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Editorial: Preaching and Teaching 
the Whole Counsel of God

Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Associate 
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What does it mean to be biblical in our 
preaching and teaching—indeed our 
entire lives? How do we remain faithful 
to Scripture and accurately “think God’s 
thoughts after him” and “correctly handle 
the word of truth”? Most evangelicals 
would answer: preach and teach the Bible, 
and they would be right in that answer. 
Our foundation for all of life is God’s 
Word (see 2 Tim 3:16-17). Our glorious 
task as God’s people is to read Scripture in 
such a way that we accurately understand 
and apply what it says and not merely give 
our own ideas, feelings, and thoughts. 
But here is the problem: we are all keenly 
aware that many people (including our-
selves!) can quote and refer to Scripture 
without actually being “biblical.” In fact, 
we all know that the mere quotation of 
Scripture is not enough. In the end, in 
order to be “biblical” in our preaching 
and teaching we must read biblical texts 
within their immediate context and, 
ultimately, in light of the entire canon 
of Scripture, otherwise our reading and 
application of Scripture will be a misread-
ing, and we will fail to interpret and apply 
the whole counsel of God properly.

Obviously, this is not a new problem; 
it is the age-old issue of hermeneutics. 
But even though it is not a new problem, 
it is an important one to think through 
carefully. As evangelicals we must never 
forget that it is not enough merely to 
affirm a correct doctrine of Scripture 
(even though this is the right place to 
begin!), but we must also learn afresh to 

read, understand, and apply Scripture 
according to what it is and claims to be. 
Because the Bible is nothing less than 
God’s authoritative self-revelation through 
human authors progressively given over 
time, it must be approached and read as 
a unifi ed text, amongst all its diversity—a 
canon which declares God’s unfailing 
purposes and plan. Furthermore, since 
Scripture as God’s word-act revelation 
involves historical progression along a 
redemptive-historical storyline ultimately 
centered in Jesus Christ (see Heb 1:1-2), 
our reading and application of Scripture 
must take this fact seriously. In contem-
porary idiom, the theological discipline 
that attempts to trace out the historical 
unfolding of Scripture and, thus, interpret 
Scripture in light of its own presentation 
and categories is that of “biblical theol-
ogy” (BT).

An evangelical BT is keenly aware 
that God did not disclose himself in one 
exhaustive act but in an organic, progres-
sive manner, tied to God’s performative 
action in word and deed. As a discipline 
it seeks to do justice to the Bible’s own pre-
sentation of itself. That is why it attempts 
to do exegesis of any text not only within 
its immediate context according to the 
intention of the biblical authors, but it also 
seeks to understand any text in light of 
where that text is in redemptive-history 
and even, in the fi nal analysis, in light 
of where that text is in the canon due 
to its conviction that Scripture is God’s 
unifi ed Word centered in Christ. In fact, 
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it contends that to read the Bible as uni-
fi ed Scripture is not just one interpretive 
option among others, but that which best 
corresponds to the nature of the text itself, 
given its divine inspiration. As such, BT, 
as a discipline, not only provides the basis 
for understanding how texts in one part 
of Scripture relate to all other texts, but 
it also serves as the basis and underpin-
ning for all theologizing—which after 
all, is nothing more than the application 
of Scripture to all areas of life. Without 
BT, we will fail to understand and apply 
Scripture correctly, and, thus, we will not 
fulfi ll our calling to preach and teach the 
whole counsel of God.

Sadly, even though most evangelicals 
would give lip-service to the importance 
of BT for the life and health of the church, 
too often we do not practice what we 
affirm. This is especially true when it 
comes to the Old Testament. Often in 
our teaching of the Scripture, whether 
that teaching is to children or adults, 
we divorce the biblical stories from both 
their immediate context and the overall 
storyline of Scripture. We do a great job 
of teaching moral lessons but too often we 
fail to teach how these stories fi t in terms 
of the overall plan of God centered in the 
gospel. BT seeks to remedy this failure by 
helping us to think in terms of a “whole-
Bible” theology. It seeks to counter the 
growing biblical illiteracy in our day by 
returning us to the Scripture in all of its 
beauty, depth, and breadth. It seeks to 
help us read all of Scripture in light of the 
“big picture” in order that we may better 
preach, teach, and live out God’s Word in 
our daily lives. In a day in which plural-
ism and postmodernism encourage us to 
fi nd our own meaning in Scripture, BT is 
absolutely necessary to return us to the 
Scripture in order to discover God’s intent 

as he has graciously revealed himself to us 
across the ages and now consummated in 
Jesus Christ our Lord. In order to remain 
faithful to the Lord in our day, we will 
need to learn afresh how to read and apply 
Scripture. The discipline of BT is crucial 
in this regard.

It is for this reason and many more 
that we are devoting an entire edition of 
SBJT to the subject of BT. In our articles, 
Graeme Goldsworthy and Tom Schreiner 
help explain why BT is so foundational 
for hermeneutics and our preaching of 
the Word of God. James Hamilton, Mark 
Seifrid, and Peter Gentry then turn to the 
actual practice of BT by thinking through 
the Messianic nature of the Old Testament, 
the relationship between Law and Gospel, 
and how BT is crucial in the exegesis and 
exposition of Ephesians. The SBJT Forum 
addresses specifi c issues related to BT, 
which once again helps us think through 
its importance for the life and health of 
the church. It is my prayer that as a result 
of reading this edition of the Journal, we 
will not only affi rm the full authority of 
the Scripture, but we will learn afresh to 
preach and teach the whole counsel of God 
accurately and faithfully, for God’s glory 
and for the life and health of the church.
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Introduction
I have found that many Christians have as 
their fi rst or main question to put to any 
passage of the Bible, “What does it tell us 
about ourselves?” They might sometimes 
start with, “What does it tell us about 
God?” But that soon takes second place 
to the more self-indulgent questions. This 
may, of course, be generated by a com-
mendable conviction that the Scriptures 
are practical, and by a desire to live lives 
that are pleasing to God. Or it may be a 
habit born from the correct perception 
that the Scriptures are indeed God’s way 
of teaching us about ourselves. But the 
perspective or main focus is back-to-front. 
Such an approach usually fails to ask 
exactly how it is that God uses Scripture 
to teach us about ourselves. Is it by law 
or by gospel? When Jesus referred to the 
Scriptures of the Old Testament he said of 
Moses, “he wrote about me.” He said of 
the Scriptures as a whole, “they testify of 
me.”1 His main concern was to show the 
disciples the things concerning himself 
(Luke 24:25-27, 44), so that his emphasis 
was that the Scriptures are fi rst and fore-
most about him. And this emphasis is 
linked with Jesus opening their minds to 
understand the Scriptures (v. 45). Why is 
our emphasis often so different?

It needs to be said at the outset that the 
Bible does indeed tell us a lot about our-
selves. In fact, it is the only reality check 
that is available to us in ultimate terms. 
The hermeneutic question for us all, how-
ever, is “how does it speak of us and how 
do we receive instruction for living from 
it?” When Paul wrote to Timothy saying, 

“All Scripture is breathed out by God and 
profi table for teaching, for reproof, for cor-
rection, and for training in righteousness, 
that the man of God may be competent, 
equipped for every good work,” (2 Tim 
3:16-17) he pointed to the pastoral-doctri-
nal signifi cance of Scripture. But behind 
this statement is Paul’s whole understand-
ing of the role of Jesus Christ as the media-
tor of salvation, a principle he expresses 
in 1 Tim 2:5, “For there is one God, and 
there is one mediator between God and 
men, the man Christ Jesus.”2

Put simply, the issue is one of how we 
read Scripture as the means of knowing 
what is in life and how we should seek to 
live it. The hermeneutic problem lies in 
the gap between the modern Christian 
and the ancient text. This is especially 
obvious when we deal with Old Testa-
ment texts, but the New Testament also 
presents itself as a collection of ancient 
texts with a whole set of dynamics that are 
not part of our experience. In this article I 
want to explore some of the ways that the 
discipline of biblical theology can help us 
to cross the gap and to read any part of 
Scripture as God’s word to us.

Theological and 
Philosophical Hermeneutics
The Differences 

We can distinguish between the fact 
that biblical hermeneutics in the church 
from time to time was infl uenced by alien 
philosophical ideas, and the more recent 
secular development of hermeneutical 
philosophy which asks about meaning 
and understanding in general. Perhaps it 
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would be more accurate to say that they 
lie on a continuum but a long way apart. 
The world of Jesus and the apostles was 
one that was full of different religions and 
philosophies. It was multi-cultural and 
diverse. All kinds of alien ideas clamored 
for acceptance, and it is not surprising that 
the sub-apostolic age saw the growing 
infl uence of many of these ideas on the 
thinking of some Christian leaders and 
writers. There remained, however, the 
overwhelming sense that God has spo-
ken through the apostolic message and 
through the Hebrew Scriptures. Despite 
the infl uences of Greek philosophy and 
of various gnostic sects, reverence for 
the written word of God remained the 
approach to the Bible through the medi-
eval church, the Reformation, and right up 
to the time of the Enlightenment. 

With thinkers like Decartes and Spi-
noza the process gained momentum 
which led to more and more philosophi-
cal influences intruding into western 
thinking and, thus, into hermeneutics 
so that the governing presuppositions 
of Christian Theism were weakened and 
fi nally eliminated. This, of course, was 
not a universal phenomenon as many 
Christians pressed on with devotion to 
the principles of the Reformation and, 
through them, to those of the apostles. 
But the reach of the Enlightenment was 
considerable as Schleiermacher’s liberal-
ism paved the way to Heidegger and his 
existentialist successors. The transition 
from a sense of the objective authority of 
the transcendent God through his word 
to an acceptance of pure subjectivity and 
immanence was climaxed by the multi-
faceted phenomenon of postmodernism. 
The road to hermeneutical atheism was 
complete. 

If there is any one main difference 

between the apostolic hermeneutics and 
those of the modern and postmodern 
world, it perhaps lies in the inability of 
the latter to adequately relate transcen-
dence to immanence, and objectivity to 
subjectivity. It is our contention, then, 
that Christian Theism, with its Christo-
centric emphasis and its doctrines of the 
Trinity, the incarnation, and creation ex 

nihilo, provides the only real antidote to 
this malaise.

The Similarities
In both theological and philosophical 

hermeneutics there is the attempt to give 
a view of reality that is universal. Herme-
neutics is governed by our worldview, and 
consequently the way we interpret the 
world, including the texts of the Bible, will 
reveal what our understanding of reality 
is. Any view of reality will contain, either 
implicitly or explicitly, a measure of self-
understanding. This may differ somewhat 
from what we protest our understanding 
to be, or even what we think quite sin-
cerely that it is. Only when we begin to 
look at both our starting point and the 
practical outcome of our analysis of text 
or experience will we be able to assess 
with any accuracy what we really do 
understand the world of our experience 
to be. Both theological and philosophical 
hermeneutics are expressive of world-
views. Both involve presuppositions and, 
if done with integrity, both will involve 
a hermeneutical spiral that seeks refi ne-
ments and corrections to the starting point 
and to the outcomes.

It is my purpose in this article to 
propose that the discipline of biblical 
theology, when carried out with consis-
tently Christian presuppositions, is an 
essential though much neglected aspect 
of the way we as Christians come to a 
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sound biblically based worldview. Bibli-
cal theology is essential to the proper 
understanding of the Bible. I stress the 
need for sound presuppositions since they 
provide the fi rst questions that we put 
to the text of Scripture. We may indeed 
learn much from people who have very 
different presuppositions from our own. 
Biblical hermeneutics may overlap with 
philosophical hermeneutics. Our biblical 
theology may overlap with that of those 
who do not share our kind of Christian 
Theism. But any authentic similarities will 
exist because of common grace and the 
image of God that remains in all people. 
Inauthentic similarities only serve to show 
the ongoing relevance of Paul’s warning: 
“See to it that no one takes you captive by 
philosophy and empty deceit according 
to human tradition” (Col 2:8). Christians 
should always be aware of the seductive 
powers of unbiblical notions, especially 
in the realm of academia.

The Fortunes of Biblical Theology
The Demise

The demise of biblical theology prob-
ably began with the Enlightenment and its 
infl uence on biblical studies so that bibli-
cal theology mutated into a study of the 
history of ancient religions. The American 
biblical theology movement of the mid-
twentieth century failed to the point that 
it could not fulfi ll its purpose to provide a 
way out of the impasse between liberalism 
and fundamentalism.3 It simply did not 
come to terms with the orthodox under-
standing of the inspiration and authority 
of the Bible. One issue was revelation. The 
weakening of the belief in the inspiration 
of the Bible led to the notion that historical 
events constituted revelation while the 
written word was merely the pious refl ec-
tion on historical events. Neo-orthodoxy 

separated Scripture from the word of God 
while orthodoxy continued to maintain 
their unity and their distinction. Neo-
orthodoxy and liberalism appealed to 
those who shied away from the idea of 
propositional revelation. The idea that 
God could or would speak so as to be 
understood, that is, that he would reveal 
truth through words with propositional 
force, was simply ruled out. 

As more and more radical approaches 
to Scripture and especially to its historical 
truth-claims gained ground, so the sense 
of a divinely breathed and reliable record 
of the history of salvation receded. Some 
devotees of salvation history (Heilsge-

schichte) drew a line of separation between 
the events that really happened (Historie) 
and the “faith” statements about what 
happened (Geschichte). The application 
of a historical-critical method, that was 
formed on naturalistic presuppositions, 
fuelled the periodic attempts to unearth 
the “historical Jesus” who had almost 
no similarity to the Jesus of the New 
Testament. 

Among evangelicals4 at least two 
emphases have undermined the role of 
biblical theology. The one is a subjective 
focus on experience and the immediacy 
of the application of the biblical texts. This 
is not bad in itself if it is controlled by a 
sound hermeneutical approach, about 
which I shall have more to say. But when 
it is uncontrolled it can lead to the kind 
of subjectivism that loses interest in what 
the text actually means in favor of “how 
it speaks to me.” 

The other emphasis that can under-
mine biblical theology is a preoccupation 
with sound doctrine which, by defi ni-
tion, is also not a bad thing in itself. Yet, 
historically, what was perceived to be a 
dead doctrinal orthodoxy has not bred an 
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interest in biblical theology but rather a 
reactive neglect of doctrine in many situ-
ations. Doctrine for doctrine’s sake can be 
a dead hand upon a Christian community. 
Purist splinter-denominations that expel 
members for any small detail of perceived 
heterodoxy have always been one of the 
less attractive parts of the Christian scene. 
We need sound doctrine, but we also need 
biblical theology. Unfortunately they have 
often become separated both in the acad-
emy and the congregation.5 What both 
subjectivism and doctrinal perfectionism 
have in common is the potential to remove 
the biblical text from its historical and 
biblical theological contexts. These are 
often set in opposition with great vigour 
by the protagonists of each so that a book, a 
sermon, or a Bible study is said to be either 
devotional or doctrinal, but never both. It 
is thought that it simply is not possible to 
bring the two together. I am going to be 
arguing below that the antidote to these 
distortions of good things is the recourse 
to biblical theology.

The Survival
Despite the challenges, Reformation 

biblical studies survived. Continental 
Pietism and English Puritanism were 
two key movements in keeping orthodox 
Christian Theism alive in the face of the 
Enlightenment.6 The Evangelical Revival 
in England ensured that by the nineteenth 
century there were still those in main-
stream Protestant churches that held to 
the major principles of the Reformation. 
Out of this situation in Europe, Britain, 
and America, a vigorous evangelical bib-
lical theology emerged in the twentieth 
century. It then spread to other parts of 
the world, notably Australia. 

The defi ning of biblical theology in 
formal terms as a distinct discipline prob-

ably began in earnest in the nineteenth 
century. There were earlier movers in 
this direction in the eighteenth century, 
notably Johann Philipp Gabler. Gabler’s 
inaugural address at Altdorf in 1787 is 
commonly regarded as a defi ning moment 
in that he made a pioneering statement 
distinguishing biblical from systematic 
theology.7 But he was a child of the 
Enlightenment and his understanding of 
biblical theology was very different from 
what would emerge from conservatives 
with a high view of Scripture. Indeed, 
Gabler seemed more concerned to rescue 
dogmatics from philosophy than to estab-
lish a fruitful biblical theology.

Of course much depends on how we 
defi ne what we mean by biblical theol-
ogy. This in turn will depend on what 
presuppositions we bring to the task. This 
is especially true of what we believe the 
unity of the Bible to mean. Some modern 
biblical theologians fi nd it convenient to 
speak of theologies of the Bible rather than 
of a single theology. But the heirs of the 
Reformation in modern evangelicalism do 
not understand the unity of the Bible to 
be primarily a matter of empirical inves-
tigation that is driven by many different 
presuppositional starting points. One 
implication of the centrality of Christ to 
the whole of Scripture is that the unity of 
Scripture is fi rst and foremost an article 
of faith. 

It is interesting that quite a bit of cross-
fertilization has taken place between 
evangelicals and some whom we might 
regard as somewhat left of center theo-
logically. Indeed the man who set me on 
fi re (metaphorically speaking!) for bibli-
cal theology was a staunch conservative 
evangelical, Donald Robinson, my Old 
Testament lecturer when as a student 
at Moore College in Sydney I wrestled 
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with the questions of how the whole 
Bible could be construed as a unity. His 
simple description, in response to another 
student’s question, of how revelation was 
structured quite blew my mind.8 Many 
years later, at a School of Theology at 
Moore College, Robinson described how 
certain scholars, none of them evangelical, 
had led him in the direction of biblical 
theology.9 

Defi ning Biblical Theology
Biblical theology is commonly acknowl-

edged to be that process of understanding 
theology as the Bible itself presents it before 
ever we engage in dogmatic formulations. 
That, in itself, raises important questions. 
If we go to the text of Scripture seeking 
its theology we have already made certain 
assumptions about the nature of the Bible. 
We have, in fact, started with a preformed 
dogma that could have risen in any of a 
number of ways.10 Any biblical theology 
involves two distinguishable processes. 
The fi rst is what is sometimes referred to 
as a synchronic approach. This involves 
the analytical examination of the parts of 
the whole and includes exegesis or a close 
reading of the parts of the biblical canon. It 
is synchronic in that it examines the texts 
relating to one period of time. Studies 
in the theology of a prophet, of a single 
book, or of one period in Israel’s history 
are synchronic. However, the unity of the 
Bible reminds us that no exegetical task is 
complete until we have related a specifi c 
text to the overall message of Scripture. 
Thus, synchronic analysis requires that 
we also engage in diachronic synthesis. 
This recognizes both the unity of Scrip-
ture and the progressive nature of revela-
tion. In my view, while there is always a 
need for focused studies of designated 
areas, the synthesis of the diachronic bib-

lical theology is what gives coherence to 
the Bible by seeking to understand what 
kind of overall unity exists.

Doubting the Viability of 
Biblical Theology

Among the contributors to the modern 
debates about biblical theology are those 
who doubt its viability. They do this for 
a number of reasons. I will suggest three 
that are all related. The fi rst is the chal-
lenge to the notion of the unity of the 
Bible. This can take a number of forms. 
Diversity in the Scriptures is pressed 
home to mean a lack of unity. This is con-
trary to Christian Theism, which accepts 
the New Testament evidence for the con-
viction of Jesus and the apostles that the 
Old Testament, despite its diversity, is a 
unifi ed account of the acts of God inter-
preted by the prophetic word of God. The 
Scriptures ultimately stem from the single 
authorship of the Holy Spirit. That they, 
by the Spirit, testify to Jesus means that 
there is an essential unity since Christ is 
not divided. The question, “What do you 
think of the Christ, whose son is he?” thus 
implies a further question, “What do you 
think of the Scriptures; whose words are 
they?”

Second, some are challenged by the 
naturalistic assumptions of the historical 
critical method to question the integrity 
of the narrative of biblical history. The 
traditional convictions of both church and 
synagogue that the story line of the Bible 
is credible and accurate are dismissed. 
The historical question is crucial given 
the biblical emphasis on God acting and 
speaking within human history for our 
salvation.11 Of course there are questions 
of how ancient historians wrote and we 
soon learn that it is a mistake to try to 
impose the rules of modern historiogra-



9

phy onto the narratives.
This latter question points to the third 

stumbling block to many scholars’ liking 
for biblical theology. If the Bible is not of 
divine origin but simply an anthology of 
religious writings put together over some 
fi fteen hundred years or so, then the idea 
of a unifi ed biblical theology evaporates. 
The Scriptures are simply scriptures that 
record the religious conviction of a range 
of ancient people. The notions of God 
speaking, and of his Holy Spirit ensuring 
that what the Scriptures say is what God 
says, are ruled out. 

Evangelical Presuppositions: 
The Dogmatic Basis of 
Biblical Theology

Any reader of the Bible comes with 
certain presuppositions. The unbelieving 
reader whose approach is one of assumed 
neutrality, or even owned hostility, will 
either stifl e the witness of Scripture or be 
changed by it. In other words, a herme-
neutic spiral either is allowed to operate 
or it is not. If it does operate, then every 
reading of Scripture will cause the care-
ful reader to reconsider the presupposi-
tions originally brought to the text. If it 
is thought necessary, certain changes 
will be made so that any further reading 
will involve new assumptions and new 
questions.

The evangelical presuppositions that 
are brought to the text are doctrinal. 
Some theologians may be prejudiced in 
such a way as to operate with minimal 
reference to the Bible. But the evangeli-
cal dogmatician will assert that biblical 
theology provides the raw material for 
doctrinal formulation. However, some 
early biblical theologies were so driven 
by doctrinal orthodoxy that they were 
little more than a collection of proof-texts 

for systematics. On the other hand, some 
biblical theologians will imply that doing 
biblical theology removes the need for 
doctrinal formulations.

The consistent evangelical position is 
that we need both biblical theology and 
systematic (dogmatic) theology, and that 
they interact. The refl ective evangelical 
biblical theologian will recognize that 
dogmatic presuppositions are brought to 
the task as soon as we start to question 
Scripture whether for its literary qualities, 
its historical records, or its theological 
teaching. When we ask theological ques-
tions we must face the questions of the 
authority of Scripture, its unity, and its 
primary focus. A Christian comes with 
different presuppositions from those of 
the humanist or even the religious Jew. 
The consistent position is that the gospel 
of Jesus Christ is the means by which God 
converts us and brings us to adopt Chris-
tian presuppositions about any aspect of 
reality. Thus, there is an important sense 
in which we begin with Christ and end 
with him. He is the hermeneutical Alpha 
and Omega. 

The nature of the gospel is such that 
it demands of the converted enquirer of 
Scripture a number of things. Allegiance 
to Jesus Christ means obedience to his 
word. The combined testimony of the four 
Gospels and of the apostolic witness in 
the rest of the New Testament provides us 
with our dogmatic assumptions towards 
Scripture. If we can for a brief time put 
aside any bad habits learned from our 
sub-cultural upbringing in evangelical 
churches and homes, and allow the gos-
pel to dictate them, we will recognize 
certain things that are required of us. The 
circularity of this approach is a character-
istic of any approach. There is no neutral 
objectivity. Our defense against vicious 
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circularity is an understanding of the 
hermeneutical spiral and the testimony 
of the Holy Spirit. Our hermeneutics must 
be gospel-driven.

First, the gospel demands of us that we 
see that the whole Bible is about Christ 
simply because he says so and not because 
it is immediately obvious to us. Second, 
we will need to come to terms with the 
kinds of structures within that unity 
that are evident from the way the New 
Testament uses the Old Testament. Third, 
we will approach the Old Testament as a 
structured Christian corpus and ask how 
it testifi es to Jesus seeing that it is writ-
ten about events that took place before 
his advent.12 Such questions as these are 
essential to sound hermeneutics, but they 
cannot be adequately answered without 
engaging in biblical theology.

The Role of Biblical Theology in 
Biblical Interpretation
The Neglect of Biblical Theology
in Hermeneutics

When one examines the standard texts 
on hermeneutics, including those written 
by evangelicals, one may well wonder 
whether biblical theology has had any 
signifi cant role in hermeneutics at all. 
There are some notable exceptions, but it 
nevertheless is generally true that bibli-
cal theology is more or less assumed or 
ignored. This is a situation that I, as a bibli-
cal theologian who also teaches a course 
in evangelical hermeneutics, fi nd some-
what perplexing. My own experience is 
that when Christian people, both trained 
and untrained theologians, acquire some 
sense of the value of biblical theology they 
tend to become enthusiasts. One obvious 
reason for this is simply the sense of the 
“big picture” and the tangible unity of 
Scripture that it engenders. To discover 

that the Bible is far from being a collection 
of unconnected stories and teachings is a 
liberating experience.

On the other hand we must ask why 
scholars of hermeneutics seem often 
unimpressed by biblical theology. That 
this is so among those we loosely refer 
to as liberals is not to be wondered at. I 
maintain that biblical theology requires a 
high view of Scripture, of its authority and 
its unity, to remain viable. Enlightenment 
thinking inevitably reduces the value 
of Scripture on all fronts. A fragmented 
Bible, or one that has been downgraded 
to the status of an anthology of ancient 
religious ideas, requires an altogether 
different hermeneutical strategy from that 
demanded by the word of God written.

I have already referred above to the 
evangelical neglect of biblical theology 
and some possible causes. Specifi cally I 
nominated evangelical subjectivism and 
rigid doctrinal orthodoxy. The former 
is, I believe, the most prevalent cause of 
the ignorance of biblical theology among 
evangelicals. Subjectivism is a characteris-
tic that is a natural tendency of the human 
heart. Biblical dogmatics, and specifi cally 
the doctrines of creation and the incarna-
tion are essential to a proper understand-
ing of the relationship of subjectivity and 
objectivity. The Enlightenment catapulted 
subjectivism into the foreground while 
it undermined the possibility of a true 
objectivity. Decartes’ doubting of any-
thing beyond cogito ergo sum, Schleierm-
acher’s reduction of God to the intuition of 
what I feel, and Bultmann’s preoccupation 
with self-understanding, have all taken 
their toll and fi nd correspondences in the 
individualism and subjectivism that has 
affected evangelicalism at least since the 
nineteenth century.13

Prior to the Enlightenment, Roman 
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Catholic theology had long since inter-
nalized the gospel with its doctrine of 
infused grace. Rome’s upside-down gos-
pel included the refusal to allow the his-
torical once-for-all events of the life, death, 
and resurrection of Christ to remain 
objective, albeit with subjective implica-
tions. Rome’s Thomist foundations and 
the Enlightenment coincide on a number 
of issues including the softening of the 
effects of sin and the preservation of a 
natural ability to know reality without the 
special revelation of the Bible and without 
the gracious work of the Holy Spirit.14 

An evangelical adaptation of Catholi-
cism emerges when the gospel is seen 
primarily as God acting within the 
believer. “Jesus-in-my-heart” theology 
and a primary focus on the gospel of the 
changed life is evangelical Catholicism.15 
Evangelical Schleiermacherism is seen 
in the religion of feeling and experience 
that governs how we understand the 
biblical text. Evangelical Bultmannism 
is found when the essence of preaching 
the gospel is to call people to “decide for 
Christ” often without any clear exposition 
of the objective historical facts of who or 
what this Christ is. The gospel demands 
decision, but it is not itself merely the call 
to decide.

One other fairly diverse area of neglect 
of biblical theology for hermeneutics 
arises out of the separation of the two 
Testaments. From the time the writing of 
biblical theologies began in earnest in the 
nineteenth century, very few theologies of 
the whole Bible have appeared.16 We have 
either an Old Testament Theology or a 
New Testament Theology. Often this sim-
ply refl ects the specialties of the authors. 
For some it is statement of the lack of real 
connection between the Testaments. For 
others it is a pragmatic decision given that 

the Bible is a very big book. 

The Structure of Biblical Revelation
“All Scripture is breathed out by God 

and profi table for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righ-
teousness, that the man of God may be 
competent, equipped for every good 
work” (2 Tim 3:16-17). This can easily be 
read as meaning that the Old Testament 
is an anthropocentric book of rules. But 
we need to observe how Paul uses the 
Old Testament in order to instruct his 
readers. In v. 15 he indicates that the same 
Scriptures are able to make one wise to 
salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. 
For Paul, the Old Testament Scriptures 
are Christocentric.

If the Old Testament is somehow 
Christocentric, then it follows that the 
Bible is structured typologically. Yet there 
remains a deep suspicion of typology, 
partly because there have been some real 
excesses proposed in the name of typol-
ogy. Typology is often confused with alle-
gory, which gives it a bad name. So, let us 
start by looking at some of the ways that 
the New Testament presents its relation to 
the Old Testament. The four Gospels each 
have a unique way of making the link at 
the outset. Thus Matthew gives us his 
schematized genealogy of Jesus linking 
him with Abraham, David, and the exile. 
It is clear that Matthew is interested in 
the theological signifi cance of these defi n-
ing points. He introduces Jesus as son of 
Abraham and son of David. And, through 
Matthew’s theology of the cross, Jesus is 
shown to be related to the real spiritual 
exile. Matthew is also concerned to show 
that Jesus does or says things “that the 
Scriptures might be fulfi lled.” 

Mark brings us immediately to the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry of preaching. 
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“The time is fulfi lled, and the kingdom 
of God is at hand; repent and believe the 
gospel.” (Mark 1:15). The implication is 
that the whole process revealed in the 
Old Testament has reached a crisis point 
of fulfi llment. Luke begins with a birth 
narrative that links the coming of Jesus 
to the temple and to the fulfi llment of 
Old Testament promises. John has a more 
cosmic perspective as he locates the one 
who is the Word come in the fl esh as the 
creator Word from the beginning.

Space does not permit much detail 
here, but we can at least observe some 
of the more obvious features of the New 
Testament’s use of the Old. In this rela-
tionship of the ministry of Jesus to its 
antecedents in the events of the Old Testa-
ment there are some important emphases 
to be observed. It is clear that Jesus is seen 
as having an important theological link 
to both Abraham and David. It becomes 
apparent that Jesus and the apostles 
regarded Abraham as the father of God’s 
people, and David as the pinnacle of this 
people. The exile is a reminder that from 
the heights of David’s kingdom there 
came a great and disastrous fall that 
began in earnest with Solomon. Thus, 
Peter in his Pentecost sermon focuses on 
David’s testimony to the Christ, who is 
Jesus. Paul, in his fi rst recorded sermon 
(Acts 13), recounts a biblical theology that 
has three chief moments: the election of 
the fathers, David, and David’s descen-
dant Jesus.

These emphases alone should cause us 
to ask about the way the Old Testament 
itself deals with such matters. I will now 
outline what seems to me to be the clear 
structure of biblical revelation. Again 
space does not permit me to go into as 
much detail as I would like.17

1. Creation, Fall, and the 
Grace of God

Genesis 1-11 is both the theological 
preamble to the calling of Abraham, and 
to the whole Bible. God creates; mankind 
rebels; God judges but at the same time 
exercises grace in a covenantal way. Cre-
ation and the human race, despite the 
heinous rebellion against the Creator, still 
have a future.

2. Redemptive History Involving 
Abraham and His Descendants

The calling of Abraham gives speci-
ficity to the expressions of grace and 
covenant in Gen 1-11. The story unfolds 
with numerous dynamics relating to the 
way God deals with sinners by grace 
alone. Promise without any immediate 
fulfi llment leads to a captivity without 
an immediately obvious spiritual cause. 
Redemption is revealed in the exodus, and 
the redeemed life structured by the law 
of Moses. The history of Israel unfolds as 
that of a wayward people who are inca-
pable of unambiguous obedience. Yet God 
graciously leads them into the promised 
land and establishes them under a mon-
archy intended to refl ect the rule of God. 
The pinnacle of this process that began 
with the covenant promises to Abraham 
is reached in David. To him an enduring 
promise is made of a descendant to pos-
sess the throne of God’s rule.

That Solomon, David’s son, wise man, 
temple builder, and the designated son 
of God (2 Sam 7:14), is all but ignored in 
the New Testament can be explained by 
two factors. First, the emphasis is always 
on David as the recipient of the promises, 
so the true king is known as David’s son, 
not Solomon’s. Second, Solomon is a very 
ambiguous fi gure. His achievements in 
wisdom and in building the temple are 
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squandered in his apostasy and the con-
sequent destruction of Israel. The signifi -
cance of both wisdom and the temple as 
fulfi llments of David’s ministry remains, 
but Solomon fades from view. It seems 
to me indisputable that David, along 
with the fi rst part of Solomon’s kingship, 
represents a high point in redemptive 
revelation. Between Abraham and David 
the entire structure of salvation and king-
dom life is given its preliminary, that is, 
its typological expression.

3. Decline, Exile, and 
Eschatological Hope

From Solomon’s apostasy onward it is 
all downhill except for a few brief attempts 
at reform. The depths are reached in the 
exile and the destruction of Jerusalem by 
the Babylonians. During the decline and 
the exile a new breed of prophets arise 
who have something distinct to say. The 
so-called writing prophets all engage in 
accusations of covenant-breaking and 
threats of divine retribution. Their unique 
role is to introduce a wholly new set of 
promises of gracious restitution and sal-
vation. The signifi cant thing is that the 
newness of their message involves taking 
the old structures that belong to Israel’s 
experiences from Abraham to David, and 
projecting them into a future, kingdom of 
God. These old structures are given new 
life in that they are transformed into a 
future that is perfect, glorious, and eter-
nal. Yet any apparent fulfi llments of such 
promises recorded in the Old Testament 
are but pale refl ections of the promises. 
The nation restored under Cyrus, with its 
rebuilt temple and structures of autono-
mous rule, is a disappointing shadow of 
the expectations. The Old Testament ends 
with hope but no real substance to the 
fulfi llments.

4. The Unexpected Manner of 
Fulfi llment in Christ

The New Testament proclaims that 
what God has promised in the Old Testa-
ment is fulfi lled in the person and work 
of Jesus. Again it is notable that the Old 
Testament structures are recapitulated in 
these fulfi llments. It is, I believe, clear that 
Jesus, the apostles and the New Testament 
authors all saw the categories of Old Testa-
ment promise given their true expression 
and meaning in Christ. In other words 
the Day of the Lord arrived with the fi rst 
coming of Jesus. The end of the ages came 
upon us in that event (1 Cor 10:11).

