the one who came to fulfill that promise, the coming of 
the Lord Jesus. Against the Jews who set the law as the interpretive key to the 
Scriptures, Paul sets as the hermeneutical key the promise given to Abraham 
now fulfilled in the person of Jesus.

Paul continues his argument with three more temporal markers in 
v.  23: “Now before (pro tou de elthein tên pistin) faith came, we were held 
captive under the law, imprisoned until (eis) the coming faith would be (tên 
mellousan) revealed.” Far from being the end point in the fulfillment of God’s 
redemptive plan, the law constituted in fact a temporary period, designed 
to be followed by what Paul calls the “faith,” that is, the content of this faith, 
namely Jesus Christ.

Paul states once again the temporary nature of the law in v. 24, using once 
again an important temporal marker: So then, the law was our guardian until 
(eis) Christ came (not as the NIV “to lead us to Christ”). The preposition (eis) 
should be understood here in a temporal way (“until”), not in a directional 
one, “to” (Christ).7 

It should be noted that in the immediate context, Paul does not deal with 
the psychology of individual conversion (i.e., one has to fell the burden of the 
law in order to come to Christ). He speaks about the relationship between 
the promise given to Abraham and the law given to Moses. First came the 
promise, to which Abraham responded in/by faith, and then (and only then) 
came the law. Interpreting the preposition (eis) in a temporal way is based 
on the flow of the argument begun in Galatians 3:8, and supported by the 
presence of numerous temporal markers in the immediate context.
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Paul further specifies this temporal aspect, twice, in v. 25. He first uses 
a temporal aorist genitive absolute “But now that faith has come (one single 
word in Greek: elthousês), and then follows with a unequivocal declaration: 
“we are no longer (ouketi) under a guardian.”8 In vv. 26-29, Paul explains the 
outcomes of this reality for this present time. Let us note that, throughout his 
demonstration, he has used twelve temporal markers so far.

Other Temporal Markers in Galatians 4
Paul continues his explanation in Galatians 4, using another eight temporal 
markers. Paul changes metaphors in Galatians 4:1, but the reality depicted is 
the same: if Israel was held captive under the law which served as a guardian 
until the coming Christ (Gal  3:23-29), likewise Israel has been under 
guardians and managers until the date set by the father (Gal 4:1-7).9

Thus, when Paul notes that “the heir, as long as (eph’hoson chronon) he is 
a child, is no different from a slave, but he is under guardians and managers 
until the date (achri tês prothesmias) set by his father” (4:1-2), he uses two 
more temporal markers, emphasizing that the argument continues along 
chronological lines.

Paul presses on with four new temporal indications in vv. 3-4: “In the same 
way, we also, when we were (hote êmen) children (let us note the verb in the 
imperfect, which in this context refers to a passed time), were enslaved (êmetha 
dedoulômenoi; another verb in the imperfect) to the elementary principles of 
the world.”10 Paul adds in v. 4: “But when the fullness of time (hote de êlthen to 
plêrôma tou chronou) had come, God sent forth his Son.” Let us note that this 
last phrase contains two temporal markers: when and the fullness of time.

Paul thus compares the reality of the Jews under the Law to that of an heir 
who is still a child. Though an heir, he is no different from a slave, until the 
date set by his father. This speaks of the Jews under the law until the coming 
of Christ. But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son; 
this echoes what Paul said earlier in Galatians 3:24: the coming faith is now 
revealed. This opens the door to a seventh temporal marker in this chapter in 
Gal 4:7: “So you are no longer (ouketi) a slave, but a son.”

The eight temporal marker found in Galatians 4 relevant to our study 
appears in the form of a contrast in vv. 8-9: “Formerly (tote), when you did 
not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods. But 
now (nun de) that you have come to know God.”
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The multiple use of temporal markers clearly indicates that Paul’s 
argument relies heavily upon a chronological reading of salvation history, 
a salvation history beginning (for purposes specific to Galatians) with the 
gospel spoken ahead of time to Abraham, moving in time to the time of the 
law 430 years later, and the promise spoken to Abraham now being fulfilled 
in the coming of faith, that is, in the coming of Christ, when the fullness of 
time had come.

The difficult question of circumcision to be required or not for Gentile 
believers finds its answer, not in a philosophical demonstration, or in an 
explanation using non temporal categories. This question finds its answer 
in a reading of salvation history and in revelation extending in time. This 
revelation came about progressively, though it existed from the beginning 
when God spoke his promise to Abraham.

Summary of Paul’s Argument
Paul contrasts two temporalities (and even four!): then, and now. In order 
to carry his argument, Paul recalls two events: God’s promise to Abraham, 
which came first (Gen 12, 13, 15, 17, 22), and the promulgation of the law 
to Moses which came later (Ex 19-24), as a matter of fact, much later, 430 
years later!

According to the illustration used in Galatians 3:15, no one annuls or 
adds to a will once it has been ratified. Which comes first: the promise, or the 
law? The answer is obvious: the promise came first, and the law was added 
much later, and therefore cannot annul the promise given to Abraham.

But how was Abraham justified: by works of the law, or by faith in God’s 
promise? According to what one can read in Genesis 15:6 quoted in Galatians 
3:16, Abraham was justified by faith, not by the law or through circumcision. 
Why then was the law given? The law was added, with three limitations:

• It was given for a specific purpose (tôn parabaseôn charin), “because of transgres-

sion” (ESV).11 This short phrase is diversely interpreted: (1) to keep sin in 

check (an explanation Paul himself refuses elsewhere in his letters); (2) to 

reveal sin (i.e., in order to reveal in order that sin might be recognized for 

what it is: a legal offense before a holy God—Rom 3:20, 4.15, 5.13); (3) 

in order to increase sin (Rom 7:7-8, 13); (4) to stir up one’s conscience 

concerning sin and guilt associated to it (this interpretation is less likely, 
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because the immediate context deals with salvation history, and not the 

internal development of faith in an individual). Options 2 and 3 are both 

possible here. Whatever the case may be, the purpose for which the law 

was given appears clearly to be a negative one.12

• It was given to a specific people ( Jews, as the mediator mentioned in Gal 3:20 

certainly refers to Moses)

• It was given for a specific period of time (until the offspring should come—

3:19; until Christ came—3:24).

Therefore, clinging to the law means to go back in time, to a period of time 
which is obsolete, it means to become a Jew and thus go back under the curse 
of the law, to withdraw from being Abraham’s true offspring (Gal 3:8-9); it 
means going back to a relationship with God mediated by the law, rather than 
being in direct relationship with God, by faith, through Jesus.

A right understanding of the relationship between faith and law is based 
on a right understanding of salvation history. Paul’s argument stands thanks 
to a reading of the Scriptures along the lines of its historical storyline. This 
perspective is precisely the one put forward by biblical theology.

Conclusion

How do we know this is applicable to our reading of the NT? How do we 
know we are not simply imposing our understanding of Galatians 3-4 to all 
the Bible? In short, the answer is that this approach is used by other authors 
in the NT. Here is a short list of texts which could each be analyzed:

• Jesus himself used this approach when he spoke about divorce and remar-

riage, by going back to the starting point, marriage itself (cf. Matt 19:4)

• Acts 7 (Stephen’s speech)

• Acts 13 (Paul’s discourse in Pisidian Antioch) and Acts 17 (Paul’s discourse 

in Athens)

• The author of Hebrews uses this approach more than once, when dealing 

with Sabbath issues (Heb 3-4, especially Heb 4:8), Jesus’ priesthood (Gen 

14-Ps 95-Heb 7:11-19), and the coming of the new covenant foretold by 

Jeremiah (cf. Heb 8:7).
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Scripture cannot be simply reduced to a series of propositions, all standing 
on the same level, without taking into account their theological context, that 
is, where they stand in light of salvation history.

Let me say that this outlook on Scripture does not apply equally to all 
the literary genres of the Bible, but it helps us to read the biblical narrative in 
light of God’s progressive, comprehensive plan of salvation, whether it is to 
the OT or the NT.

Rather than simply having the double “already and not yet,” we thus find 
ourselves in the presence of the quadruple “back then, after, already and not 
yet, and lastly finally.”

Biblical theology, far from being a fad, has a strong foundation in Scripture, 
as seen in many OT and NT texts. Reading the biblical narrative with Paul 
is reading the Bible as the progressive disclosure of God’s redemptive plan, 
fulfilled though time, as we await its culmination in Christ.
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Understanding Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012).
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(ed. T. Desmond Alexander, Brian Rosner, D. A. Carson, and Graeme Goldsworthy (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2000), 3.
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SBJT Forum
SBJT: Is it legitimate to think of 
doctrine “developing” in church 
history? 

Michael A. G. Haykin: In various 
spheres of human knowledge, such as 
astronomy and medicine, the passage 
of centuries has brought obvious and 
clear advances in understanding. Can 
the same be said with regard to doctrinal 
development in church history? Has the 
passage of time brought about greater 
insight into the various facets of biblical 
truth? While it sometimes seems as if 
the church has failed to own hard-won 
theological explications from the past, I 
think the answer to this question has to 
be a qualified affirmative.

The determination of the canon of the NT, for example, is a fabulous 
example in this regard. While the Ancient Church did not create the NT, 
it was led by the Spirit to recognize those books that had been inspired by 
the Spirit’s inbreathing. But this did not happen all at once. The first three 
centuries of church history witnessed an extensive war over the contents 
of the canon as Gnosticism created its own authoritative works such as 
the Gospel of Thomas or the Gospel of Philip. Confusing matters even 
further were adherents of what was called “the New Prophecy,” also known 
as Montanism, in which the sayings of various prophets and prophetesses 
were taken to be fresh revelation on a level with Holy Scripture. The church’s 
determination of the boundaries of the NT—the twenty-seven books now 
in our Bibles—was essentially complete by the close of the fourth century. 
And the church has never revisited this issue, notwithstanding, for example, 
Martin Luther’s low view of the letter of James because he wrongly thought it 
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contradicted Paul’s view of salvation as by faith alone. Luther’s view was not 
followed and was viewed as an aberration.

The conclusion of the debates about the Trinity in the creedal affirmation 
of Niceno-Constantinopolitan statement of faith is another good example 
in this regard. Here were laid down for all time the core lineaments of what 
the church believes about the Godhead: that God, though one, yet subsists 
in three consubstantial persons—the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit. The 
controversies and debates that had led to this creedal statement stretched 
all the way back to the second century when Irenaeus refuted the Gnostic 
understanding of God and Tertullian replied to modalism. The fourth 
century, of course, had seen an intensification of these debates about the 
Godhead as the Alexandrian elder, Arius, and others denied the full deity 
of Christ and the Spirit, and such champions of biblical truth as Athanasius, 
Hilary of Poitiers, Basil of Caesarea, and Didymus the Blind were raised up 
to hammer out the Bible’s Trinitarian truth on the anvil of controversy. The 
later addition of the filioque in the Latin church of Western Europe to the 
third article of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (now simply known as 
the Nicene Creed) in no way takes away from the Trinitarian achievement of 
the fourth-century Fathers.

Yet again, the debates about the nature of salvation in the sixteenth century 
bought to head discussions that had been going since Augustine’s doctrinal 
fight with Pelagius in the fourth century and Macarius’ homiletical reflections 
on the believer’s battle against indwelling sin in the same era. Throughout the 
medieval era, the affirmation that salvation is by faith alone and grace alone 
was never considered heretical, though few made it. It was in the Reformation 
era that the die was cast and Christians in Western Europe were forced to 
make a decision on this issue. The Reformers reached back to both the Bible 
and earlier Christian authors to declare the dogma that innately sinful men, 
women, and children are saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ 
alone. Although that decision was rejected by a significant section of the church 
in the West—which became in a real sense the Roman Catholic Church—
it is a determination that has been rightly viewed as a landmark of the same 
importance as the earlier decision regarding the Trinity in the fourth century.

So there has been development and growth. And it is only by walking 
along these “ancient paths” (Jer 6:16), ardently mapped out by believers of 
bygone generations, that the church can remain mature and useful to her God.
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SBJT: Reflect for us on why 
historical theology is vitally 
important in a theological 
curriculum and for the life 
and health of the church. 
Also, help us think through 
how we should think of doc-
trinal development in church 
history.

Carl R. Trueman: Though an early 
modernist by training, I have for over 

twenty years taught courses on the ancient church, both for university and 
college undergraduates and seminary students. And one of the unfailing 
phenomena of such classes is the confusion and disturbance which the 
disparity between the faith as articulated in modern churches, be they of 
the Lutheran, Reformed, or Evangelical variety, and the writings, debates, 
priorities, and terminology of the church in the early centuries. If the truth 
does not change and the way of salvation is always the same, why do our 
churches speak in ways so different to those of the early centuries?

This type of question touches on the classic problem of the relationship 
between history and theology. Anyone who compares the church of the 
Book of Acts to the church in ages since sees there are great differences. How 
do we account for this?

The classic approach, articulated for example by Irenaeus, a second 
century writer, is to see the church as originally united on its doctrinal 
commitments but torn apart by heretics who deviated from the faith. For 
Irenaeus, the genealogy of heresy tracked back to Simon Magus who was 
confronted by Peter in Acts 8. He was the archetypal heretic from whom 
all later deviants took their cue. Change was thus a function of decline; the 
sharper and clearer definitions of orthodoxy merely a response to these 
assaults on the faith.

Irenaeus may be long dead but the basic principle of his theory are arguably 
the default position of many Protestants, including many biblical scholars, who 
think that the Faith can simply be deduced from the Bible without reference 
to the history of doctrine—a history, after all, only made necessary by those 
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who deviated from the truth. Orthodoxy was there at the start; everything 
else is either heresy or a clarification called forth in response to heresy.

Walter Bauer famously rejected this idea of an original pristine Christianity 
and saw orthodoxy merely as the belief system of the winners in the conflicts 
of the early church, a position which enjoys popular vigor today through the 
work of such as Bart Ehrman and Elaine Pagels. This view has been persuasively 
critiqued by Andreas Köstenberger and Michael Kruger in their book, The 
Heresy of Orthodoxy. But one does not have to accept the radical historicism 
of an Ehrman to feel the pinch of the problem: the formulation of Christian 
doctrine changes over time; views that were acceptable in the third century 
(for example, a subordinationist view of the Logos) come to be deemed 
heretical by the end of the fourth. How do we account for this? And, to make 
the question more general: if Christianity is an historical faith, passed from 
generation to generation, how are we to relate that past to the church’s present?

It was the nineteenth century, with its new sensitivity to questions of 
history and historical consciousness that really helped to clarify this issue. 
Indeed, in 1845 two books were published which addressed this topic: 
John Henry Newman’s An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine 
and Philip Schaff ’s The Principle of Protestantism. The former, written while 
Newman was still an Anglican but not published until he had swum the 
Tiber, earned scorn from conservative Roman Catholics such as Orestes 
Brown. The latter, originating as Schaff ’s Inaugural Lecture at the seminary 
at Mercersburg, earned him a heresy trial. In both cases each man met the 
response that church teaching did not change over time. Yet 175 years later, 
it is clear that it was Newman and Schaff, not their opponents, who had both 
identified the key issue of doctrinal development over time and attempted 
honest responses to it. 

Today, nobody competently schooled in church history would argue 
that fully-orbed Trinitarianism can be read straight from the pages of the 
NT; but no competent theologian would argue that Trinitarianism is not 
of vital importance for the Faith. The path from the text of scripture to the 
Nicene Creed and beyond is a complicated one but that only underlines 
how important it was for the church to come to the right formulation 
regarding God.

This is where church history and historical theology become so 
important. If we are, in Paul’s words, to hold fast to forms of sound words, 
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if we are to recognize sayings that are worthy of all acceptance, if we are, in 
short, to place ourselves within the tradition of orthodox, catholic thinking, 
we need to understand how and why the church has come to think the way 
she does. And that cannot be done simply by exegesis. That is really the 
method that liberal theologians use—isolating the biblical text from the 
history of commentary and doctrinal synthesis. That we might come to 
traditional conclusions by such a method does not validate the method itself. 
Indeed, it might merely indicate that we are unconsciously dependent upon 
the tradition of orthodoxy, indulging in a kind of benign parasitism. That 
is rather like those who claim to repudiate all tradition and simply hold to 
the Bible and yet always use the Bible in translation, blissfully unaware that 
translations always stand in positive connection to textual, linguistic, and 
lexicographical traditions.

