




“When Neil Armstrong landed on the moon and famously said, ‘That’s one small step 
for a man, one giant leap for mankind,’ on July 20, 1969, this was the culmination of 
years of planning, research, and hard work at NASA that silenced, at least for a while, all 
the naysayers who said such a monumental task could not be accomplished―ever. In 
many ways, creating a helpful and detailed New Testament theology that encompasses 
every book of the New Testament is frankly almost as monumental an achievement as 
the moon landing, not least because biblical studies has become a discipline that has 
splintered into many specialized enterprises. Furthermore, New Testament Theology by 
Köstenberger manages to deal not just with the themes or the storylines of the twenty-
seven books of the New Testament but even with the ethics of each book too, recogniz-
ing that the theology and ethics of the New Testament are inherently intertwined and 
interdependent. This book is a giant leap in the right direction to producing a coherent 
and comprehensive understanding of New Testament theology.”

Ben Witherington III, Jean R. Amos Professor of New Testament for Doctoral 
Studies, Asbury Theological Seminary; Emeritus Professor, St. Andrews 
University, Scotland

“More books on biblical and New Testament theology are appearing of late, but this 
book is a pearl of great price that does not simply probe the central themes and ethics of 
individual books and authors―it tracks their place in the storyline of Scripture. I wish 
I’d had this book for my first classes when I began studying God’s word, but it also offers 
a wealth of insights for those already schooled in Scripture. It is brilliantly conceived 
and executed. I recommend it highly for pastors, researchers, and students at all levels.”

David E. Garland, Emeritus Professor of Christian Scriptures, George W. Truett 
Theological Seminary

“This work meets a genuine and crucial need to build biblical theology inductively from 
the constituent works of the canon. While listening to the individual voices, the author 
masterfully demonstrates the coherence of the canonical symphony and highlights God’s 
love for the world in Christ. The author’s competence in addressing and synthesizing 
such a broad range of material with sensitivity and effectiveness is remarkable!”

Craig S. Keener, F. M. and Ada Thompson Professor of Biblical Studies, Asbury 
Theological Seminary

“Andreas Köstenberger’s New Testament Theology bears testimony to his decades of 
careful Bible scholarship, deep commitment to the mission of the gospel, and a heart 
captured by the love of God in Christ. It is a rich bird’s eye view of the theology of each 
book of the New Testament, its ethics, and its place in the full tapestry of Scripture. The 
book is packed with information, insights, and scholarly engagement, yet it manages 
to be accessible and easy to read. Köstenberger has provided an excellent resource for 
all students of the Bible, whether for private devotions, Bible study leaders, preachers, 
seminary students, or scholars.”

Claire S. Smith, New Testament scholar; author, The Appearing of God Our Savior



“Biblical theology explores the interactions of the literary, historical, and theological 
dimensions of the various biblical books, focusing on the Bible’s unifying storyline. It 
is, by definition, interdisciplinary. Yet two angles, intrinsic to the nature of the Bible 
itself, are sorely neglected in most studies of biblical theology: the significance of the 
order of the books in the Bible and the Bible’s moral teaching. New Testament Theology 
by Köstenberger incorporates canonical and ethical approaches, resulting in a rich and 
rewarding exposition that is comprehensive in scope. The book is a magisterial study of 
immense value to students and scholars, preachers and pastors, and anyone interested 
in the Bible’s teaching about the will of God for his people and his world.”

Brian S. Rosner, Senior Lecturer in New Testament and Director of Research, 
Ridley College

“Professor Köstenberger contributes significantly to the field of New Testament theol-
ogy with this wide-ranging, well-researched monograph. He carefully examines the 
Scriptures’ canonical structure and book order, wrestles seriously with their unity and 
diversity, and rightly stresses the essential ethical component of New Testament theol-
ogy. This volume abounds with fresh insights and faithful exegetical and theological 
reflections, and I highly recommend it to pastors, scholars, and all serious students of 
Scripture.”

Brian J. Tabb, President and Professor of Biblical Studies, Bethlehem College 
and Seminary

“In New Testament Theology, Köstenberger clearly defines and locates New Testament 
theology within its canonical, thematic, and ethical setting. He covers every major sec-
tion of the New Testament within the overall biblical storyline while also showing the 
relation between the Testaments. You rarely find a work that approaches the Scriptures 
from an exegetical, theological, and ethical perspective. Here you have it! Köstenberger’s 
marvelous contribution is comprehensive in scope, holistic in approach, grounded in 
solid biblical exegesis, and attentive to the unity and diversity of the Scriptures. He is 
faithful to the Bible’s overarching goal by identifying the love of God in Christ as the 
heart of the biblical story. Students and church leaders looking for a reliable and engaging 
resource to guide them through the New Testament’s message about God and how he 
relates to his people and his world, look no further. I recommend it highly!”