5. Synthesis
Biblical revelation fi rst consists of a 

preparatory and pattern-making sec-
tion in Gen 1-11. Second, the kingdom of 
God and the nature of redemption are 
revealed within the historical processes 
from Abraham to David. Third, the 
period of the writing prophets embraces 
an historical demonstration of the wrath 
of God in judgment, and the reiteration 
of the word of grace promising eventual 
and perfect fulfi llment of the promises 
of the kingdom of God. Fourth, these 
promises are declared to be fulfi lled in 
the life, death, resurrection, and ascension 
of Jesus of Nazareth. Thus, against the 
background of the fall and intermittent 
judgments, biblical revelation consists of 
a typological-historical epoch (primarily 
from Abraham to David and Solomon), 
a strand of recapitulation of the type 
(prophetic eschatology), and the antitype 
(Jesus Christ).

The Biblical “Big Picture” 
of Reality

Alongside the analysis just given we 
must consider how it is that Jesus is the 



14

fulfi ller. The Bible gives a comprehensive 
worldview or, more accurately, a view of 
reality. Nothing that exists is outside of 
this big picture of reality. Most simply 
stated, reality consists of God and the 
creation. Unlike the dogmas of evolution-
ary faith, the Bible presents mankind as 
having both continuity with the rest of 
creation (made from the dust and, like 
the animals, is nephesh hayyah), and dis-
continuity (alone made in God’s image). 
The relationships established in creation 
involve the absolute lordship of God and 
a refl ected dominion exercised by man 
over the rest of creation. 

The rebellion of mankind against God 
and the consequent judgment disrupt all 
the relationships of almost everything to 
everything else. Relationships not spoiled 
by sin would be those within the Trinity 
and the angels. While the redemptive 
history takes place in divinely ordained 
contexts of the history of the people of 
God, it bespeaks of a promise to bring 
God, mankind and the world of nature 
into right relationships. How is this done? 
The Old Testament gives many clues but 
never enough for us to get the whole 
picture. Only when the incarnate Son of 
God comes can we really understand the 
process.

The incarnation confronts us with the 
difficulty of accommodating a human 
being who is also God. Christian heresies 
tried to rationalize this by diluting the 
truth. Jesus was only human with the 
biggest of all divine sparks (Ebionism). 
Jesus was divine spirit who only appeared 
to have a human form (Docetism). Jesus 
was human except that he had a divine, 
but not a human, spirit (Apollinarianism). 
And so on. But in Christian orthodoxy 
the confession has remained that the 
incomprehensible exists: a being who is 

both fully God and fully human.
When the New Testament refl ects on 

what God has done in Christ we may eas-
ily miss the implication of what is being 
said. The Bible indicates that reality con-
sists of God, humanity, and the rest of the 
created universe. The incarnation means 
that Jesus is representative reality. He is 
true God and true human being. As a 
human being he shares our created being 
of fl esh and blood. Thus God, humanity, 
and “dust,” exist together in perfect rela-
tionships in the person of Christ. This is a 
foretaste of what God is achieving through 
him. He is the kingdom, the regeneration. 
Thus, by faith Christians partake of the 
perfection of Jesus’ manhood and, in him, 
are regenerate sons of God. 

We can see this reality picture refl ected 
in certain descriptions of Christ:18

• Acts 13:32-33: The resurrection of 
Jesus is the fulfi llment of the Old 
Testament promises, which include 
those relating to the renewal of all 
things. 
• Rom 8:19-23: The work of Christ 
effects the redemption of the whole 
of creation.
• I Cor 1-2: Christ in his gospel is 
the wisdom of God, which links 
him to the Old Testament perspec-
tive on God’s wisdom in the order 
of creation.
• 2 Cor 1:20: All God’s promises, 
which must include those of a new 
creation, are affi rmed in Christ.
• 2 Cor 5:17: Christ is the locus of the 
new creation.19

•Eph 1:10: God’s plan is, in the full-
ness of time, to sum up all things in 
Christ, things in heaven and things 
on earth. As with Gal 4:4, the full-
ness of time is the time of the gospel 
event, not the second coming. Thus, 
the incarnation is the summing-up 
event of all reality.
• Eph 2:13-22: Christ as the new 
temple fulfi ls all the expectations 
of the new temple in the Old Testa-
ment, which is closely related to 
the renewal of the earth; the new 
temple in Ezekiel is the centre of the 

.
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new Eden.
• Col 1:15-20: Christ is the reason for 
the creation and is the fi rstborn of all 
creation. All things hold together in 
him. He reconciles the whole of the 
created order to God.
• Col 2:2-3: Christ contains all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowl-
edge.
• 1 Pet 3:1-13: Christians wait for the 
new heavens and the new earth to be 
revealed at the coming of Christ.
• Rev 21-22: the goal of the biblical 
story is the new heavens and the 
new earth; the fi nal rule of God and 
his Christ.

It follows that the fi rst coming of Christ 
fulfi lled all, I repeat, all the promises and 
prophesies of the Old Testament since 
these all deal in some way or other with 
the restoration of reality.

The Biblical “Big Picture” of 
Redemption in Christ

This big picture of redemptive history 
fi nding its complete fulfi llment in the fi rst 
coming of Christ naturally raises certain 
questions. For many scholars, and in 
some popular opinion, only part of the 
body of prophecy is thus fulfi lled. The 
remainder points to the second coming. 
This is not at all clear to me. For one thing 
the Old Testament focuses on one Day of 
the Lord, one coming of the Messiah, one 
event of setting up the kingdom of God. 
Is it possible, then, to distinguish between 
promises of the fi rst coming and promises 
of the second? The obvious answer is that 
Jesus and the New Testament writers must 
guide us. 

When we follow up the New Testa-
ment view of things the perspective of the 
“now” and the “not yet” comes into focus. 
But what is the relationship of what is now 
and what is not yet? There are too many 
places where prophecies that look like the 
consummation are applied to the gospel 

age; too many references to the last days 
or the end of the ages being now; and too 
many references to the rule of Christ now. 
On the other hand, there are those refer-
ences to salvation, to the end, to the last 
days that are yet to come. How are we to 
resolve this apparent double vision? The 
answer is in the coming of the Christ.

The New Testament differentiates 
where the Old Testament does not. Jesus 
the Messiah has come in the fl esh, he is 

coming now by his Holy Spirit, and he will 
come in glory at the consummation of all 
things. The fi rst event was the end come 
(representatively) in him. The second 
(beginning with Pentecost) is the end 
coming among God’s people through 
the gospel and the Spirit. The third (the 
return of Christ) will be the end coming 
as consummation to the whole of creation. 
While there are real distinctions there is 
also a real sameness. In each case it is the 
whole end promised in the Old Testament. 
Not a third plus a third plus a third, but 
the whole plus the whole plus the whole. 
The distinctions lie in how the whole end 
comes.

Now, it is this perspective that struc-
tures Christian existence. Our union with 
Christ means that we have already died, 
risen, and ascended to sit with Christ in 
heavenly places. Our union with Christ 
means that we go on striving in the pres-
ent to put to death what is earthly within 
us, and that we seek to live as those risen 
with Christ who are already citizens of 
heaven. Our union with Christ and his 
resurrection means that we look forward 
with confi dence to the glory that is yet to 
be revealed. These, respectively, are the 
perspectives of justifi cation, sanctifi ca-
tion, and glorifi cation.
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The Hermeneutic Application of 
Biblical Theology

A person who is dead towards God 
and a rebellious suppressor of the truth 
interprets all data as evidence against 
God. The sovereign grace of God, operat-
ing through the Holy Spirit as he brings 
the sinner to new birth and faith in the 
gospel, renews the mind. All data are now 
seen as God’s. God’s hermeneutical norm 
for reality is Jesus Christ in his gospel. 
The interpretation of reality; of the world, 
of history, of human nature, is governed 
by the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus. Hermeneutical sanctifi cation is the 
progressive application of the truth as 
it is revealed in him to the world of our 
experience. It begins with our interpreta-
tion of God’s word written. 

The role of biblical theology is to pro-
vide us with a biblical perspective on 
the Bible itself. Ideally, biblical theology 
involves our submission to God as he 
speaks through his Christ. This word of 
God comes to us now only in Scripture. 
Biblical theology involves us in a dialogue 
between our exegesis and our dogmatic 
formulations. Our encounter with the 
risen Christ in conversion programs us 
with a doctrine of the authority of God’s 
word. The historic nature of the gospel 
event and the Old Testament’s unfolding 
of its antecedents demand the undertak-
ing of biblical theology. This undertaking 
in turn enables us to build more accurately 
and more comprehensively our dogmatic 
presuppositions to the task. 

While hermeneutics will require atten-
tion to other disciplines such as the study 
of the biblical languages, linguistic theory, 
literary criticism, biblical historiography, 
and even philosophy, none of these will 
bring us to an authentic worldview or 
self-understanding without the biblical 

worldview as it is uncovered by biblical 
theology. In fact biblical theology implies 
the use of every exegetical means avail-
able to come to an understanding of the 
text.20 Exegesis in canonical context is nec-
essary if we are to see past the diversity of 
the biblical documents to the unity of the 
canon that centers on Christ. Without this 
we will have a distorted view of reality. 
When Christ is removed from his histori-
cal context he easily becomes merely an 
ideal. The biblical narratives are reduced 
to timeless sources of morality. Inevita-
bly the locus of salvation shifts from the 
objective reality of the fi nished work of 
the risen and ascended Christ to the sub-
jective perceptions of individual piety and 
infused grace. Hermeneutics becomes a 
matter of subjective preference based on 
subjective criteria. An internally wrought 
salvation returns us to the middle ages 
and the consequent loss of assurance. Sub-
jectivity becomes subjectivism because it 
has lost its necessary link to the objective 
out-there-ness of a transcendent God who 
defi nes immanence by the historic Jesus 
coming to us. Evangelicalism deteriorates 
to become modern, maybe even postmod-
ern, and loses its basis in revelation and 
reality. 

Conclusion
If I am right about the necessity for 

biblical theology, then it follows that it 
belongs to all God’s people, not merely 
to pastors and teachers. Yet this is a most 
neglected area. Biblical theology belongs 
in preaching, teaching, and in all lev-
els of Christian education. As soon as 
Christian children are old enough to 
grasp the sense of narrative we should 
begin teaching them the “big picture” of 
the biblical story.21 Yet how many of our 
youth and adults, let alone the children, 
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have any real sense of the way the whole 
Bible hangs together? Do our preachers 
really grasp the need to show the fruits of 
biblical theology in the way they preach? 
The only way to do this is to major on 
expository preaching, and in such a way 
that the sense of the unity of the Bible is 
built up. Above all, Old Testament preach-
ing should be undertaken in a way that 
shows how the whole Bible testifi es to 
Christ. Narrative should be milked fi rst 
and foremost for its part in redemptive 
history rather than for its exemplary mor-
als. This takes careful and time-consum-
ing preparation. 

None of these things will happen 
in any signifi cant way in churches and 
Christian homes if it does not start in the 
evangelical academies and seminaries. 
How many such establishments actually 
include a compulsory course in biblical 
theology? (A pass in “Biblical Theology 
101” should be a prerequisite for anyone 
who is undertaking any kind of Bible 
ministry.) How many such establish-
ments encourage its biblical studies pro-
fessors to dialogue with its theologians 
about the need they have for each other? 
How many such places of learning teach 
hermeneutics with a view to encouraging 
preaching and teaching that proclaims the 
Christ of the whole Bible rather than some 
pale refl ection of him? The seminary, as 
much as the church as a whole, needs to 
remember the Reformation dictum: The 
reformed church is always reforming.
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and New Testaments (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1993). More recently we 
have a worthy and comprehensive 

evangelical offering from Charles 
Scobie: The Ways of Our God: An 

Approach to Biblical Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003). My own 
According to Plan was intended as a 
simplifi ed biblical theology suitable 
for use in churches. 

17More detail can be found in my 
book According to Plan. A simpler 
form is included in my earlier book 
Gospel and Kingdom, now included 
in The Goldsworthy Trilogy (Carlisle: 
Paternoster, 2000).

18I have taken up this point in greater 
detail in my book Gospel-Centred 

Hermeneutics (Leicester: InterVar-
sity) to be published later this 
year.

19There is an ambiguity in the Greek 
here, which literally says, “If any-
one is in Christ, a new creation.” It 
could mean “he is a new creation,” 
or “there is a new creation.”The 
important point is the perspective 
of being in Christ, and in that way 
being part of the new creation. 
The locus of the new creation is in 
Christ who is in heaven. This does 
not contradict the subjective aspect 
of regeneration in the believer, but 
puts it in perspective. See my article, 
“Regeneration,” in New Dictionary of 

Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 720-23.

20Exegesis when understood broadly 
becomes coterminous with herme-
neutics. At its heart is biblical 
theology.

21For an excellent example of child-
ren’s literature see David Helm, 
The Big Picture Story Bible (Wheaton: 
Crossway, 2004).
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Introduction
The Southern Baptist Convention in this 
generation has won the battle for the iner-
rancy of scripture, but we must be vigilant 
for the next generation will have to strive 
anew for “the faith that was once for all 
delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).1 Satan 
is the father of lies and extremely subtle, 
and he will certainly work to subvert the 
truth of the gospel in the coming days. 
Nor should we congratulate ourselves too 
quickly, for conservative churches may 
embrace the inerrancy of scripture, while 
denying in practice the suffi ciency of God’s 
word. We may say that scripture is God’s 
inerrant word, while failing to proclaim 
it seriously from our pulpits.

In many evangelical churches today we 
truly have a famine for the word of God. 
We have sermon series in our conservative 
churches that feature in their titles televi-
sion shows like Gilligan’s Island, Bonanza, 

and Mary Tyler Moore. Our preaching 
often concentrates on steps to a successful 
marriage or how to raise children in our 
culture. Such sermons on family issues, of 
course, are fi tting and needed. Unfortu-
nately, two problems often surface in such 
sermons. First, what the scriptures actually 

say about these subjects is often neglected 
or skated over. How many sermons on 
marriage faithfully and urgently set forth 
what Paul actually says about the roles of 
men and women (Eph 5:22-33)? Or, is it 
the case that even we conservatives are 
somewhat abashed and embarrassed by 
what the scriptures say?

The second problem is of the same 
sort, and perhaps even more serious. 

In many conservative churches pastors 
almost always preach on the horizontal 
level. The congregation is bombarded 
with sermons about marriage, raising 
children, success in business, overcoming 
depression, conquering fears, and so on 
and so forth. Again, all of these subjects 
must be faced in our pulpits. We must not 
go to the other extreme so that we never 
address these matters. But what is trou-
bling is that these sort of sermons become 
the staple week in and week out, and the 
theological worldview that permeates 
God’s word and is the foundation for all of 
life is passed over in silence. Our pastors 
turn into moralists rather like Dear Abby 
who give advice on how to live a happy 
life week after week. 

Many congregations do not realize 
what is happening because the moral 
life that is commended accords, at least 
in part, with scripture and speaks to the 
felt needs of both believers and unbeliev-
ers. Pastors believe they must fi ll their 
sermons with stories and illustrations, 
so that the anecdotes fl esh out the moral 
point enunciated. Every good preacher, 
naturally, illustrates the points being 
made. But sermons can become so chock-
full of stories and illustrations that they 
are bereft of any theology.

I have heard evangelicals say rather 
frequently that we are doing fine in 
theology because congregations are not 
complaining about what we teach them. 
Such a comment is quite frightening, for 
we as pastors have the responsibility to 
proclaim “the whole counsel of God” 
(Acts 20:27). We cannot rely on congre-
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gational polling to determine whether we 
are fulfi lling our calling, for it may be the 
case that a congregation has never been 
seriously taught God’s word, so that they 
are unaware of where we as pastors are 
failing. Amazingly those who make such 
comments rely on what people in pews 
want and feel rather than testing preach-
ing by what the scriptures demand! Paul 
warns us that “fi erce wolves will come 
in among you, not sparing the flock” 
(Acts 20:29). We are also reminded in 2 
Tim 4:3-4 that “the time is coming when 
people will not endure sound teaching, 
but having itching ears they will accumu-
late for themselves teachers to suit their 
own passions, and will turn away from 
listening to the truth and wander off into 
myths.” If we assess our preaching by 
what congregations desire, we may be 
cooking a recipe for heresy. I am not say-
ing that our congregations are heretical, 
only that God’s word rather than popular 
opinion must be the test of faithfulness. It 
is the calling of pastors to feed the fl ock 
with God’s word, not to please people 
with what they desire to hear.

Moreover, too often our congregations 
are poorly trained by those of us who 
preach. We have fed them a steady diet 
of moralistic preaching, so that they are 
taught to be kind, forgiving, loving, good 
husbands and wives (all good things of 
course!), but the theological foundation 
for such is completely neglected. We have 
ample illustrations and stories to support 
the lifestyle we advocate, and people’s 
hearts are warmed and even edified. 
Meanwhile, the wolf is lurking at the door. 
How could such preaching open the door 
for heresy? Not because the pastor himself 
is heretical. He may be fully orthodox 
and faithful in his own theology, while 
neglecting to preach to his people the 

storyline and theology of the Bible. He has 
assumed theology in all his preaching. So, 
in the next generation or in two or three 
generations the congregation may inad-
vertently and unknowingly call a more 
liberal pastor. He too preaches that people 
should be good, kind, and loving. He too 
emphasizes that we should have good 
marriages and dynamic relationships. The 
people in the pew may not even discern 
the difference. The theology seems to be 
just like the theology of the conservative 
pastor who preceded him. And in a sense 
it is, for the conservative pastor never 

proclaimed or preached his theology. The 
conservative pastor believed in the iner-
rancy of scripture but not its suffi ciency, 
for he did not proclaim all that the scrip-
tures teach to his congregation.

Our ignorance of biblical theology 
surfaces constantly. I can think of two 
occasions in the last ten years or so (one in 
a large stadium by a speaker whose name 
I cannot recall) where a large crowd was 
gathered and people were invited to come 
forward to receive Christ as Savior. The 
sermon in the stadium was intended to be 
an evangelistic sermon, but I can honestly 
say that the gospel was not proclaimed at 
all. Nothing was said about Christ cruci-
fi ed and risen, or why he was crucifi ed 
and risen. Nothing was said about why 
faith saves instead of works. Thousands 
came forward, and were no doubt duly 
recorded as saved. But I scratched my 
head as to what was really happening, and 
prayed that at least some were truly being 
converted. The same was true in a church 
service where I visited, for a stirring invi-
tation to come forward and be saved was 
extended, but without any explanation of 
the gospel! Such preaching may fi ll up our 
churches with unconverted people, who 
are doubly dangerous because they have 
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been assured by pastors that they are con-
verted and can never lose their salvation. 
And then from that day forward these 
same people are exhorted week after week 
with our new gospel in these postmodern 
times: Be nice.

Biblical Theology
What does it mean to say that we 

should use biblical theology in preaching? 
Biblical theology, in contrast, to systematic 
theology focuses on the biblical storyline, 
whereas systematic theology, though it is 
informed by biblical theology, is atempo-
ral. What is biblical theology? Don Carson 
argues that biblical theology 

stands closer to the text than system-
atic theology, aims to achieve genu-
ine sensitivity with respect to the 
distinctiveness of each corpus, and 
seeks to connect the diverse corpora 
using their own categories. Ideally, 
therefore, biblical theology stands as 
a kind of bridge discipline between 
responsible exegesis and responsible 
systematic theology (even though 
each of these inevitably infl uences 
the other two).2 

In other words, biblical theology 
restricts itself more consciously to the 
message of the text or corpus under con-
sideration. It asks what themes are central 
to the biblical writers in their historical 
context, and attempts to discern the coher-
ence of such themes. Biblical theology 
focuses on the storyline of scripture—the 
unfolding of God’s plan in redemptive 
history, so that in every passage we preach 
we consider the place of that text in rela-
tionship to the whole storyline of the Bible. 
It should be apparent, therefore, that any 
systematic theology worthy of the name 
builds upon biblical theology, though 
systematicians also rightly explore themes 
that are implicit in biblical writings but 
do not receive sustained attention in the 

biblical text. 
The distinctive accent of biblical the-

ology, as Brian Rosner notes, is that it 
“lets the biblical text set the agenda.”3 
Systematic theology, on the other hand, 
also poses questions to the text that refl ect 
the questions or philosophical concerns of 
our day. Kevin Vanhoozer articulates the 
specifi c role of biblical theology in say-
ing, “‘Biblical theology’ is the name of an 
interpretive approach to the Bible which 
assumes that the word of God is textually 
mediated through the diverse literary, and 
historically conditioned, words of human 
beings.”4 Or, “To state the claim more posi-
tively, biblical theology corresponds to the 
interests of the texts themselves.”5 

Carson expresses well the contribution 
of biblical theology, “But ideally, biblical 
theology, as its name implies, even as 
it works inductively from the diverse 
texts of the Bible, seeks to uncover and 
articulate the unity of all the biblical texts 
taken together, resorting primarily to the 
categories of those texts themselves. In 
this sense it is canonical biblical theology, 
‘whole-Bible’ biblical theology.”6 Biblical 
theology may limit itself to the theology 
of Genesis, the Pentateuch, Matthew, 
Romans, or even all of Paul. And yet bib-
lical theology may also comprehend the 
entire canon of scripture, in which the sto-
ryline of the scriptures as a whole is inte-
grated. Too often expositional preachers 
limit themselves to Leviticus, Matthew, or 
Revelation without considering the place 
they inhabit in the storyline of redemp-
tive history. They isolate one part of the 
scripture from another, and hence preach 
in a truncated way instead of proclaiming 
the whole counsel of God. Gerhard Hasel 
rightly remarks that we need to do biblical 
theology in a way “that seeks to do justice 
to all dimensions of reality to which the 
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biblical texts testify.”7 Doing such theol-
ogy is not merely the task for seminary 
professors; it is the responsibility of all 
preachers of the word.

We think again about the differences 
between systematic and biblical theol-
ogy. Carson again charts the way for us.8 
Systematic theology considers the contri-
bution of historical theology, and hence 
mines the work of Augustine, Aquinas, 
Luther, Calvin, Edwards, etc. in formulat-
ing the teaching of scripture. Systematic 
theology attempts to speak directly to our 
cultural setting, so that it speaks forth the 
word of God to our day. Obviously, then, 
any good preacher must also be rooted in 
systematics to speak a profound and pow-
erful word to his contemporaries. Biblical 
theology is more inductive and founda-
tional, whereas in systematic theology the 
worldview of all of scripture is formulated. 
Carson rightly says that biblical theology 
is a “mediating discipline,” but systematic 
theology is a “culminating discipline.” 
We can say, then, that biblical theology 
is intermediate, functioning as a bridge 
between historical and literary study of 
scripture and dogmatic theology.

Biblical theology, then, works from the 
text in its historical context, but Scobie 
rightly argues that biblical theology is not 
a purely neutral or objective enterprise. 
The notion that we can neatly separate 
what it meant from what it means, as Kris-
ter Stendahl claimed, is a chimera. Scobie 
rightly says the following about biblical 
theology: “Its presuppositions, based on a 
Christian faith commitment, include belief 
that the Bible conveys a divine revelation, 
that the Word of God in Scripture consti-
tutes the norm of Christian faith and life, 
and that all the varied material in both 
Old and New Testaments can in some 
way be related to the plan and purpose 

of the one God of the whole Bible. Such 
a Biblical Theology stands somewhere 
between what the Bible ‘meant’ and what 
it ‘means’.”9 It follows, then, that biblical 
theology is not confi ned only to the New 
Testament or the Old Testament, but that 
it considers both Testaments together as 
the word of God. Indeed, biblical theology 
works from the notion that the canon of 
scripture functions as its norm, and thus 
both Testaments are needed to unpack the 
theology of scripture. 

There is a wonderful dialectic between 
the OT and the NT in doing biblical theol-
ogy. The NT represents the culmination 
of the history of redemption begun in the 
OT, and hence biblical theology is by defi -
nition a narrative theology. It captures the 
story of God’s saving work in history. The 
historical unfolding of what God has done 
may be described as salvation history or 
redemptive history. It is also fruitful to 
consider the scriptures from the stand-
point of promise and fulfi llment; what is 
promised in the OT is fulfi lled in the NT. 
We must beware of erasing the historical 
particularity of OT revelation, so that we 
expunge the historical context in which it 
was birthed. On the other hand, we must 
acknowledge progress of revelation from 
the OT to the NT. Such progress of revela-
tion recognizes the preliminary nature of 
the OT and the defi nitive word that comes 
in the NT. To say that the OT is prelimi-
nary does not downplay its crucial role, 
for we can only understand the NT when 
we have also grasped the meaning of the 
OT, and vice-versa. Some are hesitant to 
embrace typology, but such an approach 
is fundamental to biblical theology, for 
it is a category employed by the biblical 
writers themselves. Nor is typology lim-
ited to the NT, for the OT itself employs 
the exodus theme typologically, for both 
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Isaiah and Hosea, among others, predict 
a new exodus that is patterned after the 
first exodus. In the same way, the OT 
expects a new David who is even greater 
than the fi rst David. We see in the OT 
itself, then, an escalation in typology, so 
that the fulfi llment of the type is always 
greater than the type itself. Jesus is not 
only a new David, but the greater David. 
Typology acknowledges a divine pat-
tern and purpose in history. God is the 
fi nal author of scripture, i.e., the story is 
a divine drama, and God knows the end 
from the beginning, so that we as readers 
can see adumbrations of the fi nal fulfi ll-
ment in the OT. 

Antecedent Theology
When preaching the scriptures, it is 

vital to grasp where the book we are 
studying falls on the redemptive historical 
time line. Walter Kaiser reminds us that 
we should in particular consider the ante-
cedent theology of each book as we preach 
the scriptures.10 For instance, when we 
preach the book of Exodus, we must take 
into account the story thus far recorded 
in Genesis. We will scarcely interpret the 
message of Exodus rightly if we read it 
out of context. And the preceding context 
for Exodus is the message conveyed in 
Genesis. We learn in Genesis that God 
is the creator of all things, that he made 
human beings in his image, so that human 
beings would extend the Lord’s rule over 
the entire world. Adam and Eve, however, 
failed to trust God and to obey the divine 
mandate. Creation was followed by the 
Fall, which introduced death and misery 
into the world. Nonetheless, the Lord 
promised that fi nal victory would come 
through the seed of the woman (Gen 3:15). 
Intense confl ict would ensue between the 
seed of the woman and the seed of the ser-

pent, but the former will prevail. We see 
in the rest of Genesis the battle between 
the seed of the woman and the seed of 
the serpent, and we learn that the seed of 
the serpent is remarkably powerful. Cain 
slays Abel; the wicked overwhelm the 
righteous until only Noah and his family 
remain; human beings conspire to make a 
name for themselves in building the tower 
of Babel. Still, the Lord remains sovereign, 
for he judges Cain, destroys all but Noah 
and his family in the fl ood, and frustrates 
the designs of human beings at Babel.

The Lord makes a covenant with Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob, pledging that the 
victory promised in Gen 3:15 will come 
through their seed. The Lord will grant to 
them seed, land, and universal blessing. 
Genesis especially focuses on the promise 
regarding seed, for Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob do not possess the land of promise, 
nor do they bless the entire world during 
their generation. The story concentrates 
on the promise of children, and Genesis 
concludes with the account of the twelve 
children the Lord granted Jacob. 

So how is it that the theology of Genesis 
is crucial for reading the book of Exouds? 
The antecedent theology of Genesis is 
foundational for reading Exodus, for when 
Exodus opens with Israel multiplying 
exceedingly, we immediately recognize 
that the promise of many descendants 
from Genesis is being fulfi lled. Pharaoh’s 
attempt to kill all the male infants repre-
sents the designs of the seed of the ser-
pent, demonstrating that Pharaoh himself 
is an offspring of the serpent. The battle 
between the seeds, which Genesis fore-
casted, continues, for Israel as the people 
of God represent the seed of the woman. 
The liberation of Israel from Egypt and the 
promise that they will conquer Canaan 
also represents a fulfi llment of the Lord’s 
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covenant with Abraham, for the promise 
of land is now beginning to be fulfi lled. 
Israel now functions in a way as a new 
Adam in a new land. Like Adam they are 
to live in faith and obedience in the space 
that the Lord has given them. If we were 
to read Exodus without being informed 
by the antecedent message of Genesis, we 
would not perceive the signifi cance of the 
story recounted. We would read the text 
apart from its context, and hence easily 
fall prey to an arbitrary reading.

The importance of antecedent theology 
is evident throughout the canon, and we 
must content ourselves with a few other 
examples here. For instance, the conquest 
under Joshua must be interpreted in 
light of the covenant with Abraham, so 
that the possession of Canaan is under-
stood as the fulfi llment of the promise 
to Abraham that he would enjoy the 
land of Canaan. On the other hand, the 
exile of both the northern (722 B.C.) and 
southern kingdoms (586 B.C.) threatened 
in the prophets and recorded in several 
books represents the fulfi llment of the 
covenant curses of Lev 26 and Deut 27-
28. If readers do not know the antecedent 
theology of the Mosaic covenant and the 
curses threatened in that covenant, they 
will scarcely be able to discern the import 
of both Israel and Judah being sent into 
exile. The promise of a new David (ex., Isa 
9:6-7; Jer 23:5; 30:9; Ezek 34:23-24) refl ects 
the covenant previously made with David 
that his dynasty would last forever. The 
Day of the Lord, which is so prominent in 
the prophets, must be interpreted in light 
of the promise made to Abraham.

And the same is true in the NT of 
course. We can scarcely understand the 
importance of the kingdom of God in the 
synoptics if we do not know the story 
line of the OT, and are ignorant of God’s 

covenants and promises to Israel. The 
signifi cance of Jesus being the Messiah, 
the Son of Man, and the Son of God is all 
rooted in previous revelation. The book of 
Acts, as Luke indicates in his introduction, 
is a continuation of what Jesus began to 
do and teach, and hence it is informed 
both by the OT and the ministry, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus. The epistles 
are also grounded in the great saving 
work accomplished by Jesus Christ, and 
explicate and apply the saving message 
and the fulfi llment of God’s promises to 
established churches. Finally, Revelation 
makes sense as the culmination of the 
story. It is not just a bit added at the end 
to provide some endtime excitement. The 
many allusions to the OT demonstrate 
that Revelation is sketched against the 
backdrop of OT revelation. Nor does the 
book make any sense unless one sees that 
it stands as the completion of all that Jesus 
Christ taught and did.

This is not to say that the storyline of 
redemption has the same centrality in 
all the books of the canon. We think of 
books like Song of Solomon, Job, Eccle-
siastes, Proverbs, and Psalms. Even in 
these instances the foundational truths of 
creation and fall from Genesis are presup-
posed, and Israel’s special role as God’s 
covenant people is taken for granted 
and sometimes specifi cally articulated, 
especially in Psalms. Some of the Psalms, 
e.g., relate the story of Israel. Still, we are 
reminded of the diversity of the canon, 
and recognize that not every piece of 
literature has the same function. 

The main truth for preachers here is 
that they must preach in such a way that 
they integrate their sermons into the 
larger biblical story of redemptive his-
tory. Those in the pews need to see the 
big picture of what God has been doing, 



26

and how each part of scripture contributes 
to that picture. We do not want to preach 
in such a way that our people fail to see 
what God is doing, so that they lose the 
larger perspective.

Canonical Preaching
As preachers, however, we must not 

restrict ourselves only to antecedent theol-
ogy. We must also consider the whole of 
scripture, the canonical witness that we 
now have with the ministry, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, in preaching 
the scriptures. If we only preach anteced-
ent theology, we will not accurately divide 
the word of truth, nor will we bring the 
Lord’s message to the people of our day.

When we preach the fi rst chapters of 
Genesis, then, we must also proclaim that 
the seed of the woman is Jesus Christ, and 
that the fall of creation into futility will 
be reversed through the work of Jesus 
Christ (Rom 8:18-25). Our hearers must 
see that the old creation is not the last 
word, but there is a new creation in Christ 
Jesus. We must show them from the book 
of Revelation that the end is better than 
the beginning, that the blessings of the 
original creation will be super-sized, so 
to speak, in the new creation.

So too, what can we as preachers say 
when preaching from Leviticus if we do 
not preach it in light of the fulfi llment that 
has come in Jesus Christ? Surely we must 
proclaim that the OT sacrifi ces have been 
fulfi lled in the work of Jesus Christ on the 
cross. Further, the regulations regarding 
food laws and cleanness must be inter-
preted canonically, so that we grasp that 
the Lord does not call upon us to follow 
the food laws or cleanliness regulations. 
These regulations point to something 
greater: to the holiness and new lives 
we are to live as believers (1 Cor 5:6-8; 1 

Pet 1:15-16). Nor is it the case, as the NT 
plainly teaches, that believers are still 
under the Mosaic law (Gal 3:15-4:7; 2 Cor 
3:7-18). The old covenant was intended to 
be in force for a certain period of salvation 
history. Now that the fulfi llment in Christ 
has dawned, we are no longer under the 
covenant the Lord instituted with Israel. 
Hence, it is a mistake to think that the 
laws binding on Israel as a nation should 
serve as the paradigm for nation states 
today—as promulgated by Theonomists 
in our day. We must recognize in our 
preaching the difference between Israel as 
the people of God and the church of Jesus 
Christ. Israel was God’s theocratic people, 
representing both God’s covenant people 
and a political entity. But the church of 
Jesus Christ is not a political entity with 
a charter of laws for nation states. The 
church is composed of people from every 
people, tongue, tribe, and nation. Failure 
to appreciate this difference between the 
old and new covenant could wreak havoc 
on our congregations.

If we don’t understand the differences 
between the old covenant and new, we 
will have a diffi cult time proclaiming the 
possession of the land in Joshua. Surely 
the promise for the church of Jesus Christ 
is not that we will possess the land of 
Canaan some day! But upon reading the 
NT we learn that the promise of the land 
is understood typologically and also 
escalated into a fi nal fulfi llment in the NT. 
Hebrews explains that the promise of rest 
given under Joshua was never intended 
to be the fi nal rest for the people of God 
(Heb 3:7-4:13). Paul explains in Rom 4:13 
that the land promise for Abraham can-
not be confi ned to Canaan but has been 
universalized to include the whole world. 
We discover in Hebrews that we as believ-
ers do not wait for an earthly city but a 
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heavenly city (Heb 11:10, 14-16; 13:14), a 
city to come. Or, as Rev 21-22 put it, we 
await the heavenly Jerusalem, which is 
nothing other than a new creation. If 
we preach from Joshua, and we do not 
emphasize our inheritance in Christ and 
the new creation, then we have failed 
miserably to communicate the storyline of 
scripture in expositing the book. We have 
truncated the message so that our people 
have failed to see how all of scripture is 
fulfi lled in Christ, how all the promises 
of God are yes and amen in Christ Jesus 
(2 Cor 1:20). 