Recent years have seen a resurgence in interest in historical theology, 
patristic, medieval, Reformation, and post-Reformation. The debates on 
the eternal subordination of the Son in 2016 caused many of us to sharpen 
and clarify our thinking as we came to understand more fully why certain 
positions had been ruled as not acceptable in the early church. The doctrines 
of divine simplicity and its corollaries, immutability and impassibility, are 
currently being rescued from the old Harnackian canard of Hellenistic 
perversion. And the relationship between Protestantism and the Middle 
Ages is being remapped by those who have taken the time to find out what 
theologians such as Aquinas were really trying to say. All of this should be 
grounds for great encouragement and should highlight the significance of 
history to the theological curriculum.

Yet there has to be a further move: Protestants need a theory of 
development, or at least a set of rules by which development can be 
understood and evaluated. It is not enough simply to believe that those ideas 
which have gripped the imagination of Christian churches over time are true. 
That would end up being at best merely a Protestant version of the Canon of 
Vincent of Lerins, at worst a rehashed and modified version of the Irenaean 
approach, a kind of antiquarianism dressed up as orthodoxy. We need to 
think long and hard about the dynamics of doctrinal development in order 
to respond to the challenges posed by Rome and by the Eastern Orthodox. 

Thoughtful young Protestant Christians are living in an age which 
provides them without historical roots in general; many of them turn to the 
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church to offer such. To the extent that Protestantism cannot offer them an 
account of the obvious historical rootedness of their Faith, to that extent they 
will continue to be confused by church history and attracted to traditions 
such as Roman Catholicism and Orthodoxy, that do have answers to the 
historical questions they ask. We need to take church history seriously; and 
we need to find a way to integrate its findings into the exegetical, systematic, 
homiletical, and liturgical life of our churches.

SBJT: Today, evangelical the-
ology is speaking a lot about 
theological “retrieval.” Reflect 
on the nature and importance of 
“retrieval” for the doctrine of 
the Trinity and Christology.

Michael A. Wilkinson: For some, 
theological retrieval is a harbinger of 
decline: a fascination with the old and 
obscure that will distract the church 

from the clear and central doctrines of the faith. For others, it is the hope of a 
future for the church that is both anchored in ancient tradition and renewed 
by it for theological flourishing. Either way, most see theological retrieval as 
a contemporary movement that explores the roots and branches of Christian 
tradition with the expectation (warranted or not) that it will yield better fruit 
in the church today.

A few years of working in Trinitarian theology and Christology has 
shown me that, in its most basic sense, theological retrieval is not new. The 
church has always looked to the past to see the best way forward. Every 
generation has stood on the shoulders of those before them, relying on 
the theological insights of one tradition or another to remain faithful to 
the apostolic tradition and the teachings of Scripture. Throughout church 
history, some form of theological retrieval has been the norm. Even with 
the Reformation cry of sola Scriptura! ringing in their ears and resounding 
in their hearts and minds, the Reformed Orthodox did not invent a system 
of Protestant theology but constructed it, building on the foundation of 
Scripture and within an orthodox framework inherited from the medieval 
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and early churches.1 In relation to this trajectory, what is new in only the last 
couple of centuries is the decline of an ancient practice that has aided the 
church’s understanding and confession of the faith. So I think of theological 
retrieval today not as new but as a renewal, characterized by a self-conscious 
embrace of a lost ecclesial pattern that is good and necessary for the church’s 
worship and witness.

If this is true, we should think carefully about a recovery of retrieval.2 
As I see it, theological retrieval is both promising and perilous. Beyond 
a renewed passion for historical theology, the church will need to ground 
its interaction with the past in sound first principles. An ungrounded 
and uncritical approach, even with the best intentions, can do more harm 
than good. But a sober and sound application of theological categories to 
prolegomenal issues can help the church leverage its theological heritage 
and maximize its theological efforts. Moreover, I think we can learn how to 
do theological retrieval well by attending to the early church’s practice, i.e., 
retrieving theological retrieval.

I think it is helpful to focus on two elements. Theological retrieval today 
needs a theology of retrieval and a corresponding methodology. Dissertating 
at the intersection of Trinitarian theology, Christology, and anthropology has 
helped me to think through a few central concerns when attempting to learn 
from the theological insights of prior generations and apply them to new 
theological questions and contexts. For example: How do we remain submitted 
(in confession and practice) to the supremacy of Scripture while listening to 
and learning from what others have said about the substance of Scripture? 
How do we hold steadfastly to orthodoxy while engaging both majority and 
minority voices that contributed to its formation? How do we interact with a 
range of traditions without ignoring or adopting their problematic parts and 
presuppositions? Questions like these can be multiplied and nuanced. But I 
think we can make good progress by beginning with a dogmatic definition of 
retrieval and then considering a sound methodology to regulate its practice.

Recovering Retrieval: Definition

The early church did not need to contemplate the nature and importance of 
theological retrieval. In the first centuries, retrieval was a theological instinct, 
not the product of deliberation. Rather than hearing the early church discuss 
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and define retrieval, we see them doing it. This will be quite instructive when 
we consider methodology. But perhaps the most efficient route to defining 
retrieval is to think about it dogmatically. That is, we can reason from certain 
established doctrines to outline a working definition.

In my dissertation, one approach that has been particularly helpful 
regarding the definition of retrieval is the Reformed program sketched out 
by Michael Allen and Scott Swain in Reformed Catholicity (Baker Academic, 
2015). There they use the principia of Reformed Orthodoxy to provide a 
theologically rich definition of tradition and demonstrate the biblical call for 
the church to actively engage in the making of tradition. Their “manifesto” 
begins by placing tradition in a Trinitarian context: Reformed prolegomena 
establishes the relationship between the Triune God (ontological principle) 
who reveals himself, the textual form (external cognitive principle) of that 
self-revelation that climaxes in Christ, and the Spirit (internal cognitive 
principle) who uses that textual revelation to teach the church of Christ. 
And from these main principia, Allen and Swain draw a fourth: the elicitive 
principle of theology is the church’s tradition, in which the church draws out 
conclusions from the infallible source of Scripture by the unfailing tutelage 
of the Spirit.

Working within this kind of a Reformed framework, I think we can define 
tradition dogmatically according to four points ultimately related to God’s 
self-revelation. First, regarding Scripture itself, tradition is grounded in the 
written word of God, dependent upon its inerrant revelation and submissive 
to its magisterial authority. Second, regarding reflection on Scripture, 
tradition is the process whereby the church reasons into a fuller knowledge 
of God. This process is the “good, true, and glorious tradition,” described by 
Herman Bavinck as “the method by which the Holy Spirit causes the truth 
of Scripture to pass into the consciousness and life of the church” (Reformed 
Dogmatics, I.4.493-94). In this dynamic sense, tradition is the theological 
task authorized by Christ and enabled by his Spirit.3 Third, regarding the 
result of reflecting on Scripture, tradition is the product of the Spirit’s work 
as teacher in the church of Christ. The processes of tradition (e.g., preaching, 
teaching, liturgy) lead to the products of tradition (e.g., creeds, confessions, 
commentaries) as two aspects of the same theological task given to the 
church by Christ to be accomplished by the pedagogical grace of his Spirit. 
In this sense, the teachings of the church are a divine-human phenomenon. 



145

And so, fourth, regarding the status of the results of reflecting on Scripture, 
tradition bears genuine ecclesial authority as a necessary instrument in God’s 
plan of revelation and redemption. 

How does such a dogmatic definition of tradition help us with a definition 
of retrieval? By understanding the nature and purpose of tradition in its proper 
relation to the Scriptures of God and the theological task of the church, we can 
begin to formulate the nature and purpose of retrieving tradition. Regarding 
Scripture and the process of tradition, we can say that the church engages 
in theological reflection in obedience to its Lord, whereby renewed reason 
synthesizes and internalizes the truth of Scripture for active and intelligent 
fellowship with God. Regarding the product of tradition and its status, we 
can say that the teachings of the church evidence the teachings of the Spirit, 
who leads the church to live according to the Scriptures. The church, then, 
should heed its own confessional documents throughout the generations, 
subject to the absolute authority and judgment of the Scriptures.

So far, this kind of dogmatic coordination of Scripture and tradition is 
true and good and brings us closer to a sound theology of retrieval. However, 
its particular strength can become a weakness if we do not add some crucial 
qualifications. The primary benefit of a dogmatic definition is to identify 
tradition’s primary location in the economy of God’s grace. This location 
makes clear that before it is anything else, tradition is God-centered: God 
initiates, authorizes, enables, and sustains the church’s renewed reasoning 
from Scripture into a deeper fellowship with him. Most fundamentally, 
then, the church’s tradition is not the church’s creation. When accomplished 
within the divine economy, the church’s theological tradition bears the marks 
of Christ’s authority and the Spirit’s pedagogy.

Yet one risk inherent in this dogmatic approach is making a category error 
when considering the nature and function of Scripture and tradition. We 
need to be self-conscious, clear-minded, and consistent with the difference 
between inspiration and illumination. The Scriptures and tradition are 
both divine-human creations. However, each involves a different mode and 
purpose of God’s self-disclosure.

In the completed work of inspiration, the Spirit superintended the divine-human 

process of inscripturation to produce the fixed and inerrant words of God in written 

human words that bear divine authority.
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In the ongoing process of illumination, the Spirit superintends the divine-human 

process of traditioning to produce a progressive and imperfect witness of the church 

that bears ecclesial authority.

So a dogmatic definition of retrieval must be grounded in this distinction: 
the inspired Scriptures are inerrant and infallible as the source of theology; 
the illuminated tradition of the church is imperfect and fallible as the goal of 
theology.4 Tradition’s imperfection and fallibility do not remove its authority, 
but they do modulate it from magisterial to ministerial. We must maintain 
this relation and distinction between Scripture and tradition if we are to 
submit to the former with the help of the latter.

Moreover, a dogmatic approach to tradition and retrieval allows us to 
see the real significance of the typical taxonomy employed in the Protestant 
practice of theology. Doing theology in accordance with sola Scriptura 
recognizes levels in ecclesial authority.5 The benefit of such a taxonomy is not 
merely ranking sources for doing theology today but determining deference 
when retrieving theology from the past. The rank indicates the revelatory 
mode of the authority and its relative position in the pedagogical economy of 
the Spirit. Scripture ranks first as the inerrant norma normans and demands 
the church’s submission in all of its traditioning. Among the norma normata of 
tradition, creeds deserve the most deference due to the providential efficacy 
of illumination during the first centuries of traditioning which produced the 
central orthodoxies of the church. Thereafter, different groups defer to their 
traditional confessions as accurate and helpful summaries of the faith. And 
learned theologoumena in each tradition can help the church understand and 
articulate various issues, deserving respect without requiring affirmation.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this definition of tradition remains 
abstract until we distinguish between general ecclesial authority and specific 
dogmatic authority. Without getting into specifics, I think it is helpful to 
recognize that (a) all tradition that truly derives from Scripture as its external 
cognitive principle has some biblical authority, but (b) not all biblical 
authority is equally “biblical.” To be “biblical,” tradition must do more than 
treat the Bible as the ultimate authority; it also must read the Bible on its own 
terms in making theological conclusions.6 Furthermore, tradition’s usefulness 
in contemporary application depends upon the “extensibility” of its biblical 
basis. Some doctrines simply are not suitable for application outside the 
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traditional boundaries because the biblical presentation circumscribes their 
meaning and significance. However, the biblical basis for other doctrines 
allows or even encourages broader application. So tradition’s dogmatic 
authority for constructive application begins with some measure of ecclesial 
authority and deference and rises or falls in practice according to the nature 
and strength of its Scriptural support.

With this dogmatically coordinated and properly qualified relationship 
between Scripture and tradition, we can attempt a working definition of 
theological retrieval in two parts. First, as a disposition, retrieval is the 
desire to steward the dominical gift of tradition by active and appropriate 
kinds of deference for the purpose of opening up theological discourse (not 
closing it down). Second, as a practice, retrieval is part of the dominical task 
of theology, reasoning from Scripture on its own terms by engaging and 
assessing different levels of tradition to aid contemporary formulation. 

Even with such a promising definition, however, theological retrieval 
remains perilous without sound principles to regulate its practice. 

Recovering Retrieval: Methodology

Perhaps the best way to gain methodological insights is to study the church’s 
theological retrieval during its most important theological efforts. Specifically, 
I think it is instructive to consider how the early church appropriated 
Trinitarian orthodoxy in its development of Christological orthodoxy.

Trinitarian Orthodoxy: Establishing the Person-Nature Distinction
In the fourth century, the church found itself in need of a new vocabulary to 
protect the unity of the church and the faithfulness of its witness. Without 
diving into the details, we can safely say that such unity and faithfulness 
ultimately came to rest on a terminological development and distinction. 
To confess the oneness of God, the church came to use ousia (nature); to 
confess the threeness of God, the church came to use hypostasis (person). 
The process, however, was not direct and unhindered. Many disputes and 
disputants arose as different groups used different concepts and terms to 
explain the biblical presentation of God. Almost all parties agreed on the 
canonical contents of Scripture and made their arguments from Scripture. 
Moreover, they generally confessed that God is a “differentiated unity.” But 
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the parties did not agree on the basis for this unity and distinction. And they 
often employed the same or similar terms to communicate disparate and 
even diverging concepts.

Yet by considering terminological strengths and weaknesses in relation 
to the confession demanded by Scripture, the church was able to craft the 
person-nature distinction. Through modification, the former synonyms of 
ousia and hypostasis were separated so that the former would continue to 
signify the one common divine substance and the latter would refer to the 
three divine personal subjects. Through translation, a family of Greek and 
Latin terms were brought into alignment to form an integrated family of 
terms that serves the church’s confession of the one triune God: three divine 
persons (hypostaseis-prosopa-personae) subsist in the one divine nature 
(ousia-physis-natura).

Establishing the person-nature distinction, of course, was much more 
complex. In fact, the issues and terms would continue to be refined in the 
medieval, Reformation, and post-Reformation periods. But the point here is 
that when faced with confusion and heresy, the church worked with the best 
tools available to form a linguistic-conceptual apparatus of orthodoxy—an 
apparatus capable of formulating a doctrine of the Trinity that is faithful to 
the Bible’s own terms, clear enough to aid the church’s worship and witness, 
and precise enough to cut off heresies that would harm it. 

Christological Development: Extending the Person-Nature Distinction
In the fifth century, the church again faced the need for doctrinal clarity and 
precision, this time regarding the divinity and humanity of Christ. Rather 
than create a new linguistic-conceptual apparatus, however, the church would 
extend the person-nature distinction from God to the God-man. As before, 
the process involved many disputes and disputants, each group bringing 
its own concepts and terms freighted with different metaphysical meaning 
and theological significance. Yet one thing was different: the church had 
established as orthodox the pro-Nicene tradition of three hypostaseis in one 
ousia. And this orthodox ontology came to govern the church’s confession of 
the divine Son’s incarnation into our humanity. 

In short, the early church retrieved Trinitarianism from the fourth 
century and applied it to Christology in the fifth and subsequent centuries. 
For the purpose of recovering the church’s theological retrieval, I have found 
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it helpful to consider both the successes and the failures. Here is a brief 
illustration that will illuminate the church’s basic course and concerns in its 
development of Christological orthodoxy.7

Leading up to Chalcedon in 451, different groups attempted to locate 
the unity and diversity in Christ in more and less successful ways. The 
most prominent unsuccessful (and ultimately heretical) positions were: 
Apollinarianism, which denied a complete soul in Christ; Nestorianism, 
which added a second person in Christ; and monophysitism, which 
mixed the divine and human natures into something that is neither one. 
The Chalcedonian Definition would reject these teachings because their 
metaphysical significance would have unbiblical implications. To be 
successful, any formulation of the incarnation had to faithfully confess 
the teachings of Scripture regarding the unity of Christ, the fullness of his 
divinity and humanity, and the salvation he accomplished because of both. 
Only then would it matter that the formulation was also clear and coherent.

