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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. 
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