If we preach the scriptures canonically, 
using biblical theology, then we will pro-
claim Christ from both the OT and the NT. 
We must avoid the danger, of course, of 
simplistic allegorizing or forced connec-
tions between the testaments. We will not 
fall prey to such errors if we have properly 
done the work of biblical theology, if we 
follow the hermeneutic of the apostolic 
writers themselves. The apostolic writ-
ers, after all, believed that the OT itself 
pointed to Christ and was fulfilled in 
him. And they were taught their herme-
neutic by Jesus Christ himself, just as he 
opened the scriptures to Cleopas and his 
friend on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24). 
In this regard, some have claimed that the 
heremeneutic of the apostles was inspired 
but should not be imitated today.11 Such 
a view is fl awed because it suggests that 
the fulfi llment the apostles saw in the 
OT does not accord with what the texts 
truly mean. If this is the case, the con-
nections drawn between the testaments 
are arbitrary, and the apostles (and Christ 
himself!) do not serve as models for inter-
preting the OT today.

If we believe, however, that the apostles 
were inspired and wise readers of the OT, 
then we have a pattern for reading all of 

the OT in light of the fulfi llment accom-
plished in Jesus Christ. The storyline and 
structures of the OT all point towards 
him and are completed in him.12 When 
we read about the promise of Abraham 
in the OT, we realize that it is fulfi lled in 
Christ Jesus. The shadows of OT sacrifi ces 
fi nd their substance in Christ. Feasts like 
Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles 
point to Christ as the Passover sacrifi ce, 
to the gift of the Spirit, and to Jesus as 
the Light of the world. Believers are no 
longer required to observe the sabbath, 
for it is one of the shadows of the old 
covenant (Col 2:16-17; cf. Rom 14:5) and 
belongs to the Sinai covenant that is no 
longer in force for believers (Gal 3:15-4:7; 
2 Cor 3:4-18; Heb 7:11-10:18). The sabbath 
looks forward to the rest that is now ours 
in Christ which will be consummated 
in the heavenly rest in the last day (Heb 
3:12-4:11). The temple anticipates Christ as 
the true temple, while circumcision fi nds 
its consummation in the circumcision of 
the heart anchored in the cross of Christ 
and secured by the work of the Spirit. 
David as the king of Israel and a man 
after God’s own heart does not represent 
the apex of the kingship, for David is a 
type of Jesus Christ as the greater David, 
who unlike David, was sinless and who 
is the Messianic king who through his 
ministry, death, and resurrection has 
inaugurated the promises God has made 
to his people. 

If we do not preach the OT in terms of 
the whole canon, we will either restrict 
ourselves to moral lessons from the OT, 
or, what is just as likely, is that we will 
rarely preach from the OT. As Christians 
we know that much of the OT no longer 
speaks directly to our situation today. For 
example, God has not promised to liber-
ate us from political bondage as he freed 
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Israel from Egypt. The land of Israel is 
politically volatile today, but Christians 
do not believe that their joy will come 
from living in Israel, nor do they think 
that worship consists in going to the 
temple to offer sacrifi ce. However, if we 
do not preach the OT canonically, in light 
of biblical theology, it will too often be 
passed over in Christian preaching. And 
in doing so, we not only rob ourselves of 
wonderful treasures from the word of 
God, and but we also fail to see the depth 
and multifaceted character of biblical 
revelation. We put ourselves in a position 
where we do not read the OT as Jesus and 
the apostles did, and hence we do not see 
that the God’s promises are yes and amen 
in Jesus Christ.

Reading the OT canonically does not 
mean that the OT is not read in its his-
torical cultural context. The fi rst task of 
every interpreter is to read the OT in its 
own right, discerning the meaning of the 
biblical author when it was written. Fur-
ther, as we argued above, each OT book 
must be read in light of its antecedent 
theology, so that the storyline of scrip-
ture is grasped. But we also must read all 
of scripture canonically, so that the OT 
is read in light of the whole story—the 
fulfi llment that has come in Jesus Christ. 
We always consider the perspective of 
the whole, of the divine author in doing 
biblical theology and in the preaching of 
God’s word. We read the scriptures both 
from front to back and back to front. We 
always consider the developing story as 
well as the end of the story. 

Conclusion
Our task as preachers is to proclaim the 

whole counsel of God. We will not fulfi ll 
our calling if as preachers we fail to do 
biblical theology. We may get many com-

pliments from our people for our moral 
lessons and our illustrations, but we are 
not faithfully serving our congregations if 
they do not understand how the whole of 
scripture points to Christ, and if they do 
not gain a better understanding from us 
of the storyline of the Bible. May God help 
us to be faithful teachers and preachers, so 
that every person under our charge will 
be presented perfect in Christ.
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Introduction
The use of the OT in the New has been 
much discussed, with some coming to 
the conclusion that, to put it simply, the 
authors of the NT wrongly interpreted 
the OT.1 This being the case, their exege-
sis cannot be legitimately imitated today. 
Those who come to this conclusion 
are sometimes mystifi ed as to how the 
authors of the NT could possibly see a 
reference to the Messiah in texts the NT 
applies to him, at points even arguing 
that particular applications of OT texts 
to Jesus in the NT do not actually refer 
to him at all.2 Another argument against 
the imitation of apostolic use of the OT 
is that their hermeneutical methods are 
not valid today.3 This means that while 
an understanding of the hermeneutical 
milieu can help us make sense of what 
the authors of the NT were doing, it does 
not validate their method for us. Others 
would agree with Moisés Silva’s objection 
to this conclusion: “If we refuse to pattern 
our exegesis after that of the apostles, we 
are in practice denying the authoritative 
character of their scriptural interpreta-
tion—and to do so is to strike at the very 
heart of the Christian faith.”4 

It seems to me that certain presuppo-
sitional starting points have the potential 
to ameliorate every intellectual diffi culty 
with the way that the NT interprets the 
OT, regardless of the hermeneutical tools 
employed. I have in mind one thing in 

particular, namely, the hypothesis that 
from start to fi nish, the OT is a messianic 
document, written from a messianic per-
spective, to sustain a messianic hope.5 
Adopting this perspective might go a long 
way toward explaining why the NT seems 
to regard the whole of the OT as pointing 
to and being fulfi lled in the one it presents 
as the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. Fur-
ther, it might be in line with texts such as 
Luke 24:27, 44–45, which could indicate 
that Jesus read the OT in precisely this 
way (cf. also Matt 5:17 and John 5:46).6 If 
Jesus and the authors of the NT did read 
the OT in this way, they were apparently 
not alone. Craig Evans notes, “The saying 
of Rabbi Yohanan, though uttered in the 
post-NT era, probably refl ects what was 
assumed by many in the fi rst century: 
‘Every prophet prophesied only for the 
days of the Messiah’ (b. Ber. 34b).”7 

The only way to verify such a hypoth-
esis is to test it against the data. The 
evidence is, of course, disputed. I am not 
suggesting that we should look for “Jesus 
under every rock” or in every detail of 
the description of the temple, a straw 
man which at times seems to be the only 
thing conceivable to certain “OT only”8 
interpreters when they hear the kind of 
suggestion I am making. We need not 
abandon the discipline of looking care-
fully at what the texts actually say to see 
the OT as a messianic document.9 Nor is 
the objection that there is proportionally 
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very little about the messiah in the OT 
necessarily devastating to this proposal, 
for it is always possible that a certain fea-
ture is not everywhere named in the text 
because it is everywhere assumed.10 Still, 
such suggestions are greatly strengthened 
by evidence. 

A full scale demonstration of the 
hypothesis is beyond the scope of this 
article, so this study will examine one 
foundational element of the theory. If, 
for instance, we were to argue that the 
Messianism of the OT is introduced in 
Gen 3:15, such an assertion would be 
more plausible if the influence of this 
text could be shown through the rest of 
the OT and into the New. Here I will put 
on these lenses—lenses that assume that 
the OT is a messianic document, written 
from a messianic perspective, to sustain 
a messianic hope—and point to the ways 
that Gen 3:15 is interpreted in the Old and 
New Testaments.11 

The Context of Genesis 3:15
God’s fi rst act of judgment in the Bible is 

accompanied by his fi rst promise of salva-
tion, and the salvation will come through 
the judgment. As the serpent is cursed, he 
is told that he will proceed on his belly 
and that he will eat dust (Gen 3:14). Fur-
ther, enmity is placed between him and 
the woman, and between his seed and 
the seed of the woman. This enmity will 
issue in the seed of the woman crushing 
the head of the serpent (3:15). This salva-
tion from the serpent’s sneaky ways (3:1) 
is a salvation that comes through judg-
ment. Obviously, judgment falls on the 
serpent as his head is crushed, but there 
is also judgment on the seed of the woman 
as the serpent crushes his heel. There 
is judgment for the woman, too, for the 
bearing of the saving seed will be painful 

(3:16a); and, the relations between male 
and female, which are necessary for the 
seed to be born, will be strained (3:16b). 
Judgment falls on the man as well, as the 
ground from whose fruit the seed will be 
fed is cursed, and in painful, sweaty toil 
he will labor until he eventually returns 
to the dust (3:17–19). 

In the short span of Gen 3:14–19, the 
God of the Bible is shown to be both just 
and merciful. The scene puts God on dis-
play as one who upholds righteousness 
and yet offers hope to guilty human reb-
els. He is a God of justice and so renders 
just condemnation for the transgressors. 
Yet he is also a God of mercy, and so he 
makes plain that his image bearers will 
triumph over the wicked snake.12 

My aim in the present study is to 
highlight the theme of the head crushing 
seed of the woman in the Bible.13 Even if at 
many points my interpretation of the data 
is disputed, this study will nevertheless 
contribute a catalog of the intertextual use 
of the theme of the smashing of the skulls 
of the enemies of God.14 

In order to understand the Bible’s pre-
sentation of the victory of the seed of the 
woman over the seed of the serpent, we 
must fi rst discuss the tension between 
the one and the many in the Bible. Is the 
seed of the woman to be understood as a 
particular person, or is it to be understood 
as a group of people? I will suggest that 
the texts indicate that the answer is “yes” 
to both questions. The seed of the woman 
can be both a particular descendant and 
the group of descendants who hope for 
the victory of their seed. Having pointed 
to evidence for this conclusion, I will 
note the confl ict between the seed of the 
woman and the seed of the serpent in the 
Bible in broad terms, before narrowing 
in on the use of the imagery arising from 
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Gen 3:15 in the rest of the Bible. Perhaps 
one reason Gen 3:15 is generally excluded 
from discussions of the use of the OT in 
the OT or in the NT is that scholars have 
explored “intertextuality” mainly on the 
basis of verbal connections. Meanwhile 
imagery—such as a crushed head or an 
enemy underfoot, which, as will be seen 
below, can be communicated in a variety 
of ways—has not received as much atten-
tion.15 

The Collective-Singular Seed
The noun zera‘ (seed) never occurs in 

the plural in the OT.16 Accordingly, the 
singular term can be used “collectively,” 
that is, the singular form is used for both 
an individual seed and a group of seeds.17 
In the case of humans, it can refer to a sin-
gle descendant or to multiple descendants. 
Jack Collins, however, has demonstrated 
through a syntactical analysis that “when 
zera‘ [seed] denotes a specifi c descendant, 
it appears with singular verb infl ections, 
adjectives, and pronouns.”18 This leads 
Collins to conclude that “on the syntacti-
cal level, the singular pronoun hû’ [he] in 
Genesis 3:15 is quite consistent with the 
pattern where a singular individual is in 
view.”19 

T. Desmond Alexander builds on the 
data presented by Collins to suggest that 
these conclusions are also relevant for 
interpreting Gen 22:17–18a and 24:60.20 
Genesis 22:17–18a will serve to illustrate 
the point being pursued here. It is clear 
that the fi rst use of the term seed in 22:17 
has a collective referent, for the text reads, 
“I will make your seed to be many, like the 
stars of the heavens or as the sand which 
is upon the lip of the sea.”21 Because of a 
singular pronominal suffi x in the next 
statement (’ōybāyw, his enemies, not their 
enemies), the referent of the next two 

uses of the term seed could be a singular 
descendant. In this case, we might render 
22:17b–18a as follows: “and your seed (one 
descendant, not all of them this time) will 
possess the gate of his enemies. And they 
will be blessed by your seed (one descen-
dant, not all of them)—all the nations 
of the earth.” I agree with Alexander’s 
argument that the text switches from a 
collective referent to a singular one,22 and I 
introduce this consideration here to point 
out this fl exibility between the individual 
“seed” and the collective “holy seed” (cf. 
Isa 6:13) found in the OT.23 

This ambiguity between the one and 
the many is witnessed in the variation 
between the singular and plural forms of 
second person address in Deuteronomy: 
“the singular emphasizes Israel as a unity 
. . . the plural is an arresting variation, 
focusing (paradoxically perhaps) on the 
responsibility of each individual to keep 
the covenant.”24 This interplay could also 
be what opens the door to the possibility 
of one person standing in place of the 
nation, as when Moses offers himself for 
the people (Exod 32:30–33), or when we 
read of a servant who at places appears to 
be the nation (Isa 41:8; 44:1) and at others 
an individual (42:1; 52:13).25 As Dempster 
states, “An oscillation between a group 
and an individual within the group as 
its representative is certainly common in 
the Tanakh.”26 

The possibility of an individual or a 
collective whole being in view can also 
be seen in the way that Paul interprets OT 
seed texts. On one occasion, Paul empha-
sizes the singularity of the seed: “It does 
not say, ‘and to seeds,’ as to many, but as to 
one, ‘and to your seed,’ which is Messiah” 
(Gal 3:16). On another occasion, Paul can 
take the seed text of Gen 3:15 and apply 
it collectively to the people of God: “Now 
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the God of peace will soon crush Satan 
under your feet” (Rom 16:20).27 Though 
some might not be willing to credit the 
“Hebrew of Hebrews” with respect for 
OT context and an ability to recognize a 
tension between the collective and the sin-
gular in these seed texts, it seems at least 
plausible that Paul has recognized the 
dynamic to which I am pointing—namely, 
that the OT bears witness to an ambigu-
ity between an individual and a group.28 
Another example of this dynamic in the 
NT is the way that Jesus is presented as 
“recapitulating Israel’s history” in the 
early chapters of the Gospel according to 
Matthew. A poignant example is Hos 11:1, 
which in its OT context referred to the 
nation, but Matthew claims it is fulfi lled 
in Jesus (Matt 2:15).29 

Confl ict Between the Seeds
Almost immediately after the judg-

ment is announced that there will be 
enmity between the seed of the woman 
and the seed of the serpent (Gen 3), the 
text recounts that one who pleased God, 
Abel, was slain by one who did not please 
God and then rejected a divine warn-
ing, Cain (Gen 4:1–16).30 The escalation 
of hostility seen in Cain’s descendants 
(see esp. 4:23–24) points to his line as 
representing those whose actions mirror 
the one who “was a murderer from the 
beginning” (John 8:44).31 The point here 
is not that Cain’s line has been physically 
sired by Satan; rather, the Bible com-
monly describes people fi guratively as 
children of those whose characteristics 
they emulate.32 

The confl ict between Isaac and Ish-
mael can also be seen as enmity between 
the respective seed—one the seed of 
the promise and the other of a failure 
to believe (Gen 21:9–10, 12; Rom 9:7).33 

Egypt’s attempt to destroy the male chil-
dren of Israel also continues this battle 
between the lines of descent (Exod 1:16, 
22). Both the collective singularity of Israel 
and their place as the chosen seed can be 
seen in the statement in Exod 4:23, “And I 
say to you, send my son that he may serve 
me, but if you refuse to send him, behold, I 
am about to kill your son, your fi rstborn.” 
The confl ict between the seeds continues 
throughout the OT, and seems to be one 
of the main points of the book of Esther, 
where the genocidal enemy of the people 
of God, Haman, is an Agagite (Esth 3:1), 
which in the book’s canonical context calls 
to mind the statement in Num 24:7, “and 
his king shall be higher than Agag,” as 
well as Saul’s failure to kill Agag (1 Sam 
15). As Dempster writes, “Esther’s opposi-
tion to Haman continues the major theme 
running through the narrative, that of the 
woman against the beast: Eve versus the 
serpent.”34 

From the statements to be discussed 
below, which I am suggesting refl ect the 
infl uence of Gen 3:15, it seems that the 
authors of the Bible regard the enemies of 
the people of God as those whose heads, 
like the head of the Serpent (the father 
of lies), will be crushed. Those who are 
understood as opposing the purposes of 
God and his people appear to be regarded 
as the seed of the serpent.35 This would 
inform the depiction of John the Baptist 
denouncing the Pharisees and Sadducees 
as a “brood of vipers” (Matt 3:7; Luke 
3:7). Can such an identifi cation be a mere 
coincidence of language? Jesus is shown 
repeating this denunciation of the Phari-
sees in Matthew’s Gospel (12:34; 23:33),36 
and John shows him telling those who 
seek to kill him (John 8:40) that they do 
the deeds of their father (8:41), the devil 
(8:44).37 



34

Salvation through Judgment: 
The Skull Crushing Seed

Perhaps the word-study fallacy has 
closed many ears to the echoes of Gen 
3:15 that run through the Bible.38 Even 
though nearly everyone is aware of the 
potential pitfall, it remains true that often 
in the modern academy discussions of 
“messianic hope in the OT” give too much 
space and weight to word studies of the 
term “anointed” and/or limit themselves 
to examination of the ideas surrounding 
the promises to David. Whereas older 
and/or more conservative discussions 
began their treatments of messianic hope 
with Gen 3:15,39 modern self-consciously 
academic approaches sometimes mention 
this text and its infl uence only in passing, 
if at all.40 Further, until recently, there has 
been a widespread tendency to ignore 
a text’s canonical context and minimal-
ize what one book or author may add to 
another.41 

In fact there are a number of thematic 
images that, taking the biblical text in its 
fi nal, canonical form, are introduced in 
Gen 3:14–15 as God pronounces the curse 
on the serpent. The enmity between the 
respective seed has been noted above. 
The serpent will have his head damaged, 
and the seed of the woman will have his 
heel damaged. In many biblical texts this 
is interpreted to mean that the seed of 
the woman will trample on the seed of 
the serpent. It is true that the term šûp 

(“bruise,” “cover”) is not used to des-
ignate the defeat of the evil seed other 
than in Gen 3:15,42 but the use of several 
terms for crushing/shattering/breaking 
seems to indicate that the biblical authors 
understood the damage in view to be a 
smashing of the serpent’s skull.43 Often we 
read of the enemies of the people of God 
being “broken,” or, more specifi cally, of 

their craniums being crushed. Bad guys 
get broken heads in the Bible. In some 
texts it is specifi cally stated that the ones 
shattered are serpents. The serpent was 
told he would eat dust (Gen 3:14), and in 
several places the rebellious eat or lick 
dust. At points, a number of these images 
are used together, but the enmity between 
the seeds and some aspect of the curse are 
present in them all.44 We now turn to a dis-
cussion of each of these thematic images 
that, it seems to me, refl ect the biblical 
authors’ interpretation and application of 
the primeval curse on the serpent. I will 
discuss the use of these images in the OT 
fi rst, grouping them as they appear in the 
Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. Pos-
sible allusions to Gen 3:15 in the NT will 
then be briefl y discussed. 

Broken Heads
In the Law

Several messianic themes are sounded 
in the Balaam oracles,45 but most promi-
nent for the present is what appears to 
be the interpretation of Gen 3:15 in Num 
24:17.46 There is enmity between Israel and 
Moab, and fearing Israel’s numbers (22:3) 
Balak king of Moab summons Balaam 
to curse Israel. As Balaam’s oracles are 
recounted, the text indicates that a male 
Israelite will arise whose coming is asso-
ciated with the arrival of a star and the 
rising of a scepter, pointing to his royal 
status. The Targum on this text seems to 
interpret the star as “the King” (malkā’) 
and the scepter as “the Messiah” (měšîhā’). 
This individual will “crush the forehead 
of Moab” (Num 24:17).47 The words used 
in Numbers are not the words used in 
Genesis,48 but the image of the crushed 
head of an enemy is clearly invoked.49 

.
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In the Former Prophets
The story of Jael “crushing the head” of 

Sisera is told in Judg 4 and then celebrated 
in song in Judg 5. The terminology of 
Judg 5:26 might allude to Numb 24:17, as 
the verb māhas (“crush,” “shatter,” “smite 
through”) is used with several synony-
mous terms50 to describe this gruesome 
deed. Once again, the collective seed of 
the woman through Abraham, Israel, is 
at enmity with another seed, the Canaan-
ites. Interestingly, the text argues that 
Israel has been subjugated to Jabin king 
of Canaan because Israel did what was 
evil in the sight of Yahweh (Judg 4:1–2). 
As in Gen 3, one of the causes of enmity 
between the respective seeds is the rebel-
lion of those who are supposed to be loyal 
to Yahweh. Yahweh has judged his rebels, 
and now one of their seed will deliver 
them from Yahweh’s judgment by crush-
ing the head of Jabin’s general, Sisera (cf. 
Judg 4, esp. 4:21, where Jael drives a tent 
peg through Sisera’s temple as he sleeps).51 
The theme of the salvation of the seed of 
the woman through judgment—judgment 
that the seed experiences and renders—is 
sounded here as the seed of the woman 
crushes the head of the enemy seed. 

In some cases those who have their 
heads crushed are physically descended 
from Abraham, but by their actions they 
show themselves to be at enmity with 
those who are faithful to Yahweh. Like 
Cain, who was physically a seed of the 
woman but showed himself to be the 
seed of the serpent by killing his brother, 
Abimelech shows the lineage of his ethical 
character by killing seventy of his broth-
ers (Judg 9:1–5; cf. also 9:34–49, where he 
slaughters his subjects [9:6]). Judgment 
falls on the seed of the serpent (Abim-
elech), however, when a woman throws a 
millstone on Abimelech’s head (rō’š) and 

his skull (gulěggōlet52) is crushed (rāsas53) 
(9:53). 

It is surely no coincidence that when 
the seed of the woman named David lets 
fl y his stone, the uncircumcised Philistine 
seed of the serpent who defi ed the armies 
of the living God gets struck (nākāh) on 
the forehead (mēsah). The stone sinks into 
his forehead (wattitba‘ hā’eben běmishô), 
and with a crushed head the Philistine 
falls dead (1 Sam 17:49). The collective 
seed of the woman are delivered from 
the seed of the serpent by the judgment 
administered through the singular seed 
of the woman.54 

In the Latter Prophets
When we come to the latter prophets, 

we fi nd that Isaiah employs the imagery 
of Gen 3:15 as he addresses the sinful 
nation as the “seed of wicked ones” (zera‘ 

měrēyim), and then asks why they should 
continue to be struck when the whole 
head is sick (Isa 1:4–5). Here it seems that 
Isaiah is depicting the divine discipline 
upon the nation of Israel in terms of their 
heads being struck, seed of the serpent 
that they have become. 

It is possible that Isaiah returns to 
imagery from Gen 3:15 in the exchange 
with Ahaz in chapter 7, using the term 
“head” (rō’š) four times in two verses 
in reference to Ahab’s enemies as he 
describes them being “shattered” (hātat) 
(Isa 7:8–9). In this context, Isaiah is chal-
lenging Ahaz to be fi rm in faith (7:9). If 
this head-shattering language is alluding 
to Gen 3:15, then we might conclude that 
Isaiah is not calling for an abstract, unde-
fi ned “faith,” but for trust in the specifi c 
promises Yahweh has given to his people 
beginning from Gen 3:15.55 Messianic 
overtones are perhaps made more likely 
in this text because it is set between the 
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reference to the “holy seed” in 6:13 and 
the “Immanuel” prophecy in 7:14. Further, 
with the messianic tenor of chapters 9 and 
11, Isa 7–12 is sometimes referred to as the 
“book of Immanuel.”

Imagery from Gen 3:15 again shows 
up in the prophecy of Isaiah, and again 
it seems to be ironically directed against 
Israelites. Isaiah 28:3 states, “The majestic 
crown of the drunks of Ephraim will be 
trampled by feet.” Heads trampled by feet 
as God’s judgment falls. This seems to 
assume a well known image: a heel dam-
aged from stomping on a serpent’s head. 

Moving to Jeremiah, in the very chap-
ter that describes the righteous Davidic 
branch who will reign as king and execute 
justice and righteousness (Jer 23:5, the 
Targum uses the noun mšyh twice in 
this verse), we also read “Behold the 
storm of Yahweh: rage goes forth, and 
a tempest excites itself; upon the head 
(rō’š, sg.) of the wicked ones (pl.) it shall 
dance.” This chapter is an oracle against 
shepherds who scatter the people (23:1), 
false prophets who do not speak from 
Yahweh (23:9–22, esp 16). The remedy for 
these shepherds who do not care for the 
sheep appears to be the good shepherd, 
the Davidic branch (23:5). Signifi cantly, in 
Jer 23:19 the punishment visited upon the 
wicked shepherds is described in imagery 
that refl ects Gen 3:15. Thus, Jer 23 seems 
to weave together the threads of promise 
having to do with a Davidic ruler (23:5) 
who will save the people and restore them 
to their land (23:6–8), with a simultaneous 
divine justice that is visited upon the head 
of the wicked (23:19). If the verb in 23:19 is 
translated “dance,”56 then the raging storm 
on the head of the wicked is depicted as 
being wrought by dancing feet, perhaps 
alluding to the crushed heel of Gen 3:15. 
If this is the case, the justice visited upon 

the head of the wicked is rendered by the 
heel of the storm of Yahweh. 

The likelihood of this interpretation 
would seem to be strengthened if there 
are indeed numerous allusions to Gen 
3:15 peppered through the OT (the point 
this study is hoping to establish). For this 
reason, it is important that a very similar 
collocation of Davidic and head-crushing 
themes recurs in Jeremiah in the restora-
tion prophecies of chapter 30 (cf. 30:3). 
After Yahweh has broken the foreign 
yokes from the necks of his people (30:8), 
he declares through Jeremiah that “they 
shall serve Yahweh their God and David 
their King, whom I will raise up for them” 
(30:9). Toward the end of the same chapter, 
we read, “And it shall come about that 
the majestic one of him [Targum: “their 
king”] shall come from him, and the one 
who rules him [Targum: “their Messiah”] 
will go forth from his midst . . . . Behold 
the storm of Yahweh: rage goes forth; a 
tempest excites itself; upon the head (rō’š, 
sg.) of the wicked ones (pl.) it shall dance” 
(30:21a, 23).57 Like Jer 23, in chapter 30 we 
fi nd interwoven promises of a Davidic 
ruler (30:9, 21) and justice visited upon the 
head of the wicked (30:23). Once again, the 
justice visited upon the head of the wicked 
is rendered by the heel of the storm of 
Yahweh. These texts in Jeremiah seem to 
promise the triumph of the future Davidic 
ruler, and the judgment visited when he 
reigns is described in imagery reminis-
cent of Gen 3:15. Both Jer 23:19 and 30:23 
are followed by the intriguing statement, 
“In the latter days you will understand 
this” (23:20; 30:24).58

Another image of head-crushing is 
found in Hab 3:13. In a description of the 
coming of Yahweh in wrath and mercy 
(Hab 3:2), Yahweh threshes the nations 
in anger (3:12). Habakkuk then moves 

.
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from just wrath to merciful salvation in 
3:13, as Yahweh is addressed with the 
words, “You went out for the salvation 
of your people, for the salvation of your 
anointed [or, Messiah]; you crush (māhas59) 
the head from the house of the wicked, 
laying bare from tail to neck. Selah.” 
Ralph Smith provides a helpful comment: 
“‘Your Anointed’ probably refers to the 
Davidic king in Jerusalem. ‘From tail to 
neck’ (v 13) appears to be a reference to 
the enemy in the form of a dragon.”60 The 
serpentine quality of the enemy in Hab 
3:13 is heightened by the possible allusion 
to the description of the snake in Gen 3:1. 
The snake is described as “crafty” with 
the term ‘ārûm in Gen 3:1. In Hab 3:13 the 
word ‘ārāh (“lay bare,” “make naked”) is 
used to describe the “laying bare” of this 
creature (cf. also Gen 2:25, where the man 
and woman are both “bare,” i.e., naked, 
and the term is ‘ārôm). 

Just as Yahweh promises a crushed 
head to the serpent in Gen 3:15, Yahweh is 
described crushing the head of the wicked 
in Hab 3:13. If it is correct to see dragon 
imagery in Hab 3:13,61 this text brings 
together the Messiah and divine justice 
in the form of a serpent with a crushed 
head. Further, in this text Yahweh’s head-
crushing justice is side by side with the 
salvation of his people. 

In the Writings
Psalm 68 sings the triumph of God over 

his enemies for the benefi t of his people. 
In verses 21–22 (ET 20–21) judgment and 
salvation are placed side by side, and we 
read, “The God for us is a God of deliver-
ances, and to Yahweh our Lord belong 
escapes from death. But God will crush 
(māhas) the head (rō’š, sg.) of his enemies 
(pl.), the hairy crown of the one who walks 
in his guilt.” Yahweh then says he will 

bring back his enemies from Bashan and 
the sea (68:23, ET 22), “that your feet (sg.) 
may stomp (māhas) in blood . . .” (68:24, 
ET 23). Thus, Ps 68 describes the enemies 
of God having their heads crushed by 
Yahweh (68:22, ET 21), but it also indicates 
that Yahweh will deliver up his enemies 
so that his people will stomp in the 
blood of their foes (68:24, ET 23).62 This is 
reminiscent of the way that the OT often 
speaks of Yahweh giving a nation to the 
Israelites in battle—Yahweh determines 
that Israel will prevail, but Israel actually 
goes out and physically defeats the enemy 
(e.g., Deut 2:30–37; 2 Sam 8:1–14). In Ps 68, 
the victory is described with the imagery 
of Gen 3:15, with the seed of the serpent 
receiving a crushed head from the feet of 
the seed of the woman. 

Several images from Gen 3:15 seem to 
be brought together in Ps 110. The state-
ment in 110:6 that is sometimes translated, 
“he will shatter chiefs” (cf. ESV, NASU, 
NIV, NKJV, RSV), could just as well be 
translated, “he will crush (māhas) the 
head (rō’š, sg.) on the broad land” (cf. JPS, 
NAB, NJB, NLT, NRSV). This is a Davidic 
Psalm (110:1), and the use of the verb 
māhas (crush, shatter) and the term rō’š 
in a number of head-crushing contexts 
in the OT (cf. Num 24:8, 17; Judg 5:26; 2 
Sam 22:39; Job 26:12; Ps 68:22, 24; Hab 3:13) 
would seem to color the use of these terms 
in Ps 110. The statement that the enemies 
will be made a footstool for the feet of the 
Davidic king (110:1) seems to draw on the 
connection between the damaged heel 
and head in Gen 3:15.63 The reference to 
the scepter being sent forth (110:2) calls to 
mind texts such as Gen 49:10, Num 24:17, 
and Ps 2:9 (though a different term is used 
for “scepter” in those texts).64 And fi nally, 
the Lord will also do some shattering in 
110:5 (māhas again). Yahweh smashes, the 

. .

. .

. .

. .

. .

. .



38

Messiah smashes, and the enemies are 
under the feet. Genesis 3:15 is not directly 
quoted, but it is not far away.65 

Broken Enemies
The texts looked at in the previous sec-

tion connected the judgment of Yahweh to 
the head of the enemy, with some having 
Davidic/messianic overtones. The texts 
to be considered in this section designate 
shattered enemies, but they do not limit 
the smashing to the skull. This constitutes 
a loosening of the image of the crushed 
head of the seed of the serpent in Gen 3:15, 
but it still seems related. 

In the Law
In the song of triumph celebrating 

Yahweh’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt, 
we read that Yahweh’s right hand “shat-
ters (rā‘as) the enemy” (Exod 15:6). Several 
statements from Num 24 have been dis-
cussed above, the context also contains 
the words, “and as for their bones, he will 
break (gāram) them, and his arrows will 
crush (māhas) them” (Num 24:8). 

In the Former Prophets
The books of Samuel may be book-

ended by interpretations of Gen 3:15. 
The fi rst half of the inclusio may be seen 
in 1 Sam 2:10, where the conclusion of 
Hannah’s prayer reads in part, “Yahweh 
will shatter (hātat) the ones who contend 
with him; upon them he will thunder in 
the heavens. Yahweh will judge the ends 
of the earth, and he will give strength to 
his King. And he will exalt the horn of his 
Anointed.” The second half of the inclusio 
comes in David’s song of deliverance in 2 
Sam 22, which ends with statements about 
Yahweh’s anointed (messianic) king and 
the seed of David (2 Sam 22:51). As he 
extols the capability Yahweh gave to him 

(22:40), David describes what he did to 
his enemies, “I grind them as the dust of 
the earth. As clay of the streets I crushed 
(dāqaq) them; I stamped (rāqa‘) them” 
(22:43; cf. Ps 18:43, ET 42).66 Since they are 
likened to the clay of the streets, it seems 
that David crushed his enemies with his 
feet (cf. the NET, “I crush them and stomp 
on them”). Dust, crushing, and feet are 
all mentioned in the curse on the enemy 
of the seed of the woman found in Gen 
3:14–15. First Sam 2 and 2 Sam 22 would 
seem to be linking David with the seed of 
the woman, and describing his victories 
in terms reminiscent of the curse on the 
seed of the serpent. 

In the Latter Prophets
The imagery of Gen 3:15 appears again 

in Isa 14:25, where Yahweh declares that 
he will “break (šābar) Assyria” and “tram-
ple (bûs) them.” Because they have broken 
the covenant, Jeremiah proclaims what 
Yahweh will do to “the kings who sit on 
David’s throne, the priests, the prophets, 
and all who dwell in Jerusalem” (13:13), 
“‘I will dash them to pieces (nāpas), a 
man against his brother, fathers and sons 
together,’ declares Yahweh, ‘I will not 
spare, and I will not show pity, and I will 
not show compassion while destroying 
them’” (13:14). Jeremiah 23:29 describes 
Yahweh’s word in terms of a hammer that 
shatters (pāsas) rock. Jeremiah 48:4 states 
that Moab is broken (šābar). In Jer 51:20–23, 
Babylon is called Yahweh’s weapon, his 
war club, and nine times the verb “dash 
in pieces” (nāpas in the piel) is repeated 
as all the things that will be smashed are 
enumerated. 