To locate successfully the unity and diversity in Christ, the Chalcedonian 
fathers adapted orthodox ontology. Specifically, they used the person-nature 
distinction to make metaphysical sense of God the Son as a man. Rather 
than creating a theological novum for the moment, the Chalcedonian fathers 
explicitly affirmed the Nicene Creed and worked within its ontological 
categories as refined in the pro-Nicene tradition. Moreover, when anti-
Chalcedonian groups challenged the Definition, pro-Chalcedonian 
theologians worked with the Definition’s terms and within its Nicene-
Trinitarian framework to demonstrate the coherence of confessing Christ as 
one hypostasis (person) in two ousiai (natures). 

Yet some pro-Chalcedonians were not as successful as others. For example, 
in the early sixth century, John the Grammarian8 attempted to defend the 
Definition by retrieving the Cappadocian tradition that was so instrumental 
in establishing Trinitarian orthodoxy. The Cappadocian fathers had argued 
for the particularity of the divine persons in distinction from their common 
essence. As Basil the Great wrote to Terentius, “ousia has the same relation 
to hypostasis as the common has to the particular.” In his Trinitarian context, 
Basil was arguing that the particular idioms (identifying characteristics) of 
each divine person distinguish them from the single-same nature they share. 
Thus, there was some connection between personhood and particularity. 
In his retrieval, however, John seems to have reduced personhood to 
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particularity and applied this concept in his own Christological context. To 
deny that the human nature of Christ introduced a second, human person, 
John denied that Christ’s human nature had any particular idioms. Denying 
human idioms, of course, would deny the real existence of Christ’s human 
nature, which would make our salvation impossible. With the intention of 
preserving the Chalcedonian unity of Christ, John’s misapplication of the 
person-nature distinction would have denied the real and full humanity of 
Christ. His general acceptance of orthodox ontology did not automatically 
lead its successful application in a new theological context.

In contrast, other pro-Chalcedonians made successful use of the person-
nature distinction to defend the Definition’s coherence. Most importantly, 
the distinction’s constructive capacity for Christology was explored by 
Leontius of Byzantium and Leontius of Jerusalem9 in the sixth and Maximus 
the Confessor in the seventh century. The Leontioi realized that Christ’s 
human nature must have particular idioms. And they insisted that the human 
idioms remained located in the human nature. As with the human nature 
itself, its particular idioms became the full possession of the divine person of 
the Son (Logos) by assumption, not transformation. Leontius of Byzantium 
argued that Christ’s human idioms did not separate the human nature from 
the Logos but from other human beings. And Leontius of Jerusalem began 
clarifying the identity of the hypostasis in Christ with the Logos of the Trinity. 
Moreover, the Leontioi grounded the unity of Christ in the proper relation of 
person to nature: while every ousia has a hypostasis, the human ousia of Christ 
never existed apart from its hypostatic existence in the Logos. In this sense, 
the anhypostatic human nature did not introduce a second, human person 
into Christ.10 

In the seventh century, Maximus the Confessor brought the person-
nature distinction to its maximal application in Christology. Building on the 
work of the Leontioi (and other pro-Chalcedonians), he insisted that the 
proper distinction and relation between person and nature was indispensable 
for a coherent Christology that is faithful to the Scriptures. More than his 
predecessors, Maximus crystalized the identity of the divine, eternal Logos as 
the hypostasis-person-acting subject of both the divine and human natures in 
Christ. Even where the otherwise helpful Second Council of Constantinople 
left the impression that natures act, Maximus argued consistently with 
Trinitarian doctrine that person is the who of the nature (the what). It is 
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the person who acts through the nature. And this emphasis on the Logos 
as the personal, acting subject of his human nature then enabled Maximus 
to demonstrate that Christ has two wills (dyothelitism).11 Since every other 
human nature has a human will, then the fully human nature assumed by the 
Logos must also have a human will. 

Moreover, in his Chalcedonian defense of dyothelitism, the Confessor 
would construct an entire physiology of the will. Drawing from the analogy 
between God and man made in God’s image, Maximus brought the will 
into a full-fledged capacity of the nature. Working with the person-nature 
distinction first in Nicene Trinitarianism and then with its analogical 
counterpart in the human being of Christ, Maximus was able to argue that 
hypostasis is the personal “willer” of the natural will, establishing technical 
terms to make necessary distinctions between divine and human willing.

The Confessor’s defense of Chalcedon and his argument for dyothelitism 
was complex and comprehensive. But the point here is that Maximus, like 
the Leontioi before him, worked within the confines of orthodox ontology to 
defend the coherence of Chalcedonian Christology. And this new application 
helped the church to both refute new (or at least resurgent) heresies and 
improve its understanding of the divine Son’s incarnation into our humanity 
for our salvation. In fact, it is precisely because Maximus rightly understood 
the categories of orthodox ontology and extended them consistently and 
constructively into new areas that his theological retrieval was so successful.

In summary, I think we can say that the early church remained 
anchored in Scripture and consistent with orthodoxy while constructing its 
contemporary formulations as needed. When faced with confusion and new 
theological issues, the church did not abandon its tradition but adapted it 
from confession of God to confession of the God-man. Rather than innovate, 
the church remained committed to the linguistic-conceptual apparatus of 
orthodoxy as the means by which it could make the best sense of God the 
Son’s incarnation into our humanity according to the Scriptures. Concerned 
with the implications at the intersection of Trinitarianism, Christology, 
anthropology, and soteriology, the church adapted its orthodox ontology to 
confess that the Son (person) redeemed sinners as God (in and through the 
one divine nature) and as a man (in and through his real and fully human 
nature). This extension of Trinitarian orthodoxy enabled the church to 
flourish in its formulation of Christological orthodoxy, reasoning from 
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Scripture into a deeper fellowship with the triune God and developing its 
confession of the faith into a more compelling case for orthodox Christianity. 

Conclusion

So what can we learn from a recovery of early church retrieval?
First, we can see confirmation of our dogmatic definition of retrieval. 

The church instinctively engaged in the dominical task of theology by 
appropriating its own Trinitarian tradition in reasoning from Scripture on its 
own terms to develop a Christological orthodoxy grounded in the person-
nature distinction. Second, I want to suggest a few first principles for how 
the church can recover and continue theological retrieval that is faithful and 
fruitful.

(1) Retrieval should be “biblical.” As part of the theological task, retrieval 
should be undertaken in complete submission to the Scriptures as the 
inerrant and ultimate source. Moreover, theological retrieval’s overriding 
concern is to declare and defend the Christian faith on the Bible’s own 
terms. So retrieval’s application and formulation must be determined 
by the confession demanded by Scripture. Only then will it matter that 
contemporary formulation is clear and coherent.

(2) Retrieval should be orthodox. We should defer to orthodoxy unless 
we find a truly better formulation (i.e., at least equally biblical and more clear 
and/or coherent). Given the providential efficacy of the Spirit’s illumination 
during the first centuries of traditioning, a heavy burden of proof lies on 
those who would change the way we think and speak about subjects where 
the church has a recognized linguistic-conceptual apparatus. But beyond 
deference, we should work actively within the categories of orthodoxy to 
extend them wherever necessary or helpful. This will require us to understand 
the historical meaning and significance of orthodox formulations so that we 
can extend and adapt their reasoning and concepts both consistently and 
biblically.

(3) Retrieval should be careful. Doctrinal formulation uses particular 
terms to convey certain concepts which attempt to make the best sense of 
Scripture. However, most terms are capable of communicating a range of 
concepts, each with various strengths and weaknesses that determine its 
capacity to serve the church’s declaration and defense of the faith. Moreover, 
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all formulations rely on presuppositions (explicit and implicit) and have 
implications beyond their immediate use. Theological retrieval, then, 
requires uncompromising attention to these details to remain biblical and 
orthodox and to help (not harm) the church’s worship and witness. We 
should not make uncritical appropriation of concepts or proposals from 
the past. Rather, we should distinguish between ecclesial and dogmatic 
authority, recognizing the appropriate measure of deference and determining 
a tradition’s usefulness in contemporary theology based on the nature and 
strength of its biblical support.

(4) Retrieval should be coordinated. Doctrinal formulation entails 
doctrinal integration. The early church’s struggle with issues at the intersection 
of Trinity, Christology, anthropology, and soteriology illustrates that no 
doctrine stands alone; any change in one affects others. Every attempt at 
retrieval, then, should zoom in to focus on the positive effects for a particular 
doctrine and zoom out to ensure it does not create any negative effects for 
other doctrines. This coordination applies to both the original tradition and 
the new application. Importing a new development back into the original 
tradition and measuring its doctrinal ripple effects is a good test for the care 
we have taken in rightly understanding what we retrieved in the first place. 
And if application in the present causes problems in other areas, this would 
require careful, orthodox, and ultimately biblical revision.

(5) Retrieval should be creative. By its nature, retrieval entails the 
application of theology from the past to new issues in the present. And 
this application involves creative adaptation. The early church’s doctrinal 
achievements were not the terms themselves or the agreement to use them. 
Rather, the church succeeded where it developed terms and concepts with 
the capacity to bring out the truth of Scripture into the church’s active and 
intelligent fellowship with God. As it remains biblical, orthodox, careful, and 
coordinated in its retrieval, the church is freed to be creative in its search for 
the best formulation of each issue.

(6) Retrieval should be constructive. The purpose of dogmatic retrieval is 
to correct and/or advance the doctrines by which the truth of Scripture passes 
into the present consciousness and life of the church. As Kevin Vanhoozer 
has said, our goal is not to revile the past in “chronological snobbery” or to 
relive it in “chronological stubbornness.” We should embrace the need for 
each generation to address the issues of its day. And we should recognize 
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that the best course is not innovation but construction on a firm foundation 
(Scripture) and within a sound framework (orthodoxy). Such theological 
retrieval can help the church build when necessary in ways that are truly 
helpful while remaining content with and committed to its theological 
house. Life in this house will flourish in faithfulness to Scripture according to 
the kind of clarity and coherence that equips and encourages the church for 
the fullness of covenant life under the lordship of Christ.

Such a methodology, I believe, will help the church avoid the peril and 
achieve the promise of theological retrieval. For that reason, I pray the church 
will recover and continue its earlier practice of employing the best reasoning 
from Scripture so that the gift of tradition increases in every generation to the 
glory of our triune God. 

1 While the Reformers and their heirs rightly disagreed with the Roman view of some central doctrines 
that would solidify in the solas, they agreed with and relied upon a larger theological framework, including 
Trinitarian and Christological orthodoxy.

2 Theological retrieval can touch upon nearly every aspect of the church’s life, from interpreting Scripture and 
formulating doctrine to practicing spiritual disciplines, gathering for worship, and scattering for missions. 
My comments here are limited to the dogmatic domain.

3 The goal of written revelation is not mere repetition but renewal of the heart and mind. And that renewal 
comes not through mere meditation on Scripture but ultimately through reasoning from the Scriptures 
under the direction of the Lord and the didactic potency of the Holy Spirit.

4 The imperfection of illumination marks not an insufficiency in the Spirit’s ministry but the progressive 
design of the church’s intellectual sanctification.

5 The typical taxonomy ranks sources of theology as follows: (1) Scripture; (2) creeds from ecumenical; (3) 
confessional statements; (4) theological opinions from teachers of the church.

6 One of the best resources on this subject, which also provides an excellent demonstration in the context 
of Christology, is Stephen Wellum’s God the Son Incarnate: The Doctrine of Christ (Crossway, 2016).

7 The following observations are grounded in a study of the primary sources. But I have received much 
help from Demetrios Bathrellos and his insightful work, The Byzantine Christ: Person, Nature, and Will in the 
Christology of Saint Maximus the Confessor (Oxford University Press, 2004).

8 Also known as John of Caesarea, the Grammarian included in his Apology for Chalcedon an explanation of 
how the Definition’s two-nature formula did not result in the Nestorian addition of a second person in 
Christ. His unsuccessful approach explains why this note is necessary to identify him to most. But this 
failure and obscurity can only be understood in light of the successful approaches discussed ahead. And 
this should remind us that retrieval requires an uncompromising attention to the details of a position and 
its implications.

9 Once conflated, these two theologians have now been recognized for their separately significant works by the 
consensus of scholarship. The Leontioi wrote a number of works in which they expounded on Chalcedonian 
orthodoxy to argue against remaining and resurgent heresies, including Nestorianism, Apollinarianism, 
and monophysitism.

10 The an-enhypostasis distinction would find further explicated by John of Damascus (675-749), which provides 
another illustration of careful, orthodox, biblical retrieval in the early church.

11 In opposition to the divine and human wills of Christ, some groups argued for various conceptions of one 
will (monthelitism), which was usually the divine will.
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Introduction 

A basic definition of “embodiment” is “having, being in, or being associated with 
a body.”2 While “the body is a biological, material entity,” in terms of a discipline 
of study, embodiment is “an indeterminate methodological field defined by 
perceptual experience and the mode of presence and engagement in the world.”3 
A theology of human embodiment,4 a topic on which I am currently writing, is 
important for many reasons, including: (1) an understanding of God’s creation 
of human beings and his design for human flourishing (thus, the theology of 
creation); (2) the constitution of human nature (thus, theological anthropol-
ogy); (3) the somatic effects of the fall and sin (thus, hamartiology); (4) the 
nature of the incarnation (thus, Christology); (5) the Holy Spirit’s indwelling of, 
and divine action through, redeemed human beings (thus, pneumatology and 
soteriology); (6) the strangeness of disembodiment in the intermediate state 
and the completion of God’s redemptive work through the general resurrection 
(thus, eschatology); (7) numerous contemporary moral and social issues such 
as heterosexuality and homosexuality, transgenderism and gender dysphoria, 
and body image and body modification; and (8) an exposé of the devastating 
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impact of Gnosticism/neo-Gnosticism on the America society and church.
This address moves along and develops the following points: four pre-

suppositions of my address; four theses concerning human embodiment; 
six implications of these theses; and a conclusion.5 

Four presuppositions

1.  Human nature is complex, consisting of a material element and an 
immaterial element.

It is beyond the scope of this presentation to address matters such as 
dichotomy,6 trichotomy,7 the origin of the soul and of the body,8 the various 
types of dualism (e.g., Platonic, Cartesian), the mind-body problem (e.g., 
pre-established harmony, epiphenomenalism), the hard and soft problems 
of consciousness,9 the identity of the imago Dei,10 the similarities and 
dissimilarities between human bodies and those of other created beings,11 
and the like. My presupposition is some form of dualism (my preference 
is holistic dualism à la John Cooper with a nod toward emergent dualism/
personalism shorn of William Hasker’s evolutionary framework)12 and 
a strong rejection of monism in any form (e.g., Nancey Murphey’s non-
reductive physicalism, Berkeleyian/Hegelian idealism/ immaterialism).13

While embracing some form of (soft/holistic) dualism, I focus this 
presentation on the material aspect of human nature, or, better, human 
existence as an embodied condition.   

2.  Christian theology and the church have been, and continue to be, 
infected with Gnosticism/neo-Gnosticism.

Gnosticism, beginning in the second century, was a complex heresy 
consisting of numerous movements, and it came to express itself in various 
ways throughout the ensuing centuries.14 In its contemporary permutation, 
neo-Gnosticism is also a multifaceted reality.15 To overly simplify, a definition 
and examples of one key tenet of Gnosticism/neo-Gnosticism are: spiritual/
immaterial realities are inherently good, while physical/material realities 
are inherently evil. The first example comes from Christology: The Son of 
God could not become incarnate (embodied) by taking on material human 
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nature (a body); thus, Jesus only appeared to be a man (Docetism). The 
second example comes from soteriology: salvation consists of the escape of 
the soul/spirit from the body.16

Historically, the church has confronted Gnosticism by appealing to the 
following biblical/theological considerations: God’s creation of the physical 
universe; God’s creation of embodied image-bearers; the goodness of 
procreation and vocation, that is, human life and flourishing in this physical 
reality; the incarnation of the Son of God; Jesus’s resurrection; the Spirit’s 
indwelling of believers as embodied Christians; the future resurrection; and 
the physicality of the new heaven and new earth. The same points can be 
scored in relation to neo-Gnosticism.