In the Writings
The conflict between the seed of 

the woman and the seed of the ser-
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pent appears again in Ps 2:1–3. Yahweh 
responds to the plotting of the nations 
with the decree that he has installed his 
king on Zion (2:4–6), and then the king 
tells of how Yahweh proclaimed to him, as 
in 2 Sam 7:14, that he would be Yahweh’s 
son (Ps 2:7). Further, the king, son of 
Yahweh, will break his enemies (rā‘a‘67) 
with an iron rod and dash them to pieces 
(nāpas in the piel) like pottery (2:9). If the 
thesis of this essay is on the mark, Ps 2 
connects the smashing of Gen 3:15 to the 
sonship of 2 Sam 7. 

Psalm 72 appears to be a prayer of 
David for the prosperity of Solomon’s 
reign as the latter ascends the throne (72:1, 
20). Verse 17 echoes Gen 12:3, and there 
are at least two places where Gen 3:14–15 
might be invoked. Verse 4 concludes with 
the words, “and may he crush (dākā’) 
the oppressor.” Then verse 9 ends with 
the wish, “and as for his enemies, may 
they lick (lāhak) the dust.”68 The licking 
of the dust calls to mind the fact that the 
serpent was told that he would eat dust 
(Gen 3:14).69 

Psalm 89:20 speaks of the anointing 
of David, and then verse 29 refers to the 
establishment of his seed forever. Between 
these two statements are the words, “And 
I will crush (kātat)70 his adversaries before 
him, and the ones who hate him I will 
strike (nāgap)” (89:24, ET 23). In Ps 89 the 
promises of 2 Sam 7 seem to be aligned 
with Gen 3:15.71 

If I am correct in what I am arguing, the 
gruesome statement in Ps 137:9, though 
perhaps not softened, is at least given 
a context. Apparently in exile (137:1), 
the psalmist concludes with a frightful 
blessing: “Happy is the one who seizes 
your children that he might dash them 
in pieces (nāpas in the piel) against the 
rock” (137:9). There is no mitigating this 

brutality, but if the statement partakes of 
the age old confl ict between the seed of 
the woman and the seed of the serpent, 
and if the psalmist is here longing for 
God’s judgment to fall on the seed of the 
serpent, then vicious as this text may be, 
it righteously expresses a desire for God 
to save his people by triumphing over 
their enemies. The Babylonian children 
in this text are the seed of the serpent, 
and the dashing of them against the rock 
expresses the crushing of the serpent and 
the realization of the hopes of the seed of 
the woman. Since the verbs for grasping 
and smashing here are singular, and given 
the Davidic tinge to the Psalter, perhaps 
the individual who accomplishes this 
triumph is the Davidic Messiah.72

Daniel 2:34–35 describes the smashing 
of a statue that represents the kingdoms 
of the earth by a small stone that becomes 
a great mountain (cf. 3:26–45). The shat-
tering of the earthly kingdoms brings in 
the Kingdom of God. Job 34:22–25 depicts 
God breaking (rā‘a‘) and crushing (dāka’) 
those whom he judges. This is a common 
image in biblical texts, and in the fi nal 
form of the canon, Gen 3:15 prepares the 
reader for such statements.73 

Trampled Underfoot
As noted above, the damage done to 

the head of the serpent and the damage 
done to the heel of the seed of the woman 
in Gen 3:15 both seem to be interpreted 
in later biblical texts as resulting from 
the stomping of the serpent. The seed of 
the woman tramples on the head of the 
serpent, crushing the serpent’s head and 
incurring damage to his own heel.74 This 
reality lends signifi cance to references to 
the enemies of the people of God being 
“trodden down” or “placed underfoot.” 

When Joshua leads Israel to victory, 
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their triumph over their enemies is cele-
brated by the placement of their feet on the 
necks of the defeated kings (Josh 10:24). 
The seed of the serpent is under the foot 
of the seed of the woman. Similarly, David 
proclaims that his enemies fell under his 
feet (2 Sam 22:39/Ps 18:39, ET 38), and 
the conquering warrior in Isa 63 boasts 
of the way that he has “trodden (dārak) 
the winepress alone” (63:3a). It is clarifi ed 
that there were not grapes but rebellious 
people in the winepress: “I trod (dārak) 
them in my anger, and I trampled them 
down (rāmas) in my fury; and their blood 
spattered on my garments” (63:3b–c).75 
This thought is reiterated in verse 6, “I 
trampled down (bûs) the peoples in my 
anger.”76

In Mal 3 (ET 4), the seed of the woman 
crushing the head of the serpent takes 
the form of the ones who fear the name 
of Yahweh (3:20, ET 4:2) trampling down 
(‘āsas) the wicked, and the wicked being 
ashes under the soles of their feet (3:21, 
ET 4:3). This image is also employed in Ps 
44:5, where the psalmist states, “In your 
name we trample down (impf. of bûs) 
those who rise up against us.” The same 
verb appears in Zech 10:5, where the “cor-
nerstone,” the “tent peg,” the “battle bow,” 
“every ruler” comes from the house of 
Judah (10:3–4), trampling foes in the clay 
of the streets (bôsîm bĕtît hûsôt) (10:5).

In Ps 60:14 (ET 12) we read, “With God 
we shall do valiantly, and he shall trample 
(imperfect of bûs) our foes” (emphasis 
added, same text as Ps 108:14, ET 13). And 
then among the blessings enumerated by 
the psalmist in Ps 91 we fi nd a statement 
about protection for the foot of the one 
who trusts in Yahweh (91:2): “he will com-
mand his angels concerning you, to guard 
you in all your ways (derek). On their 
hands they will bear you lest you smite 

(nāgap) your foot on the stone. Upon the 
lion and the venomous serpent you will 
tread (dārak); you will trample (rāmas) the 
young lion and the dragon” (91:11–13). This 
text appears to interpret Gen 3:15 such that 
Yahweh will command his angels so that 
when the seed of the woman goes on its 
way (derek) to tread (dārak) on the head of 
the serpent, though the foot of the seed of 
the woman is in danger and might suffer 
harm, the angels will bear it up so that it 
is not destroyed.77 

Licking the Dust
As the restoration of Zion is proclaimed 

in Isa 49, Yahweh announces the return of 
the sons and daughters of Israel (49:22). 
The next statement articulates the subju-
gation of the enemies of the people of God: 
“Kings shall be your foster fathers, and 
their princesses shall be your nursemaids. 
Noses to the ground, they shall bow down 
to you, and the dust of your feet they shall 
lick (lāhak). And you shall know that I 
am Yahweh; the ones who wait for me 
shall not be put to shame” (49:23). Here 
the triumph of Yahweh in restoring his 
people will result in the nobility of the 
seed of the serpent licking their father’s 
food, dust. Incidentally, their heads are 
close to the feet of the righteous, as it is the 
dust of the feet of the righteous that they 
lick.78 Micah 7:1–7 details a woeful condi-
tion (cf. 7:1). But verse 7 transitions with 
an expression of trust, and, beginning in 
verse 8, hope dawns through the rest of 
the chapter. In the midst of these state-
ments describing the triumph of Yahweh 
in the salvation of Israel and the judgment 
of her enemies, as the subjugation of the 
seed of the serpent is described, we read, 
“And they shall lick the dust (lāhak) like 
serpents, like the crawling things of the 
ground” (7:17). With Ps 72:9, which was 
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noted above, these texts seem to draw on 
the imagery of Gen 3:14.79 When the Bible 
describes the defeat of enemy nations, it 
uses language reminiscent of the curse 
on the serpent. 

Stricken Serpents
Along with the broken heads of broken 

enemies who are trodden underfoot and 
lick dust, there are several references in 
the OT to serpentine foes whom Yahweh 
has pierced, broken, crushed, or otherwise 
defeated. The image of the defeated worm 
seems to refl ect the snake of Gen 3. 

Isaiah 27:1 refers to “Leviathan” as both 
a “serpent” and a “dragon.” The text reads, 
“In that day Yahweh will bring visita-
tion—with his sharp, great, and strong 
sword—upon Leviathan, the fl eeing ser-
pent, even upon Leviathan, the crooked 
serpent, and he will slay the dragon in 
the sea.” Here the eschatological victory 
of Yahweh amounts to killing the dragon, 
slaying the snake. 

In Isa 51:9 “Rahab” and “the dragon” 
are set side by side, and Yahweh’s victory 
at the exodus seems to be cast in terms of 
his victory over the dragon. We read, 

Arise, arise, clothe yourself with 
strength, O arm of Yahweh. Arise 
as in the days of old, generations of 
long ago. Are you not he, the one 
who cleaved Rahab, piercing the 
dragon? Are you not he, the one 
who dried up the sea, waters deep 
and wide, who made the depths of 
the sea a way for the redeemed to 
pass over?80

 From this text and Isa 27:1, it seems that 
Isaiah can describe Yahweh’s victories 
past and future as the killing of the great 
snake. Psalm 74:12–14 is very similar to 
Isa 51:9. The psalmist states, “God is my 
king from of old, working salvations in 
the midst of the land. You divided by your 

strength the sea, you shattered (šābar in 
the piel) the heads of the dragons (tannîn) 
upon the waters. You crushed (rāsas) the 
heads of Leviathan” (Ps 74:12–14a).81 The 
same note is sounded in Ps 89:11 (ET 10): 
“You crushed (dākā’) Rahab as one who 
is profaned.”82 

In Ps 44:19 the psalmist claims that 
instead of breaking the dragon, Yahweh 
broke his servants. The text reads, “For 
you have crushed (dākāh) us in the place 
of dragons,83 and you cover us with the 
shadow of death.”84 Psalm 58:5–7 (ET 4–6) 
describes the wicked as having venom 
like that of a serpent (58:5, ET 4) who can-
not be charmed (58:6, ET 5), and then God 
is called upon to break (hāras) their teeth 
(58:7, ET 6).85 Psalm 58 then concludes 
with the words: “The righteous (sg.) will 
rejoice (sg.) because he sees vengeance; he 
will bathe (sg.) his feet (sg.) in the blood of 
the wicked” (58:11, ET 10). Here those who 
are likened to a serpent in verse 4, whose 
teeth God is called upon to smash in verse 
6, have apparently been trampled down 
under the feet of Israel’s warrior king (cf. 
the superscription and the singulars), who 
bathes his feet in their blood in verse 10. 

Twice in Job we read of God’s power 
over the serpent. First, in Job 26:12 we fi nd 
the verb “shatter” (māhas), which we have 
seen at numerous points in this study. 
We read, “By his power he smoothes the 
sea, and by his understanding he shat-
tered Rahab. By his breath the heavens 
are fair, his hand pierced the fleeing 
serpent” (26:12–13; cf. Isa 27:1).86 Again 
in Job 40:25–41:26 (ET 41:1–34) Yahweh’s 
uniqueness is stressed by an elaborate 
description of the power of Leviathan 
(40:25, ET 41:1).87 The text is forcing the 
realization that only Yahweh can triumph 
over this grand dragon.88 
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Saving Smashing
Thus far I have briefl y commented on a 

number of texts that, it seems to me, refl ect 
the imagery of Gen 3:14–15. We have seen 
skulls crushed, enemies broken, the rebel-
lious trodden underfoot, the defeated 
seed of the serpent licking the dust, and 
we have seen serpents smashed. Before 
looking to the use of these motifs in the 
NT, we will briefl y note an unexpected 
development in this idea of the crushing 
of the enemy of God. 

In Isa 42:3 we read in reference to the 
servant, “A crushed (rāsas) reed he will 
not break (šābar).” We have seen both of 
these verbs used in texts that seem to 
echo Gen 3:15, and here it seems that the 
judgment that elsewhere falls on the seed 
of the serpent is going to fall on Yahweh’s 
servant. This judgment, however, will 
not break him. This could allude to the 
fact that in Gen 3:15 the heel of the seed 
of the woman is damaged like the head 
of the serpent (the same verb describing 
both injuries). A blow to the head can be 
fatal, but one to the heel rarely is. Isaiah 
42 goes on to indicate that this “crushed 
reed” who is nevertheless not “broken” 
will establish justice (42:3–4), and this 
resembles the painful triumph over the 
serpent described in Gen 3:15–17. 

Twice in Isa 53 we read that the ser-
vant was crushed: fi rst in verse 5, “he 
was crushed (dākā’ in the pual) for our 
sins;” and then in verse 10, “Yahweh was 
pleased to crush (dākā’ in the piel) him.” 
Here again the crushing judgment fi rst 
announced in Gen 3:15 seems to be due 
to Israel because of its sin, but the ser-
vant takes their sin upon himself and is 
crushed for their iniquity, with the result 
that Yahweh is satisfi ed (cf. 53:4, 5, 6, 10, 
11, 12).89 

Genesis 3:15 in the New Testament
We can be confi dent of several allusions 

to Gen 3:15 in the NT. For instance, in Luke 
10:18–19 we read, “[Jesus] said to them, “I 
was beholding Satan falling as lightning 
from heaven. Behold, I have given to you 
the authority to tread upon snakes and 
scorpions,90 and upon all the power of the 
one who is at enmity.”91 Luke 10 portrays 
Jesus telling his disciples that they will 
tread upon snakes and overcome the 
enemy, and in Rom 16:20, as noted above, 
Paul tells the Romans that God will soon 
crush Satan under their feet.92 Earlier in 
Romans, Paul wrote that “the creation 
was subjected to futility . . . in hope” (Rom 
8:20). If, as most commentators think, the 
subjection to futility in view is the curse 
of Gen 3, the corresponding hope would 
appear to be the promise of one who 
would defeat the serpent in Gen 3:15.93 

The scene in Rev 12 is also surely 
infl uenced by Gen 3:15.94 As a woman is 
giving birth to her seed (12:1–2), a dragon 
appears hoping to devour the child 
(12:3–4). Clearly there is enmity between 
the seed of the woman and the snake. 
She gives birth to a male child, who is 
identifi ed as a scion of David through an 
allusion to Ps 2, and child and mother are 
supernaturally protected from the dragon 
(12:5–6). The dragon is thrown down to 
earth after a battle in heaven (12:7–12), 
whereupon he again pursues the woman 
and her seed (12:13). They again benefi t 
from divine protection (12:14–16), so the 
dragon leaves off pursuit of the singular 
seed that he might make war on the rest of 
the collective seed of the woman—those 
who obey God and hold to the testimony 
of Jesus (12:17).95 In Rev 13:3 we read of 
a beast with a head that seems to have a 
mortal wound, and as Beale comments, 
“Such a wound on the head of the grand 

. .
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nemesis of God’s people refl ects Gen. 3:15, 
especially when seen together with Rev. 
12:17.”96 

Alexander, Schreiner, and Wifall have 
rightly noted other passages in the NT 
that incorporate imagery from Gen 3:15. 
These texts mainly describe the enemies 
of the seed of the woman (or in some 
cases, “all things”) being placed under his 
feet (Matt 22:44 and parallels; Acts 2:35; 1 
Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20–22; Heb 2:5–9, 14–15; 
10:13).97 Wifall also notes the relevance 
of the fact that Jesus is named as being 
born of (i.e., the seed of) the woman (Gal 
4:4) and the seed of David (Rom 1:3; 2 
Tim 2:8).98

Conclusion
I began this study with the suggestion 

that if we adopt the hypothesis that the 
Old Testament is a messianic document, 
written from a messianic perspective, to 
sustain a messianic hope, we might fi nd 
that the interpretive methods employed 
by the authors of the NT are legitimate 
hermeneutical moves that we can imi-
tate today. This hypothesis would work 
under the assumption that in the Bible’s 
metanarrative,99 from the moment God 
uttered his judgment against the serpent, 
the seed of the woman (the collective of 
those who trust God) were hoping for the 

seed of the woman (the man who would 
achieve the ultimate victory over the 
serpent).100 If the books of the Bible were 
written by and for a remnant of people 
hoping for the coming of this person, we 
would expect to fi nd in these texts various 
resonations of this promise of God. I have 
argued that we do, in fact, fi nd imagery 
from Gen 3:15 in many texts across both 
testaments. We have seen the seed of the 
woman crushing the head(s) of the seed 
of the serpent, we have seen shattered 

enemies, trampled enemies, dust eating 
defeated enemies, and smashed serpents. 
I fi nd this evidence compelling. Hope-
fully others will as well, even if they do 
not entirely agree with the thesis that the 
OT is, through and through, a messianic 
document. There are no doubt those who 
will remain unpersuaded. We do not yet 
see all things under his feet. May that day 
come soon.101 
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the angels of his dominion and 
all the men of [his lot.].” Unless 
otherwise noted, all Qumran texts 
cited herein are from Florentino 
García Martínez and Eibert J. C. 
Tigchelaar, eds. The Dead Sea Scrolls: 

Study Edition (2 vols.; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1997, 1998).

33The emphasis on the important line 
of descent is also attested to in Heb 
11:11, though translations usually 
obscure it. The text is almost uni-
versally translated, “Sarah received 
power to conceive” (ESV, NAB, 
NASU, NET, NIV, NJB, RSV). This is 
one more reason to reject “dynamic 

equivalence,” because the text 
“woodenly” reads, “barren Sarah 
received power for the foundation 
of the seed.” In view of the Bible’s 
interest in the “holy seed,” the state-
ment that “Sarah received power for 
the foundation of the seed” carries 
more freight than “Sarah received 
ability to conceive.” This common 
rendering of the text obscures all 
connection to the Bible’s “seed” 
theme. KJV and NKJV include the 
word “seed,” and the HCSB has 
“offspring.” 

34Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 
223. 

35This seed confl ict might help us to 
understand the holy wars of total 
destruction in Deuteronomy and 
Joshua. Though Tremper Long-
man does not develop the notion 
at length, he does cite Gen 3:15 at 
the end of his essay in Show Them 

No Mercy: Four Views on God and 

Canaanite Genocide (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2003). 

36Cf. David R. Bauer, The Structure 

of Matthew’s Gospel (JSNTSupp 31; 
Sheffi eld: Almond, 1989), 69: “If the 
opponents of Jesus are children of 
Satan, they are also understood by 
Matthew to form a unity of evil.” 

37The concern with “seed” is not 
limited to the Old and New Testa-
ments. See, for example, the com-
ments on the seed of Lot in Jub. 16:9; 
the blessing on Jacob’s seed in Jub. 
22:10–30; and the cursing of the seed 
of Canaan in Jub. 22:20–21.

38Cf. J. Daniel Hays, “If He Looks Like 
a Prophet,” 59–60, esp. 59 n. 1. See 
too R. E. Clements, “The Messianic 
Hope in the Old Testament,” Journal 

for the Study of the Old Testament 43 

(1989), 6: “The changing attitudes to 
the subject of the messianic expec-
tation in the Old Testament have 
been strongly refl ective of changing 
methods in studying it.” 

39R. A. Martin (“The Earliest Messi-
anic Interpretation of Genesis 3:15,” 
Journal for Biblical Literature 84 [1965]: 
427) concludes, “If the above expla-
nation is correct, the LXX becomes 
thereby the earliest evidence of an 
individual messianic interpreta-
tion of Gen 3 15, to be dated in the 
third or second century B.C.” See 
also Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho in 
Ante-Nicene Fathers (hereafter cited 
as ANF) (10 vols.; Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1994), 1:250; Irenaeus, 
Against Heresies in ANF 1:548 [5.21]. 
The Westminster Confession of Faith, 
7.3, in reference to the “second” 
“covenant of grace,” refers to Gen 
3:15 in a footnote. In covenant the-
ology, the protoevangelium of Gen 
3:15 is understood as the fi rst out-
working of the “eternal covenant of 
redemption” between the members 
of the Godhead. Thus, Fred Malone 
writes, “I believe . . . . That God did 
reveal historically the ‘promise of 
grace’ in Genesis 3:15, commonly 
called the Covenant of Grace” (The 

Baptism of Disciples Alone: A Cov-

enantal Argument for Credobaptism 

Versus Paedobaptism [Cape Coral, FL: 
Founders, 2003], xxxiii). Dispensa-
tionalists also include this text in 
their treatments of messianic hope, 
see Craig A. Blaising and Darrell L. 
Bock, Progressive Dispensationalism 
(Wheaton, IL: Bridgepoint, 1993). 
While Bock’s comments are very 
cautious (81, but see 99), Blaising’s 
words are robust (216). 



49

40The issues raised by Gen 3:15 are 
not considered by Marinus de Jonge 
(“Messiah,” in Anchor Bible Diction-

ary [ed. David Noel Freedman; 6 
vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1992], 
4:777–88), nor does the text even 
appear in the index of Donald Juel’s 
Messianic Exegesis: Christological 

Interpretation of the Old Testament in 

Early Christianity (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1988). Block does not mention 
Gen 3:15 until the last paragraph of 
his essay, “My Servant David,” 56. 
It is amazing to me that Sigmund 
Mowinckel, to name one promi-
nent exponent of the position, can 
summarily dismiss the possibility 
of Gen 3:15 being a messianic text 
in one paragraph (He that Cometh 
[trans. G. W. Anderson; Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1954], 11). See the far 
more plausible, thought provoking 
discussion in Dempster, Dominion 

and Dynasty, 68–72. 
41Alexander writes, “By atomising 

the received text into short sec-
tions and interpreting these as 
self-contained units, we may fail to 
appreciate adequately the impact 
of the larger literary context upon 
our understanding of these smaller 
units” (“Messianic Ideology,” 32). 

42Apparently the LXX translator did 
not know what to do with this term, 
rendering it with future forms of 
tēreō, “I keep/watch over” (!), and 
this is matched by the verb nmr 

in the Targum, which also means 
“keep/watch.” Unless otherwise 
noted, all references to Targumic 
material in this project are to the 
text provided by BibleWorks 6, 
whose Targum material is derived 
from the Hebrew Union College 

CAL (Comprehensive Aramaic 
Lexicon) project.

43The fact that the judgment is visited 
upon the serpent’s head could also 
have given rise to the idea of the 
wicked having their evil deeds 
“returned upon their own heads,” 
as in Judg 9:57; 1 Kgs 2:32–33, 37, 
44; 8:32; 2 Chr 6:23; Neh 3:36 (ET 
4:4); Esth 9:25; Ps 7:17 (ET 16); 140:10 
(ET 9); Ezek 9:10; 11:21; 16:43; 17:19; 
22:31; Joel 4:4, 7 (ET 3:4, 7); Obad 
15. Related to this, not a few of the 
wicked in the OT have their heads 
conquered, that is, cut off, see Judg 
7:25; 1 Sam 5:4; 31:9; 2 Sam 4:7; 16:9 
(threatened); 20:21–22; 2 Kgs 10:6–7; 
1 Chr 10:9–10. 

44Wifall suggests that these images 
are common in Ancient Near East-
ern (ANE) art and literature (“Gen 
3:15—A Protevangelium?” 363–64). 
It is possible that the imagery in 
the texts I will discuss simply 
derives from a common milieu, but 
I fi nd the view I am arguing more 
persuasive than that explanation. 
According to the Bible’s presenta-
tion of human history, these images 
in the ANE could fi nd their ultimate 
source in what is narrated in Gen 3, 
for the Bible provides an account of 
the descent of all the earth’s nations 
from Adam and Eve in Gen 5, 10, 
and 11. I should note also that the 
images I am discussing do not 
exhaust the possible infl uence(s) of 
Gen 3:15 in the Bible. For instance, 
I do not discuss Gen 49:17, which 
seems to have given rise to a Jewish 
tradition that the antichrist would 
come from Dan (cf. T. Dan 5:6–7). I 
owe this reference to G. K. Beale, 
The Book of Revelation (New Inter-

national Greek Testament Com-
mentary; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1999), 420 n. 133. 

45In my view, the seed promise of 
Gen 3 gave rise to the hope for one 
who would restore an edenic state 
(cf. Gen 3:17 with 5:29). Genesis 
then carefully traces a line of male 
descent to Abraham in the gene-
alogies of chapters 5 and 11 (see 
T. D. Alexander, “From Adam to 
Judah”). The promises to Abraham 
in Gen 12:1–3 and elsewhere (esp. 
the royal promises in Gen 17:6, 16; 
49:9–11) are then layered onto the 
earlier ones, beginning from Gen 
3:15. If this is not clear from Genesis 
itself, the Balaam oracles bring these 
statements together. Thus, we fi nd 
numerous comments about bless-
ing and cursing (Num 22:6, 12, 17; 
23:8, 11, 25; 24:9–10), an individual 
who seems to represent the nation 
(23:9), indications that a great king 
will arise in Israel (23:21; 24:7, 17, 19), 
citations of the blessing of Judah in 
Gen 49:9–11 (23:24; 24:9), overtones 
of a return to Eden (24:8; cf. Gen 
2:8) and smashing of enemies (Num 
24:8), even the crushing of their 
heads (24:17). See John Sailhamer, 
“Creation, Genesis 1–11, and the 
Canon,” Bulletin of Biblical Research 

10 (2000), 89–106. The imagery of 
Gen 49 and Num 24 is also present 
in 1Q28b (1QSb) 5:24–29, and Gen 
3:15, refracted through 2 Sam 22:43 
(see note 66 below), might also be 
reflected in the trampling of the 
nations (1Q28b [1QSb] 5:27). 

46The overtones of Gen 3:15 in Num 
24 may have infl uenced the Greek 
translation of Num 24:7, “A man 
shall come forth from his seed, and 
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he shall rule many nations. And 
his King shall be higher than Gog” 
(emphasis added). Cf. the MT, 
“Water shall fl ow from his buck-
ets, and his seed shall be on many 
waters. His King shall be higher 
than Agag.” See Craig Evans’s dis-
cussion of this text’s relevance for 
understanding the use of Hos 11:1 
in Matt 2:13–15 (“The Old Testament 
in the New,” 136). 

47This text is cited in the War Scroll 
in connection with the felling of 
the “hordes of Belial” (1Q33 [1QM] 
11:6–8). See also 4Q175 (4Q Testimo-

nia) 1:12–13, 19. Dempster (Dominion 

and Dynasty, 116) takes Num 24:17 
as I do. 

48Genesis 3:15 has a form of šûp 

for “bruise” and rō’š for “head,” 
whereas the phrase in Num 24:17 
reads, “and he will crush (ûmāhas) 
the corners of Moab (pa’ātê mô’āb), 
and break down (wĕqarĕqar) all 
the sons of Sheth.” As will be seen 
below, the verb māhas is used in 
a number of texts that seem to be 
alluding to Gen 3:15, and “corners” 
(pē’āh) seems to be used here for 
“corners of the head” (cf. Lev 13:41) 
as refl ected in most English transla-
tions (e.g., ESV, HCSB, NASU, NET, 
NJB, RSV). For another text that 
describes justice upon the head of 
Moab with the same language, see 
Jer 48:45. 

49Cf. B. S. Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” 
in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology 
(ed. T. Desmond Alexander and 
Brian S. Rosner; Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 2000), 6: “Concepts 
rather than words are a surer foot-
ing on which to base thematic study 
such as that involved in biblical-

theological synthesis.” So also Sch-
reiner, “Foundations for Faith,” 3. 
See too Sir. 36:10, “Crush the heads 
of the rulers of the enemy.” 

50Judges 5:26 reads, “she struck 
(hālam) Sisera; she crushed (māhaq 
1x in OT) his head; she shattered 
(māhas) and pierced (hālap, only 
time with this meaning in the OT) 
his temple (raqqāh).” 

51Similarly Dempster, Dominion and 

Dynasty, 132. 
52This term occurs in other texts that 

could refl ect judgment on the seed 
of the serpent; see its use in 2 Kgs 
9:35 and 1 Chr 10:10. See also note 
88 below. 

53This term is also used in relevant 
texts which will be noted below, Isa 
42:3–4 and Ps 74:14. 

54Cf. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 
140: “The seed of the woman has 
arrived, and in David’s fi rst action 
as king he is a warrior, an anointed 
one who conquers and beheads a 
monstrous giant, whose speech 
echoes the serpent’s voice.” 

55As noted above, the term rāsas is 
used in several head-crushing texts 
(Judg 9:53; Isa 42:3–4; Ps 74:14). In 
Isa 7, the king of Syria is several 
times named as “Rezin” (rěsîn) (7:1, 
4, 8). E. J. Young writes, “Lindblom 
suggests that the king was tenden-
tiously called Resin, ‘pleasure,’ 
suggesting the root rātzatz, ‘crush’” 
(The Book of Isaiah [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1965], 1:274 n. 19). 

56The verb is hûl, and “whirl, dance, 
writhe” are listed as possible glosses 
in Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and 
Charles A Briggs, eds., A Hebrew and 

English Lexicon of the Old Testament 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906), 296 

(cited hereafter as BDB). They list Jer 
30:23 under the meaning “whirl” 
(297). Ludwig Koehler and Walter 
Baumgartner, eds. (The Hebrew and 

Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament 

[Leiden: Brill, 1994-2000], 297 [cited 
hereafter as HALOT]) list the use of 
the verb in Jer 30:23 under “dance 
. . . to whirl.” For a similar use of the 
verb, see 2 Sam 3:29. 

57Jeremiah 23:19 and 30:23 are iden-
tical except for a single conjunc-
tive waw in 23:19 which begins 
the phrase “and a tempest excites 
itself.” 

58The only difference between the 
two statements is the addition of the 
term bînāh (“understanding,” which 
results in the addition of the word 
“clearly” in several translations) at 
the end of Jer 23:20. 

59We have seen the term for “crush” 
(māhas) in several other head-crush-
ing texts: Num 24:8, 17; Judg 5:26; 
and we will see it in several more: 
2 Sam 22:39; Job 26:12; Ps 68:21, 
23; 110:6. These will be discussed 
below. 

60Ralph L. Smith, Micah-Malachi 
(Word Biblical Commentary; Waco, 
TX: Word, 1984), 116. 

61In my translation I follow Smith 
(Micah-Malachi, 113–14, 116, cit-
ing W. F. Albright, “The Psalm of 
Habakkuk,” in Studies in Old Testa-

ment Prophecy [ed. H. H. Rowley; 
Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1950], 
1–18) in translating yĕsôr as “tail” 
to bring out the dragon imagery. 
BDB offers “foundation, base, bot-
tom” as possible glosses (414), and 
HALOT suggests “foundation wall, 
base” (417). 

62Cf. also 68:31 (ET 30), where the 
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text might be translated “Trample 
underfoot those who lust after trib-
ute” (ESV) or “Trampling under foot 
the pieces of silver” (NASU). The 
other option is to take the hitpael 
of rps differently, as it is in the only 
other occurrence of this verb in 
the hitpael in the OT, Prov 6:3, and 
with the NET read, “They humble 
themselves and offer gold and silver 
as tribute.” See the discussion in 
HALOT, 1279–80. 

63Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty, 
200; Wifall (“Gen 3:15—A Protevan-
gelium?” 363) notes this text and Ps 
8:6 in this regard (with Schreiner, 
“Foundations for Faith,” 3). 

64Rosner’s words (“Biblical Theol-
ogy,” 6) are relevant here as well (see 
note 49 above). These concepts—all 
things under the feet of the Mes-
sianic King (see also Ps 8) and him 
ruling with a scepter—could have 
grounded statements such as the 
one a demon is depicted making 
to Solomon in T. Sol. 18:3, “But you, 
King, are not able to harm us or to 
lock us up; but since God gave you 

authority over all the spirits of the air, 

the earth, and (the regions) beneath the 

earth, we also have taken our place 
before you like the other spirits” 
(OTP 1:977, emphasis added). 

65Schreiner, “Foundations for Faith,” 
3. 

66As noted above (note 45), the lan-
guage of 2 Sam 22:43 might also be 
refl ected in 1Q28b (1QSb) 5:27, where 
the text reads, “May you trample 
the nations as clay of the streets” 
(ymktythwswt [r . . . wtrmws‘m]). The 
verb in 2 Sam 22:43 is not rms (note 
that the Qumran text is uncertain 
here as the brackets designate), but 

the phrase “as clay of the streets” 
(kĕtît-hûsôt) is identical. 

67HALOT, 1270: “II r‘‘. . . . 1. a. to 
smash, shatter.” 

68Cf. Schreiner (“Foundations for 
Faith,” 2) and Wifall (“Gen 3:15—A 
Protevangelium?” 363). 

69See the discussion of licking/eating 
dust below. 

70This term is also used in 1Q33 (1QM) 
18:2–3: “the Kittim shall be crushed 
(ktt) . . . when the hand of the God 
of Israel is raised against the whole 
horde of Belial.” 

71So also Wifall, “Gen 3:15—A Prote-
vangelium?” 363. 

72It might be observed that Israel’s 
king is viewed as their deliverer 
(cf. 2 Sam 25:28), and the OT is not 
reticent to cast the savior of Israel in 
bloody terms (1 Sam 18:27; Isa 63:1–
6). Another pointer in this direction 
is Bruce Waltke’s argument that all 
of the Psalms should be read with 
reference to Israel’s hoped for king, 
“A Canonical Process Approach to 
the Psalms,” in Tradition and Testa-

ment: Essays in Honor of Charles Lee 

Feinberg (Chicago: Moody, 1981), 
3–18. In support of this, see “Midr. 

Ps. 24:3 (on Ps. 24:1): ‘Our Masters 
taught: In the Book of Psalms, all 
the Psalms which David composed 
apply either to himself or to all of 
Israel.’ The midrash goes on to say 
that in some instances the Davidic 
psalm may have application for the 
‘Age to Come’ (the messianic age)” 
(Evans, “The Old Testament in the 
New,” 136).

73There is also a reference to enemies 
being crushed/shattered in the 
twelfth benediction of the Shem-

oneh Esreh, the Eighteen Benedic-

tions (Babylonian version). In 1 
Macc, four times Judas is depicted 
speaking of his enemies being 
“crushed” (suntribō) (3:22; 4:10, 30; 
7:42). Further, “the most popular 
explanation” of Judas’ nickname is 
“that ‘Maccabeus’ derives from the 
word ‘hammer’ (Heb mqbt)” (Uriel 
Rapaport and Paul L. Redditt, “Mac-
cabeus,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, 
4:454). 

74See the above discussions of the 
following texts: 2 Sam 22:43/Ps 
18:43 (ET 42); Isa 14:25; 28:3; Jer 
23:29; 30:23; Ps 68:23 (ET 22); 110:1; 
Rom 16:20.

75Cf. the words of the Targum of 
Pseudo-Jonathan on Gen 49:11, “the 
king, Messiah, . . . . With his gar-
ments dipped in blood, he is like 
one who treads grapes in the press” 
(as cited in Charlesworth, “From 
Messianology to Christology,” 15). 

76Depending on how Isa 41:2 is trans-
lated, it too might fi t with the motif 
being exposited here. The phrase in 
question reads, ûmělākîm yard. If the 
form yard derives from either rdd 

or rdh, it can mean something like 
“trample down” (see BDB, 921–22). 
This seems to be the way several 
translations take it: “he tramples 
kings underfoot” (ESV, NRSV, RSV). 
The reading ywrd appears in 1QIsa, 
which could derive from yrd (go 
down). Thus, other translations ren-
der the phrase, “he subdues kings” 
(KJV, NIV, NASU, NET).

77See the discussion of Ps 58:11 (ET 
10) below. Cf. also the imagery from 
Gen 3:15 in T. Sim. 6:6, “Then all the 
spirits of error shall be given over 
to being trampled underfoot;” T. Levi 

18:12, “And Beliar shall be bound 

. .
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by him. And he shall grant to his 
children the authority to trample on 
wicked spirits” (cf. T. Dan 5:10); and 
Jub. 31:18, “And to Judah he said: 
‘May the LORD give you might and 
strength to tread upon all who hate 
you. Be a prince, you and one of 
your sons for the sons of Jacob; may 
your name and the name of your 
son be one which travels and goes 
about in all the lands and cities” 
(emphasis added throughout). 

78See too the allusion to Gen 3:14 in 
Isa 65:25, “And as for the serpent, 
dust is his food.” 

79Several of these images (enemies 
licking the dust, enemies underfoot, 
enemies crushed, and the righteous 
triumphantly reigning forever) 
appear in the Qumran War Scroll. 
The text is partially in brackets, but 
1Q33 (1QM) 12:14–15 reads, “Open 
your gate[s] continuously so that the 
wealth of the nations can be brought 
to you! Their kings shall wait on 
you, all your oppressors lie prone 
before you, the dust [of your feet 
they shall lick (lhk)].” These lines are 
addressed to the “war hero” (gbwr 

hmlhmh), who is also called “Man of 
Glory” (’yskbwd) and “Performer of 
Valiance” (‘wsyhyl). This individual 
is urged to put his foot on the piles 
of the slain and to crush (mhs) the 
peoples (12:9–11). The passage cli-
maxes, after the statement about the 
enemies licking the dust, with the 
words, “Rule over the king[dom of 
. . .] [ . . . and] Israel to reign for ever” 
(12:15–16). This text is repeated in 
part in 19:1–8 and 4Q492, where the 
licking is corroborated.

80This text could be infl uencing T. Sol. 
25:7, where the demon from the Red 

Sea, who claims to have hardened 
Pharaoh’s heart and performed 
signs and wonders for Jannes and 
Jambres (25:3–4), explains that he 
was buried beneath the waters with 
the defeated Egyptians. 

81Cf. T. Ash. 7:3, “Until such time 
as the Most High visits the earth. 
[He shall come as a man eating 
and drinking with human beings,] 
crushing the dragon’s head in the 
water” (emphasis added, brackets 
indicate suspected Christian inter-
polation). Perhaps this imagery 
gives rise to the imprecation in Pss. 

Sol. 2:25, “Do not delay, O God, to 
repay to them on (their) heads; to 
declare dishonorable the arrogance 
of the dragon” (trans. R. B. Wright, 
OTP, 2:653, emphasis added). See 
also the reference to the subversive 
serpent in Pss. Sol. 4:9. In Pss. Sol. 
17:4 we read, “Lord, you chose 
David to be king over Israel, and 
swore to him about his seed forever, 
that his kingdom should not fail 
before you.” Verses 5–6 speak of 
a rival monarchy set up in place 
of the “throne of David,” whose 
destruction is described by verse 7: 
“But you, O God, overthrew them, 
and uprooted their seed from the 
earth, for there rose up against them 
a man alien to our race” (I have 
altered Wright’s translation empha-
sizing seed for spermatos in v. 4 and 
sperma in v. 7—Wright renders both 
as “descendants”). The “man alien 
to our race” (Pompey?) is perhaps 
viewed as Yahweh’s agent of judg-
ment, and yet this judgment is both 
purging and defiling (17:11–20). 
In response to this, the psalmist 
calls on God to raise up the “son of 

David” (17:21) who will “smash the 
arrogance of sinners like a potter’s 
jar” and “shatter” them “with an 
iron rod” (17:23–24; cf. Ps 2:9). With 
the reference in Pss. Sol. 17:32 to the 
Lord King Messiah, this seems to 
set up a picture of a Davidic King 
whose seed has been challenged 
by those who are likened to a 
“dragon,” on whose head God is 
implored to visit judgment (2:25), 
and whose seed God is described 
as overthrowing (17:7). The author 
of the Psalms of Solomon seems to 
be reading reality through a lens 
colored by Gen 3:15. 

82Wifall, “Gen 3:15—A Protevange-
lium?” 363. 

83BDB suggests that this form, tannîm, 
is erroneous for tannîn, “serpent, 
dragon, sea-monster” (1072). But it 
could be the plural of tān “jackal.” 
Some manuscripts do read tannîn.

84Cf. 2 Esdras (4 Ezra) 5:29, which 
voices a similar complaint regard-
ing being trodden underfoot, “And 
those who opposed your promises 
have trodden down on those who 
believed your covenants” (OTP 
1:533). 

85Another text dealing with the defeat 
of the serpent is Ps 91:13, which has 
been noted above, where the ser-
pent is trodden underfoot. See also 
1 En. 46:4, “This Son of Man whom 
you have seen . . . shall . . . crush the 
teeth of the sinners.” 

86The descriptions of Yahweh as 
one who has power over storms 
in this context (see the statements 
on clouds in 26:8 and the thunder 
in 26:14) may be a polemic against 
the Hittite world-view refl ected in 
“The Storm-God and the Serpent 
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(Illuyanka)” in Canonical Composi-

tions from the Biblical World (trans. 
Gary Beckman; vol. 1 of The Context 

of Scripture [cited hereafter as COS], 
Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1:150–51. In Job 
Yahweh is the Storm God who tri-
umphs over the serpent. 

87Cf. Robert S. Fyall, Now My Eyes 

Have Seen You (New Studies in Bib-
lical Theology 12; Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 2002), 157: “when 
Leviathan fills the picture he is 
no newcomer, nor is he simply an 
inflated picture of the crocodile. 
Rather . . . he is the embodiment of 
cosmic evil itself.” 

88It might be signifi cant for this dis-
cussion that we read in 2 Kgs 18:4, 
“And he beat to pieces (kātat) the 
bronze serpent that Moses made.” 
See too the Targum on the Song 
of Songs at Song 8:2, where the 
King Messiah will be led into the 
temple and the righteous will feast 
on Leviathan, drinking wine from 
the day of creation and eating fruits 
prepared in the Garden of Eden. 
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Introduction
As evangelical Christians, we profess to 
be committed fi rst and foremost to the 
proclamation and preservation of the 
Gospel. Yet it is worth asking ourselves 
afresh if the Gospel truly has grasped 
our hearts and lives. Indeed, that is the 
essence of being a Christian. Whether 
we fi nd ourselves discouraged by failure 
or elated by success, we must again and 
again grasp the word of the Law and 
the word of the Gospel in their distinc-
tion from one other. This distinction is 
not a truth which may quietly rest in an 
outline of systematic theology, but bears 
fundamental hermeneutical implications. 
Through this distinction the Bible offers 
its own interpretation,2 and does not 
remain merely a book that I read, but is 
“the book that reads me.”3

In this light, it is worthwhile to listen 
to the complaint—in all its length—that 
at least one disappointed Christian has 
voiced concerning his own experience of 
an evangelical church:

I experienced what happens when 
Law and Gospel are not under-
stood and thus not distinguished. 
My Christian life, truly begun by 
grace, was now being “perfected” 
on the treadmill of the Law. My 
pastors did not end their sermons by 
demanding that I recite the rosary 
or visit Lourdes this week in order 
to unleash God’s power; instead, I 
was told to yield more, pray more, 
care about unbelievers more, read 

the Bible more, get involved with 
the church more, love my wife and 
kids more. Not until . . . some 20 
years later, did I understand that 
my Christian life had come to center 
around my life, my obedience, my 
yielding, my Bible verse memori-
zation, my prayers, my zeal, my 
witnessing, and my sermon appli-
cation. I had advanced beyond the 
need to hear the cross preached to 
me anymore. Of course, we all knew 
that Jesus had died for our sins, and 
none of us would ever argue that we 
were trying to “merit” salvation. But 
something had changed. God was 
a Father all right, but a painfully 
demanding one. I was supposed 
to show that I had cleaned up my 
life and was at least grateful for all 
the gifts that had been bestowed. 
. . . The Gospel was critical for me 
at the beginning, critical now to 
share with others, and still critical 
to get me into heaven, but it was of 
little other value. The “evangel” in 
Evangelicalism was missing.4

Would this person’s experience have 
been any different at any other evangeli-
cal church? How many of our churches 
truly live up to the name “evangelical”? 
Should the Gospel be reserved only for 
the beginning of the Christian life, or an 
invitation at the close of the sermon? Is 
the hymn by Charlotte Elliott, “Just As I 
Am?” to be reserved merely for evange-
listic crusades? Or is it for the daily life of 
every Christian? If this hymn and others 
like it become part of our daily thought 
and life, are we resigning ourselves to 
weakness and defeatism—an impotent 
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faith that brings no growth?
Before we take up these questions, a 

brief confession is necessary. I omitted a 
brief, but central element of Craig Parton’s 
story: it was as, he says, he “came to the 
Lutheran Reformation,” that he was able 
to see his way through the faults of the 
teaching to which he had been exposed. 
Although it is not entirely absent from 
the Reformed tradition, the insistence 
on a sharp distinction between Law 
and Gospel is much more characteristic 
of Lutheran thought. As an all-to-brief 
introduction to this topic, it is worth trac-
ing some of the historical lines of thought 
centered upon the interpretation of Scrip-
ture as Law and Gospel. Naturally, we can 
only touch on the surface of matters that 
require discussion in considerable histori-
cal and theological depth. Yet perhaps it is 
possible to provide a basic orientation.

The Law/Gospel Distinction
It was Luther who not only fi rst formu-

lated this distinction, but also associated 
it with his very conversion and reforma-
tional discovery:

I learned to distinguish between 
the righteousness of the law and 
the righteousness of the gospel. I 
lacked nothing before this except 
that I made no distinction between 
the law and the gospel. I regarded 
both as the same thing and held that 
there was no difference between 
Christ and Moses except the times in 
which they lived and their degrees 
of perfection. But when I discovered 
the proper distinction, namely, that 
the law is one thing and the gospel 
is another I broke through.5

For Luther, “Law” expresses God’s 
demand on us in all its clarity and as a 
result condemns us and delivers us over 
to death. He uses the term “Law” as an 
overarching description of God’s demand 
on us, whether that demand is expressed 

in the Old Testament or the New, or writ-
ten in the heart of the human being by the 
Creator. Yet as Luther’s own usage shows, 
this summary category contains plenty of 
room for both the variety of biblical terms 
that describe God’s will for human con-
duct and for its own fulfi llment outside 
itself in Jesus Christ. 

A protest often already arises at this 
point, especially from Old Testament 
scholars: “the Law was an expression of 
God’s grace given only after the Lord’s 
deliverance of Israel in the Exodus, as a 
gift to his people.” Apart from a neces-
sary qualifi cation as to what is meant by 
“grace” in such a protest, Luther most 
likely would have gladly agreed with 
it—and nevertheless insisted that Law 
and Gospel must be kept as far apart 
from one another as “heaven and earth.” 
Although it is not without its resonance 
in Reformed theology, as we shall see, 
this protest now often represents a reac-
tion against a Kantian (or neo-Kantian) 
rejection of external moral constraints.6 
The protest is legitimate as such, but it 
entirely misses Luther’s point. Scholars 
also are prone to speak of “negative” and 
“positive” statements about the Law in 
Paul’s letters. But these categories, too, 
represent little other than a Kantian hang-
over. For Luther, as for Paul before him, 
even in its strange, condemning work, the 
Law serves the proper and good purpose 
of God. For this reason, Luther speaks 
rightly of “the blessed death” worked by 
the Law.7 We shall return to this matter 
further below.

It is important to observe fi rst of all 
that Luther, along with other Reform-
ers, recognized that the Law appears in 
more than one “function” (or “offi ce”) 
within the Scriptures. It quickly becomes 
apparent in the Decalogue, for example, 
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that the Law reckons with the presence 
of evil in the human heart. Although it 
provides no means by which that evil may 
be removed, it does pronounce injunc-
tions by which evil may be curbed. The 
commandments, “You shall not murder,” 
and “You shall not commit adultery,” pre-
suppose that hatred and lust reside in the 
human heart.8 In a signifi cant measure, 
these and other prohibitions (and threats) 
of the Law prevent human beings from 
acting upon those evil desires.9 While the 
fallen world is not thereby tamed, the Law 
serves to preserve human society and to 
further its natural development as God’s 
creation, even in its fallen condition.10 
This divinely-ordained function of the 
Law came to be known as the “fi rst” or 
“political” use of the Law (usus civilis). It 
is not to be confused with the “second” or 
“condemning” function of the Law, which 
serves God’s larger saving purpose (usus 
theologicus). Simply because I refrain from 
murder under threat of punishment, does 
not mean that I have been forgiven and 
redeemed from the evil of hating another 
human being in my heart! Out of his 
own particular theological perspective, 
Luther’s fellow-Reformer, Philip Melanch-
thon came to speak of a “third use of the 
Law,” the use of the Law as instruction 
and as a pattern of life for the regener-
ate.11 This category, although extraneous 
to Luther’s understanding of Law and 
Gospel, nevertheless can be encompassed 
within it, so long as it is recognized that 
the “third use of the Law” in the end is 
nothing other than the fi rst and second 
uses of the Law at work in the life of the 
believer.12 

The Condemning Function 
of the Law

 In the relation of the Law to the Gos-

pel, we are fi rst and foremost concerned 
with the condemning function of the 
Law, much as Paul was in his letter to the 
Galatians. That condemning function, it 
must be pointed out, does not at all entail 
the idea that the Law is evil. Admittedly, 
for Luther the Law becomes the tool of 
sin and of the devil, who works sin and 
despair in us through it. Nevertheless, the 
Law remains in God’s hand, just as sin and 
the devil also remain ultimately in God’s 
hand. In the light of the Gospel it becomes 
clear that the Law has a “strange,” but 
necessary purpose. As Paul tells us, evil 
lies not in the Law, but within me (Rom 
7:14-25). It is for this reason that the Law 
condemns me.

Yet another objection regularly arises: 
“why would God give a Law that no one 
can fulfi ll?” We may respond with two 
observations on the usual function of civil 
law. In the fi rst place, in making laws, the 
primary question is not whether human 
beings will be able to keep those laws, but 
whether the laws are just and benefi cial for 
society. Unhappily, our sinfulness some-
times expresses itself in fraud, embezzle-
ment, robbery, murder, and other crimes. 
Obviously, the criminalization of such 
behavior is intended to induce conformity 
to the norm through the threat of punish-
ment. Nevertheless, some persons in some 
situations cannot keep themselves from 
acting in such ways. That does not nor-
mally hinder the development of law. It 
would hardly be appropriate, for example, 
to exempt alcoholics from drunk-driving 
laws because they may lack the ability 
to keep themselves from drinking and 
driving. The Law of God likewise was 
given because it is right and good: more 
on this point in a moment. Secondly, when 
a police offi cer has pulled over a driver 
who is obviously intoxicated, the offi cer 
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nevertheless administers certain tests to 
that driver. Why should the offi cer ask the 
person to walk a straight line or attempt 
to touch their fi nger to their nose, if they 
can see from the start that the person is 
not able to do so? They do so because it 
has to be established openly and publicly 
that the person is intoxicated. The Law 
has the same function. The Lord’s gift of 
the Law to Israel, which held the offer of 
life and blessing to Israel, if Israel would 
only obey it, served to expose Israel’s need 
for the Lord to make its heart new, so that 
Israel would love the Lord, as the Law 
requires it to do. Yet from the very start, 
Israel’s conduct in the wilderness antici-
pated its disobedience once it received the 
commandments (Deut 8:2, 9:7; 29:2-4; 30:1-
5). According to Deuteronomy, the Lord 
(and, for that matter, Moses, too) knows 
that Israel is a “stiff-necked” people that 
will rebel against the Lord and his good 
Law (Deut 9:6-7). But it was necessary to 
establish the matter openly, so that Israel 

itself comes to know its condition: that is one 
of the fundamental lessons of Israel’s his-
tory of repeated rebellion, punishment, 
and restoration. Along with Israel, the 
Law addresses all human beings with 
the good and benefi cial demands of God 
the Creator, even though we are unable 
to yield the obedience that they require 
from us. Our sinfulness is so radical, so 
fundamental to our person, that we are in 
a state of blindness, a sort of drunkenness 
on our own pride (and, sometimes too, 
despair). We cannot see, feel or know our 
sin without a voice from without which 
exposes us for what we are. That is the 
function of the Law, not only at the begin-
ning of the Christian life, but throughout 
our entire earthly journey. God’s Law is 
like the knife in the hand of the surgeon 
with which he fi rst must wound us in 

order to work our healing. 

The Hermeneutical Signifi cance of 
the Law/Gospel Distinction

For Luther, the distinction between 
Law and Gospel was of such a funda-
mental nature that the ability to draw 
the distinction between them determined 
whether or not one was a “theologian,” 
i.e., whether or not one was a Christian: 

Therefore whoever knows well how 
to distinguish the Gospel from the 
Law should give thanks to God and 
know that he is a real theologian. I 
admit that in the time of temptation 
I myself do not know how to do this 
as I should.13

Elsewhere he in fact speaks of the 
ability to distinguish between Law and 
Gospel as an “art” which the Holy Spirit 
alone can work.14 As Luther himself points 
out, at the theoretical level, the distinction 
between demand and gift is not at all 
diffi cult to grasp. But Luther has in view 
the practical distinction between God’s 
demand and God’s gift that we must 
make in the temptations and trials of life. 
Although we unfortunately do not have 
space to pursue the matter here, the her-
meneutical implications are large. Luther 
understands the distinction between 
Law and Gospel to be fundamental to 
Scripture, so that God speaks to human 
beings concerning salvation in the words 
of Scripture in these two distinct ways. 
God’s address to us in these two ways 
in the Scriptures, moreover, is direct. The 
promise of Isa 54:13, that “all your sons 
will be taught of the Lord” is fulfi lled 
in the words of Scripture themselves.15 
Interpretation and application cannot 
be separated from one another into two 
distinct acts, but remain together in the 
single act of faith, which grasps what God 
has done for us in Christ in its signifi cance 
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for the present moment of our life. Other-
wise, the interpretation of Scripture and 
preaching almost inevitably become the 
presentation of ideal (or a warning drawn 
from a pattern of disobedience) that we 
then are encouraged to follow (or avoid), 
an image of truth which we are to bring to 
reality. Naturally, we generally are urged 
to do so “by the power of the Spirit,” and 
not in our own strength. Nevertheless, 
as the disappointed evangelical sadly 
observed in the citation above, the cruci-
fi ed and risen Christ is now strikingly 
absent from such preaching.16 As Christ 
is absent, so too is the work of the Law, 
which calls us to account and judges us, 
so that we might know freedom from our 
sins. Preaching which takes this form 
does nothing to further Christian living. 
In fact, in so far as it furthers the illusion 
that we are basically good and merely 
weak, it is detrimental.

 Needless to say, this approach to 
Scripture calls for a radical revision of 
our usual pattern of thought, according 
to which we fi rst complete our exegesis 
and then seek to apply it to life. Without 
in any way calling into question the need 
for careful, methodical study of the text, 
we may ask if the model to which we gen-
erally are accustomed properly acknowl-
edges the way in which the Scriptures 
interpret us before we interpret them. To 
imagine that we can sit down with a text 
of Scripture, employing certain rules of 
study and using the linguistic tools at our 
disposal, determine the meaning of the 
text and then go on to apply it prayerfully 
is to deceive ourselves: we imagine that 
we master the text, when in fact it dis-
closes its meaning only as it masters us. If 
the reformational affi rmation is true that 
Scriptura sui ipsius interpres (“Scripture 
interprets itself”), then we must follow 

the pattern that Luther commends to us. 
We begin with prayerful entrance into 
Scripture, continue in meditation on the 
words of Scripture, and experience the 
testing of the Gospel in us, in the trials 
and temptations of our life.17 As those 
who believe and therefore already have 
been interpreted by the word of God, 
and driven by our trials, we enter into 
Scripture praying that God will open us 
to the Scripture and the Scripture to us.18 
That prayer continues through the whole 
task of interpretation. 

Calvin and the Law/Gospel 
Distinction

We have mentioned already that while 
the distinction between Law and Gospel 
is present within Reformed thought, it 
does not play the same role there as it does 
in a Lutheran framework. The difference 
on this matter goes back to Calvin himself. 
Calvin is able to speak of the condemning 
function of the Law with the same vigor 
as Luther himself (e.g., Institutes 2.7.1-7). 
Yet in his eagerness to resolve the ques-
tion of the unity of Scripture, he speaks 
of the Law as functioning within a larger 
covenant of grace that comes to its fulfi ll-
ment in Jesus Christ.19 Apart from grace 
the Law brings death (nuda lex), but seen 
within its larger setting, in its witness to 
Christ, the Law does not bring death but 
serves another purpose (totus lex). Accord-
ing to this perspective, Law and Gospel do 
not address the believing human being in 
radically different ways, but only in dif-
fering degrees according to the measures 
of “grace” present within them. Within 
the Reformed tradition, then, a kind of 
“salvation-history” became the funda-
mental paradigm by which to explain 
the difference between Law and Gospel, 
a “difference” that could become either 
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large or small. Either continuity or discon-
tinuity between the Law and the Gospel 
could be stressed. There were times in 
which the Reformed tradition could 
approach the Lutheran paradigm, but 
rarely, if ever, do Law and Gospel appear 
there as “words” which are irreconcilable 
this side of glory.20 The embedding of the 
Law within grace qualifi es its demands: 
while the Law works the death of sinners, 
it has a different effect on the righteous. 
For them the Law is no longer a “hard 
taskmaster,” who exacts full payment. It 
rather urges believers on to the goal of 
their lives, exciting them to obedience. 
In describing how the regenerate experi-
ence the Law, Calvin appeals directly to 
the Scripture psalms, Ps 19 and Ps 119, to 
which we shall return below. In itself, of 
course, the Law is able to impart nothing. 
Charged with grace, however, the Law 
is “of utility to the regenerate” (Institutes 
2.7.12-13). Consequently, in his own way 
Calvin takes up Melanchthon’s “third use 
of the Law” and makes it the “principal 
use.” In a manner distinctly different 
from the later Formula of Concord, the 
Law serves fi rst and foremost to instruct 
the regenerate.

As a result, there is a certain instabil-
ity within the Reformed tradition on the 
question of the relationship between 
Law and Gospel. A few brief examples 
will have to suffi ce for illustration. There 
are some who draw a sharp distinction 
between them, as does, for example, Isaac 
Watts in the following hymn:

The Law commands and makes us 
 know
What duties to our God we owe;
But ‘tis the Gospel must reveal
Where lies our strength to do His 
 will.

The Law discovers guilt and sin,
And shows how vile our hearts 

 have been;
Only the Gospel can express
Forgiving love and cleansing 
 grace.

What curses doth the Law 
 denounce
Against the man that fails but 
 once!
But in the Gospel Christ appears
Pard’ning the guilt of num’rous 
 years.

My soul, no more attempt to draw
Thy life and comfort from the Law;
Fly to the hope the Gospel gives;
The man that trusts the promise 
 lives. 

Yet, especially in the wake of the devel-
opment of covenant theology, there was 
also a tendency to take up the other side 
of Calvin’s thought, and that in ways of 
which he would not have approved. The 
conjoining of grace and Law in a single 
“covenant of grace,” led, for example, to 
the notion within the Church of Scot-
land in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries that repentance and 
holiness were conditions of the covenant 
of grace.21 The attempt by the “Marrow 
men” to correct this error led to consid-
erable controversy, including the charge 
against them of “antinomianism.”2 2 
Although it has larger dimensions, the 
“new perspective on Paul,” has been most 
fiercely debated within the Reformed 
tradition: here, one might suggest, those 
who see an extreme continuity between 
the Law and grace have been opposed by 
those who recognize a clear distinction 
between them (at least with respect to the 
unregenerate). 

Returning to Luther and Calvin, we 
may say that there are at least two fun-
damental differences between them on 
the relation of Law and Gospel. In the 
fi rst place, they differ on the question 
as to where the unity of Scripture is to 
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be found, a question that is profoundly 
related to God’s identity. Calvin seeks to 
maintain the unity of Scripture through 
a covenantal structure by which the Law 
is encompassed within grace. Although 
there certainly is a mystery of God’s grace 
for Calvin, for him the fi nal unity of Scrip-
ture is perceptible and rationally available 
to us already on this side of glory. Luther, 
in contrast, while certainly affi rming the 
unity of Scripture, especially as it is mani-
fest to us in the crucifi ed and risen Christ, 
leaves the fi nal resolution of the relation 
between Law and Gospel hidden in God. 
The affi rmation of the unity of Scripture 
is a matter of faith, not of sight. These 
differing approaches to Scripture entail, 
at least tendentially, differing conceptions 
of God. Does grace fi nally serve Law, so 
that in the last analysis God appears as 
the Law-giver who in the mystery of elec-
tion grants grace in Christ? Or does the 
Law serve the Gospel, so that in the last 
analysis God appears as absolute Giver, 
who through the “strange” work of the 
Law opens the way to his “proper” work 
in the Gospel, by which he communicates 
his self-giving love to me, his fallen and 
condemned creature? Does the mercy of 
God point us beyond itself, so that we 
learn to contemplate on God’s majesty? 
Or does the mercy of God teach us to see, 
fi nd, and know the majesty of God only as 
it is revealed to us in that mercy?

Luther and Calvin correspondingly 
differ in their conception of the human 
being, particularly the regenerate human 
being, who believes in Christ. As is appar-
ent from his understanding of the “third 
use of the Law,” Calvin regards the Law 
as addressing the believer as a regenerate 

person. This “regeneration” is not fully 
effective in us, but weak and impeded 
by the “sluggishness” of the fl esh. Con-

sequently, we require the exhortation and 
urging of the Law’s commands, which 
no longer condemn us but show us God’s 
goal and purpose for us (Institutes 2.7.12). 
Luther, on the other hand, fi nds within 
Scripture, especially within the letters of 
Paul, a radically different picture of the 
human being. In such passages as Gal 
5:17-26, “fl esh” and Spirit” do not appear 
there as capacities or qualities of a uni-
fied human person, but two different 
descriptions of the whole person. The old, 
fallen human being in Adam exists along 
with the new creation that God has made 
us to be in Jesus Christ. We must hasten 
to add that the relationship between the 
two is unequal. Our sinful self, which is 
incapable of faith and obedience to God, 
has been crucifi ed with Christ (see, e.g., 
Gal 5:24-26; Rom 8:7-8). Although our 
fallen person, “the fl esh,” remains pres-
ent until the end of our earthly life (Rom 
7:24), that fallen existence is present now 
only as a conquered reality. Luther employs 
a number of images in order to commu-
nicate this rather diffi cult concept, none 
of which captures it fully: we now stand 
at the dawning of the day, so that from 
one perspective we stand in the light, yet 
from another the darkness is still with us; 
the new life is like Israel’s conquest of the 
Land, the battle already has been won, yet 
we must enter in to possess that which 
is already ours; the old Adam is like an 
outlaw, who once roamed freely wreaking 
havoc, but now has been placed in chains; 
we have a mortal illness, yet so long as we 
trust our Physician and remain under his 
care, the illness shall be healed. Underly-
ing all of these images, and distinct from 
Calvin’s perspective, is the understand-
ing that God deals with sin in the human 
being, even the regenerate human being, 
not by removing sin from the human 
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being, but by removing the human being 
from sin. The Christian life consists in our 
“putting to death” our former self by our 

new self, present in the Spirit who dwells 
in us (Rom 8:12-14; Gal 5:16-17).

As is the case with Scripture and our 
understanding of God, so it is with us 
for Luther: the unity of our person lies 
outside of us in Jesus Christ. We grasp it 
now by faith, but it is only in the resur-
rection that it shall become visible.23 Until 
then, we still live within the experience of 
the wretched person of Rom 7:24. At the 
same time, in faith, like Paul, in the same 

breath we joyfully offer to God the shout 
of thanksgiving found in Rom 7:25: he has 
delivered us from our old self “through 
Jesus Christ, our Lord.” In so far as we are 

led by the Spirit, we no longer need Law 
or instruction: the Spirit produces fruit in 
us, just as a healthy tree produces its fruit 
without any commandments or instruc-
tion. That is the sense of Paul’s description 
of the “fruit of the Spirit” in Gal 5:22-23: 
“against such things, there is no Law!” It 
is of critical importance, of course, that we 
do not imagine that we have rid ourselves 
of “the fl esh” or that it is even possible to 
do so in this life. We cannot remove sin 
from our hearts, we must learn to daily 
overcome it by the Gospel. That means, 
of course, that we must also hear God’s 
demands in all their force, so that they 
expose not merely our sin and guilt (as if 
they were extrinsic to us), but us in our sin 
and guilt. Only in this painful yet neces-
sary look in the mirror of the Law do we 
see ourselves in such a way that we grasp 
the Gospel.24 The Law remains absolutely 
essential to the Christian life, even though 
properly speaking it operates outside the 
new life that is given to us in Christ.

 Especially with respect to the human 
being, the difference between Calvin and 

Luther on the distinction between Law 
and Gospel now becomes quite clear. 
Calvin regards regeneration to effect a 
new state within the human being, which 
is partially present and active. The “fl esh” 
likewise is present as a power that exerts 
partial infl uence on us. His conception of 
the “third use of the Law” and the primacy 
that he assigns to it are bound up with this 
understanding of the human being. The 
most important function of the Law lies 
in its speaking to us as regenerate persons, 
urging us onward to the goal that lies 
before us. In speaking to the regenerate, 
the Law has lost its condemning function: 
it no longer works our death, but only fur-
thers the new life which is partially pres-
ent in us already. Luther, as we have seen, 
fi nds a radically different anthropology in 
Scripture. The old, fallen creature exists as 
a whole alongside the new creature, who 
is likewise a whole. The picture of the 
human being is either darkness or light, 
without any shading of tones. There is no 
“intermediate state” in which we receive 
instruction but escape condemnation. In 
so far as the Law deals with our salvation 
(and does not merely guide our outward 
conduct), it pronounces our condemna-
tion. The Law speaks to us, even to us who 
are regenerate, as fallen human beings. Being 
a Christian means again and again, in all 
the trials and temptations of life, hearing 
and believing the Gospel which over-
comes the condemnation pronounced on 
us by the Law and by our own consciences 
in which that Law is written. In so far as 
we are grasped by the Gospel and live by 
faith, we live beyond the Law.

Three Objections to Luther’s 
Understanding of the 
Law/Gospel Relation

There are at least three fundamental 
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questions—or, really, objections—which 
Luther’s understanding of Law and Gospel 
regularly raises. First, is this understand-
ing of Law and Gospel, which appears 
most directly with the apostle Paul, 
confi rmed or undermined by the rest of 
Scripture? Does it allow for progress and 
growth in the Christian life, or are we not 
left in a sort of ethical paralysis? Must not 
preaching which follows this paradigm 
become repetitive and mechanical, so that 
it becomes a bit like an exercise-wheel on 
which a hamster runs? Obviously, the fi rst 
question in particular requires a much 
lengthier answer than we can supply here. 
But perhaps we can trace a few lines of 
thought that may prove helpful.

Does the distinction between Law and 
Gospel run through Scripture? One might 
begin in Gen 1, where both human exis-
tence and the entire creation (including 
the commandment concerning the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil) appear 
as unmerited gifts of God the Creator, 
and the will of God later expressed in the 
Law is already present within the heart of 
the human being: the Gospel opens the 
door to paradise again, so that we know, 
see, and give thanks to the Creator for 
his gifts.25 We might then turn, as Paul 
does, to the saving work of the Creator in 
his unconditioned promise to Abraham, 
which not only came before the Sinai 
covenant, but in its unconditionality, 
stands apart from it as distinct. Or we 
might turn to the Sermon on the Mount, in 
which Jesus simultaneously sharpens the 
demands of the Law and announces its 
fulfi llment in his own person. This latter 
text is of particular relevance, since here it 
becomes clear, as Luther recognized, that 
the new covenant does not abrogate the 
Law, but brings it to fulfi llment outside of 

us in Jesus Christ. Yet for our purposes at 

the moment, it is useful to glance briefl y at 
the Scripture psalms, which seem to many 
interpreters to be at odds with Paul’s own 
experience of the Law as he describes it 
in Rom 7, at least if we understand him to 
speak of an aspect of his life as a believer. 
But is that the case? Psalm 119 strikingly 
ends on the same note as Rom 7:24: “I 
have gone astray like a lost sheep. Seek 
your servant! For I do not forget your 
word” (Ps 119:176). The whole psalm is 
summarized in this closing statement. 
The one who delights in the Law of God, 
who recounts it, meditates on it day and 
night, and clings to it, nevertheless does 
not yet know it in his heart and experi-
ence, and repeatedly appeals to the Lord 
to teach him. As he implicitly confesses 
in the opening of the psalm, his ways 
are not yet “established” in keeping the 
Lord’s statutes. He still is ashamed when 
he considers them (Ps 119:5-8). In view 
of these petitions and the closing of the 
psalm, there is good reason, contrary to 
usual practice, to render the whole of Ps 
119:9 as a question: “How shall a young 
man purify his way? How shall he keep 
it according to your word?” This petition 
recurs in varying forms, as the psalmist 
looks beyond the Law to the Lord, whom 
he asks to teach, instruct, and revive him 
(e.g., Ps 119:12, 18, 25-26, 29, etc.). The con-
dition of the psalmist is not essentially 
different from that of the believing Paul, 
who likewise delights in the Law of God, 
but fi nds a different Law at work in him 
that makes him a prisoner of sin. What 
the psalmist sought from the Lord (and 
undoubtedly in faith received) is found, 
Paul with joy announces, in the crucifi ed 
and risen Christ (Rom 7:25). In Ps 19, too, 
the psalmist, even after his exalted praise 
of the Law which “refreshes the soul” 
(i.e., brings refreshment and delight to 
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the heart; Ps 19:7), confesses that a saving 

work of God beyond the Law is necessary in 

his heart: “Who can discern (their) errors? 
Make me innocent of hidden sins. . . . Then 
I shall be blameless and innocent of great 
transgression” (Ps 19:11-13). Admittedly, 
Ps 1 lacks this element of confession. But 
the shadow of the cross lies across this 
psalm: who among us can claim to be that 
person here and now? As the psalm itself 
suggests in its promise that “his leaf does 
not wither,” the path of the righteous one 
whom it describes leads through testing 
and trial on its way to the “season” of 
fruit (Ps 1:1-6). These brief refl ections by 
no means answer the larger question as 
to how the distinction between Law and 
Gospel fi ts the whole of Scripture. But 
perhaps they provide some hints.