Tragically, Gnosticism/neo-Gnosticism continues to infect the church 
and Christian theology, leading to disregard for, distancing oneself from, 
or disparagement of, the body.17 Some reason that, because our body is 
inherently evil, and because our body is going to stop functioning and be 
sloughed off at death, then we should give no attention whatsoever to it; 
our body doesn’t matter, so any concern for it is a complete waste of time. 
Others view the body in instrumentalist terms, not dismissing the body as 
inherently evil but diminishing its importance. They may even consider the 
body as good, but not as good as the soul, so they spend their time pursuing 
“spiritual” disciplines while viewing “physical” disciplines as only serving 
an instrumentalist purpose: to keep the body functioning well so they can 
engage in the more important matter of “spiritual” growth, which is unrelated 
to the body.18 Still others imagine that human embodiment is a mistake, 
quipping as does C. S. Lewis: “the greatest joke is our body.”

3.  While historically relegated to secondary status (behind, for 
example, Trinitarian theology and Christology), theological anthro-
pology, with a particular emphasis on human embodiment, is a 
crucial systematic theological locus today.

It stands at the heart of discussions, current in the socio-political 
and ecclesial spheres, about human personhood, gender dysphoria, 
the phenomena of transgenderism/transageism/ transracialism/trans-
speciesism, heterosexuality and homosexuality, dehumanization and 
objectification, body image, the obesity epidemic, anorexia and bulimia, 
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compulsive exercise, orthorexia, body modification, selfie dysmorphia, and 
more. Affirming these four theses concerning human embodiment is not 
a panacea when it comes to caring for people who wrestle with these and 
other struggles, but they do provide the proper theological foundation on 
which Christians and the church should construct their mercy and caring 
ministries. If this is the case, then Christian theology is duty-bound to engage 
in more careful and expansive theological anthropology in general and 
human embodiment in particular.

4.  These four theses explore the ontology of human embodiment and 
will not address gender roles and authority structures. Gender roles 
and authority structures will not be addressed. 

The four theses are as follows:

1. the created body thesis

2. the gendered body thesis

3. the particularity thesis

4. the sociality thesis

Four theses (presented and briefly defended):

1.  The created body thesis: The first thesis is that embodiment is the proper 
state of human existence. Indeed, God’s design for his image bearers is 
that they are embodied human beings.19 According to this thesis, I rightly 
affirm, “I am my body” (please note the first presupposition, according 
to which I do not affirm “I am only my body”). This thesis contradicts 
the popular contention, “You don’t have a soul. You are a soul. You have 
a body.”20 On the contrary, “I am my body.”21 Embodiment is the proper 
condition of human existence.22

Biblical support for this first thesis is found in Genesis 1:26-28:

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the live-

stock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”
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So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them.

And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and 

fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over 

the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”

Narratively, verse 26 presents the divine deliberation; the three Persons 
purpose together to create humankind. Verse 27 affirms the actualization 
of the plan, as the triune God creates men and women in the divine image. 
And verse 28 recounts the divine blessing and mandate given to God’s 
image bearers. A theological reading of this text notes that embodiment is an 
essential feature of God’s holistic creation of human beings. To be recalled 
is the fact that there is another realm of created beings—angelic beings—
that is not embodied, but immaterial. However, human beings are material/
embodied beings, by divine design.

This point is confirmed in the narrative of God’s creation of the first man 
(Gen 2:7). Having constructed Adam’s physical framework from the dust of 
the ground (Martin Luther calls it a “lump of clay”),23 God breathes into his 
nostrils the breath of life. Whether this action is the impartation of the soul/
spirit (the immaterial aspect of human nature) or, as I prefer, the conveyance 
of the spark of life (the actualizing principle) that courses through all living 
beings (Gen 1:30; 7:22), Adam is an embodied human being made alive by 
God himself.24

The purpose of this creation of embodied human beings as divine-
image bearers can be summed up in two interrelated aspects (Gen 1:28): 
procreation (“be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth”) and vocation 
(“and subdue it and exercise dominion” over the rest of the created order), 
leading to human flourishing. This divine purpose—the so-called “cultural 
mandate,” or the duty to build human society—is accomplished by, and only 
by, embodied image bearers.

In this idyllic, pristine, original creation—which is assessed by God 
himself as being “very good” (Gen 1:31)—there is no hint of impending 
disaster. Indeed, physical death, as de-creation, is the temporary separation 
of people from their body. Accordingly, the intermediate state—the period 
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between one’s death and the return of Jesus Christ—is an abnormal condition 
of disembodiment. Thus, it should not be allowed to define human nature, 
especially in order to give preference to its immaterial element. Human 
existence in the intermediate state is one of disembodiment, but it is not the 
way human existence is supposed to be.

Further biblical support for the first thesis is Psalm 139:13-16, which 
poetically presents God’s creation of individuals as embodied human beings/
image bearers:

For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb. 

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; 

my soul knows it very well.

My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intri-

cately woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my unformed substance; 

in your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, 

when as yet there was none of them.

Not only did God once create an original pair of human beings, and not 
only does God continue to create human beings; God personally creates each 
and every individual.25 He is intimately engaged in each and every aspect, the 
minute and large details, of embodied creation, which include the following: 
(1) a mental component, associated with the intellect, cognition, mind, 
thinking, memory, and reasoning; (2) an emotional component, associated 
with feelings, sentiments, the heart, passions, motivations, and affections; 
(3) a volitional component, associated with the will, judgment, decision-
making, purposing, and choosing; (4) a moral component, associated with 
the conscience, ethical awareness, scruples, a sense of right and wrong, 
feelings of guilt/innocence, shame/honor, and fear/power; (5) a physical 
component, associated with the body, action, agency, and effecting change.

Importantly, these components cannot be sequestered into discreet 
parts of human nature, some pertaining to the soul, others to the spirit, and 
still others to the body. Indeed, rather than thinking in terms of isolation or 
even of influence (e.g., a bodily state influences one’s mental state, and vice 
versa), we should think in terms of interconnectivity, with all these aspects 
inextricably linked together, dependent on one another, and together 
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determinative for human existence, whether for suffering and misery, or for 
flourishing and happiness.

Recognition of such intimate, creative activity in constructing and 
sustaining us as embodied human beings, as material image bearers, should 
lead to great praise and thanksgiving: We are “fearfully and wonderfully 
made,” and God’s good and perfect will for us is being fulfilled in and through 
us as embodied beings.

In summary, the first thesis is the created body thesis: embodiment is the 
proper state of human existence. God’s design for his image bearers is that 
they are embodied human beings.26

2.  The gendered/sexed body thesis: The second thesis is that a fundamental 
given of human existence is maleness or femaleness. Indeed, human sex/
gender maps almost completely onto (correlates with) human embodi-
ment. (The lone exception to this point is the genetic [mis]condition of 
intersex, which affects a certain percentage of human beings—statistics 
range from .04% to 1.7%—and will not be part of our discussion.) God’s 
design for his image bearers is that they are gendered/sexed human beings. 
(For the sake of clarity in reading this address, I will use the expression 
“gendered human beings” or “gendered embodiment,” with “gender” 
being synonymous with “sex” and both referring to genetic identity.)

Biblical support for this second thesis is again found in Genesis 1:27:

So God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them.

This narrative of human creation underscores the divine deliberation 
concerning, and the divine actualization of, image bearers who are either 
male or female.

This point is confirmed in the narrative of God’s creation of the first man 
and the first woman (Gen 2:7, 18-25). Having created Adam as the first 
embodied man and placed him in the physical Garden of Eden, God proceeds 
to form Eve from Adam’s physicality. Thus, she becomes the first embodied 
woman and joins Adam in the Garden and, together and indispensably, they 
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begin to engage in the cultural mandate involving procreation and vocation 
for human flourishing. They are able and obligated to carry out the mandate 
to build society because of, and only because of, their complementary 
genderedness. Adam and Eve are embodied human beings, and as such, they 
are fundamentally male and female.

This creation of human beings as male or female is not unique or 
surprising, for it follows the pattern of binary creation that is narrated in 
Genesis 1 and 2.27

• nothing and something

• Creator and creature

• heaven and earth

• formless and void

• light and darkness

• day and night

• evening and morning

• waters above and waters below

• two types of commands: “Let there be” and “Let the earth bring forth”

• dry land and waters

• two great lights (sun and moon)

• creatures of the sea and birds of the air

• work and rest

• two trees (of life, of knowledge)

• good and evil

Importantly for our topic, the creation of human beings as male or female 
follows this pattern of binary creation: God created man as male and female. 
This common design underscores the fundamental genderedness of human 
beings. There is, and there is only, maleness and femaleness. There is no such 
thing as an a-gendered human being. No dimension other than maleness 
and femaleness exists.28 Moreover, given the divine assessment of the created 
order upon its completion—“And God saw everything that he had made, and 
behold, it was very good” (Gen 1:31)—gendered embodiment is beautiful and 
gestures beyond itself, prompting belief in the goodness of God its Creator.29

Wonderfully, then, human beings are male and female embodied 
beings—gendered—all the way down.30 As confirmation, recent research 
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has found that 6,500 genes are expressed differently in men and women, 
signifying that gendered embodiment is crucial to the identity of human 
beings as men and women.31 This means that human rationality, cognitive 
abilities, emotional make-up, volitional faculty, motivations and purposing, 
are gendered-determined and expressed. Gender is the most fundamental 
particularity of human embodied existence.

This point means that I experience myself as an embodied man, I relate 
to others as an embodied man, and as an embodied man I relate to God. 
Similarly, my wife Nora experiences herself as an embodied woman, she 
relates to others as an embodied woman, and as an embodied woman 
she relates to God. Try as I might, I cannot experience life from my wife’s 
perspective, from a female point of view, and vice versa. We are perspectivally 
gendered embodied human beings.32 We view and experience all life through 
male or female eyes.33

Clearly, this thesis addresses a looming and disconcerting contemporary 
problem, that of detaching maleness and femaleness from biological sex 
(XY and XX; or, as the current notion has it, sex is that which is assigned 
at birth). In place of the givenness of sex, now there is genderedness, one’s 
self-identification as either male or female, regardless of one’s genetic/sexed 
identity.34 This thesis also addresses unigenderism and all other forms of non-
binary genderedness (e.g., Facebook has seventy-five gender categories).

While this thesis may sound like gender essentialism—that men and 
women are of distinctly different natures—it is not, or it is certainly a 
significantly modified notion,35 because it maintains that there are no 
particular properties (obviously, outside of reproductive capabilities) that 
belong exclusively to women or that belong exclusively to men. There are, 
instead, common human properties that are—indeed, given gendered 
embodiment, must be—expressed by women in ways that are fitting to 
women and that are expressed by men in ways that are fitting to men. To 
illustrate this modification, human properties such as gentleness, courage, 
initiative, nurturing, patience, and protectiveness are not gender-specific but 
common human properties—some would be Christian virtues, some would 
be the fruit of the Holy Spirit—that are and indeed must be expressed by 
women and men in ways that are fitting to their femaleness and maleness. 
To illustrate, when one considers the quality or virtue of self-sacrifice, one 
should not think primarily of husbands in relation to their wives (in this case, 
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self-sacrifice in loving their wives is a biblical injunction associated with a 
marital role). Nor should one think primarily in terms of wives in relation to 
their husbands (in this case, self-sacrifice in submitting to their husband is a 
biblical injunction associated with a marital role). Rather, one should think 
in terms of siblings in Christ, all of whom are called to self-sacrifice on behalf 
of one another as a shared human quality (1 John 3:16).36

Accordingly, people mistakenly speak of the masculine attributes of God 
and the feminine attributes of God. (We will avoid getting sidetracked by the 
fact that God is a-gendered; indeed, he cannot be male or female because 
gender maps onto embodiment, and God is not embodied.) Taking it a step 
further, people mistakenly speak of the masculine and feminine attributes 
of Jesus, with examples of the latter being Jesus’s washing the disciples’ 
feet, healing the sick, showing compassion to the Syrophoenician woman, 
weeping over dead Lazarus, and gently treating children. According to my 
modified gender essentialism, servanthood, a healing touch, compassion, 
lamentation, and gentleness are not properties that pertain exclusively to 
women or to men; rather, they concern all human beings.37

To repeat: there are no particular properties that belong exclusively 
to women or that belong exclusively to men. There are, instead, common 
human properties that are—indeed, must be—expressed in gendered ways.

Please note that I’ve said nothing—absolutely nothing—about roles and 
authority. There are hundreds of books and thousands of articles about the 
roles of men and women, but this thesis explores the ontology of sex/gender, 
not gender roles and authority structures. It is certainly possible to affirm a 
difference in roles and authority structures for men and women in the home 
and in the church—indeed, one may even affirm a traditional view of role 
differences—and embrace this thesis about sex/gender.

In summary, the second thesis is the gendered/sexed body thesis: a 
fundamental given of human existence is maleness or femaleness. Indeed, 
human sex/gender maps almost completely onto (correlates with) human 
embodiment. God’s design for his image bearers is that they are gendered 
human beings.

3.  The particularity thesis: The third thesis is that a fundamental given of 
human existence is particularity, which is defined as the condition of 
being an individual. God specifically designs and creates each human 
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being to be a particular gendered embodied individual.38 Specifically, each 
person is a particularity in terms of her ethnicity/race, family/kinship, 
temporality, spatiality, context, and story. As Smith notes, “embodiment 
is the product of a mostly local, particular history.”39

Focusing briefly on these aspects of human particularity: (1) Ethnicity. 
Each gendered embodied individual is characterized by a particular ethnicity 
or race.40 The distinction between these two terms is notoriously difficult 
to settle. For the sake of this thesis, this property is not a matter of self-
identification (this point does not dispute self-identification; indeed, the 
U.S. Census Bureau defines “race” in those terms) but is a matter of one’s 
origin, specifically one’s shared language(s), customs, religion(s), nationality. 
I am, for example, a Caucasian male of Scottish/Irish ancestry.

(2) Family. Each gendered embodied individual is characterized by a 
particular family background and kinship ties. This property concerns 
one’s family of origin or, in the case of adoption/fostering, one’s family/
families of nurture. It also includes one’s birth order, birthplace, siblings, 
and intact parental unit or parental divorce (with or without re-marriage 
and blended family). Kinship concerns, for adults, either singleness 
(including widowhood) or marriage (in most cases, with biological and/
or adopted children), perhaps including the responsibility for the care 
of aging parents. For example, born in Chicago, I am the firstborn son of 
Roy and Winifred Allison (both of whom are deceased) with one younger 
brother, and I am married to Nora with whom I have three adult children 
and ten grandchildren.