Second, does the distinction between 
Law and Gospel represent a sort of 
defeatism that leads to laxity in Christian 
living? Undoubtedly, when it is loosed 
from its biblical moorings, it can lead to 
this result, as Luther himself was aware. 
Yet the alternative, which supposes that 
the regenerate merely need instruction 
in their sluggishness and not the radical 
remedy of the Gospel is the more danger-
ous thought. Here it is appropriate to point 
yet again to Rom 7. We fail miserably to 
understand Paul if we imagine him to be 
telling us that we should simply surrender 
to our sins and wallow in the misery of 
them. That is not how the deceptiveness 
of sin works. We generally are insensate 
to the sins operating in our hearts and 
lives: “The heart is desperately perverse 
and incurably ill, who can understand 
it?” (Jer 17:9). The sins of which we are 
aware, dangerous though they may be, 
are not the most dangerous ones. These 
hidden faults are more deeply rooted in 
our person and being than we can imag-

ine, and fi nally consist in the desire to do 
away with God and to possess that which 
properly belongs to our neighbor. This 
sin, in all its various forms, repeatedly 
requires the mirror of the Law to expose 
it. It is this encounter with the command-
ment of God that brings Paul to see the 
awful truth about himself, and which he 
describes in Rom 7. In the hand of God, 
the Law exposes our sin not in order that 
we might despair, but in order that we 
see and believe what he has done for us 
in Christ, as, again, Paul himself does in 
Rom 7:25. Without in the least detracting 
from our conversion, we must not imag-
ine that the turn from unbelief to faith is 
behind us and complete. It lies before us 
at every moment.

But where does progress lie in this 
encounter with the Law? Admittedly, 
this perspective robs “progress” of its 
ultimacy. The goal and end of the Chris-
tian life is given to us already at its begin-
ning in Jesus Christ. But this displacing 
of “progress” from its place of primacy 
prevents us from taking upon ourselves 
burdens that we were never meant to bear. 
We “progress” in that we progress into 
that which already is given and done for 
us by God in Christ. That is the sense, for 
example, of Paul’s image of being clothed 
with Christ. Christ has become ours (and 
we his) at the start of the Christian life in 
faith and baptism (Gal 3:27-29). Yet Paul 
also exhorts mature believers to “put on 
the Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 13:14). He is 
not playing some strange mental game. 
We have Christ, and yet we must more 

fully enter into the experience of having him: 
the word of God has be tested in our heart 
and lives. We must taste it. As Paul tells 
the Philippians, progress in the Christian 
life is progress in faith, in which we more 
fully grasp that which is already given to 
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us (Phil 1:25; 3:8-11). That progress in faith 
is a turning again and again away from 
unbelief and to God in faith as he gives 
himself to us in the Gospel. Our progress 
is not progress away from the cross and 
resurrection of Christ, as common think-
ing about sanctifi cation would lead us to 
think (as if we were working ourselves 
away from needing Christ), our progress 
is progress into the cross and resurrection 
of Christ. We enter more deeply into the 
beginning of our Christian life rather than 
becoming ever more distant from it. Is it 
any wonder that Christians, especially 
older, more mature Christians never tire 
of singing about the cross? 

 That brings us fi nally to the question 
of preaching Law and Gospel. If Luther is 
right, as I think he is, we will never mas-
ter this art here on earth. We desperately 
need the Holy Spirit to teach us how to 
“rightly divide the word of truth.” One 
matter is certain: this preaching cannot 
rest with mere abstractions or doctrinal 
formulas. Those who gather as a church 
for worship often (but not always!) 
already know and confess that they are 
“sinners” in need of grace. What they 
need, and what those need who do not feel 
themselves to be sinners, is the careful, 
gentle, yet direct exposure of their sins, 
corporately and individually: not merely 
the faults of our society or problems in 
our culture, not merely sinful activities, 
although now more than ever pastors 
have to confront churches with what 
the Scriptures teach about our created 
sexuality, but fi nally the root sins of self-
seeking, pride, lust, envy, greed by which 
we deny God and mistreat one another. 
The “practical atheism” which infects our 
daily lives without our seeing it must be 
exposed and judged so that we see afresh 
precisely what it is that Christ has done for 

us. While form and order of presentation 
may vary, the preaching of the Law would 
be incomplete and perverted without the 
clear announcement of the Gospel, God’s 
unconditioned gift of himself to us in 
Jesus Christ. As Luther underscored, the 
preaching of the Gospel is not merely the 
preaching of Christ in a general way, but 
the preaching of Christ for you and for me. 
If we are to avoid useless abstraction and 
generalities, this “for you and for me” 
must also be quite specifi c: it must, so to 
speak, name us as those persons whom the 
Scriptures confronts with their sins here 
and now, in our concrete circumstances. 
As Nathan once confronted David, it must 
say to us, “You are the one!” (2 Sam 12:7). 
Then, as those whom the Law concretely 
and defi nitely condemns, we may hear 
the Gospel afresh that gives us life and 
makes us new creatures. Then, faith in 
the Gospel means quite concrete acts in 
our hearts and lives, that only the Holy 
Spirit, not the preacher, can communicate 
to us. Then, we must ask, as Paul himself 
did, “Who is suffi cient for these things?” 
And then, finally, we may echo Paul’s 
confi dent answer.
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Introduction and Overview
In the first half of Paul’s letter to the 
church in Ephesus, all of his readers, the 
ancient Ephesians as well as us today, 
are called by the Triune God to a destiny 
beyond our imagi nation. This destiny is 
revealed in the Father’s love for us before 
he made the world, the death and resur-
rection of his son, Jesus Christ to free us 
from the destructive broken relationship 
between Creator and creation caused by 
human rebellion, and the gift of the Spirit 
as his guarantee that he has not only 
started but will fi nish his work in us. He 
has begun a new creation through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. When Jesus 
burst from the tomb on that fi rst Easter, 
he was the fi rst man in the new creation. 
By believing in Jesus we are joined to him. 
We be come part of the new creation. We 
form the new humanity (2:15) that God is 
creating. Unlike the fi rst creation where 
God began by making the world and 
afterwards made creatures to live in his 
world, in the new creation he has begun 
by creating the new humanity and later 
will renew the world in which they are to 
live. The cross has brought not only peace 
in our relationship to God, but also rec-
onciliation in ruptured human relations 
(2:11-18). Thus both Jew and Gentile are 
forged together into the new humanity, 
which is called the church. The doxology 
which begins the letter shows that Paul 
under stands all of this to be the blessing 
of God to the nations through Abraham.

Paul then explains in the second half of 

his letter (chapters 4-6) how we who are 
called by God are to fulfi ll his plan and 
purpose in practical terms of day to day 
living while we are still in the old world 
that has not yet been given fi nal judg-
ment. How do we live up to this destiny? 
First, he focuses on the unity in trinsic 
to the covenant community of the new 
humanity (4:1-6), and second, he shows 
how the diversity within the community 
is in fact the gift of the risen Christ to 
enable us to grow up and mature (4:7-
16). The goal for the new humanity is to 
become like Christ, the fi rst man (in the 
new creation2). 

Just as Jewish rabbis discussed behav-
iour required by the Torah, so Paul 
describes next, from 4:17 to 6:20, the con-
duct or Christian Halakah3 stipulated in 
the new Torah,4 the Teaching of Christ.5 
He delineates the behaviour, the con-
duct, and lifestyle required in the new 
creation community. The broad outlines 
of this section are well known. He begins 
in 4:17-24 by commanding his readers to 
lay aside the old humanity and adopt the 
new humanity and ends in 5:6-14 by talk-
ing about moving from darkness to light. 
These paragraphs form bookends for a 
well defi ned unit. In between, we have 
specifi c commands and instructions about 
life for each member of the new covenant 
community. Next, Paul describes differ-
ent relationships inside and outside the 
covenant community that are now altered 
and transformed by our new calling and 
destiny: in 5:15-33 the relation ships in 

Speaking the Truth in Love (Eph 4:15): 
Life in the New Covenant Community1

Peter J. Gentry

Peter J. Gentry is 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, Heri-

tage Theological Seminary, and Tyndale 

Seminary. Dr. Gentry is the author of 

many ar ticles and book reviews and 

is currently preparing a critical text of 

Proverbs and Ecclesiates for the Göt-

tingen Septuagint.



71

mar riage between husband and wife, in 
6:1-4 the relation ships between parents 
and children, in 6:5-9 the relationships 
between masters and slaves, and in 6:10-
20 our relationship to the enemy and 
spiritual warfare.

The Shape of the Text in 4:17-6:20
While the general outline of Eph 4:1-

6:20 is well understood, the covenantal 
framework intrinsic to the literary struc-
ture and the role of speaking the truth in 
love within the text as a whole need to be 
detailed further in order to grasp fully the 
apostle’s message.

Overview of 4:1-6:20: 
What the Christian Calling 
Means in Practical Terms

(1) Unity, Diversity, and Maturity 
in the Body of Christ 4:1-16
(2) Life according to the 
New Creation Community 4:17-5:14
 A  From Old Humanity 
  to New 4:17-24
  B    Specifi c Instructions 4:25-5:5
 Á   From Darkness to Light 5:6-14
(3) Relationships Within the 
New Creation Community 5:15-6:9
(4) Relationships Without: Dark Powers 
and Spiritual Warfare 6:10-20

The section from 4:1-6:20 is arranged 
in four parts: (1) 4:1-16 forms an introduc-
tion to the section as a whole, (2) 4:17-5:14 
represents the instructions or stipulations 
of the new covenant in general for each 
individual member of the new humanity, 
(3) 5:15-6:9 explicates how patience and 
humble submission urged at the outset 
in 4:2 is exhibited in particular in differ-
ent relationships within the com munity, 
and (4) 6:10-20 fulfi lls a double role in (1) 
dealing with the dark powers that oppose 
the new humanity and (2) recapitulating 
and summarising the section (and letter) 

as a whole.
There is, in a way, a parallel structure 

between this text and Exod 19:1-23:33. 
Exodus 19 forms an introduction to 
the covenant/instructions given to the 
people of God, Exod 20 constitutes the 
Ten Commandments (literally the Ten 
Words),6 the heart of the covenant and of 
Yahweh’s instruction to his people, and 
Exod 21-23 details how the Ten Words 
work out in practical terms in different 
life situations. After the introduction 
in Eph 4:1-16, the section 4:17-5:14 is the 
Teaching of Christ for his people and 
as such, is the new covenant and new 
Torah/Instruction in a nutshell. Thus, 
5:15-6:20 details the outworking of this 
teaching in different life situations. Con-
trary to the ideals of our American heri-
tage in which we focus on the individual, 
Paul be gins by focusing on community 
and on our corporate life together (4:1-16). 
Then, and only then, from 4:17 onwards, 
does he deal with day to day life as 
individuals. Even then, he is concerned 
largely with relationships. This is a timely 
concern for us today because individual-
ism runs strong in our culture and in the 
American dream. We exalt the individual 
who can rise from cir cumstances of great 
deprivation or poverty and excel in sports, 
education, or acting, to become a national 
idol or even the President. There is, how-
ever, a strong emphasis in this text, as 
well as elsewhere in the Scriptures, on 
our be longing to a community and to our 
corporate role and responsibilities before 
con sidering our role as individuals.

The key part of the section, then, is 
4:17-5:14 which details the covenant and 
its re quirements for the renewed people 
of God. This part is further divided into 
three units. The units at the beginning 
and at the end are both general and moti-
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vational. The middle unit, sandwiched 
be tween these bookends, contains the 
practical and specifi c instructions. We 
must pay attention to how Paul presents 
his teaching. It is important for those 
who preach and teach the Bible and for 
all Christians who study it. There is more 
space in the Bible devoted to encourage-
ment and motivation than to constantly 
hammering people over the head with 
de mands.

Behavioural Requirements of the 
New Creation/Covenant Community

The middle unit is 4:25-5:5. These verses 
are clearly marked as a unit be cause Paul 
delivers six commands/instructions. 
Each instruction is structured in the same 
way. First, the command is expressed 
negatively; second, the command is given 
positively; and third, the command is 
supported by a motivation clause. Slight 
variation is entailed in the second and 
sixth instruction. Thus the beginning of 
each of these instructions are marked 
off formally as follows (5:1-2 constitutes 
an inter lude which will be explained 
shortly):

(1) Do Not Use Falsehood 
  But Speak Truth 4:25
(2) Do Use Anger But Do Not Sin 4:26-27
(3) Do Not Steal But Work to 
  Give to the Needy 4:28 
(4) Do Not Use Corrupt Words 
  But Edify 4:29-30
(5) Do Not Have a Mean Spirit 
  But Be Kind 4:31-32
   LOVE ONE ANOTHER 5:1-2
(6) No Impure Actions/Words 
  or Greed 5:3-5

The beginning and ending of this mid-
dle part (4:25-5:5) are also clearly marked. 
The conjunction “therefore” (dio) in v. 25 
identifi es implications from the preceding 
unit, and the asyndeton (i.e., no clause 

connector) between 5:5 and 5:6 is a strong 
signal to mark the end of the second part 
and beginning of the third. 

As already observed, the fi rst and third 
parts, 4:17-24 and 5:6-14 respec tively, form 
bookends to the central unit. They are the 
prologue and epilogue and are commu-
nicating essentially the same thing. Paul 
opens with a general appeal and exhorta-
tion to lay aside the old humanity and its 
lifestyle and adopt the new. The appeal is 
communicated metaphorically in terms of 
taking off old clothes and putting on new. 
Paul closes the section with motivation 
based upon images of darkness and light. 
Negatively, Christians must avoid greed 
and immorality be cause this behaviour 
will be judged. Positive motiva tion arises 
from the change which occurred when 
they were joined to Christ. This change is 
not a matter of being in an environment or 
surroundings of darkness and moving to 
a context of light. Rather, they themselves 
were darkness. When they were converted, 
it was their lives, not their surroundings 
that were transformed. They are now 
recreated as light.

The major section which follows, from 
5:15 to 6:9, is frequently designated the 
“household code,”7 an expression which 
may obscure important connections 
between it and the preceding section in 
4:17-5:14. The introduction to the second 
section and bridge between the two are 
verses 15-21 of chapter 5. Here getting 
drunk with wine as the doorway to all the 
corrupt practices of the old humanity is 
contrasted with being fi lled by the Spirit 
as the divine means for those united to 
Christ to fulfi ll his instructions as the new 
humanity. Recently commentators and 
exegetes have clarifi ed considerably the 
meaning of “being fi lled with the Spirit.” 
This does not refer to the Holy Spirit as 



73

the content fi lling us. As Hoehner notes in 
his magisterial work, “nowhere in the NT 
does plēroō followed by en plus the dative 
indicate content.”8 Instead, it indicates 
the means provided by God the Spirit for 
letting the teaching of our King (i.e., the 
Torah of Christ) shape our thinking and 
conduct as the parallel to this verse in Col 
3:16 makes plain. The participles in Eph 
5:19-21 spell this out. When we incorpo-
rate Christ’s teaching in songs, both hori-
zontally (to one another) and vertically (to 
the Lord), con stantly give thanks for all 
things, and demonstrate the appropriate 
submission of certain groups to others in 
various relationships specifi ed within the 
community, we are enabled to extend the 
instructions of 4:17-5:14 in practical ways 
to all of life in the new covenant commu-
nity. Paul had spoken specifi cally of the 
instruction of the Messiah in 4:20-21. This 
instruction is listed in specifi c stipulations 
in 4:25-5:5. Now the introduction to the 
next major section, 5:15-21, shows the 
divine means by which these instructions, 
i.e., “the word of Christ,” are to be lived 
out in the new humanity. Thus the section 
5:15-6:9 is linked to 4:17-5:14 in exactly 
the same way as Exod 21-23 is linked to 
the Ten Words in Exod 20 or the specifi c 
stipulations in Deut 12-26 fl ow from the 
basic instruction in 4:44-11:32.

Before the covenantal framework of 
this literary structure can be ade quately 
appreciated, however, fi rst the centrality 
of speaking the truth in love to the larger 
whole must be noted and also what Paul 
means by “speaking the truth in love.”

The Centrality of Speaking 
the Truth in Love

If there is any way to summarise in just 
a few words the instructions for behav-
iour and conduct in the new creation 

community, it is “speaking the truth in 
love.” This expression is central to the 
structure of the text and forms as well 
a complete and perfect summary of the 
instructions of the new covenant, at least 
on the horizontal level. 

The introduction to the larger sec-
tion is 4:1-16 which deals with integral 
unity, diversity, and maturity in the new 
humanity. Here Paul describes how the 
risen and reigning Christ has given gifts 
to the church. The gifts are leaders who 
equip the people to serve and build up 
the community. Negatively, the church 
must not be like children who are easily 
deceived. Positively, the church must grow 
up and mature. Verse 15 ex plains that this 
is by speaking the truth in love. We can 
see, then, that this is the key statement in 
this introductory section, and the key to 
the whole, because this section in troduces 
the practical part of the letter.

The citation from Ps 68 reveals that 
Paul sees the incarnation, death, resurrec-
tion, and ascension of Jesus as parallel to 
the reign of Yahweh through the giving 
of the covenant/Law at Sinai.9 Psalm 68 
recalls the triumphs of the Lord in the 
history of Israel as he revealed himself in 
an earth-shattering way at Sinai, as he led 
his people through the wilderness, as he 
defeated the Canaanites, and as he chose 
to set his sanctuary on Mount Zion. When 
he entered his sanctuary, he acquired cap-
tives and received gifts among men. The 
psalmist then looks to a future when not 
only Israel is united in the worship of the 
Lord, but all nations acknowledge the rule 
of Yahweh. This is fulfi lled by Jesus, the 
Davidic Son who is now on the throne. By 
his death on the cross, Christ has met the 
big enemies of sin, Satan, and death and 
has utterly routed them. He has ransomed 
us from our sin, defeated the dark powers, 
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and conquered death. His resurrection is 
not a coming back to life, but the begin-
ning of an entirely new creation, a new 
world. And after his resurrection, Jesus 
ascended to the highest heaven. This 
is none other than the one who is both 
Davidic King and Yahweh himself, enter-
ing the heavenly sanctuary/Zion. Just as 
Yahweh gave his covenant/instruction at 
Sinai and began to reign among his people 
from the sanctuary, so Paul pictures Jesus 
as Lord giving his new covenant/instruc-
tion and beginning to rule among his 
people from heaven.

The centre of this larger section is 
4:25-5:5 (bounded on either side with 
4:17-24 and 5:6-14 as bookends). Here 
Paul details, as the instruction or Torah of 
Christ (see esp. 4:20), the requirements of 
the new covenant in six commands. It is 
noteworthy that the fi rst of these six com-
mands is about speaking truth with one 
another and that sandwiched between 
the fi fth and sixth instructions at the end 
is a summary statement showing that all 
six commands are about conduct char-
acterised by love and by such behaviour 
imitating God our Father. According to 
the structure of the text, then, speaking 
the truth in love is both at the heart of the 
new covenant stipulations and is also a 
short summary of it.

This central notion of speaking the 
truth in love was expressed in 4:15 by 
the Greek verb alētheuō whereas here 
in 4:25 the verb “speak” plus the noun 
“truth” is used as its object. For the former 
word, alētheuō, Bauer’s lexicon gives the 
meaning “be truthful, speak the truth.”10 
Indeed, Greek verbs ending in -euō have 
the meaning “to act in a certain capacity 
or role.”11 The verb alētheuō, then, means 
“to act truthfully.” Since this kind of action 
frequently in volves our speech, a common 

meaning is “to speak truthfully.” While 
the fi rst of the six commands given by 
Paul is specifi cally about speaking, and 
indeed four or fi ve of the six instructions 
either may or necessarily involve speech, 
“acting or being truth ful” does sum up 
all of them.

And this acting or being truthful must 
be expressed in love, as the para graph in 
5:1-2 inserted between the fi fth and sixth 
command indicates. This para graph is 
a summary of all the commands and 
instructions. First, it condenses every-
thing to one command or instruction. 
Second, it explains why this be haviour, 
this conduct, this lifestyle, is required of 
us: our actions and our words come from 
who we are. Ephesians 5:1-2 is directly 
related to 4:24 where we see that we have 
become part of the new creation in which 
the divine image is restored. The conduct 
of the new humanity must refl ect the char-
acter and conduct of God himself. Third, 
since the cross is at the heart of who God 
is, it is also at the heart of who we are as 
his children. We can, therefore, defi ne 
love as a covenant commitment to the other 
person demonstrated in actions that seek 
the well being of the other person.

Parallels between this communication 
of the new covenant and the Ten Words at 
the heart of the old cove nant are hard to 
miss. The fi rst four of the Ten Commands 
have to do with loving God and the last 
six have to do with loving our neighbour. 
In the new covenant, loving God has been 
replaced by loving Jesus, and loving our 
neighbour has been replaced by the one 
command of the Lord Jesus to love one 
another (see John 14:15 and 15:12). Since 
Paul is dealing with life in the covenant 
community, he focuses here on the hori-
zontal part of the new Torah. Remarkably, 
this is set forth in six instructions just 
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as in the old covenant and can also be 
summarized by loving our neighbour 
(Lev 19:18; Matt 22:39). In discussing the 
meaning of the expression in Lev 19:18, 
Malamat concludes that it means “to 
provide assistance” or “be useful” to our 
neighbour12—a defini tion har monious 
with the greater revelation at the cross. In 
the middle section, then, the importance 
of speaking truth as a way of showing love 
is clear because it is the fi rst command. 
Ephesians 5:15-6:9 shows how this is 
worked out in particular relationships.

The fi nal section at the end of the let-
ter, 6:10-20, as already noted, fulfi lls a 
dual role. Here Paul deals with the dark 
powers that oppose the new humanity 
and at the same time recapitulates and 
summarizes the section (and letter) as a 
whole.13 Drawing from Isa 11:4-5 and 59:17, 
Paul exhorts the church to adopt and use 
Yahweh’s own armor for warfare.14 What 
is fi tting for the head is also fi tting for the 
body in the new creation. And what is the 
fi rst piece of the armor to be mentioned? 
It is the belt of truth!

We can see, then, at the beginning, in 
the middle, and at the end, the promi-
nence in the arrangement and structure 
of the text given to speaking the truth. If 
there is any way to summarize in just a 
few words the instructions for behavior 
and lifestyle in the new creation commu-
nity, it is “speaking the truth in love.”

The Old Testament Roots of 
“Speaking the Truth in Love”

It is clear that the expression “speaking 
the truth in love” is central to the mes-
sage and structure of this text as a whole. 
But what is being communicated by this 
expression must be explored further. Is it 
simply being honest and telling the truth, 
yet at the same time, doing it in a kindly 

way? Is this the way for the church to 
grow and mature until it measures up 
to Christ himself? Furthermore, if the 
expression “speaking the truth in love” 
summarises living up to the standards 
of the new humanity, what beyond mere 
obedience to the commands of Christ is 
the motivation for living this way? An 
illustration may help at this point. In 
your church you fi nd a woman who says 
she is a Christian. She fears and distrusts 
all men because, in the innocence of her 
youth, she gave herself to one in marriage. 
Years of his brutality left her broken and 
scarred, but now in her current lesbian 
relationship she feels loved and safe. You 
might think, “Well I have to go to this 
person and in a loving way tell her the 
truth. I must tell her that this is sin in the 
eyes of God and that she must leave this 
relationship.” Is this what Paul’s instruc-
tion about “speaking the truth in love” 
really means?

Notice that the command to speak the 
truth, the fi rst of the six instructions in 
4:25-5:5, is actually a citation from the Old 
Testa ment. Paul is directly quoting Zech 
8:16 and this citation opens a window into 
the frame of reference for his thinking. 
When Jesus and the apostles quote from 
the Old Testament, they expect you to 
know the context, because the part that 
is quoted is usually just the tip of the 
iceberg. Unfortunately, readers today are 
not so well versed in the Old Testament 
and so some discussion of the background 
is necessary.

The prophet Zechariah wrote to the 
Jewish people who were returning to 
their homeland after years of exile in 
Babylon. The book begins with a call to 
re pent and a promise that if the people 
turn away from their sins and return to 
the Lord, he will return to them (Zech 
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1:3). A series of apocalyptic night visions 
from chapters 1-6 unfold the details of the 
return to Yahweh. Through these visions 
the prophet announces a return from exile 
far greater than just leaving Babylon and 
returning to Jerusalem. Their sins will 
be forgiven, the broken covenant will be 
renewed, the city of God will be restored, 
the temple will be rebuilt, and God the 
Lord will return to live once more in the 
midst of his people as King. The fol lowing 
outlines the development of these themes 
in the night visions:

The program of restoration and return 
outlined in the night visions is crowned 
by chapters 7-8, a climactic section that 
moves from fasting to feasting, i.e., the 
fasting of the people because of the 
end of the exile and the celebration of 
the re stored Zion. M. Butterworth has 
demonstrated that the entire section is 
a chiastically structured unit—the fi rst 
paragraph matches the last paragraph, the 
second matches the second-to-last, and so 
on15 (See Chiastic Structure of Zechariah 

7-8 on facing page).
Chiastic literary structures function 

to emphasize what is at the center. At the 
center here is 8:8b which employs the cov-
enant formula, “They will be my people 
and I will be their God in faithfulness and 
righteousness.” Just a few lines earlier, in 
8:3, we have the remarkable words, “I will 
return to Zion and I will settle in the midst 
of Jerusalem. And Jerusalem will be called 
the City of Truth and the mountain of the 
Lord of Heaven’s Armies will be called the 
Holy Mountain.” This is a text, then, that 

focuses on the covenant between God and 
his people being re newed and the return 
of Yahweh to Zion. As a result, Jerusalem 
will be called the city of truth. This is 
exactly the topic and theme of Eph 4:1-
6:20. Paul is describing the new covenant 
and showing that “speaking the truth” 
results in the covenant community life. 
Appropriately, he cites Zech 8:16 since this 
verse des cribes in practical terms what it 
means for Jerusalem to regain its title as 
City of Truth: “But this is what you must 

Summary of Zechariah’s Apocalyptic Night Visions
1:7-17 A    Yahweh is Omniscient King: He Knows the Problem of the Exiles
1:18-21  B Four Horns and Craftsmen: Punishing Nations Who Exiled  
   Judah
2:1-13   The Return to Jerusalem and Restoration of Zion (i.e., the  
   Exiles)
3:1-10   C Offi ce of High Priest Restored—Symbol of Future   
    Removal of Sin
4:1-14   C’ Power & Presence of Yahweh through Leaders to Rebuild  
    Temple
5:1-4  B’ Israelite Covenant and Curses Effective in Restoration  
   Community
5:5-11   The Sin/Wickedness of the Returned Exiles Removed to  
   Babylon
6:1-8 A’ Yahweh is Omnipotent King: Punish Babylon Who Mistreated  
  Zion
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Chiastic Structure of Zechariah 7 – 816

A (7:2) Bethel sends men to entreat the favor of Yahweh.

 B (7:3) Question about fasting.

     (7:5-7) Off-putting response: What was behind the fasting?
      Remember the words of the former prophets when the land was settled and prosperous.

  C (7:9-10) Give court decisions that are just.
         Show compassion and loyalty in relationships.
           Do not devise evil and harm against one another.

   D (7:11-14) They refused the words of the former prophets. 
              Therefore came great wrath from the Lord.
      The people were exiled among the nations.
            The land became desolate.

    E (8:2-8a) I was jealous with great jealousy and wrath.
           I will . . . dwell in the midst of Jerusalem.
           Promise of blessing for a remnant of this people.
           I will save from . . . east and west.
           They will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem

     F (8:8b) They will be my people and I will be their God.

    E´ (8:9-13) Let your hands be strong.
            Promise of blessing for a remnant of this people.
            You were a curse among the nations.
             I will save you.
             You will be a blessing.
             Fear not. Let your hands be strong.

   D´ (8:14-15) As I purposed evil when . . . provoked me to wrath
     So now I purpose to do good. Fear not.

  C´ (8:16-17) Give court decisions that are just and bring well-being.
            Speak truth with one another.
            Do not devise evil and harm against one another.

 B´ (8:18-19) Fasts will become feasts, so love shalom and truth.

Á  (8:20-23) Many will come to entreat the favour of Yahweh.
  Blessing will fl ow to the nations through Jews.
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do: Tell the truth to each other. Render ver-
dicts in your courts that are just and that 
lead to peace.”17 Clearly speaking the truth 
in Zechariah is operating in the context of 
social justice within the community.

Now if we are discerning readers 
of Zech 8, we will quickly realize that 
Zechariah is reacting and responding to 
the earlier message of Isaiah. The book of 
Zechariah is, in fact, dense in allusions to 
earlier portions of Scripture, particu larly, 
Isaiah. And he uses earlier passages of 
Scripture in much the same way as Jesus 
and the apostles did—or better, apostolic 
interpretation of scrip ture follows models 
already found in the Old Testament. We 
must pursue the trail of the City of Truth 
back to Isaiah.

Isaiah commences his preaching like a 
thunderstorm. His opening sermon is full 
of lightning and thunder. God is so upset 
with the behaviour of his covenant people 
that the prophet exclaims, “the faithful 
city has become a whore, a prosti tute” 
(1:21). The Hebrew word for faithful here 
comes from the same root as the word for 
truth in Zech 8:3, 16.

The messages of the prophets are some-
times quite shocking. Prophets functioned 
as spokesmen for God, raised up to call 
attention to the failure of the people of 
God to be covenant keepers. They con-
fronted the people of God and exposed 
the clever and devious ways by which 
they had gradually slipped away from 
the standards defi ned by the covenant at 
Sinai for a proper relationship with God 
and proper treatment of each other. The 
prophets were giants in the art and skill 
of communication, employing every con-
ceivable method possible, yet all of their 
statements, their promises and threats, 
are based on the covenant God made with 
Israel, especially as found in its fullest 

form in the book of Deuteronomy.18

As Isaiah and other prophets sought to 
apply the covenant with Moses and Israel 
to their situa tion and times, they found 
new ways to condense and sum marise 
in a single sentence or even phrase the 
apparently unwieldy mass of com mands 
and instructions in the Torah. Even the 
Ten Words/Commandments upon which 
some six hundred or so instructions are 
based could be further con densed and 
summarised.19

The heart of Isaiah’s message is that the 
covenant between God and Israel given by 
Moses at Sinai is broken. He summarises 
this covenant, the Ten Commandments, 
using expressions or idioms for social 
justice and faithful loyal love, or being 
truthful in love. His expression for social 
justice will be described and illustrated 
fi rst. Note Isaiah’s prophecy in 16:5:

In love a throne will be established;
 in faithfulness a man will sit 
  on it—
 one from the house of David—
one who in judging seeks justice
 and speeds the cause of 
  righteousness (NIV).

In contrast to the regime of the kings 
of Isaiah’s time, a future king is promised 
who will rule in justice and righteousness. 
Now according to the Hebrew poetry—
which is based upon lines in parallel 
pairs—justice is matched in the fi rst line 
by righteousness in the second. Normally 
in prose when the words justice and right-
eousness are coordinated, they form a 
single concept or idea: social justice. This 
is a fi gure of speech known as a hendi-
adys, one concept expressed through two 
words. The word-pair becomes an idiom 
expressing a single thought that is both 
different and greater than just putting the 
two words together. Just as one cannot 
analyse “butterfl y” in English by studying 
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“butter” and “fl y,” so one cannot deter-
mine the meaning of this expression by 
analysing “justice” and “righteousness” 
individu ally. Hebrew poetry, however, 
allows such a word-pair to be split so that 
half is in one line of the couplet and half 
in the parallel line. Now Isaiah’s promise 
in 16:5 is based upon Deut 17. Verses 16-20 
of Deut 17 des cribe the manner in which 
the future king of Israel is to exercise his 
responsibili ties. Following three negative 
commands in vv. 16-17 are three positive 
com mands in vv. 18-20—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.20 In 
other words, the only positive require-
ment is that the king embodies Torah as a 
model citizen. This is exactly what Isaiah 
is saying in 16:5, except he employs the 
concept “social justice,” expressed by the 
broken word-pair “justice–righteousness” 
as a summary for the Torah.21 Deuteronomy 
calls for a king who implements the Torah 
in his regime, and Isaiah predicts a king 
who will deliver social justice in his rule. 
They are saying the same thing.