(3) Temporality. Each gendered embodied individual is characterized by 
a particular time and age. This property has to do with both mathematical 
time and subjective time, along with birth day and perceived age. While 
mathematical time is the same for all people, subjective time (time as one 
perceives it) varies among them. For example, time passes by more quickly 
for me as a 65-year old than it does for my nearly 30-year old son, Luke. 
Moreover, being born in 1954, I am part of the aging baby boomer crowd 
that is characterized by the impact of certain key historical events (e.g., the 
cold war and the threat of nuclear destruction; the civil rights movement), 
the ever quickening advancement of technology (e.g., cell phones, Surface 
Pro) and medical technology (e.g., X-rays, MRIs, organ transplantation), 
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and the seemingly unstoppable movement toward retirement. Yet, one’s 
perceived age may differ, even significantly, from one’s chronological age 
(e.g., I consider myself to be a “young” 65-year old).41

(4) Spatiality. Each gendered embodied individual is characterized by a 
particular space and place. Indeed, the body is “the place in which we are in 
the world. Existence is always ‘being a body in the world.’”42 To be embodied 
is to be emplaced, located according to several axes.43 Being born in the city 
of Chicago, I am a Midwesterner by upbringing and thus characterized by 
common midwestern traits such as friendliness, hard work, and aversion to 
change. For the last twenty-five years I’ve taught in educational institutions, 
and my vocational locatedness pushes me in the areas of communication and 
listening skills, knowledge acquisition, and preparedness. Being a Northern 
evangelical at SBTS situates me in a particular culture that is quite foreign to 
my spatiality prior to 2003, the year I joined this faculty.44 In one sense, then, 
I am a product of my environment—that is true in general, and it is also true 
with particular reference to how this place has shaped me.45

(5) Context. Each gendered embodied individual is characterized by 
a particular context. “Context” is defined as the interrelated conditions or 
settings in which human beings live, act, and understand their experiences. 
Elements present in any human context include socio-economic, political, 
educational, cultural, and religious factors. The socio-economic category 
crosses the spectrum from the generational poor to the ruling rich. The 
political category encompasses the two major parties as well as a plethora of 
political ideologies such as communism, socialism, and libertarianism. The 
educational category focuses on attainment of knowledge and skills. It runs 
the gamut from analphabetism to the doctor of philosophy and encompasses 
different educational approaches (e.g., Montessori and Waldorf). The vast 
category of culture encompasses food, clothing, the arts, entertainment, 
communication, traditions, transportation, leisure, environment, and 
health. The category of religion includes not only the major faith traditions 
like Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, Protestantism, Islam, and 
Buddhism, but also various spiritualities (e.g., nature worship, meditation) 
and non-religious persuasions (e.g., secularism, agnosticism, atheism). This 
multi-faceted context exerts numerous and enormous influences on how 
human beings communicate using language and gestures; how they reason 
and express emotions; how they assess actions with respect to morality, 
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amorality, and immortality; how they engage in personal behaviors and 
social events; and much more.

(6) Story. Each gendered embodied individual is characterized by a 
particular story. This property is concerned with “the storied nature of human 
conduct.”46 As narratively-constituted and narratively-communicative 
creatures, human beings know, experience, process, remember, relate, feel, and 
decide according to their specific narrative. From their earliest recollections 
to the final moments of their life, human beings frame and recount the 
stories of their infancy, childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, mature 
adulthood, old age, and impending death. Indeed, “In telling the story of how 
you became who you are, and of who you’re on your way to becoming, the 
story itself becomes part of who you are.”47 Human narratives weave together, 
emphasize, diminish, and cut out elements from the particularities of their 
ethnicity/race, family/kinship, temporality, spatiality, and context.48

This particularly thesis does not promote intersectionality, which may be 
defined as “the complex and cumulative way that the effects of different forms 
of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap, 
and yes, intersect—especially in the experiences of marginalized people 
or groups.”49 While intersectionality treats many of the same particularities 
as does this presentation—gender/sex, race, social background and class, 
culture, and the like—intersectionality emphasizes how these particularities 
divide, privilege, and disenfranchise certain human beings from other human 
beings.50  By contrast, this third tenet about particularity is focused on the 
ontology of human embodiment: as a matter of fact, all human beings are 
characterized by ethnicity/race, family/kinship, temporality, spatiality, 
context, and story. What people do with that ontology is another matter. 
With Scripture, they may emphasize that God “made from one man every 
nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26) and that all 
such human beings are divine image bearers (Gen 1:26-28). Or people may 
plunge political discussion and social order into chaos by dividing certain 
categories of people from other categories and privileging one group while 
disenfranchising others.51

In summary, the third thesis is the particularity thesis: a fundamental given 
of human existence is particularity. God specifically designs and creates each 
human being to be a particular gendered embodied individual characterized by 
their ethnicity/race, family/kinship, temporality, spatiality, context, and story.52 
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4.  The sociality thesis: The fourth thesis is that a fundamental given of 
human existence is sociality, the condition that tends toward the 
association of individuals. Indeed, God’s design for his image bearers 
is that they are social human beings who express their sociality in 
appropriate interpersonal relationships and, in the case of marriage, 
through sexual activity.

Two definitions serve to bring clarity to this thesis. The first is a definition 
of sociality: Sociality is the universal human condition of being desirous 
for, expressive of, and receptive toward human relationship, bonding, 
community, and companionship. As male-gendered embodied individuals 
and female-gendered embodied individuals, men and women express 
differently their sociality. Sociality is a personal and relational reality, not a 
physical activity. It is not sexiness, seductiveness, or eroticism. Rather, it is 
the universal human state of being oriented toward others, and it is expressed 
in the giving and receiving that lead to and characterize human relationship, 
bonding, community, and companionship.

The second definition is that of sexual activity. As one type of expression 
of human sociality, sexual activity refers to any physical event or movement 
between people that is intended to arouse erotic desires and sensations for 
various purposes including reproduction, pleasure, relaxation, reduction of 
stress, connectedness/unity, and extending comfort.

Naming this fourth tenet raises the problem of language. Up to 
recently, my practice has been to use the term “sexuality,” but with its many 
associations (particularly an emphasis on physical activity), the word 
causes an unacceptable amount of confusion.53 Thus, I have abandoned its 
use. Other terms I’ve considered but, for one reason or another, rejected 
are “relationality,” “alterity,” and “sexuate installation.”54 Accordingly, I will 
use the word “sociality” and define it as the universal human condition of 
being desirous for, expressive of, and receptive toward human relationship, 
bonding, community, and companionship.

Human sociality comes with both a design and a capacity. The first aspect 
has just been covered: it is by divine design that all gendered embodied 
human beings desire, express, and receive relationships. The second aspect is 
the human capacity (1) to engage in those relationships according to divine 
design, or (2) to pervert those relationships through both unconscious 
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ways (e.g., a genetic propensity, an addiction) and conscious ways, that is, 
willful rebellion against the divine order.55 Biblically and theologically, that 
divine order expresses itself, in the case of women, (1) in relationship with 
other women, as friendship apart from same sex attraction and homosexual 
activity; and, (2) in relationship with men, as friendship apart from lust and 
heterosexual activity (with one exception for such activity: marriage to a 
man). Human sociality from a biblical perspective expresses itself, in the case 
of men, (1) in relationship with other men, as friendship apart from same 
sex attraction and homosexual activity; and, (2) in relationship to women, as 
friendship apart from lust and heterosexual activity (with one exception for 
such activity: marriage to a woman).

As a point of application, human sociality means that men and women 
in the church can and should be friends—better, they are brothers and 
sisters in Christ—and need to act according to who they are (1 Tim 5:1-2). 
Positively, human sociality prompts men and women in the church to know, 
love, respect, cherish, encourage, and care for one another as siblings. With 
Scripture as their guide and the indwelling Holy Spirit as their empowerment 
for holy living and pure relationships, Christian brothers and sisters live and 
champion exemplary, godly friendship.

As concerns are undoubtedly raised by this affirmation, wisdom dictates 
that before we jump too quickly to the potential dangers and pitfalls present 
in the relationships between Christian sisters and Christian brothers 
who are not their spouses, we should consider first the many benefits and 
privileges such cross-gendered, non-marital relationship offer. Jesus’s new 
commandment to love, as well as the many so-called “one another” passages 
in Scripture, come immediately to mind.

Wisdom also dictates that the church avoids incorporating a worldly, 
hyper-sexualization into its treatment of cross-gendered relationships. To be 
suspicious that such relationships are always oriented toward sexual activity, 
the church then views them as inherently dangerous and to be avoided at 
all costs. In so believing, the church unintentionally trains its members to 
view one another as little more than sex objects.56 For Christian men to 
treat Christian women as temptresses, seductresses whose only intention is 
to engage in sex with every man, or for Christian women to view Christian 
men as sexual predators, slaves of their sexual impulses and thus incapable 
of pursuing holiness in relationships with women, is to objectify and thus 
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dehumanize others. It is not our right to falsely assign intent of sinful sexual 
activity to others, thereby stripping away their value and dignity. If one 
Christian dehumanizes another Christian, then we no longer have two 
redeemed human beings.57 Reprehensibly, then, we destroy the possibility 
of obeying the Scriptural injunction to live as brothers and sisters in Christ.58

In summary, the fourth thesis is the sociality thesis: a fundamental given 
of human existence is sociality, the universal human condition of being 
desirous for, expressive of, and receptive toward human relationship, bonding, 
community, and companionship. God’s design for his image bearers is that they 
are social human beings who express their sociality in appropriate interpersonal 
relationships and, in the case of marriage, through sexual activity.

Six Implications

On the basis of, and flowing from, these four theses, six important implications 
may be drawn for a theology of human embodiment. 

1. A theology of human embodiment has implication for sanctification: 
God’s design for his embodied image bearers is that they are holis-
tically sanctified, which includes growing in holiness in body. Such 
progressive embodied sanctification fights against “deadly” sins of the 
body—lust, gluttony (often associated with drunkenness), and sloth—
and embraces disciplines such as fasting and silence. This perspective 
should lead to a lessening of Gnostically-influenced approaches to 
sanctification that compartmentalize Christian maturity into spiritual 
and physical elements and that emphasize the former and either neglect 
or denigrate the latter.59

2. A theology of human embodiment addresses bodily blessing and 
discipline. The blessings of embodiment through the physical senses 
are too numerous to count, but include: the taste of a mouth-water-
ing steak at Jack Frye’s, the feel of 800-thread count Egyptian cotton 
sheets on a king-sized bed at the end of a bone-weary day, the smell 
of freshly-mowed grass or chocolate chip cookies hot out of the oven, 
the sound of a powerful midwestern thunderstorm, and the sight of 
a full, double rainbow across the vast sky at the end of the storm. As 
for discipline, God’s design for his embodied image bearers is that 
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they live physically disciplined lives in areas such as proper nutrition, 
regular exercise, rhythms of rest, and sleep.60

3. A theology of human embodiment affects the worship of God: God’s 
design for his people gathered to worship him is that they as embodied 
human beings express bodily what is transpiring in their heart and mind. 
Embodied worshipers properly render worship to God through whole 
body devotion to him, expressing praise, thanksgiving, confession, 
repentance, joy, obedience, faith, and love. This perspective should lead 
to a lessening of negative attitudes toward, embarrassment/self-con-
sciousness about, and peer-induced avoidance of bodily expressions in 
corporate worship services.

4. A theology of human embodiment has implications for clothing: God’s 
design for his embodied image bearers after the fall is that they are 
clothed. Clothed embodiment is the proper state of human existence, 
and the purpose of clothing is to cover the shame of nakedness. The 
only exception is nakedness between husband and wife.61 Moreover, 
clothing expresses something important about human beings. This 
perspective should lead to an attentiveness with respect to the clothes 
human beings choose to wear.

5. A theology of human embodiment addresses suffering and healing: 
God’s design for his embodied image bearers after the fall is to permit 
them to suffer the physical consequences of living in a fallen world.62 
Moreover, he calls Christians to suffer for the sake of Christ, even to 
the point of martyrdom. At all times, God’s grace is sufficient to sus-
tain his people, and sometimes he will physically heal them or rescue 
them from persecution.

6. A theology of human embodiment prompts consideration for death 
and the future of embodiment: God’s design for his embodied image 
bearers after the fall is to permit them to die as a physical consequence 
of living in a fallen world (not as a punishment for sin). Physical death is 
the temporary separation of people from their body, so the intermediate 
state is an abnormal condition of disembodiment. At the return of Christ 
and its corollary event of bodily resurrection, people will be re-embodied 
and remain so for all eternity.63 (Note that this last implication about 
bodily resurrection as the future of human beings confirms our first thesis 
that embodiment is the proper state of human existence.)
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Conclusion
This faculty address has presented and (very briefly) defended four theses 
concerning human embodiment:

1. The created body thesis: embodiment is the proper state of human 
existence. God’s design for his image bearers is that they are embodied 
human beings.

2. The gendered body thesis: a fundamental given of human existence 
is maleness or femaleness. Sex/gender maps almost completely onto 
(correlates with) human embodiment. God’s design for his image 
bearers is that they are gendered human beings.

3. The particularity thesis: a fundamental given of human existence is 
particularity. God specifically designs and creates each human being 
to be a particular gendered embodied individual.

4. The sociality thesis: a fundamental given of human existence is sociality, 
the universal human condition of being desirous for, expressive of, 
and receptive toward human relationship, bonding, community, and 
companionship. God’s design for his image bearers is that they are social 
human beings who express their sociality in appropriate interpersonal 
relationships and, in the case of marriage, through sexual activity.

As you consider this faculty address, let me encourage you to reflect 
on our embodiment and to resist Gnostic/neo-Gnostic disparagement of 
such a divinely designed and created, and thus proper, condition of human 
existence. 
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created realities not mentioned in the text (e.g., dusk and dawn in between night and day). Thus, human 
gender/sex includes not only male and female, but all varieties in between these two poles. DeFranza, Sex 
Difference in Christian Theology. Important to consider is the language of “separation:” (1) “And God separated 
the light from the darkness” (Gen 1:4). (2) “And God said, ‘Let there be an expanse in the midst of the 
waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters’” (1:6). (3) “And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the 
expanse of the heavens to separate the day from the night . . . to separate the light from the darkness’” (1:14, 
18). The text also sounds a strong note of distinction of “kinds:” (1) “And God said, ‘Let the earth sprout 
vegetation, plants yielding seed, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind, 
on the earth.’ And it was so. The earth brought forth vegetation, plants yielding seed according to their own 
kinds, and trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind” (1:11-12). (2) “So God created 
the great sea creatures and every living creature that moves, with which the waters swarm, according to their 
kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind” (1:21). Importantly, the latter creatures were endowed 
with the ability and given the responsibility to “be fruitful and multiply” (1:22), a task that requires the 
binarity of male and female tuna and male and female osprey. (3) “And God said, ‘Let the earth bring forth 
living creatures according to their kinds—livestock and creeping things and beasts of the earth according to their 
kinds.’ And it was so. And God made the beasts of the earth according to their kinds and the livestock according 
to their kinds, and everything that creeps on the ground according to its kind” (1:24-25). Accordingly, the 
language of the creation narrative emphasizes disconnection and distinction, not the intermediate notion 
that figures so strongly in DeFranza’s position. 

29 This thought expands on William’s critique of Gnosticism: “The Gnostic does not consider that the beautiful 
nature of a work reflects the good intention of its maker. The beauty of ensouled and enformed bodies in the 
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universe is the primary justification that a person might have to believe in a good creator. For this reason, in 
stark contrast with the Gnostics, bodies . . . reveal the good intent of the maker of the universe.” Williams, 
“Beautiful Bodies and Shameful Embodiment in Plotinus’s Enneads,” 81. Beside being beautiful, gendered 
embodiment, specifically gender difference, is pleasant. As Federica Mathewes-Green offers, “For large 
segments of the world, gender differences are pleasant, appealing, and enjoyable, and practical application 
of theory—reproduction itself—is hardly a chore. (The subtitle of a Dave Barry book put it winningly: 
‘How to make a tiny person in only nine months, with tools you probably have around the home.’) Yes, 
most cultures note and highlight gender differences, because most people find them delightful, as well as 
useful in producing the next generation.” Mathewes-Green, “The Subject Was Noses.” Her reference is to Dave 
Barry, Babies and Other Hazards of Sex: How to Make a Tiny Person in Only Nine Months with Tools You Probably 
Have around the Home (New York: Rodale Books, 2000). 

30 As Brunner expressed this notion, “We cannot say that humanity is divided into the ‘sanguine’ and the 
‘choleric’ temperament, into extraverts and introverts, into white or coloured races, into geniuses and 
non-geniuses, but humanity certainly is divided into men and women, and this distinction goes down to 
the very roots of our personal existence, and penetrates into the deepest “metaphysical” grounds of our 
personality and our destiny.” Emil Brunner, Man in Revolt: A Christian Anthropology (trans. Olive Wyon; 
London: Lutterworth, 1939), 345.

31 6,500 genes of approximately 20,000 genes. The differences appear mostly in sexual organs, particularly the mam-
mary glands, but also include the adipose (fat), skeletal muscle, skin, and heart tissues. Medically, these differences 
express themselves male- and female-prevalent diseases (e.g., the prevalence of Parkinson’s disease in men) and 
male- and female-prevalent reactions to certain drugs. Moran Gershoni and Shmuel Pietrokovski, “The landscape 
of sex-differential transcriptome and its consequent selection in human adults,” BMC Biology (2017), 15:7.

32 Smith raises the issue of “the extent to which subjectivity is determined by embodiment—that is, the extent 
to which one’s own subjective experience of the world is forged or inflected by the particular sort of body one 
has.” This second thesis proposes that human sex/gender maps completely onto human embodiment; thus, a 
woman’s subjectivity—her subjective experience of the world—is completely forged or inflected by the female 
body she has. The same is true for a man’s subjectivity. Smith, “Introduction,” Embodiment: A History, 5. 

33 See an illustration of this point as it pertains to female epistemological development: Jennifer Kintner, 
“Assessing Epistemological Development among Women in Evangelical Seminaries” (EdD dissertation, 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2018).

34 An example of the elevation of “gender” above “sex” is Jessica Savano, who changed from being a man to 
being a woman. Her failed Kickstarter campaign sought financial backing for a documentary, “I Am Not 
My Body.” Clearly, Savano’s motto contradicts our first thesis and is rooted in the detachment of maleness 
and femaleness from biological sex. 

35 My thanks to Gracilynn Hanson for helping me to clarify this point. While some studies show a correlation 
between gender essentialism and gender inequality/discrimination, the view affirmed here repudiates any 
and all bias and mistreatment of men and women that is supported by gender essentialism. Lea Skewes, 
“Beyond Mars and Venus: The role of gender essentialism in support for gender inequality and backlash,” 
PLoS One. 2018; 13(7).  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6057632/

36 My appreciation to Gracilynn Hanson for underscoring the presence of mutual self-sacrifice in marital roles. 
37 For further discussion, see Cortez, ReSourcing Theological Anthropology, 203.
38 This thesis is my initial foray into answering the question, “what is the relationship of embodiment to being 

and to individuality?” Indeed, my response to the questions, “Is embodiment a necessary condition of being? 
Of being an individual?” is positive. Smith, “Introduction,” Embodiment: A History, 2. Indeed, he urges “concrete 
reflection on the way differences within the human species with respect to race, gender, and physical and cog-
nitive abilities have an impact upon the way different people navigate through and make sense of the world.” 
This particularity thesis represents such concrete reflection.  Smith, “Introduction,” Embodiment: A History, 5. 

39 Smith, “Introduction,” Embodiment: A History, 7. 
40 I affirm that ethnicity/race is a second order characteristic, with embodied genderedness being the primary 

order characteristic. Sex/gender is more fundamental than race/ethnicity. 
41 Anticipating point five below, context exerts an influence on subjective age. Erica L. O’Brien, Thomas M. Hess, 

Anna E. Kornadt, Klaus Rothermund, Helene Fung, and Peggy Voss, “Context Influences on the Subjective 
Experience of Aging: The Impact of Culture and Domains of Functioning,” The Gerontologist, vol. 57, issue sup-
plement 2 (August 2017): S127-S137. https://academic.oup.com/gerontologist/article/57/suppl_2/S127/3913328

42 Moltmann-Wendel, I Am My Body, 99. Her citation is from F.J.J. Buytendijk, Woman: A Contemporary View 
(Glen Rock, NJ: Newman Press, 1968).

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6057632/
https://academic.oup.com/gerontologist/article/57/suppl_2/S127/3913328
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43 For an excellent theology of human emplacement, see Craig G. Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell: A Christian 
View of Place for Today (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011). 

44 The relevancy of the following affirmation for me has become clearer through the last sixteen years: “We 
move through places every day that would never have been if not for those who came before us. Our 
workplaces, where we spend so much time—we often think they began with our arrival. That’s not true.” 
As spoken by Ruby to Eddie, in Mitch Albom’s The Five People You Meet in Heaven (Westport, CT: Hyperion, 
2003), 123. 

45 The debate between nature and nurture continues almost unabated. Are human beings basically determined 
by their genetic makeup, the culture and environment in which they were raised and in which they now live, 
or a combination of the two factors? “The field of epigenetics is quickly growing and with it the understanding 
that both the environment and individual lifestyle can also directly interact with the genome to influence 
epigenetic change. These changes may be reflected at various stages throughout a person’s life and even in 
later generations.” “Epigenetics: Fundamentals,” whatisepigenetics.com; https://www.whatisepigenetics.
com/fundamentals/

46 Theodore R. Sarbin, ed., Narrative Psychology: The Storied Nature of Human Conduct (Praeger, 1986). 
47 Julie Beck, “Life’s Stories: How You Arrange the Plot Points of Your Life into a Narrative Can Shape Who 

You Are—And is a Fundamental Part of Being Human,” The Atlantic Daily (August 10, 2015). https://www.
theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/08/life-stories-narrative-psychology-redemption-mental-health/400796/

48 Words and terms such as “spin,” “embellishment,” “contextualization,” “redemptive arc,” “false humility,” 
“selective memory,” “autobiographical reasoning,” and “idealized self” are associated with the creation and 
telling of narratives, both to oneself and to others. One pathology—narcissism—is characterized by the 
tendency to invent false narratives that deflect from holding narcissists accountable, contradict the truth 
about their sorry reality, protect them from threats to expose their shame and guilt, and more.

49 Merriam Webster dictionary; https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/intersectionality-meaning. 
Elsewhere, the definition is: “Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity in the world, 
in people, and in human experiences. The events and conditions of social and political life and the self can seldom be 
understood as shaped by one factor. They are generally shaped by many factors in diverse and mutually influencing 
ways. When it comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organization of power in a given society are better 
understood as being shaped not by a single axis of social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes 
that work together and influence each other. Intersectionality as an analytic tool gives people better access to the 
complexity of the world and of themselves.” Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge, Intersectionality. Key Concepts 
(Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2016), 2. Other important contributions include:  Patricia Hill Collins, Intersectionality 
and Critical Social Theology (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2019); Ange-Marie Hancock, Intersectionality: 
An Intellectual History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

50 As R. Albert Mohler offers, “This ideology reduces human beings to a certain set of distinguishable identi-
ties that are more prized and valued than other identities—it establishes basic human identity in differences 
rather than a commonality shared amongst all humankind.” R. Albert Mohler, Jr., “The Power of the Gospel 
and the Meltdown of Identity Politics,” albertmohler.com (February 12, 2019); https://albertmohler.
com/2019/02/12/power-gospel-meltdown-identity-politics/?fbclid=IwAR0WCy-rAYKsNNjp7YxhpAgtDfj2n-
w5oxuOlYektKVpdCQoySTl08Ot7MIc

51 The origin of intersectionality is commonly traced to Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection 
of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist 
Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum, vol. 1989, issue 1, article 8. 

52 As Marc Cortez rightly underscores, “each of these expressions of particularity is also the kind of constraint 
that we associate with being finite creatures, which means that limit/constraint/finitude is a good thing 
and not the obstacle to human flourishing that we often describe it as being.” Personal correspondence, 
August 16, 2019. 

53 I still respect those who have used, and continue to use, sexuality to name this universal human condition. 
For example, Stanley Grenz, commenting on Gen 2:18-25, offers: “The narrative indicates that individual 
existence as an embodied creature entails a fundamental incompleteness or, stated positively, an innate 
yearning for completeness. This sensed incompleteness is symbolized by biological sex—that is, by existence 
as a particular person who is male or female. The incompleteness is related to existence as a sexual creature 
and therefore to human sexuality. Sexuality, in turn, is linked not only to the incompleteness each person 
senses as an embodied, sexual creature but also to the potential for wholeness in relationship to others that 
parallels this fundamental incompleteness ... Hence, sexuality is the dynamic that forms the basis of the 
uniquely human drive toward bonding.” Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian 
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Theology of the Image Dei (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 277-78. What is for Grenz the idea 
of human sexuality—“the impulse toward bonding”—is, for me, the idea of human sociality. Ibid., 280.  

54 (1) “Relationality” may be close, but as this word is also used in connection with the covenantal bond 
between God and human beings, it broadness works against it. “Sociality” is restricted to the human-to-human 
domain. (2) “Alterity” is a word that has to do with others or otherness, yet not as persons in themselves 
but as persons in relationship to me, persons as I perceive them. While this term captures some of what 
I’m trying to express in this fourth thesis, it is a rather rare word and thus not all that helpful. (3) “Sexuate 
installation” is a phrase invented by the Spanish philosopher Julián Marias to express the condition of men 
and women that prompts them toward friendship, companionship, and the like by means of the giving of 
themselves through their differences. While this phrase expresses some of what I’m trying to communi-
cate in this fourth thesis, it is an expression that is unknown outside the technical field of philosophical 
anthropology, so not at all helpful. Julián Marias, Metaphysical Anthropology: The Empirical Structure of Human 
Life (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1971).

55 My appreciation to Gracilynn Hanson for providing the concept of, and language for, design and capacity 
for this fourth thesis. 

56 For further discussion, see Aimee Byrd, Why Can’t We Be Friends? Avoidance is Not Purity (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2018). 

57 My appreciation to Gracilynn Hanson for providing the language of objectification, dehumanization, and 
assignment of sexual intent for this discussion.

58 This discussion is not a call to be naïve or careless in such cross-gendered relationships, but it does address 
the need to consider how we live those relationships. According to Scripture, purity is of the highest value 
and therefore must be promoted. But purity is not a matter of avoidance or abstention; it is not isolation 
or escape from others. Rather, it is a wholeness or integrity expressed in relationships that develop for 
the good of those involved and for the advancement of the kingdom of God. When we regard purity and 
reputation individualistically—being holy is only about me; it is my reputation that is always at stake—we 
may (inadvertently) communicate to others that they are dangerous/carnal/sinful and that their reputation 
is suspect. Thus, we need to be attentive to how our posture toward others, and the rules we impose in 
consequence of that attitude, reflects on them.

59 For more on this approach to sanctification, see: Gregg R. Allison, “Spiritual and Embodied Disciplines,” 
in Biblical Spirituality: God’s Holiness and Our Spirituality (ed. Christopher Morgan; Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2019), 239-66. Though perhaps a bit overstated, Moltmann-Wendel rightly contends, “A theology of 
embodiment mistrusts all abstract spirituality which is dissociated from the body, life, earth and social 
relationships.” Moltmann-Wendel, I Am My Body, 104. 

60 Allison, “Spiritual and Embodied Disciplines.”
61 See the excellent presentation by Ryan Hanley, “The Use of Nakedness Imagery for Theological Language 

in the Old Testament” (PhD dissertation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2018). 
62 In one sense, then, we are implicated in our bodies. Though we do not wish to be sick, stricken by cancer, 

decapacitated by a failing body, and the like, we must acknowledge that “my body can grasp me and take 
me where I do not want to go.” Moltmann-Wendel, I Am My Body, 22. Practically speaking, “It’s difficult 
when you want to do something and your body, or part of it, doesn’t.” Linda Tschirhart Sanford and Mary 
Ellen Donovan, Women and Self-Esteem (Penguin Books, 1985). Cited (without bibliographic details) in 
Moltmann-Wendel, I Am My Body, 79. 

63 Thus, in an eschatological sense, “our destiny is to be bound up with our bodies.” Moltmann-Wendel, I Am 
My Body, 21.
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Book Reviews
The Progressive Mystery: Tracing the Elusive Spirit in Scripture and Tradition. 
By Myk Habets. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2019, xv + 220 pp., $17.99 
paper.

Myk Habets presently serves in several educational and leadership roles at 
Carey Baptist College in Auckland, New Zealand, and has written and edited 
works on various subjects of systematic theology, including Trinitarianism 
(Trinitarian Theology after Barth), Spirit Christology (The Anointed Son), 
and Pneumatology (Third Article Theology, The Spirit of Truth). The author 
intends for the present volume, The Progressive Mystery, to serve as a “concise 
introduction” (4) on the person and work of the Holy Spirit throughout the 
biblical canon and church history. This book’s unique contribution to the field 
includes Habets’ frequent mention of Christological implications vis-à-vis 
Pneumatology—typically, from a Spirit-Christology perspective—and his 
championing of a third article theological method—that is, “a systematic 
and considered attempt to do theology by starting with questions of the 
Spirit” (183; cf. 178n22). 

Habets divides the book into four parts. In parts 1 and 2, he highlights 
the progressive revelation of the Holy Spirit in the Old and New Testaments 
in order to avoid common caricatures and misapplications of Pneumatology 
(1). In the Old Testament survey (part 1), Habets follows a thematic—rather 
than canonical—approach, focusing on the Spirit of God’s role in creation, 
the OT community of faith, and the consummation of God’s covenantal plans 
through the coming Messiah redeemer. The author does, however, employ 
a canonical approach in the New Testament survey (part 2), covering the 
Spirit’s portrayal in Matthew–Mark, Luke–Acts, the Johannine corpus, and 
the general epistles. In parts 3 and 4, Habets wrestles with how the church has 
sought to understand God’s revelation on the Spirit and apply it to matters 
of faith and practice in history and today (4). In the historical survey (part 
3), the author traces the gradual establishment of pro-Nicene orthodoxy 
concerning Trinitarianism and Pneumatology through the relevant 
contributions of—and obstacles faced by—Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, 
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Athanasius, the Cappadocian Fathers, and Augustine. In the contemporary 
survey (part 4), Habets explores the influential contributions to modern 
Pneumatology by “Reformed” thinkers (Calvin, Schleiermacher, Barth, 
Moltmann), Roman Catholics (Congar, Rahner, Vatican II), the Pentecostal 
and Charismatic renewal movements, and contemporary Evangelicalism (or 
“orthodox conservative Protestantism” [173n1]). The book ends with the 
author’s synthesis of what a well-balanced Pneumatology looks like as well as 
his recommendations for how “Spirit talk” should progress moving forward.

Habets combines sharp biblical, theological, and historical insights to 
produce a thorough survey of the person and work of the Holy Spirit in 
Scripture and tradition. Though intended as an introduction on the subject, 
this book features in-depth treatments of the relevant primary and secondary 
literature; it is not a perfunctory perusal of various Pneumatological topics. In 
fact, it often reads as more intermediate than introductory. Furthermore, the 
author utilizes the appropriate method for the biblical surveys, examining, 
first, the relevant texts in isolation to see how they portray the Holy Spirit on 
their own terms and only then connecting the various presentations of the 
Spirit in canonical union. Indeed, the book’s greatest strength lies in Habets’ 
treatment on the biblical theology of the Holy Spirit. Finally, Habets does 
not simply provide cursory acknowledgements and affirmations of various 
Pneumatological developments in the historical and contemporary surveys; 
he also offers fair critiques when appropriate, pointing out wrong turns, 
deficiencies, or over-emphases. Consequently, the surveys challenge the 
introductory (i.e., intended) reader not to accept the historical developments 
at face value but to reflect thoughtfully upon their strengths and weaknesses.

The Progressive Mystery is not, however, without weaknesses. First, while 
Habets maintains the themes of the “mystery” and “elusivity” of the Spirit in 
parts 1–2, those themes are virtually absent in parts 3–4. The book would 
have exhibited greater and more perceptible internal coherence if the author 
maintained those themes consistently in the latter parts. Second, Habets 
omits the Pneumatological developments in the Medieval era from his 
historical survey. He does admit that this decision was arbitrary (for the sake 
of space; 5n4) and he points readers to several sources on the subject (136n5). 
But, the Holy Spirit in the Middle Ages merits greater treatment than only a 
few statements such as “I deem [Thomas Aquinas] to be following through 
on Augustine’s pneumatology” (5n4) and the “Middle Ages certainly were 
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‘dark’ concerning reflection on the Holy Spirit” (136). Even one brief 
chapter would suffice, perhaps on the contribution of Thomas Aquinas. 
Third, Habets makes an awkward leap from Augustine—in the historical 
survey—to John Calvin and the Reformation—in the contemporary survey. 
Furthermore, he includes Schleiermacher, Barth, and Moltmann alongside 
Calvin in the chapter on “Reformed Theology” (ch. 20). Though Habets 
argues that “[t]oday all Protestant theology is somehow a reaction against 
or a development of [Calvin’s] basic pneumatological programme” (143; cf. 
143n24), he connects Calvin more strongly to contemporary Evangelicalism 
(ch. 23) than to the 19th and 20th-century Protestant theologians that follow 
Calvin in successive sections (ch. 20). 