The meaning of the word-pair “justice–
righteousness” both as an expres sion for 
social justice and as a summary of the cov-
enant/Torah is also clearly illustrated, in 
particu lar, in chapter 5, a damning indict-
ment of the “City of Truth” constructed as 
a series of six woes. Another instance of 
the broken word-pair “justice–righteous-
ness” is embedded in 5:7, the headline for 
the section, showing that the violation of 
social justice is at the heart of all six woes. 
In the first woe the prophet thunders 
about land-grabbing: “Woe to those who 
add house to house and fi eld to fi eld” 
(5:8). The second woe (5:11) condemns the 
partying of the nouveaux riches whose 
money came from mis treating the poor 

and vulnerable. The fi nal four woes are 
all ways of elaborating the original charge 
of perverting social justice. The last woe 
is the climax and summarises by combin-
ing the two original charges of gaining 
wealth by social injustice and living a life 
of pleasure to spend that wealth. Between 
the two groups of woes Isaiah announces 
punish ments based upon the retributive 
justice of the covenant/Torah. Of major 
import in this judgment unit is the broken 
word-pair “justice–righteousness” (5:16) 
attrib uted to the Lord in contrast to the 
Judean nobility: he is completely devoted 
to (i.e., holy) and exalted in demonstrating 
social justice; indeed the covenant/Torah 
is an expression of his own character.

 The economic and social situation 
addressed by Isaiah in chapter 5 sig nals 
the breakdown of conventions govern-
ing ownership of property.22 Prior to 
the monarchic period, Israelite economy 
was based on farming and shepherding. 
Property was inherited and preserved 
within clans—a kin group between the 
ex tended family and the tribe. Diverse 
instructions in the Mosaic covenant were 
given to preserve economic equilibrium 
in ownership of property and protect the 
poor and powerless, e.g., laws concerning 
boundary markers,23 female inheri tance 
rights,24 levirate marriage,25 goel respon-
sibilities,26 and jubilee/sabbatical years.27 
Two factors brought changes to this social 
system: monarchy and urbaniza tion. 
With the advent of kingship, land could 
be acquired by the crown: sometimes 
corruptly as in the case of Naboth’s vine-
yard (1 Kgs 21) and sometimes legally 
through the confi scation of the estates 
of criminals and traitors. Thus, a family 
inheritance could be enlarged by a royal 
grant. Samuel warned about this in 1 Sam 
8:14-15. Recipients of such royal largesse 
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would live in the capital city and eat every 
day at the king’s table, all the while enjoy-
ing the revenue of their holdings. In this 
way, important nobles and offi cials, espe-
cially those who in gratiated themselves 
to the king and his henchmen, were in 
a position to acquire by legal and illegal 
means the property of those vulnerable 
to oppression.

On the other hand, the development 
and growth of cities created new ties 
between peasant farmers and a new class 
of merchants who usually lived in the 
towns and infl uenced public affairs. When 
a farmer suffered economic setbacks from 
crop failure due to drought or locusts, for 
example, he would turn to a mer chant or 
moneylender in town. He would either be 
charged interest for a loan or be forced to 
cultivate land belonging to others on a 
share-cropping or tenant basis. We have 
documents from the Jewish community 
in Elephantine, Egypt, from the fifth-
century B.C. that tell of Jews who had 
to pay interest rates of fi ve percent per 
month. When unpaid interest is added 
to the capital, the average annual rate is 
sixty percent.28

As agricultural plots become the prop-
erty of a single owner (perhaps an absen-
tee landlord who is a city dweller), as 
peasants become indentured serfs or even 
slaves, and as their goods and services are 
received as payments on loans, the gap 
between the rich and poor widens. Since 
land ownership translates into economic 
and political power, issues of property 
rights and taxes, as well as laws concern-
ing bankruptcy, foreclosures and loans, 
fall into the hands of the rich, thus aiding 
and abetting a gap in power as well.

The situation which Isaiah condemns 
is graphically portrayed: large es tates 
amassed by adding fi eld to fi eld on which 

sit “large and beautiful homes” (5:9b). The 
acquisition of land comes as debts are 
foreclosed and the property is expropri-
ated. Since all of this is done according 
to the laws of the marketplace and by 
stat ute, it is all strictly legal—but utterly 
immoral and violates the social justice 
of the Torah. This is a powerful demon-
stration of the parable of the vine yard at 
work: everything looks legal and proper 
on the out side, but a closer in spection 
shows the grapes are rotten and stinking 
and stunted. The image of a landowner 
dwelling all alone in the midst of the 
country is a picture of great hor ror. While 
American society idolises and praises rug-
ged individualism, ancient Israel valued 
the community over the individual. The 
interests of the group were more impor-
tant than those of a single individual, no 
matter how clever or skilled and talented 
the entrepreneur. It is diffi cult, therefore, 
for us to feel the hor ror of ending up as a 
society of one.

Readers may well wonder if discussion 
of Isa 5 is not a digression from the topic 
at hand, i.e., discovering the meaning of 
“speaking the truth” in Ephe sians. Yet, 
as already noted, in the last section of 
Ephesians when Paul exhorts the church 
to adopt and use Yahweh’s own armour 
for warfare, he draws specifi  cally from Isa 
11:4-5 and 59:17. The fi rst passage brings 
to a climax promises of a coming scion of 
David, indeed a new David, whose rule 
will be characterised by social justice. 
Isaiah 11:3b-5 states,

He will not judge by what he 
 sees with his eyes,
or decide by what he hears 
 with his ears;
but with righteousness he will 
 judge the needy,
with justice he will give 
 decisions for the poor of the 
 earth.
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He will strike the earth with 
 the rod of his mouth;
with the breath of his lips he 
 will slay the wicked.
Righteousness will be his belt 
 and faithfulness the sash 
 around his waist (NIV).

Paul’s “belt of truth” comes from the 
last part of v. 5: “faithfulness [will be] the 
sash around his waist.” The word “faith-
fulness” translates ’emûnâ and is related 
to ’emeth, the usual word for truth. Both 
are derived from a root meaning to be 
fi rm or faithful. The NIV speaks of the 
belt and the sash of the king. The Hebrew 
word actually means girdle or loincloth. 
This is the most basic garment of all our 
clothing. Even today underclothes are 
called foundation garments. The founda-
tion of this kingdom is righteousness and 
faithfulness. Verse 4 combines justice and 
righteousness to communicate the idea 
of social justice. The future king will be a 
true son of God as required by 2 Sam 7:14-
15 because he will exhibit in his rule the 
social justice of the Torah (Deut 17:16-20), 
which is an expression of the character 
of Yahweh himself. Chapter 59, the other 
Isaianic text from which Paul draws his 
depiction of the armour of the Lord, 
contains three occurrences of the broken 
word-pair “jus tice–righteousness.” It is 
signifi cant, then, that between Isa 11 and 
59 almost one-quarter of the occurrences 
of this word-pair in Isaiah are alluded to 
by Paul in his description of the armour 
of God.29

Discussion of the Isaianic background 
to Ephesians can be concluded by return-
ing to 16:5. The fi rst part of the verse con-
tains another word-pair split over lines in 
poetic parallelism: “lovingkindness and 
truth” (Hebrew: hesed and ’emeth). This 
word-pair is also a summary of the rela-
tionship entailed in the covenant/Torah. 

It is diffi cult to fi nd an equivalent for hesed 
in English that adequately encompasses 
all it means (usually “lovingkindness” 
in NASB), and this term has occasioned 
numerous studies during the last hundred 
years. It is normally used in a covenant 
relation ship between two parties—a 
stronger party and a weaker party. It 
refers to the obligation of the stronger 
party to help the weaker party. An excel-
lent example is Gen 47:29:

When the time for Israel to die drew 
near, he called his son Joseph and 
said to him, “Please, if I have found 
favor in your sight, place now your 
hand under my thigh and deal with 
me in kindness and faithfulness. 
Please do not bury me in Egypt” 
(NASB).

Here we have a family relationship, a 
father and a son. In this context the son is 
stronger and the dying father is weaker. 
The son must show covenant kindness and 
loyalty by fulfi lling the father’s wish to be 
buried in Canaan. Genesis 47:29 employs 
the same word-pair as in Isa 16:5.

The function of the word-pair “lov-
ingkindness and truth” (hesed and ’emeth) 
as a summary of the covenant/Torah is 
illustrated nicely by Ps 117. Although this 
is the shortest hymn in Israel’s Hymnal, 
it functions like a dissertation ab stract, 
summing up the whole: Yahweh is to be 
praised for his covenantal faithful ness 
and love. This, in sum, is what Israel has 
experienced in covenant relation ship 
with God.

The Covenant as Social Justice and 
True Humanity

We have considered the word-pairs 
“justice–righteousness” and “loving-
kindness–truth” as summaries of the 
covenant/Torah. Both social justice and 
faithful loyal love are expressions of 
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the character of Yahweh and of conduct 
expected in the covenant community 
where Yahweh is King. Although Paul’s 
expression “speaking the truth in love” 
is closer linguistically to the word-pair 
“loving kindness–truth,” his direct and 
indirect use of Isaiah and Zechariah 
show his thinking is also based upon the 
word-pair “justice–righteousness.” Each 
word-pair summarises the Torah of Moses 
in a different way.

Before returning to Eph 4-6, a brief 
sketch of the pre-history of the Mosaic 
covenant/Torah can cast further light on 
both the covenantal framework of Paul’s 
teaching and the meaning of “speaking 
the truth in love.” Without con sideration 
of how the communication in Ephesians 
fi ts into the larger story, our understand-
ing will be fl at and one-dimensional.

The concepts of faithful love and social 
justice are actually found on the opening 
pages of Scripture. According to Gen 
1:26-28, humans are created as the divine 
image. Although gallons of ink have been 
spilled in the interpreta tion of the divine 
image, space permits here only a brief 
explanation summing up detailed study 
of this text. The creation of humans as the 
divine image involves a covenant relation-
ship between humans and the creator God 
on the one hand and a covenant relation-
ship between humans and the creation on 
the other hand. It is important to note that 
the divine image describes who we are as 
humans, how we are “hard-wired,” our 
ontology. An understanding of the divine 
image in merely functional or relational 
terms is false.

The covenantal relationship with the 
creator God may be captured by the term 
sonship and is implied by Gens 5:1-3 as 
Dempster clearly states,

By juxtaposing the divine creation of 
Adam in the image of God and the 
subsequent human creation of Seth 
in the image of Adam, the transmis-
sion 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 cer-
tainly not in view, but nonetheless 
the writer is using an analogy to 
make a point.30

The covenantal relationship between 
humans and the creation can be summed 
up by the terms kingship and servant-
hood. It is interesting to note, as Randall 
Garr has shown, that the ninth century 
B.C. Tell Fakhariyeh inscription uses the 
same words found in Gen 1:26: salma’ 
(“image”) refers to the king’s majestic 
self and power in relation to his subjects, 
while dmûta’ (“like ness”) refers to the 
king’s petitionary role and relation to the 
deity.31 Thus the ancient Near Eastern data 
con fi rm and correspond exactly to this 
exegesis of the biblical text.

Genesis 2:4-25 casts further light on the 
divine image, showing that the Adamic 
son is like a priest in a garden sanctu ary. 
He must fi rst learn the ways of God in 
order to exercise the rule of God as God 
himself would.32 What is implied is that 
the faithful loyal love and social justice in 
the character of God himself will defi ne 
both the God-human covenantal relation-
ship and the human-world cove nantal 
relationship.

The larger story of scripture moves 
rapidly to show that Israel inherited this 
Adamic role.33 Yahweh refers to the nation 
as his son in Exod 4:22-23. The divine pur-
pose in the covenant established between 
God and Israel at Sinai is unfolded in Exod 
19:3-6. As a kingdom of priests they will 
func tion to make the ways of God known 

.
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to the nations and also bring the nations 
into a right relation ship to God. Since 
Israel is located geographically on the one 
and only communi cations 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 stew-
ards of the earth’s resources. This is the 
meaning of Israel’s sonship.

Within the Mosaic covenant, Deut 17 
intimates that the king will be the leader 
in this role. Earlier we already noted that 
the main and only require ment is that 
Israel’s King model in his own behaviour 
and conduct and, hence, im plement in 
his rule the faithful loyal love and social 
justice of the Lord himself as enshrined 
in the covenant/Torah.34

At the heart of the divine image is a 
right relationship to God on the one hand 
and a right relationship to the world on 
the other. It can be sum marised by social 
justice or by lovingkindness and truth, 
i.e., being truthful in love. Adam and 
Eve rebelled against God, and chaos and 
death resulted. God made a new start with 
Noah, but this, too, ended in chaos and 
destruction. Finally, he made another new 
start with Abraham and his descendants. 
The covenant at Sinai shows Abraham’s 
seed how to have a right relationship 
to God and also how to treat each other 
in a truly human way, how to be God’s 
true Adamic son and servant king in the 
world.

In both Exodus and Deuteronomy the 
Mosaic covenant/Torah is divided into 
two sections: (1) the Ten Commandments/
Words and (2) the Judgments. All the 
Judgments in Exod 21-23 and the Detailed 
Stipulations in Deut 12-26 flow from 
the Ten Commandments and express 

further how they work out in practical 
terms. The Ten Words also have a bipar-
tite structure.35 The fi rst four commands 
show how to have a right relationship to 
God and the last six how to have a right 
relationship to each other as humans. 
Although these instructions are given 
negatively, as prohibitions, they could 
be restated in positive terms as the basic 
rights of every human: (1) “You must not 
murder” is the right of every person to 
their own life, (2) “You must not commit 
adultery” is the right of every person to 
their own home, (3) “You must not steal” 
is the right of every person to their own 
property, (4) “You must not testify falsely 
against your neighbour” is the right of 
every person to their own reputa tion. No 
society can endure that does not respect 
the basic inalienable rights of every per-
son. Thus the last six commands can be 
paralleled in the law codes of other societ-
ies in the ancient Near East: The Laws of 
Ur-Nammu (2064-2046 B.C.), The Laws of 
Lipit-Ishtar (1875-1864 B.C.), The Laws of 
Eshnunna (nineteenth century B.C.), The 
Code of Hammurabi (eighteenth century 
B.C.), The Middle Assyrian Laws (twelfth 
Century B.C.) and the Old Hittite Laws 
(seventeenth - fi fteenth centuries B.C.). But 
in the Mosaic covenant/Torah, why are 
these commands given negatively instead 
of positively? And why are they ex pressed 
in the second person singular instead of 
plural? Because when you say “You must 
not murder” it means that each and every 
individual in the community must think 
fi rst about the right of his neigh bour to 
his life, not fi rst about his own rights.36 
In other words, all of these com mands 
are about social justice, they are about 
being faithful to love my neighbour as 
myself, and—in terms of the larger story, 
about being fully and truly human, i.e., 
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fulfi lling the covenant obliga tions of the 
divine image.

The Covenantal Framework of 
Paul’s Teaching

The Mosaic covenant/Torah and the 
larger story that informs it is clearly the 
background to Paul’s statements in Ephe-
sians. Just as the old covenant at Sinai has 
six commands describing lovingkindness 
and truth which Jesus encap sulated by 
saying “love your neighbour as yourself,” 
so Paul’s instruction/torah to the new 
covenant community are six commands 
which can also be summarised by “speak-
ing the truth in love.” When Paul talks 
about speaking the truth in love, then, he 
means the same thing as faithfulness and 
lovingkindness in the Old Testament. The 
same social justice that underlies the old 
covenant under lies the new.

These connections both to the old 
covenant and also to the larger story 
beginning in Gen 1 are consciously made 
by Paul. It is no accident that the fi rst 
command in his list is about speaking 
the truth, and the grand summary in  Eph 
5:1-2 inserted before the last command is 
about acting in love so that love and truth 
form both parentheses and a summary 
of his instructions just as it does in the 
old covenant. It is also no accident when 
Paul says in 5:1-2 that when we love one 
another we imitate God—a clear refer-
ence to the divine image. There is further 
direct reference to the divine image in the 
bookend sections in 4:17-24 and 5:6-14. 
In 4:24 Paul commands us to put on the 
new humanity that is “cre ated according 
to God in righteousness and holiness 
which derives from the truth”—a direct 
reference to renewing the divine image, 
as the parallel in Col 3:10 shows. Righ-
teousness and holiness are mentioned 

here not as elements of the divine image, 
but as facets of being truthful in love in 
a covenant relationship, for this is what 
defi nes the divine image. Likewise, in 5:9, 
the closing bookend section, Paul speaks 
of the fruit of light as goodness, righteous-
ness and truth, summaries of the divine 
image as covenant relationship. And in 
4:21, at the outset, he says that truth is in 
Jesus, because just as the old covenant is 
an expression of the character of Yahweh, 
so the new covenant is an expression of 
the character of Jesus, whose self-sacrifi ce 
in 5:2 lifts matters to a new level. Even the 
verb marturomai (“solemnly testify”) in 
4:17 is reminiscent of calling the old cove-
nant the “Testi mony” and so establishes 
a covenantal context.37 The motivation 
for being truthful in 4:25 is that we are 
members of one another, i.e., we are a 
covenant commu nity.

The Meaning of Speaking the Truth 
in Love

The meaning of the phrase “speaking 
the truth in love” cannot be un covered by 
simply cracking a Greek lexicon or even 
performing an exhaustive lexical study. 
The biblical theological background and 
framework must fi rst be understood. In 
the new covenant community, loyalty to 
Jesus has replaced the command to love 
God in the old covenant,38 and speak-
ing the truth in love sums up the social 
justice of our relationships in the new 
humanity.39

Earlier a question was raised, “What 
do I say to a person who believes she now 
feels loved and safe in a lesbian relation-
ship?” What does speaking the truth in 
love mean in such situations? According 
to a biblical theological under standing of 
Eph 4-6, such a lifestyle is not only mor-
ally wrong, it is a form of social injustice 
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and leads to being less than fully human. 
While homosexuality remains a real prob-
lem, our churches must face the fact that 
the problems of adultery and the failure 
of marriage relationships to refl ect the 
realities of the new covenant are just as 
serious in the sight of God.

 Understanding “speaking the truth 
in love” changes how we treat each other 
in the church. After all, are we not just a 
bunch of sinners whom God has brought 
together? How do we accomplish our 
goals and objectives? Do we plan behind 
the backs of others to get things to work 
out our way, or are we conscious that 
we are in a covenant community that 
is the new humanity. And it is only this 
humanity which will survive divine judg-
ment and enter the new heavens and the 
new earth. Do we treat each other with 
faithful, loyal love? We must obey these 
instructions because only in this way can 
we attain social justice, only in this way 
can we become truly human. Any other 
path will lead us to lose what it means to 
be truly human.
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between the social justice we see in 
the Old Testament and the teaching 
of Paul in the New.
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SBJT: How does a thorough knowledge 

of biblical theology strengthen preach-

ing?

D. A. Carson: Before attempting to answer 
that question directly, it is important to 
gain agreement as to the commonalities 
and differences between biblical theology 
and systematic theology. For otherwise, 
the peculiar contributions of the former 
will not stand out.

Both biblical theology and systematic 
theology ask questions about what the 
Bible means. Typically, however, system-
atic theology asks questions in a more-
or-less atemporal fashion, and generates 
answers that are cast the same way: What 
are the attributes of God? What is sin? 
What is the nature of the covenant of 
grace? What does election mean? Who 
are the people of God? And so forth. 
Of course, if the systematician provides 
the answers by using the Bible, and not 
simply out of the categories of well-worn 
historical theology, or even of philosophi-
cal theology, then he or she will inevitably 
introduce some temporal distinctions. 
For instance, to answer the question 
“Who are the people of God?” in biblical 
terms forces the systematic theologian 
to wrestle with the both the continuities 

and the discontinuities between the old 
and new covenants. Any systematic theol-
ogy of enduring value will not forget the 
sweep of the Bible’s storyline: creation, 
fall, redemption, consummation. Nev-
ertheless, one of the aims of traditional 
systematic theology is to summarize, in 
largely atemporal theological synthesis, 
what the Bible actually says on this or that 
subject, taking into account how these 
matters have been handled in the history 
of the church, and framing our theologi-
cal synthesis so as to interact with and 
address the contemporary world.

By contrast, although biblical theology 
is no less interested than systematic theol-
ogy in asking and answering questions 
about what the Bible means, in substantial 
ways it operates on different principles, 
and achieves different results. Above 
all, it operates with temporal categories 
never far from view. There are two conse-
quences. First: typically biblical theology 
focuses on individual books and corpora. 
For instance, it may not ask, “What are the 
attributes of God?”, but “How does the 
book of Isaiah present God? What does 
the Johannine corpus contribute to what 
the Bible says about God? What is the 
structure of the thought of Chronicles, 
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compared with Samuel-Kings?” Second: 
biblical theology is equally interested in 
tracing the principle strands of thought 
through the biblical corpora. There are 
about twenty of these—such things as 
kingship, creation/new creation, temple, 
sacrifi ce, priesthood, rest, election, grace, 
faith, people of God—plus many minor 
strands. Such tracing of strands demands 
not only an awareness of time (for these 
strands or trajectories develop with time) 
but also a resolute sensitivity to literary 

genre (for these strands show up in very 
different ways in the different forms that 
make up the biblical books). The compe-
tent biblical theologian will want to be 
aware of the history of the discipline, of 
course, and speak to the contemporary 
world (as does the systematician), but 
on the whole biblical theology is not as 
resolute in its address of the contemporary 
world as is systematic theology.

This discussion could be teased out at 
length, but I shall restrict myself to two 
further qualifying statements before try-
ing to answer the question set me. First, 
for the purpose of this discussion, I am 
concerned only with those forms of sys-
tematic theology and biblical theology for 
which Scripture is the “norming norm.” 
There are plenty of examples of systematic 
theology which use the Bible as a selective 
quarry to ground structures of thought 
not essentially Christian or biblical—
structures the systematician may well use 
to weed out biblical notions and texts that 
he or she fi nds offensive, or at least out of 
step with the system. Similarly, there are 
many instances of “biblical theology” in 
which all the focus is on Old Testament 
theology or New Testament theology, but 
not on “whole Bible” biblical theology. 
Worse, even New Testament biblical the-
ology (for instance) may be organized in 

such a way that the reader is told that the 
different books and corpora of the New 
Testament represent competing, irrecon-
cilable theologies. Inevitably, that means 
there is no attempt at synthesis; equally 
sadly, although it studies each book and 
corpus closely, it refuses to track out the 
trajectories that tie the Bible together. In 
other words, it squanders half the heri-
tage of biblical theology, while refusing 
to confess that the Bible is the “norming 
norm.” Second, in the interests of full dis-
closure, I should acknowledge that the 
kind of biblical theology that interests me, 
the kind that preserves Scripture as the 
“norming norm,” is something in which I 
have invested a fair bit of energy in recent 
years: I am one of the consulting editors of 
New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Inter-
Varsity, 2000), and I edit the series New 
Studies in Biblical Theology.

So I turn to the question set me, and 
suggest fi ve ways in which this kind of 
biblical theology may strengthen preach-
ing.

(1) Biblical theology is more likely than 
systematic theology to pay close attention 
to the immediate biblical context. That 
should be obvious simply by comparing 
books: although some systematic theolo-
gies burst with biblical references, many, 
even by orthodox writers of great gift, 
display only the sketchiest effort to handle 
biblical texts (e.g., Kevin Vanhoozer, The 

Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic 

Approach to Christian Theology [Westmin-
ster John Knox, 2005]). That option is 
simply impossible to the biblical theolo-
gian. Biblical theology is necessarily more 
tightly inductive as it reads biblical texts. 
Moreover, it is less likely to appeal to a 
distant biblical “context” (i.e., the “con-
text” of one’s entire systematic theology, 
determined by other texts) to explain a 
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diffi cult passage, before carefully explor-
ing what light the immediate context of 
the book and corpus might shed on the 
diffi culty. Along these lines, then, biblical 
theology encourages the serious reading 
of the best commentaries. All of this is 
very important in the regular preparation 
of expository sermons.

(2) Biblical theology is more likely than 
systematic theology to explore the trajec-
tories of Scripture, and thus teach people 
one of the most important lessons about 
how to “read” the Bible.

An illustration may help. Suppose you 
are preaching from Ezekiel. You have 
arrived at the great passage, Ezek 8-11, 
where Ezekiel is “transported” in Spirit 
to Jerusalem, seven hundred miles away. 
He witnesses the horrendous idolatry 
of the city, and he sees the glory of God 
abandon the temple, and ride the mobile 
throne chariot (the imagery is picked up 
from Ezek 1) outside the city to park on 
the Mount of Olives, overlooking the city. 
At some point or other it might well be 
worth taking fi ve minutes or so to remind 
the congregation where this description 
of what happens to the temple fi ts into the 
entire trajectory of the temple theme. You 
may not have to unpack all of that trajec-
tory (on which see Greg Beale, The Temple 

and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology 

of the Dwelling Place of God [InterVarsity, 
2004]), but you might mention the care 
with which God designs the tabernacle 
in Exodus, the signifi cance of the Holy of 
Holies and of the sacrifi cial system, the 
role of the priests and especially of the 
High Priest on the Day of Atonement, and 
the signifi cance of the tabernacle for the 
corporate worship of Israel under the old 
covenant as they assembled three times a 
year. The tabernacle was the great meet-
ing-place between God and his people. 

Whether or not you take the time to 
sketch in, say, the theft of the Ark of the 
Covenant by the Philistines, or the list of 
different locations where the tabernacle 
was pitched, or the frequent corruption 
of its attending priests (e.g., Eli’s sons), 
will depend on your larger purposes. 
But you will not fail to mention the 
Glory that descended on the tabernacle. 
Nor will you fail to mention how, under 
King David, royalty and priestly function 
come together in the city of Jerusalem, 
with the temple replacing the tabernacle 
under King Solomon—and once again, 
the Glory descending with such awesome 
splendor that the priests had to vacate 
the premises. The tragedy, of course, was 
that in the days of Jeremiah and Ezekiel, 
many people thought the temple was bit 
like a talisman: God could not possibly 
let pagans destroy the city of Jerusalem 
and its temple, they thought, and so they 
were “safe.” The temple functioned, in 
their imagination, far too much like a 
powerful good-luck charm. But God was 
showing Ezekiel, in his vision, that God 
himself was abandoning the city. When 
Nebuchadnezzar tore the place down 
four and a half years later, God wanted 
it to be known that Nebuchadnezzar’s 
success was not the result of his superior 
strength, but the result of God’s judgment. 
Meanwhile, in Ezek 11, God tells the exiles 
that he himself will be a “sanctuary” for 
them: in other words, the real “temple” is 
where God is, not where the stonework 
and masonry are. 

When the exiles return, then of course 
they are encouraged to rebuild the temple, 
as they are still under the old covenant 
that requires it. Yet there is no record of 
the Glory descending on it again, as in 
days of old. But centuries later, the one 
who is the Word-made-fl esh calmly says, 
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“Destroy this temple, and in three days I 
will raise it up” (John 2). Neither his oppo-
nents nor his own disciples understood 
what he meant at the time: John admits 
it. But after his resurrection, they remem-
bered his utterance and understood the 
Scriptures: Jesus himself is the temple, 
the great meeting-place between God 
and human beings. There are derivative 
antitypes in the New Testament, of course: 
the church is the temple of God, even the 
Christian’s body is the temple of God. 
Yet the account drives on further: in the 
culminating vision of the last book of the 
Bible (Rev 21-22), the people of God gather 
in the “new Jerusalem”—and it is shaped 
like a cube. There is only one cube in the 
Old Testament, from which the imagery 
is drawn: it is the Holy of Holies. In other 
words, all of God’s people are forever in 
the Most Holy Place, always in the sheer 
unmediated Glory, forever with the Lord. 
Small wonder John testifi es that he saw 
no temple in that city, for the Lord God 
Almighty and the Lamb are its temple.

All of this can be sketched in five 
minutes. But to do this once in a while, 
when the temple theme comes up, is to 
fi x in the minds of the congregation one 
of the twenty or so great trajectories that 
tie the Bible together. The believers are 
not only being edifi ed by the prospect of 
the new Jerusalem, they are being helped 
to understand their Bibles, to read their 
Bibles more intelligently, to worship the 
wisdom of God in bringing these things 
to pass to make a cohesive whole and 
prepare his people for the Glory. When the 
preacher undertakes this discipline from 
time to time along all the major trajectories 
of the Bible, and many of the minor ones, 
believers are greatly edifi ed by the Word 
of God, and unbelievers are helped to 
understand what the Bible is about, what 

faith in Christ turns on.
(3) One of the great strengths of such 

preaching is that it avoids atomism. Sadly, 
a great deal of contemporary evangelical 
preaching is “biblical” in the sense that 
it picks up on some themes from the 
chosen passage and applies them to life 
within a grid that is largely personal, psy-
chological, relational—but with almost 
no connection to God himself, and only 
accidental connection to the gospel. In 
other words, the themes in the sermon are 
“biblical” in the atomistic sense that they 
surface in this one text somewhere, but 
the passage itself is not adequately tied to 
the book, the corpus, the canon—and as a 
result, the deepest links of these themes 
are entirely missed. How this passage is 
tied to God and his gospel are lost to view. 
The sermon is “biblical” in only the most 
superfi cial ways. I wish there were space 
to catalog a long list of guilty examples. 
But I am sure of this: preachers who 
understand how the themes of biblical 
theology tie the Bible together are much 
less likely to fall into atomism than are 
preachers who are not so disciplined.

(4) The habit of thinking through 
the magnifi cent diversity of the biblical 
books—which of course is so much a part 
of responsible biblical theology—is likely 
to help the preacher devote time and care 
to the way the genres of Scripture should 
affect his preaching. How do I handle 
lament, oracle, proverb, apocalyptic, 
narrative, fable, parable, poetry, letter, 
enthronement psalm, theodicy, dramatic 
epic? Not to think about such things, of 
course, may still leave you orthodox: you 
may fi nd principles and truths in all of 
these kinds of texts, incorporate them into 
your atemporal systematic theology, and 
preach them. Yet God certainly had good 
reasons for giving us a Bible that is shaped 
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the way it is: not a systematic theology 
handbook, but an extraordinarily diverse 
collection of documents, with one Mind 
behind the lot, traversing many centuries 
of writing, in many different forms. The 
fact that one Mind is behind all of the 
documents makes systematic theology 
both possible and desirable, but not at the 
expense of fl attening out and domesticat-
ing the documents that still remain the 
“norming norm.” In other words, good 
biblical theology will not only help you 
handle more responsibly the trajectories 
that drive through Scripture, but it will 
also help you focus appropriately on the 
message, genre, focus, and thrust of each 
biblical document. It will help to keep 
your preaching fresh, and value affective 
elements as much as logic, and proverbs 
and laments as much as discourse.

(5) Ironically, for all of these reasons the 
preacher who genuinely understands the 
fi rst four points is likely to become a better 
systematic theologian—and that, too, will 
enrich his preaching. One of the things 
that makes Calvin’s Institutes the rich 
repository that it is, is the fact that Calvin 
was himself as much a commentator as 
a systematician. If one uses the biblical 
books as a mere proof-texting quarry for 
systematic theology, one is likely not only 
to end up abusing the texts, but to produce 
an impoverished systematic theology. 
But if the preacher reads, re-reads, and 
teaches and preaches the biblical books, 
remembering the priorities of biblical 
theology, his grasp of Scripture—not to 
say the grasp of Scripture enjoyed by the 
congregation—will be richly enhanced. 
If Scripture remains the “norming norm” 
for that biblical theologian, then the move 
toward systematic theology will also be 
enriched. Tie that in as well to a grow-
ing grasp of historical theology, and to 

a careful and critical understanding of 
the culture in which we preach, and we 
will have the rudiments of the training 
of a faithful minister who does not need 
to be ashamed as he rightly handles the 
Word of truth.

SBJT: Why has the discipline of biblical 

theology experienced a resurgence in 

recent years, and why is it so important 

for the church?

Stephen Dempster: Although biblical 
theology has been a neglected fi eld of 
biblical studies for quite a while, it has 
experienced quite a resurgence in recent 
years.   This has happened for a variety of 
reasons.  The historical critical paradigm 
for the analysis of biblical texts, with 
its microscopic concern for background 
detail, sources, philology, and grammar 
frequently led to a fragmentation of the 
biblical text.  It was as if the text was 
filtered through an interpretive sieve 
constructed for the discovery of bits and 
pieces of historical information.   Theo-
logical matters were seen as unimportant 
or even irrelevant to this quest.  The result 
was a loss of unity and coherence to the 
overall biblical message.  Even to speak of 
an overarching biblical message seemed 
like a contradiction in terms.  At best there 
were only “messages,” which were largely 
unrelated to one another. 

Part of the problem with this approach 
is that the method determined the results.  
If you look at the painting of a beautiful 
landscape with a microscope, it is no won-
der that you won’t be able to appreciate 
the beauty and the grandeur of the entire 
image.  That only comes by putting aside 
the microscope and stepping back to see 
the complete picture.   Similarly, reading 
a book by proof reading each word for 
possible error is a very different activity 
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from reading a book for meaning. Differ-
ent methods produce different results. 

For a number of reasons, which now 
seem obvious, the historical critical 
paradigm has lost its dominance in the 
fi eld of biblical studies and this has led 
to a renewal of interest in biblical theol-
ogy. Biblical theology at its core assumes 
that while there is much diversity in the 
biblical message, nonetheless there is 
also a fundamental unity.  This diversity 
and unity can be shown in the statement 
which begins the book of Hebrews: “In 
the past God spoke to our forefathers 
through the prophets at many times and 
in various ways, but in these last days he 
has spoken to us by his Son, whom he 
appointed heir of all things, and through 
whom he made the universe” (Heb 1:1-2 
NIV).  These verses capture succinctly 
both the diversity (“In the past . . . in 
many times and in various ways”) and 
the unity of the Bible (“in these last days 
God has spoken to us by his Son”) (See R. 
Rendtorff, The Canonical Hebrew Bible: A 

Theology of the Old Testament [Tools for Bib-
lical Study 7; trans. D.Orton; Leiden: Deo 
Publishing, 2005], 752.).  There is a goal to 
which the revelation of God points and 
this goal provides a unifying principle 
for the whole.

To switch the metaphor, biblical theol-
ogy is concerned not to lose sight of the 
big picture of scripture.  Losing sight of 
the big picture has serious implications 
for Christian believers.  If you doubt it, 
consider for a moment ancient Israel.  The 
prophets had to tell the people repeatedly 
that they had distorted the faith by mag-
nifying the importance of sacrifi ces and 
minimizing the importance of ethics (Isa 
1; Amos 5:21-24; Mic 6:1-8).  They had lost 
sight of the entire sweep of scripture: they 
were called out to be a light to each other 

and to the nations (Gen 12:1-3; Exod 19:5-
6; Isa 5:1-7).  Losing this perspective led 
to their radical judgment.