Despite these thematic and structural concerns, the book achieves its 
intended aim as an introductory survey of the biblical, theological, and 
historical data and developments on the Holy Spirit. While critical readers 
may fuss over some of the author’s decisions in organizing the book’s contents 
as well as occasional small-scale judgments, they likely will not, however, 
dispute many of the author’s large-scale treatments and conclusions—all 
except one. In the end, the author proposes that the best way forward for 
Pneumatological investigation lies with Spirit Christology pursued from a 
third article theological method. While I agree with his concerns (see, e.g., 
178–79; namely, an overemphasis on Christological implications), I suggest, 
on the contrary, that the best way to address those concerns is to balance 
proper and fitting Christocentric emphases with a classical Trinitarian 
framework in order to produce a robust, well-adjusted Pneumatology.

The Progressive Mystery is an extremely helpful and ultimately successful 
introduction to the revelation of and reflection on the Holy Spirit in Scripture 
and tradition. However, it is not a book for complete beginners. Though an 
introductory survey, the book is best suited for readers with at least some 
theological background, especially concerning Trinitarian discourse. It 
will serve as a good supplement and refresher for students, ministers, and 
laypersons across the theological spectrum that already possess some degree 
of theological education or familiarity.

Torey J. S. Teer, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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Against God and Nature: The Doctrine of Sin. By Thomas H. McCall. Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 2019, 448 pp., $40.00 hardcover.

Thomas H. McCall currently serves as professor of biblical and systematic 
theology and director of the Carl F. H. Henry Center for Theological Under-
standing at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. His publication pedigree is 
substantial; a brief selection includes Christ and Ordered Creation (2018; 
co-editor), T&T Clark Companion to the Doctrine of Sin (2016; chapter 
author), An Invitation to Analytic Theology (2015; author), Two Views on the 
Doctrine of the Trinity (2014; chapter author), and Jacob Arminius: Theologian 
of Grace (2012; author). McCall brings all of his research experience to bear 
in the present work, Against God and Nature, a comprehensive account of 
the doctrine of sin and the latest volume in the renowned Foundations of 
Evangelical Theology series.

As a work of systematic theology, this book incorporates biblical, 
historical, philosophical, sociological, and psychological insights and covers 
a host of topics and issues related to the oft-unsavory doctrine of sin (a.k.a. 
hamartiology). In chapter 1, McCall articulates his theological method 
and sets the trajectory for the rest of the work. Chapter 2 is an exercise in 
biblical theology; the author explores the Hebrew and Greek vocabulary 
used to depict sin as well as how the biblical authors portray sin in their 
writings. In chapter 3, McCall reviews the creation-fall narrative (Gen 1–3) 
and reflects upon the origin of sin in both the human and angelic realms. 
In chapter 4, the author addresses the doctrine of original sin, tracing the 
major views and evaluating them in relation to the locus classicus of the 
doctrine, Romans 5:12–21. In chapter 5, McCall probes human nature vis-
à-vis sin, the nature of sin (i.e., what it is) and sins (i.e., what sinners do), and 
various categories of sin(s). In chapter 6, he covers the consequences of sin, 
including enslavement, debility, depravity, guilt, shame, death, and God’s 
judgment and wrath. In chapter 7, the author treats the problem in light 
of its solution, looking at sin with respect to providence, prevenient grace, 
saving grace, and sanctifying grace. McCall concludes his work in chapter 8 
and analyzes issues and viewpoints concerning the historicity of Adam and 
Eve in an appendix.

McCall’s monograph has much to commend it. Though dealing with 
grim and gloomy matters, the book is a joy to read due, on one hand to the 
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author’s clarity of expression and pastoral tone and, on the other, to the near-
constant proximity McCall maintains between his discussions of sin and 
those of grace, salvation, and Christ—a feature which promotes optimism 
and hope despite a subject that so often causes despair. Furthermore, the book 
is expansive in scope, covering almost every conceivable aspect of, and issue 
related to, the doctrine of sin. I especially appreciated McCall’s treatment of 
social, structural, and systemic sins (258–70)—a facet of hamartiology that 
Western Christians have historically neglected. The author also interacts 
with a broad range of theological and historical perspectives. For the most 
part, McCall is judicious and charitable concerning the various viewpoints 
he considers, although he does not hesitate to address and dispel faulty, 
unbiblical, or even heretical notions of sin, nor does he avoid difficult or 
unpalatable subjects to appease modern sensibilities. This work is an 
unapologetic evangelical account of the doctrine of sin that champions the 
biblical witness and the orthodox Christian tradition.

With these commendations, however, come a few points of dissent. 
Though an Arminian scholar, McCall attempts to write from the middle, 
trying to represent evenly the dominant views concerning sin and its 
attendant issues; but, his biases inevitably manifest throughout the work. 
For example, the author favors a libertarian view of free will and disfavors 
the federalist position on original sin. In personal correspondence, McCall 
admitted that he chose to write from the middle in order to “fit in” with the 
prevailing Reformed character of the series. However, this book would have 
worked better as a definitive Arminian account of hamartiology that fairly 
treated alternative viewpoints. That way, readers would know exactly what 
they were getting and could evaluate the author’s arguments accordingly. A 
second critique concerns the author’s categorical definition of sin; in Against 
God and Nature, McCall defines sin as contrary to God, nature, and reason 
(218–44); but, the “God” and “nature” categories receive full treatments, 
while the “reason” category is underdeveloped. This work would have 
benefitted from a more balanced handling of the three categories. Third, 
McCall offers a reductionistic account of Satan’s fall (138–39), taking for 
granted that Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28 refer to Satan while neglecting to 
interact with exegetical arguments for and against this view. This matter 
is much more contentious than the author portrays. Fourth, McCall 
incorrectly presents the doctrine of prevenient grace as if the church has 
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defined it uniformly throughout its history (357–59). What Augustine 
meant by prevenient grace is certainly not the same as what contemporary 
Arminians mean by the term. Moreover, the author’s biblical support for 
the doctrine is weak; McCall cites only John 1:9 and Titus 2:11 (359), but 
it is highly debatable whether those passages support, or even refer to, the 
notion of prevenient grace. 

As with any volume that touches on so many areas of the Bible, theology, 
and history, especially on such contentious issues as those related to the 
doctrine of sin, critical readers will find much with which to quibble in 
McCall’s work. Ultimately, however, Against God and Nature stands as a 
solid entry in the Foundations of Evangelical Theology series and a suitable 
complement to other well-established works on the same subject, such as 
volume 3 of Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics (2006) and Berkouwer’s Sin 
(1971). McCall’s chapter on the biblical theology of sin and the significant 
attention he devotes to historical viewpoints alone make this work a valuable 
resource and reference tool for pastors, scholars, and seminary students. 
Overall, readers will walk away from this book with a sound understanding 
of just how nefarious, ubiquitous, and multifaceted sin is as well as how the 
doctrine of sin relates to other loci of systematic theology (e.g., providence, 
anthropology, soteriology).

Torey J. S. Teer, PhD Candidate 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Hot Protestants: A History of Puritanism in England and America. By Michael 
P. Winship. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2018, xiv + 354 
pp., $ 28.00 hardcover.

The study of Puritanism has produced an ever-increasing deluge of works for 
almost a century, which would make any attempt to synthesize this massive 
body of research a daunting task. Yet Michael Winship has succeeded in writing 
the first truly transatlantic history of Puritanism, which is both scholarly and 
imminently readable. Hot Protestants presents a historical account of the rise, 
decline, and fall of the Puritan movement, on both sides of the Atlantic, from 
the 1540s to 1690s. The book’s title derives from the pamphleteer, Perceval 
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Wilburn, who in 1581 claimed “The hotter sort of Protestants are called Puri-
tans.” As the quote indicates, Puritans were distinguished from other English 
Protestants by their zeal for bringing greater reforms to the Church of England, 
which they condemned as too “popish.” 

Winship begins his account with the English Reformation and the 
conversion of John Hooper to Protestantism. While not a Puritan himself, 
Hooper exemplified the Spirit of Puritanism through his efforts to bring 
the English Church more closely in line with the Swiss Reformed Churches 
of continental Europe. Only then, as Hooper (and later Puritans) stressed, 
would the Church of England be rid of the remnants of Roman Catholicism 
and restored to the purity and simplicity of true Christian worship. Winship’s 
treatment of Hooper is indicative of his methodology throughout the book, 
since nearly every chapter builds on the history of Puritanism through a 
vignette of one or more key individuals. This approach proves very effective 
in providing a central figure for each chapter who, in many ways, captured the 
dynamics of the Puritan movement. Winship presents well-known figures 
such as John Knox, Christopher Love, John Cotton, John Dod, John Bunyan, 
and Increase Mather but also includes lesser known individuals such as 
Waban, a Native American convert.

But while individual vignette’s aid in fleshing out each chapter, Winship 
structures his overarching narrative around Puritanism’s 150-year struggle 
with the English monarchy. The first section of the book covers 1540-1630 
when English Puritans tried and failed to gain the monarchial support 
for their plans to reform the national church. While Puritan aspirations 
sometimes succeed on a grassroots level, especially in regions where local 
Puritan gentry and ministers could unite, hopes of a top-down nationwide 
reformation were frustrated. Consequently, Puritans began to look across the 
Atlantic for better prospects, and the remaining three sections of the book 
skillfully interweave the story of Puritanism as it unfolded in North America 
and England. Part two covers the tumultuous period of 1630-1660 when 
Puritans on both sides of the Atlantic seemed tantalizingly close to achieving 
their goals, yet these hopes quickly began to disintegrate. In parts three and 
four, Winship examines the social, political, and religious developments from 
1660-1690 which precipitated the waning influence of Puritanism; he also 
offers brief reflections regarding the Puritans lasting impact upon English 
and American culture.
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One of the books more prominent themes is the diversity of theological 
viewpoints among the Puritans and how this lack of unity contributed 
to their eventual downfall. In particular, a consistent theme running 
throughout is the increasingly hostile and divisive conflict between 
Presbyterian and Congregationalist Puritans. This was a breach that 
Puritan leaders could never repair, try as they did to the very end. Even 
Richard Baxter, one of the greatest champions of Puritan unity, often failed 
in his endeavors, and Winship correctly places a large part of the blame for 
this on his divisive personality. As Winship ironically notes, Baxter spent 
most of his ministerial career seeking to “reunify God’s people in his own 
contentious way” (274). Indeed, one of the great strengths of Winship’s 
transatlantic approach is demonstrating how similar internal and external 
pressures, faced by the Puritans in both old and New England, precipitated 
their decline. 

Winship does tend to highlight the extremes of the Puritan movement. 
His vignette of John Dod (chapter 5) illustrates the severe piety which 
came to characterize Puritans and caused them to be scorned by their 
more libertine Protestant neighbors. Dod was so strict that he even warned 
husbands and wives to avoid “excessive sexual indulgence,” since it could 
result in handicapped or deformed children. Another theme is the Puritans 
uncharitable treatment of those who disagreed with their vision for a godly 
society, including Baptists, Quakers, Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Native 
Americans, and many, many more. Some of these accounts are quite vivid. 
For example, when the Royal governor of Massachusetts introduced religious 
toleration for Anglicans, Puritans responded by breaking church windows, 
smearing crosses of feces on church doors and stuffing them in key holes, and 
calling “for all their throats to be cut” (264).  

However, Winship also corrects unjust caricatures of the Puritans. This 
can be seen most clearly in his treatment of the infamous Salem witch 
trials of 1692, which are frequently depicted as the “defining expression 
of American Puritanism” (284). Winship points out, however, that this 
episode should be seen as American Puritanism “in its fevered death 
throes,” after the colonists had been thrust into the horrifying scenario of 
colonial war with France (284). Usually, Puritan ministers and magistrates 
acted to restrain precisely the same fever of popular paranoia which reigned 
at Salem. Yet by 1692, the Puritan government had been replaced by a new, 
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secular, charter government which failed to heed the cautions raised by a 
dozen Puritan ministers at the outset of the trials.

A welcome feature of the book is Winship’s treatment of the interactions 
between the Puritans and Native Americans. Particularly interesting is chapter 
15, which recounts John Eliot’s familiar mission to the Massachusetts tribes 
but through the eyes of the Native American named Waban. Waban was an 
“ambitious reformer” who underwent an agonizing spiritual journey similar 
to the Puritans. Eventually, he led his own “Reformation” among his fellow 
Native Americans and became the first leader of the Praying Towns. Winship’s 
treatment presents the Native Americans as more active participants in the 
transatlantic history of Puritanism, for they too were caught up in the same 
religious zeal which characterized the Puritan colonists. 

In conclusion, Hot Protestants serves as an apt title for Winship’s history of 
transatlantic Puritanism, since it is a forthright account of the religious fervor 
which propelled the achievements and excesses of the Puritan movement. 
The Puritans exerted a powerful influence in shaping the modern world 
precisely because they were “the hotter sort of Protestants.” The book is 
neither hagiography nor an unjust caricature of the Puritans. Winship’s 
knowledge of the subject is masterful, and yet he combines this with a prose 
that is lucid, engaging, and often witty. Thus, while Winship’s account should 
find appeal among Puritan historians, it is written in a way that is readily 
accessible to all readers. Hopefully, it will reintroduce the Puritans to a new 
generation of readers.

Seth D. Osborne, Adjunct Professor of History 
Indiana Wesleyan University

Contemporary Theology: An Introduction: Classical, Evangelical, Philosophical, 
and Global Perspectives. By Kirk R. MacGregor. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2019, 416 pp., $34.99 hardcover.

Kirk R. MacGregor serves as Assistant Professor of Philosophy and Reli-
gion at McPherson College in McPherson, Kansas. He is also the author of 
Luis de Molina: The Life and Theology of the Founder of Middle Knowledge, A 
Molinist-Anabaptist Systematic Theology, and several other books and articles 
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on various subjects. In his most recent work, Contemporary Theology, Mac-
Gregor acquaints readers “with the major thinkers and schools of thought in 
Christian theology from the nineteenth century to the present, both inside 
and outside the scope of the evangelical tradition, in roughly chronological 
order” (11). As such, the author offers no thesis or overarching argument; 
this book contains purely survey material.

In each of the book’s thirty-eight chapters, MacGregor summarizes 
the major theological or philosophical contours and contributions of a 
particular concept or movement and its most influential proponent(s) 
to the modern Christian landscape. He surveys the rise of liberal 
Protestantism, its developments (e.g., dialectical theology, the social 
gospel, demythologization), and the various reactions against it (e.g., 
neo-orthodoxy, fundamentalism, postliberal theology). Concerning 
influential evangelical movements, MacGregor covers early (or classical) 
dispensationalism, “old” Princeton theology, complementarianism, and 
egalitarianism—not to mention the seminal contributions of Spurgeon, 
Moody, Ockenga, Henry, and Graham. He interacts with several streams of 
philosophical inquiry, including Kierkegaard’s existentialism, Wittgenstein’s 
picture theory and language games, Plantinga’s Reformed epistemology, and 
the evangelical renaissance in philosophy of religion. He examines the global 
innovations of Latin American pneumatology, African Christology, Chinese 
eschatology, and facets of liberation and feminist theology, and he treats 
contemporary Roman Catholic advancements revolving around Vatican I 
and II. Concerning modern exegetical developments, MacGregor engages 
the new perspective on Paul, the theological interpretation of Scripture, 
and evolutionary creation. He also covers a host of other contributions to 
contemporary theology, including Christian realism, Tillich’s theology of 
culture, death of God theologies, Moltmann and Pannenberg’s theologies of 
hope, Anabaptist theology, postmodern theology, process theology and open 
theism, theology and the arts, and postconservative theology. Helpfully, the 
author appends each chapter with relevant primary and secondary sources 
for further reading.

MacGregor combines nuanced historical analysis, simple organization, 
and fluid prose to produce a well-written, accessible, and balanced introduction 
to modern theology. Easily digestible, each chapter is roughly ten pages long, 
typically interacts with only one or a few major thinker(s), and generally 
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stands independent of other chapters. However, the author frequently draws 
connections between various subjects, clearly articulating, when necessary, 
how one development relates to—or reacts against—what came before 
or followed after (e.g., Princeton theology [ch. 6] vis-à-vis Schleiermacher 
[ch. 2], early dispensationalism [ch. 5], and later fundamentalism [ch. 11]). 
Furthermore, though the book contains mostly summative information (as 
is appropriate for a historical survey resource), MacGregor occasionally 
interacts with certain notions and compares them to traditional conceptions 
of theology (e.g., he critiques Schleiermacher’s immanent, panentheistic 
construal of God [26]). Such brief bursts of evaluation are infrequent but 
always judicious and charitable. By nature of their contents, some chapters 
are much denser than others, especially some of the more philosophically 
oriented chapters—as one might imagine. This feature does not, however, 
reflect poorly on the author; MacGregor does a fine job of ensuring that such 
content is accessible to a wide-ranging readership. His clear, concise writing 
and illustrations of complex concepts (e.g., Hegel’s dialectics of master 
and slave [39]; Wittgenstein’s language games [156–57]) help to combat 
potential difficulties in readerly comprehension. The result is an enjoyable 
and informative read.

While the “scarlet thread” of Contemporary Theology is arguably—and 
appropriately—the birth and development of modern liberal theology 
alongside its conservative evangelical counterpart, MacGregor evidences 
a perceptible bias toward philosophical perspectives. Since this tendency 
almost certainly results from his professional interests and experience, it is 
generally a boon to the work. After all, modern philosophical advancements 
often go hand in hand with contemporary theological developments. 
However, the philosophical bent hampers the book’s overall balance on 
two fronts. First, the relatively long chapter on philosophy of religion and 
analytic theology (ch. 31) contains an implicit attack on open theism (ch. 30, 
much shorter in comparison; see “The Molinist Response to Open Theism” 
[315–16], likely reflective of the author’s own position). Second, though 
the book purports to cover “classical, evangelical, philosophical, and global 
perspectives” (per the book’s subtitle), the global perspective suffers the 
least amount of attention—only three full chapters and parts of two others 
(see above) out of thirty-eight total. Fortunately, the space MacGregor 
does devote to global theology is ultimately beneficial, accurately reflecting 
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“the reality that more than two-thirds of the world’s evangelical Christians 
who live in the global South and Asia have much to teach their Western 
counterparts” (11). Unfortunately, Western readers may leave the book 
wondering just how much more they could learn from their global brothers 
and sisters. 

Two more critiques will suffice for this review. First, though MacGregor 
includes a brief prologue on the birth of Pentecostalism (142) and 
acknowledges its substantial global impact, he does not discuss the widely 
influential Charismatic renewal movement(s) spawned from it. Second, 
the chapter on evolutionary creation (ch. 37) focuses significantly on a 
provocative interpretation of Genesis 1–3 in light of ANE cosmology and 
customs (courtesy of Old Testament scholar John Walton), while only 
marginally discussing how evolutionary processes potentially cohere with 
such an understanding. It is more an exercise in Old Testament interpretation 
than an integration of Trinitarian faith and the contemporary scientific 
consensus.

Despite these few weaknesses, some more significant than others, 
MacGregor is ultimately successful in his aim “to provide a clear and [relatively] 
unbiased perception of the theological landscape of the past two centuries 
and furnish you a springboard for your own theological explorations” (12). 
Likely intended to function as an updated, wider-in-scope replacement of 
Grenz and Olson’s 20th-Century Theology (1992), Contemporary Theology 
will serve well for intro-level undergraduate and graduate courses on modern 
Christian theology and ethics. Furthermore, more seasoned thinkers will 
enjoy this work as a helpful reference tool. Overall, readers within, without, 
and across the Christian tradition will appreciate this overview of modern 
theological thought. 

Torey J. S. Teer, PhD Candidate 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Biblical Worldview: An Apologetic. Updated Edition. By Daniel C. Juster. 
Lanham, MD: Hamilton Books, 2019. 340 pp. $42.99, paper.

Daniel C. Juster is a leading advocate of Messianic Judaism. He was the first 
president of the Union of Messianic Jewish Congregations and founder of 
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Tikkun Ministries International, a network of congregations and ministries 
in the United States and abroad dedicated to the restoration of Israel and 
the Church. With such a background he brings a unique perspective to the 
field of Christian apologetics. Juster views apologetics as a “forceful presen-
tation of the biblical world and life view which addresses the question of the 
validity or truthfulness of that viewpoint.” (5) Thus, instead of upholding 
individual beliefs through argumentation, he opts to defend the truthfulness 
of Christianity as an entire system similar to that advocated by James Orr, 
Abraham Kuyper, among others. The truthfulness of the Christian worldview 
as a whole is demonstrable through philosophical, historical, and cultural 
argumentations and proofs.

In the first section of the book, after brief summaries and critiques of 
the more renowned apologetic methods, he recognizes that, while a mutual 
understanding may be achieved between unbeliever and believer, only those 
willing to open themselves to truth will be amicable to accepting the presented 
Christian propositions. This mutual understanding comes in the area of 
the epistemological theories of truth, which then form the bases of certain 
truth tests. Juster summarizes the correspondence and pragmatic theories 
of truth (strangely, though, he ignores the coherence theory of truth even 
though one could argue it is the basis of several of his truth tests), concluding 
that the correspondence theory of truth gives the strongest argumentation 
since truth is based on reality—the way things really are. On this foundation 
he utilizes three truth tests through which an idea or proposition within a 
worldview must pass: consistency, coherence, and comprehensiveness. Thus, 
a worldview is considered true “to the extent that it consistently ties together 
or explains (i.e. demonstrates coherence) all of the relevant experiential data 
(i.e., is comprehensive).” (27) Juster rightly recognizes that one’s perspective 
(that is, one’s worldview) shades how one values these tests of truth and the 
evidences therein, nevertheless the epistemological tests of truth and the 
criteria they birth have recognized value from most vantage points.

The second section gives a cultural argument for the validity of 
Christianity, wherein the truthfulness of a worldview is reflected in the ability 
to consistently live out the implications of the worldview in a satisfying and 
fulfilling way. (Interestingly, I would argue that this has a foundation in the 
pragmatic theory of truth that Juster seemingly dismisses.) Building on 
much of the foundation lain by Francis Schaeffer, he contends that since 
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the modern secular worldview is false, the only alternative is the biblical 
worldview. He argues, “Cultural apologetics can powerfully illustrate the 
human implications of some world views and give impetus toward seriously 
considering the biblical alternative.” (40) Juster surveys what he holds to 
be the Greek and Hebraic roots of Western culture, and how both these 
traditions “held to a place for logical consistency in testing truth.” (41) There 
were several apologetic truth-testing battles fought between various forms of 
secularism (such as logical positivism, scientism, etc.) and Christian beliefs 
which themselves shaped much of current Western thought. While disciplines 
such as philosophy and science have value when utilized rightly and have a 
part in the development of one’s worldview, they are only a small fraction of 
the total considerations of human experience. The exaltation of man which 
comes with much modern thought leads to dimensions of irrationality. “The 
only solution is a return to a true wholistic rationality, the piety of humble 
and prayerful thinking, and a biblically based world view that adequately 
fulfills the criteria of consistency, coherence, and comprehensiveness.” 
(67) Yet he also warns against theology that attempts to free itself of any 
biblical moorings with its rationality. “Once a rational biblical foundation 
for theology and ethics is eliminated, the church becomes an institution 
which merely baptizes as ‘Christian’ whatever seems to be the new trends in 
society.” (75) This is a trend all too common today. Juster acknowledges the 
use of the various arts in a culture both as a reflection of a worldview, but also 
something that can shape worldview. One can recognize how a worldview 
is self-defeating by its literature (for example, an author who dismisses 
transcendent morals and absolute standards has characters that take firm 
stands on issues of right and wrong). The arts without God exposes man’s 
futility apart from his Creator and expose opposing worldviews for what they 
really are, not what they purport themselves to be. In summary, worldviews 
have consequences and the culture is a reflection of that.

The third section addresses common objections to the biblical worldview. 
Juster first addresses the oft-raised objection based on the problem of evil. He 
reviews several answers given by philosophers and theologians throughout 
history that defend God’s power and benevolence against such an attack, 
including: Gordon Clark’s definition of good as whatever God does or 
decrees, Gottfried Leibnitz’s best of all possible worlds theory, Frederick 
Tennant’s argument for the necessity of evil for moral development, among 
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others. Juster’s own defense is the contention that the nature of evil in the 
world only makes sense within the purview of a biblical worldview. Evil 
itself is only comprehended within the biblical concepts of creation, fall, 
and redemption. “These are the final ultimate concepts of explanation in 
our worldview.” (116) With these concepts at the fore, he then puts forth a 
classical free-will defense—through Adam all sin and willingly choose to sin.

The third section tackles objections that argue the biblical worldview is 
empirically false. Yet, when one objectively considers Christian claims, it 
“comprehensively [ties] together the basic whole of human experience and 
observation.” (139) Empirical objections include natural law arguments 
against miracles. “The basic answer to this objection is to show that the 
nature of a miracle is compatible with scientific law within the framework 
of the biblical world and life view. Furthermore, it simply is not true that 
observation shows this to be a world of natural cause and effect alone. . . . 
Natural laws are rather statistical regularities with probabilities but not 
certainties.” (140) What atheists refer to as natural law is simply the faithful 
providence of Almighty God. Opponents have also raised objections in the 
field of psychology, claiming that Christians are poorly adjusted or have 
some form of neurotic need. While there is no sound study that objectively 
demonstrates these claims, Juster also recognizes that for a creature to deny 
dependence on the Creator is sheer foolishness. He also notes that to claim 
the Christian worldview is mere wish fulfillment can cut both ways in that 
one could claim any worldview is mere wish fulfillment. (145)

In the fourth and final section, Juster offers positive argumentation for 
the truthfulness of the Christian worldview. He begins with evidence from 
creation, surveying the classical ontological, cosmological, teleological, 
and moral arguments, before then delving into more specific defenses 
against opposing worldviews (e.g., Christianity is able to explain why the 
universe is personal, why there is consciousness, and how rational beings 
are able to exist, while opposing worldviews are unable to account for these 
realities). Juster next argues for Christianity’s truthfulness through the 
historical evidence of fulfilled prophecy. He warns, “We must not think that 
predictive prophecy proves too much. If it is prevalent and accurate in one 
literary tradition (e.g., the Bible), it certainly shows a non-normal source 
of knowledge. Combined with moral and doctrinal teaching of a coherent 
nature, it may indicate an interrelationship between the truth of the teaching 
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and the prediction. It gives evidence that both aspects are from a supernatural 
and trustworthy source.” (175-6) This defense first considers several Old 
Testament prophecies regarding nations, cities, and kings that clearly were 
given hundreds of years before the actual incident. From prophecies against 
Israel, Tyre and Sidon, Moab, Babylon, and Egypt, events occurred exactly as 
stated. Next is the demonstration of Jesus’ obvious fulfillment of Messianic 
prophecies given hundreds of years before his birth. Juster rightly notes 
that Jesus not only fulfilled specific points stated within the Scripture, but 
also was the fulfillment of concepts and themes within the Old Testament. 
For example, Jesus fulfilled Israel’s revelatory history and religious system. 
“This includes bringing to fullness the meaning of Israel’s feasts, or holy days, 
the meaning of the temple sacrificial system, the meaning of Israel’s history 
(He recapitulates the life of Israel in his person), and the meaning of Israel’s 
prophetic tradition concerning the person and work of the Messiah.” (190). 
Finally is the consideration of latter-day prophecies, where it is Juster’s 
conviction “that there are broad dimensions of the prophetic word which are 
being fulfilled or appear to be of future fulfillment which do have apologetic 
value in establishing the supernatural quality of the Bible.” (219)

Next is the consideration of evidence from the supernatural character of 
Jesus. This includes the uniqueness of his ethical teaching and the quality of 
the accounts of his miracles. Juster argues that “the greatest apologetic for 
faith is simply to prayerfully read the Gospels with an open mind in seeking 
the truth of God.” (235) (While those already with a Christian worldview 
would accept this, this would not seem as convincing to those who do not 
already believe.) Then he argues for the historicity of the Gospel accounts 
and the resurrection of Jesus. The New Testament has strong manuscript 
evidence. The Gospels and Acts reflect amazing historical and archaeological 
accuracy. Several outside sources confirm New Testament details about 
cities, events, and practices. While giving strong arguments for the historicity 
of the resurrection, Juster utilizes the works of several non-Christian scholars 
that corroborate his apologetic points. Another consideration is evidence 
from faith experiences and contemporary miracles such as the healing of 
marriages, the changing of life in converts, and the healing of diseases. (Such 
“evidences” may be too subjective and questionable for most defenses of 
the worldview. However, it does seem to fit into Juster’s argument that the 
biblical worldview is consistent, coherent, and comprehensive). His final 
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chapter and positive evidence for the biblical worldview is the inspiration 
of the Bible—it is “a reliable witness and interpreter of God’s intervention in 
the world.” (281). The Bible is trustworthy as a source of truth as it is a good 
source “to ascertain the view of Jesus and his disciples.” (284)

One strength of Juster’s work is the recognition that, while the Christian 
foundation for truth is Scripture alone, when interacting with those who do 
not hold to such beliefs a common ground is found in the epistemological 
theories of truth. Christianity is coherent and corresponds with reality, and 
no amount of skeptical doubletalk can demonstrate otherwise. A second 
strength is the defense of Christianity as an entire system of beliefs—a 
worldview. While one may argue or demonstrate the truthfulness of the 
proposition that there is an Uncaused Cause or a Moral Lawgiver or the 
like, these individual arguments do not in themselves demonstrate the high 
probability of truthfulness of the overall Christian worldview. The Christian 
faith stands or falls in its entirety. Third, his separation of consistency and 
coherence as separate tests (where the two are often confused with one 
another) I believe is an important distinction that is too often overlooked. 
Fourth, Juster references several good sources for the reader to continue his 
or her research. Finally, this work ends with an invitation to gospel acceptance 
which is where all apologetic endeavors must lead.

Yet, this work could have been strengthened on several counts. First, 
although he recognizes there were scholarly works providing more 
contemporary evidences and arguments than what was included in the 
original edition published in 1996, some of the works he added are themselves 
outdated (having published newer editions long before the publication of this 
update—for example, with Craig and Moreland’s Philosophical Foundations 
for a Christian Worldview he interacts with the 2003 edition while they had 
published a 2017 edition which he easily could have referenced for this 
2019 update). Also, many other works and fields of study were overlooked. 
I am not sure that the miniscule amount and the varieties of revisions and 
additions justified an update to this work. I believe some opportunities were 
missed. Second, Juster’s work would have been strengthened had he updated 
many of the examples and statistics used throughout the book. Several 
illustrations seem rather outdated and irrelevant, especially in the cultural 
apologetics section. He does not interact with the great cultural changes that 
have taken place in the over twenty years since the first edition. If one is to 
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engage culture, one ought to engage the culture of the times, not the culture 
of the past. An update ought to seem updated. Third, the arguments and 
evidences he surveys gives credence to the Christian worldview, but, since he 
mentions within the work the comparison of other worldviews on the basis 
of his truth criteria, it would have behooved him to have demonstrated how 
these other worldviews failed to pass the tests of consistency, coherence, and 
comprehensiveness. I believe this would have given even greater confidence 
to the demonstration of Christianity’s truth value.

Nevertheless, with its epistemological emphasis and utilization of 
varied strands of evidences, this work has value as a survey of apologetic 
arguments and considerations. Juster’s book would make a great 
supplement to a study of the apologetics where one seeks to cover the topic 
from different vantage points.

Alan J. Pihringer, PhD
Pastor, Harvest Baptist Church, Harvest, AL
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