It was the same in Jesus’s day.  Losing 
themselves in the forest of scripture, the 
biblical scholars of that time saw only 
the many individual trees, and thus 
they lost perspective and became lost.  
They majored on minors and minored 
on majors.  They scrupulously tithed the 
smallest herbs of their gardens, while 
neglecting the “weightier matters of the 
law: justice, mercy, and faithfulness” 
(Matt 23:23).  Individual scriptures were 
important but somehow a sense of the 
whole was missing. Consequently Jesus 
excoriated them for such a distortion of 
the truth.  

Similarly when Jesus was asked about 
divorce, he put the Mosaic legislation 
which permitted divorce, in the context of 
the entire sweep of Scripture and argued 
that the divine ideal in Gen 1-2 in which 
a man and woman were joined perma-
nently as one psycho-physical unity was 
the governing paradigm against which 
the Mosaic legislation needed to be evalu-
ated (Matt 19:1-12).  Thus the latter was a 
concession to the evil of the human heart, 
an evil that had entered history as a result 
of the fall.

Paul also worked with the larger canvas 
of scripture when he showed the place of 
the law in the context of the divine plan of 
salvation.  It came after the promise made 
to Abraham, in order to demonstrate the 
need for salvation by radically exposing 
human sin (Gal 3:15-29). The understand-
ing of both Jesus and Paul was the result 
of a profoundly engaging meditation on 
the entire sweep of scripture, so much so 
that they were able to see its main goal 
and they were able to make their decisions 
based on this understanding.  Jesus and 
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Paul were biblical theologians!
Plato once said that without knowledge 

of the Good, one cannot act with wis-
dom either in his own life or in matters 
of state (The Republic 7.517).  The Good 
allows one to see everything in its proper 
place. Similarly without knowledge of 
the entire range of the biblical story, it is 
very diffi cult to be wise as a Christian.  I 
am convinced that most in the Church do 
not have a sense of the Bible as a whole 
but rather see it as a manual for personal 
individual devotion which offers advice 
for private, spiritual development. This 
leaves the church open to the distortion 
of the truth, which is so widespread in 
contemporary Christianity.

  Numerous issues clamor for the 
church’s attention today and often 
responses are made by well meaning 
Christians with chapter and verse in 
hand.  Is homosexuality a legitimate 
lifestyle?  Is capital punishment still a 
biblical mandate?  What about the eco-
logical problem?  “Illegal” immigration? 
Abortion?  Women in ministry?  The Sab-
bath?  Economics?  War?  To cite a biblical 
chapter and verse as an answer to these 
questions will just not do.  It is true that 
answers to these questions often fall in 
the domain of systematic theology. But 
there must fi rst be an understanding of 
the whole to be able to provide a bibli-
cal response.  This can only come from 
a reading and rereading of the biblical 
story—biblical theology—along with a 
radical dependence on the Holy Spirit.

Biblical theology will also help the 
church to deal with other issues, perhaps 
more insidious ones such as the encroach-
ments of culture upon the biblical mes-
sage in which the various story-lines of 
culture become more central than that 
of the Bible.  When a church becomes so 

enculturated that it is marginally different 
from the world around it; when baptismal 
fonts are transformed into waterslides; 
when marriage vows become trivial-
ized through their repeated violation by 
church members; when a leading sociolo-
gist claims that western evangelicalism 
is “the quintessential adaptation to a 
society dominated by the marketplace 
and consumerism . . . [that believers] 
buy heavily into the therapeutic culture 
of feel-good-ism, and are caught up in 
a cycle of overspending and consump-
tion like everyone else” (R. Wuthnow, 
“Review of Mark Noll, The Scandal of the 

Evangelical Mind,” First Things 51 [1995]: 
41), a large part of the problem is that 
the biblical story has been supplanted 
by modern and postmodern ones.  Why?  
This is because Christians just do not 
know their Bibles.  They certainly know 
chapters and verses but these have been 
integrated into other pagan stories in the 
same way polytheists can make a place 
for Jesus in their pantheon. A recovery of 
the entire biblical story, which brooks no 
alternatives, can help provide an antidote 
to such cultural captivity. 

Systematic theologies are often written 
in such a manner that the Bible seems 
like an abstract repository of information 
about God. A more static and abstract 
understanding of God may be the result. 
To read in a systematic theology about 
the love of God is one matter but to see 
that love acted out in the story-line of 
Scripture is another: the Creator getting 
his hands dirty with the creation of Adam, 
the grace extended to creation at the time 
of the fl ood, the call of Abram after the 
debacle of the Tower of Babel, the divine 
response to the groaning of Israel in 
Egypt, the incredible patience shown with 
Israel in the following centuries—even in 
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its judgment. This love is fi nally “fl eshed 
out” in the coming of Jesus and his cru-
cifi xion, resurrection, and ascension. It is 
this story-line which provides the basis 
for description of the love of God, a love 
which will never give up on his creation. 
Even, ethics are based on the story and its 
signifi cance. Paul urges the Philippians to 
have the mind of Christ, but this itself is 
embodied in the plot-line of scripture, in 
which the second Adam did not grasp for 
power, but humbled himself even to death 
on the cross, and is now highly exalted 
(Phil 2:1-11). What is this but a précis of 
the entire narrative of the Bible!

An understanding of the larger scope 
of Scripture also imparts significance 
to the individual events and their place 
within the story. For example, when Abra-
ham argues with God over the judgment 
of Sodom in Gen 18, issues of justice and 
mercy are in the foreground. God fi nally 
says that he will not destroy Sodom if 
there are ten righteous people in the city. 
The subsequent destruction of Sodom 
establishes God’s righteousness and the 
moral order of the universe, but there 
lingers the truth that the city could have 
been spared if it had had ten righteous 
individuals. Later during the judgments 
of Samaria and Jerusalem, which became 
like Sodom, one cannot help but refl ect on 
Gen 18. Prophetic intercession was also 
not able to save these cities. Did these 
places not even have ten inhabitants who 
kept God’s covenant? And why was not 
this the end? Why did Israel experience 
a resurrection from the exile of death? 
Because in God’s mercy there was the 
announcement that there was going to 
be one righteous covenant keeper whose 
intercession would save many sinners 
(Isa 53). The New Testament rachets up 
this truth when one man appears in a 

Garden, agonizing in prayer for a world 
that had become like Sodom. What kind 
of person is this who now gives his one 
righteous life for a world of sinful people? 
Who could have believed such a thing 
would happen (Isa 53:1)? Everyone—any-
one—who believes is now spared the jus-
tice of God. They can be made righteous 
because of one person! But it is not as if 
the fi re and brimstone disappear. They 
come down upon the righteous Son of 
God whose death upholds both divine 
mercy and justice.

In conclusion, in some ways the fi nal 
chapter of biblical theology has not been 
written. It is true that the story-line of 
Scripture has a conclusion depicted in the 
Apocalypse indicating that the outcome 
of God’s actions is not in doubt. At the 
same time this conclusion is open-ended 
and the church is mandated with writing 
the last chapter.  N. T. Wright compares 
the church’s situation with that of a 
playwright who discovers a lost play of 
Shakespeare in which only four of fi ve 
scenes have been recovered (N.T. Wright, 
The New Testament and the People of God 
[Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992], 140. See The 

Drama of Christian Scripture: Finding Our 

Place in the Biblical Story [Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2004]).  To complete the play, a fi fth 
chapter will have to be produced.  But 
how can this be done?  The playwright 
must immerse him/herself in the content 
of the fi rst four acts in order to produce a 
completed work, faithful to the original.  
Similarly, there is a need for a fi nal chap-
ter of biblical theology: Creation (Act 1), 
Fall (Act 2), Confl ict (Act 3), Climax (Act 
4: Messiah’s Death and Resurrection) are 
fi nished.  Scene fi ve has started in the 
book of Acts but we now have the task 
of fi nishing this chapter while waiting 
for the consummation of all things.  The 
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only way we can do this faithfully is 
to immerse ourselves in the story-line 
of scripture—and thus become part of 
the Story. Then we will write that fi nal 
chapter with our lives, the very chapter 
of Christ Himself, written not with pen or 
word processor, but with the Holy Spirit 
(2 Cor 3:3). 

As we write chapter fi ve, we need to 
pray for the desire conveyed by George 
Herbert in his sonnet, “The Holy Scrip-
tures,” 

Oh that I knew how all thy lights 
 combine,
And seeing the confi guration of  
 thy glorie!
Seeing not onely how each verse 
 doth shine.  
But all the constellation of thy 
 storie
(G. Herbert, “The Holy Scriptures,” 
cited in C. H. H. Scobie, The Ways 
of Our God: An Approach to Biblical 
Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2003], 80). 

It is biblical theology that will help 
achieve this aspiration.  The Bible will 
not be seen as merely a deposit of laws, 
stipulations, maxims, and historical infor-
mation, but it will be the all-encompassing 
Narrative of our lives. Then we will be 
able to see the overall signifi cance of the 
incredible events it describes as well as 
the part we have yet to play. The stupen-
dous event of the incarnation, cross, and 
resurrection as the central turning point 
of history will lead to worship and praise. 
The immense privileges of the believer 
will astonish:  the gift of the Spirit; the 
access to the Father; the ability to address 
the eternal Creator as “Abba”; the fact 
that the least person in the Kingdom is 
superior to the greatest individual in the 
Old Testament economy; the call to bring 
this incredible message to the ends of the 
earth!  Thus in the end, biblical theology 

can only lead to the goal of all true theol-
ogy—doxology!  In such a spirit we can 
faithfully write the fi nal chapter.

SBJT: Can you discuss the signifi cance 

of typology to biblical theology?

A. B. Caneday: Doing the work of bibli-
cal theology requires careful attention to 
types in the Bible. Excesses and abuses 
that regularly accompany teaching and 
preaching concerning types cause con-
fusion. Fanciful interpretations of the 
Bible that dubiously identify types have 
prompted suspicion for many Christians 
to remain suspicious of discussions of 
biblical types. Some suppose that the 
Bible’s types are restricted to a few on the 
principle that unless the New Testament 
expressly identifi es something from the 
Old Testament as a type it is not a type. 
Many textbooks on biblical interpretation 
tend to confi rm suspicion about types. 
Some have little or no discussion concern-
ing them. Other textbooks routinely show 
insuffi cient caution to distinguish biblical 
types from what they call “typological 
interpretation,” an interpretive method 
associated with “symbolic interpretation” 
and “allegorical interpretation.” Talk of 
“typological interpretation” is misguided 
and misguiding because this elevates the 
reader’s role over the author’s role con-
cerning types, symbols, and allegory.

To speak of “typological interpreta-
tion” is to confound interpretation and 
revelation. We rightly say that God’s 
revelation is typological, but to speak of 
“typological interpretation” is to admit 
to a form of “reader response hermeneu-
tics.” Interpreters of the Bible do not cast 
biblical types. God, who reveals himself 
and his deeds in Scripture, casts the 
Bible’s types. God invested things with 
foreshadowing signifi cance—institutions 
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(e.g., the Levitical priesthood), places (e.g., 
Eden, the tabernacle), things (e.g., the ark, 
sacrifi ces, kingship), events (e.g., creation, 
the fl ood, the exodus, events in the wilder-
ness, entry into the land), and individu-
als (e.g., Adam, Abraham, Melchizedek, 
Moses, David). God invested these with 
signifi cance to prefi gure corresponding 
features of the coming age. 

Consider a couple of biblical types. 
God’s Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who 
preceded Adam (1:17) also formed Adam 
(1:16) “in his own image, in the likeness 
of God” (Gen 1:7) as a prefigurement, 
a type (Rom 5:14), of the Coming One, 
Jesus Christ, who “is the image of the 
invisible God” (Col 1:15). Likewise, the 
tabernacle in the wilderness functioned 
as a “copy” (hypodeigma) and “shadow” 
(skia) of “heavenly things” (Heb 8:5). The 
tabernacle and priestly service are types 
not because the New Testament writer 
interprets them typologically but because 
the Lord revealed these things to Moses as 
shadows of the heavenly sanctuary when 
he said, “See that you make everything 
according to the pattern that was shown 
you on the mountain” (Heb 8:5). The 
tabernacle with its earthly and shadowy 
sacrifi ces repeated annually, was but a 
shadow of the true and heavenly sanctu-
ary. As a copy of the authentic sanctuary, 
the tabernacle in the wilderness was 
not merely a shadow of the sanctuary in 
heaven. The tabernacle and priestly ser-
vice was also a prefi gurement of the good 
things to come with Christ (Heb 9:11; 10:1). 
Thus, after Jesus Christ, the true and great 
high priest, offered himself as the once for 
all time sacrifi ce at the end of the ages, he 
entered the authentic sanctuary to present 
himself before God on our behalf (Heb 
9:23-26).

 Given that our act of interpreting the 

Bible entails recognizing biblical types 
cast by God, this presupposes that Scrip-
ture is the result of God’s activity of rev-
elation, albeit through human agents. The 
apostle Paul embraced this view of Scrip-
ture when he said, “For as many things 
as were written before were written for our 

instruction, in order that through the per-
severance and through the consolation of 
scripture we should have this hope” (Rom 
15:4). For Paul, then, God authorized holy 
men of old to write the Old Testament for 
us who believe in Jesus Christ. 

To believers in Rome, Paul writes 
concerning Gen 15:6, “Now it was not 
written on account of him alone that ‘it 
was reckoned to him,’ but also on account 

of us to whom it will be reckoned” (Rom 
4:23-24). Paul’s use of “for us” requires that 
we recognize that he is not simply applying 
the text to us. Paul insists that the words 
“it was reckoned to him” were actually 
“written down for us.” Two things stand 
out. First, Paul does not feature the event 
when God spoke the words “it was reck-
oned to him.” Paul does not write, “it 
was spoken for us.” Paul features Scrip-
ture as authoritative. The locus of divine 
revelatory authority is Scripture, what is 
written. Second, Paul announces, “it was 
written for us.” That these words—“it was 
reckoned to him”—were “written down” 
signals that Scripture discloses that God 
intended that his reckoning Abraham’s 
faith for righteousness should be under-
stood as bearing signifi cance far beyond 
Abraham himself. It “was written down 
for us.” Even though he does not expressly 
identify Abraham as a type, Paul’s state-
ment and all of Rom 4 requires that we 
recognize that Abraham bears a prefi gur-
ing signifi cance that fi nds fulfi llment in 
Jesus Christ.

To the Corinthians Paul writes, “Now 
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these things happened to them typologi-
cally, and they were written down for our 
admonition, unto whom the ends of the 
ages have come” (1 Cor 10:11). Paul distin-
guishes the events themselves from their 
being written down. Paul has no authority 
to assign typological importance to the 
events that Israel experienced. Instead, 
he recognizes that God brought about 
those events and stamped them with 
typological significance and that God 
authorized their inscripturation “for our 

admonition.” God brought those events 
about in a typological manner (typikōs). Ear-
lier in the context Paul says, “Now these 
things took place as types for us lest we be 
cravers of evil as they also craved” (typoi 

egenēthēsan; 1 Cor 10:6). Israel’s experi-
ences under the cloud, passage through 
the sea, eating food the Lord provided in 
the wilderness, and drinking water from 
the rock took place as types for us. Twice Paul 
explains that when the events themselves 
occurred, they took place typologically 
because God impressed those events 
as types. God made sure that all these 
events, including Israel’s repeated acts of 
unfaithfulness (1 Cor 10:7-10), were written 

down “for us as admonitions” (Paul refers 
to Exod 32:6; Num 25:9; 21:5, 6; 14:2, 29-37). 
Paul’s expressions in Rom 4:25; 15:4; and 1 
Cor 10:6-11 show that the Old Testament 
read correctly is God’s Scripture for the 
last days’ people of God. Paul expects 
Christians to read the Old Testament as he 
does, for if we are to embrace his gospel, 
we need to be able to trace his reasoning 
and his arguments that demonstrate that 
what God has done in Christ Jesus is the 
fulfi llment of the types and foreshadows 
of the Old Testament. 

As a reader of Scripture, Paul has no 
authority to confer typological import 
upon events recorded in the Old Testa-

ment Scriptures, despite being an apostle. 
Though his insight seems keener than 
ours, he only recognizes divinely autho-
rized fi gural embedding in Scripture. He 
cannot forge types, for to try is to coun-
terfeit Scripture. Types or foreshadows 
are not forged by interpreters of Scripture 
but by the God of Scripture who saw to 
it that the things that he invested with 
typological signifi cance were written down 
on account of the latter day people of God, 
not just for those long ago of whom Scrip-
ture speaks. We rightly speak of typologi-

cal revelation but we should not speak of 
typological interpretation. This is because, as 
Paul leads us to understand, the casting 
of types does not belong to the one who 
reads; it belongs alone to the one who 
originates the text. In the case of Scripture, 
it belongs fi nally to the God of Israel, who 
reveals himself through his prophets. The 
same is true of every fi gure, whether a 
type, an allegory, a parable, a metaphor, 
an anthropomorphism, etc. Authors cast 
fi gures and embed them into their texts, 
investing them with signifi cance. Readers 
discover types and the things they signify, 
but readers do not forge those fi gures or 
types. If readers forge types for the texts 
they read, are they not forgers?

SBJT: Why is biblical theology of criti-

cal importance for both academic and 

church life?

Robert W. Yarbrough: Scholars debate 
how “biblical theology” (BT) should be 
defi ned. One attractive defi nition comes 
from the German scholar Theodor Zahn: 
BT presents the religious doctrine and 
knowledge present in the Bible in its 
historical development. Both parts of 
this defi nition should be underscored: 
the religious doctrine or “knowledge”; 
and its course of progressive unfolding, 
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or “development,” in history. Doctrine 
without history risks becoming gnostic. 
History without doctrine is a denial of 
God’s redemptive presence in the world 
he created and sustains.

BT is of critical importance for both aca-
demic and church life. Numerous reasons 
for this could be given, but I will confi ne 
myself to three on each score.

BT is important in academic settings 
like colleges and seminaries because of its 
function. As theology was “the queen of 
the sciences” in the medieval university, 
BT rightly serves as “the queen of the sub-
disciplines” in Old and New Testament 
studies. All aspects of biblical studies are 
important—biblical archaeology, textual 
criticism, exegesis, Pentateuch or Gospels 
or Pauline studies—but BT is where it 
all comes together. Without an ordered 
sense of the whole, analysis of the parts 
generates merely disconnected details. 
BT furnishes the synthesis within which 
the parts make sense. Most biblical schol-
ars will readily confess that their work, 
however specialized, has been aided by 
the overarching understanding afforded 
by a BT standard like Eichrodt or House 
in Old Testament, or like Ladd, Guthrie, 
or (recently) Marshall and Thielman in 
New Testament.

BT is important in academic settings, 
secondly, because of its history. Today 
it is a truism that responsible biblical 
interpretation must proceed with a com-
petent grasp of its heritage. For over 200 
years now, since “biblical theology” in its 
modern sense began with a lecture by J. 
P. Gabler in 1787, works on BT have sum-
marized and steered the labors of Old and 
New Testament scholars. To understand 
the hermeneutical synthesis of Rudolf 
Bultmann (by common consent the most 
infl uential New Testament scholar of the 

twentieth century), you can pore over doz-
ens of his essays and grind through a few 
of his commentaries . . . or you can peruse 
his New Testament theology, where he 
puts it all together. Academic approaches 
to Old Testament BT are helpfully epito-
mized in the successive, and frequently 
contrasting, volumes by, say, Eichrodt, 
von Rad, Jacob, and Walter Brueggemann. 
I am not suggesting that summaries 
of BT should replace careful exegesis. 
But too often exegesis proceeds with an 
inadequate awareness of any overarching 
whole. Works on BT can provide a sense of 
this whole in its various shapes through 
the generations of scholarship.

A third reason why BT is important lies 
in the corrective guidance it is frequently 
able to furnish. Zahn’s defi nition (above) 
refers us to what the Lord revealed to the 
biblical writers in their respective his-
torical settings regarding God, humans, 
and sin. Receiving their writings as the 
product of God’s own self-disclosing 
activity—divine inspiration—BT discov-
ers and surveys the foundation of our 
own Christian confession and practice. 
Not that BT can replace the ethics and 
theology that each generation must ham-
mer out afresh. But it can and must be 
the starting point, and ongoing reference 
point, for all of our ethical and theologi-
cal formulations. These formulations are 
prone to drift in directions contrary to 
Scripture. BT can guard us against sloppy 
proof-texting, remind us of the distinctive 
contributions of individual biblical writ-
ers, and aid us in responsible articulation 
in “what the Bible says” when we wish to 
summarize what God’s Word taken as a 
whole affi rms.

But this leads us to the critical impor-
tance of BT, not only in the academy, but 
also for the church. 
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First of all, BT furnishes pastors with 
a fruitful framework for preaching. Some 
frameworks are by comparison fruit-
less—a pastor can fritter away his years 
bounding along on some giddy hobby-
horse. But preaching that grows out of 
a strong sense of the Bible’s historical 
unfolding, and its world-changing gospel 
truths, centers on what Scripture affi rms. 
Congregations grow each week in their 
sense of the Bible’s story line. Old and 
New Testaments are seen in their organic 
oneness. Like dense grass crowds out 
unwanted weeds, the tightly interwoven 
whole counsel of God displaces the imbal-
anced renderings of Scripture that abound 
in every age. The pastor preaches the Bible, 

the Word of God, not some derivative theme 
or topic (however true or worthy) that fails 
to capture Scripture’s more central and 
abiding truths.

Moving from the macrocosmic level 
of pastoral preaching, we can look at the 
matter from the bottom up: BT encour-
ages more productive personal Bible 
study. I take it as an urgent need for every 
church to have as many people as possible 
engaged in such study, both on their own 
and in small group settings. One sure 
way to discourage this is to fail to equip 
God’s people with a grounded and grow-
ing sense of BT. Then, at best, they limp 
along trying to sustain daily study on the 
slender basis of “devotional” reading. The 
problem is that too much of Scripture is 
not, in fact, about “me” and my devotional 
needs. BT frankly recognizes this. Those 
grounded in it experience that as the light 
goes on and illumines “the big picture” of 
Scripture’s message, and the amazing his-
tory of God’s work among his people mak-
ing them sons and daughters of Abraham 
down to this very hour, personal Bible 
reading lifts us out of narrow personal 

ruts. It soaks us continually with the giant 
splash that God’s gospel truth fi rst made 
in the epochs that Scripture narrates. 
We are carried forward by the historical 
waves that continue to surge through the 
nations around the globe.

This leads to a third and fi nal reason 
for BT’s critical importance in the church: 
it is a springboard for missions. Parochial, 
agenda-driven, and piecemeal exploita-
tion of Scripture may work at the local 
or even national level by pandering to 
folk’s selfi sh religious expectations. But 
ministry gripped by BT calls preachers 
and hearers out of themselves and unites 
them with the God who reigns over all 
the ages and all the earth. Such scriptural 
exposition, pointing to that God and his 
reconciliation of the world to himself in 
Christ, transcends geography and ethnic-
ity to produce and sustain faith worthy 
of the adjective Christian. What else is 
missions, whether we are talking about 
the ends of the earth or the souls of our 
teenagers and children, who like the 
nations must discover for themselves the 
truth of the gospel in their distinct and 
dynamic settings? But God sent forth that 
truth in particular times and places and 
people. BT inventories and recounts those 
days and verities. In doing so it proclaims 
them afresh for regions and generations 
that have yet to hear.
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BibleWorks 7. 2006, $349.00.

With the recent release of version 7, 
BibleWorks continues to deliver a pre-
mium Bible software product. This 
program is the leader in original-lan-
guage search capabilities, intuitive 
utility, and speed.

As with earlier versions, Bible-
Works 7 provides the user with a 
graphical interface that allows the 
user quickly to compare various Bible 
translations, obtain parsing infor-
mation, access lexicon entries, and 
perform both simple concordance-
type searches and complex gram-
matical-morphological inquiries. 
One great strength of the BibleWorks 
program is the multiple ways that a 
user can perform the same function. 
For example, the same search can 
be done with a drop-down menu, a 
button, or a right-click mouse option. 
Some common functions can actually 
be performed in fi ve or more ways 
(e.g., changing the Bible version being 
searched). Thus, even if one forgets 
how to do something with the soft-
ware, it is relatively easy to discover 
the function without resorting to 
more formalized help. If needed, 
however, the “help” functions in 
BibleWorks 7 are excellent—pro-
viding context-sensitive assistance 
within the program, as well as 
various video training modules and 
tutorials (all included in base price 
of the program). I have also found 
the BibleWorks staff to be pleasantly 
eager to explain their program and 
help with any challenges.

Though it took me a few days to get 
used to it, the simplifi ed user inter-
face of version 7 is a real improve-
ment. The program has dropped 
the Beginner and Intermediate User 
Modes and streamlined the (for-
merly-titled) Power User Mode. Also, 
the incorporation of the morphology 
assistant function into the command 
line itself is a nice feature.

A few other welcomed addi-
tions to version 7 include: editable 
grammatical diagrams of the entire 
Greek New Testament, lexicon of 
the Septuagint by Lust, Holladay’s 
concise Hebrew lexicon, full mor-
phological tagging of the Greek 
Apostolic Fathers, improved fl ash-
card capabilities with sound fi les, 
satellite maps of biblically-signifi cant 
regions, the ability to search multiple 
Bible translations at the same time, a 
more functional editor window (i.e., 
a notepad or word processor within 
the program), Metzger’s Textual Com-

mentary of the Greek New Testament, 
and the works of Philo with mor-
phological tagging. All of the items 
listed above are included in the base 
price. Many high-quality additional 
modules can be purchased, includ-
ing Exegetical Dictionary of the New 

Testament ($119.00) and Moulton & 
Milligan ($24.99).

I continue to recommend Bible-
Works to my students as the Bible 
software I use regularly and prefer.

Robert L. Plummer

Contending for Our All: Defending 

Truth and Treasuring Christ in the 

Lives of Athanasius, John Owen, and 

J. Gresham Machen. By John Piper. 
Wheaton: IL: Crossway Books, 2006, 
186 pp., $17.99. 

Most likely, this is the fi rst book ever 
to combine a study of Athanasius, 
John Owen, and J. Gresham Machen. 
Although their respective ministries 
took place in very different times and 
locales, John Piper is right to trace 
a common thread in the lives of all 
three. Each of them engaged in theo-
logical controversy in order that the 
faith might be handed down to the 
saints in its entirety and unsullied. 
Athanasius, of course, is the famous 
fourth century defender of the deity 
of Christ. Owen’s major contentions 
were with English Arminianism, 
the Socinians, and the errors of the 
Quakers. Machen was a profound 
critic of early twentieth-century Lib-
eral Protestantism, which he rightly 
viewed as different from biblical 
Christianity as chalk is from cheese, 
to paraphrase another defender of the 
faith, C. H. Spurgeon.

Piper has no problems showing the 
relevance of each of these men to our 
day, for evangelicals are witnessing 
signifi cant doctrinal declension in 
their ranks, about which there does 
need to be contention that is both 
wise and winsome. As Piper rightly 
argues, contention for the faith is 
defi nitely a given for the New Testa-
ment church (17-36). Moreover, the 
New Testament not only reveals that 

Book Reviews
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controversy was an aspect of Christi-
anity right from the beginning, but it 
also calls us to defend the faith (thus, 
Phil 1:7; 2 Tim 4:2-4; Jude 3). 

While Piper’s examination of 
each of these fi gures is designed to 
be read at a popular level, he does 
interact critically with some recent 
scholarship on each of them. For 
instance, in the study of Athanasius 
he responds to the treatment of 
the Alexandrian bishop by Robert 
Letham in the latter’s magisterial 
study of the Trinity—The Holy Trin-

ity. He takes particular issue with 
Letham’s claim that the decisive ful-
crum of theology for the Alexandrian 
bishop was the incarnation and that 
“as a result, the Cross has diminished 
signifi cance.” For support he turns 
to the nineteenth century translator 
of Athanasius, Archibald Robertson, 
who argues that Athanasius does not 
give the cross “the central place in his 
system of thought which it occupies 
in his instincts” (59, n.35). 

Now, some would argue that the 
weight of scholarship favors Letham. 
Important in this regard is Khaled 
Anatolios’s Athanasius: The Coher-

ence of his Thought, who argues that 
Athanasius’s perspective on Christ’s 
redemptive work is “a relational 
ontology” between God and man 
that is primarily established by the 
incarnation. On the other hand, 
Ellen Charry has rightly noted that 
Athanasius does not draw as clear a 
demarcation between the incarnation 
and the cross as later theology would 
do and thus he can attribute to the 
former what was achieved by the lat-
ter (By the Renewing of Your Minds).

To be sure, Piper does not intend 

his book to be primarily a scholarly 
engagement with the thought of the 
book’s three figures. He wants to 
encourage Christians in general to 
realize that much wisdom can be 
drawn from these heroes of church 
history. The context in which he origi-
nally gave these chapters—namely, 
his annual Bethlehem Conference 
for Pastors—has thus given them 
their form and substance. Yet, as the 
above example illustrates, Piper is 
not unaware of some of the deeper 
issues surrounding the fi gures he has 
chosen to write about, and thus his 
book—like the preceding three vol-
umes in this series, “The Swans are 
Not Silent,” can benefi t the general 
reader and specialist alike.

Michael A. G. Haykin

Lady Jane Grey: Nine Day Queen of 

England. By Faith Cook. Darlington, 
UK: Evangelical Press, 2004, 249 pp., 
$15.99 paper.

The story of Lady Jane Grey (1537-
1554)—the reluctant Queen of Eng-
land for a few days in the month 
of July 1553 who was executed the 
following year—is one that has long 
intrigued historians of the Tudor era, 
particularly because of her role in the 
nefarious nexus of the politics of that 
day and also because of her remark-
able faith. Faith Cook also owns that 
she has long been fascinated by Jane’s 
“pitiful and heroic story” (9). In this 
book her fascination has produced a 
biography worthy of her subject. 

From a historiographical point of 
view, Jane’s story is a diffi cult one 
since it cannot be understood without 

due consideration to the politics sur-
rounding her life. Jane was the grand-
daughter of Henry VIII’s youngest 
and favorite sister, and thus was that 
wily monarch’s great niece. During 
her life she stood fourth in line to 
the English throne after Henry’s 
three children—Edward, Mary, and 
Elizabeth—and was elevated to the 
crown after the death of her cousin 
Edward VI. Cook does an excellent 
job of making the political backdrop 
to Jane’s life come alive, no easy task 
given the utter complexity of this 
background.

Much of the sadness of Jane’s life 
came from the way that many of 
those around her—in particular, her 
parents, Henry and Frances Grey, 
who were despicable social climb-
ers—used her for their own selfi sh 
ambitions (see, e.g., 36, 59-60, 147-148). 
In the midst of all this muck and 
murkiness, Jane, who was “highly 
articulate, strong-minded and deter-
mined—even stubborn” like many of 
her Tudor relatives (93) and who had 
a “fearless disposition” (100), shone as 
only a true Christian can. 

Her final days, summed up by 
Cook under the chapter headings “I 
Have Kept the Faith” and “A Crown 
of Righteousness,” tell their own 
story of how, from a biblical perspec-
tive, Jane’s life ended. Cook is right: 
“her unswerving courage, even when 
the alternatives of life and death were 
set before her and depended upon 
the answers she gave, should not be 
forgotten” (10).

Michael A. G. Haykin



104

The King’s Reformation: Henry VIII and 

the Remaking of the English Church. By 
G. W. Bernard. New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2005, xii + 736 pp.

The last few years have seen a num-
ber of divergent views about the 
origins and course of the English Ref-
ormation, most of them challenging 
traditional perspectives. This mas-
sive tome by the Professor of Early 
Modern History at the University of 
Southampton is similarly revision-
ist in certain aspects. Essentially he 
argues that Henry VIII was the key 
mind behind the English Reforma-
tion in its earliest days. And it was 
this that gave the Reformation in 
England its ambiguous nature, for 
Henry’s theological proclivities were 
neither clearly Lutheran nor fully 
in line with continental Catholi-
cism (228-43). Though his ruthless 
suppression of the monasteries 
makes him look anything but Eras-
mian, Bernard argues that Erasmian 
humanism “makes best sense of his 
actions” (237). 

Bernard argues his case well 
and relies heavily on his archival 
research. Given the fact that Henry 
“in the 1530s turned into a tyrant” 
ruler of England (606), his signifi cant 
impact on the Reformation should 
never be underestimated. His argu-
ment is especially insightful with 
regard to Thomas Cranmer’s theo-
logical perspective, arguing that 
during the 1530s Cranmer—who 
was probably converted in 1532 
(279)—was essentially Henry’s arch-
bishop, though there were some areas 
in which Cranmer disagreed with his 
sovereign (506-12). He rightly points 

out that “rather than an ecclesiastical 
politician scheming and manipulat-
ing a weak king, Cranmer was wait-
ing, praying, hoping, seizing the 
opportunity to put forward his views 
whenever asked” (512).

Alongside this revisionist portrait 
of Henry the Reformer, Bernard also 
maintains that there was little popu-
lar support for Protestantism dur-
ing the 1530s (277-79), though what 
existed was not entirely “negligible” 
(279), and that Henry’s support of the 
Matthew-Tyndale Bible in 1537 was 
“more a tactical matter of timing” 
politically “than a triumph of radical 
principle” (524-25). From Bernard’s 
perspective, this translation of the 
Bible was thus enlisted as a part of 
the middle way of the Henrician 
Reformation. 

Over against this position of Ber-
nard, David Daniell, the renowned 
biographer of William Tyndale 
(d.1536), has rightly argued that this 
revisionist perspective—previously 
typifi ed by such Roman Catholic his-
torians as Eamon Duffy and Chris-
topher Haigh—cannot explain who 
was reading the 20,000 copies of Wil-
liam Tyndale’s New Testament trans-
lation produced between 1526 and 
1534, if the Reformation in England 
had such little popular appeal (See 
David Daniell, “Tyndale as Reformer 
in his English Bible” [Lecture at the 
Conference “The English Reformers: 
Erasmus, Colet and Tyndale,” Tyn-
dale College and Seminary, Toronto, 
June 7, 1999]). While Bernard is right 
to emphasize that Henry did play a 
major role in breaking England away 
from her Roman Catholic past, this 
political movement was not without 

a substantial spiritual echo among 
his subjects.
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