J. Scott Duvall, Fuller Professor of Biblical Studies, Ouachita Baptist University

“Köstenberger’s New Testament Theology is a remarkably comprehensive treatment. It 
offers both a bird’s-eye view―giving more attention than is often done to the theologi-
cal significance of the arrangement of the biblical books within the canon―and an 
up-close-and-personal view analyzing the theological contribution of each book of 
the New Testament. The author describes the ethical significance and contribution to 
the storyline of Scripture of each book and each collection of books. This volume thus 
puts on clear display both the diversity and the unity of our single canonical volume.”

Douglas J. Moo, Professor of New Testament Emeritus, Wheaton College



“The author breaks new ground by furnishing much more under ‘New Testament theol-
ogy’ than one normally finds. In this book, we encounter methodological considerations 
and history of the discipline, hermeneutics (implicitly), canonical placement and its 
implications, theological exposition leading to thematic highlights of each biblical book, 
the ethics of every book, and each book’s place in the Bible’s storyline. A lengthy and full 
conclusion ties everything together. The extensive scholarship of Köstenberger results 
in a wide-ranging synthesis drawing on a wealth of bibliography. The last chapter even 
offers a vision for the future of biblical theology. Here, then, is a compendium of recent 
generations of scholarship, with fresh insights for grappling with the whole counsel of 
Scripture in this and the coming generation.”

Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological 
Seminary

“Biblical theology holds in tension a variety of complexities―unity versus diversity, 
individual book versus corpus or canon, theme versus storyline. It indeed is a challenge 
to encompass all the layers of Scripture’s richness. In that way, this volume makes a major 
contribution to the field in that it endeavors to show how all these factors build on each 
other into a cohesive whole. This work then is not only a resource to observe biblical 
theology in every book of the New Testament but also gives much food for thought as 
to how we engage in biblical theology.”

Abner Chou, President and John F. MacArthur Endowed Fellow, The Master’s 
University
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Preface

Writing a New Testament theology is no small endeavor. In many 
ways, this is a capstone project that culminates decades of in-depth research 
in various fields pertaining to New Testament study. I wrote this book not 
merely with academics in mind but also for pastors, seminary students, 
and other serious interpreters of Scripture. I hope that you find this book 
helpful, logical, and clear. The layout is rather simple. I take a canonical, 
thematic, and ethical approach, as I believe students of Scripture have much 
to gain from such careful biblical-theological reading. For every book of the 
Bible, I discuss the themes, ethics, and place in the storyline of Scripture. 
In this way, I aim to blend a book-by-book reading with a central-themes 
and metanarrative approach.

In a work of this scope, it is virtually impossible to cite the entire relevant 
literature. As a result, certain judgment calls are inevitable. In keeping with 
my understanding of the nature of New Testament theology, I normally 
presuppose introductory matters, including historical background, as well as 
most issues of exegesis. For this reason, I do not always cite New Testament 
introductions or commentaries. My focus is on biblical theology, which in-
volves connections between biblical books, particularly the New Testament 
use of the Old Testament, but also between various New Testament books. 
In this regard, I cite primarily the relevant monograph literature, journal 
articles, and essays. In addition, I interact with New Testament theologies 
as well as biblical theologies.

In terms of foundational convictions, I believe that New Testament theol-
ogy, properly conceived, is inductive—that is, it should start with a careful 
and sustained reading of the New Testament in the original language. For 
this reason, before turning to the secondary literature or even primary 
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literature outside the Bible, I developed my understanding of the theology 
of a given book, its ethic, and its place in the storyline of Scripture directly 
by reading that book repeatedly, both in its own right and in its canonical 
context. Thanks are due to Gregory Goswell, who partnered with me in our 
Biblical Theology: A Canonical, Thematic, and Ethical Approach (Crossway, 
2023), from which the New Testament portion is here adapted. I am also 
grateful to my teachers and students over the years. I stand on the shoulders 
of many who have helped me see further than I could have on my own.
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Biblical Theology and the 
Theology of the New Testament

Embarking on a study of the theology of the biblical writers (in our 
present case, with a focus on the New Testament writers) is like taking 
a journey around the world. Few are privileged to explore every part of 
our globe, but even partial forays into the beautiful landscapes offered by 
planet Earth prove awe inspiring and rewarding for the casual traveler. 
Similarly, students of the Bible often have not read the Scriptures in their 
entirety, but even what they have read reveals an amazing array of diverse 
literary genres, historical settings, and theological insights. How do you 
wrap your brain around a library of sixty-six books written over hundreds 
of years by dozens of authors? What is the story the Bible sets out to tell? 
And how do you know that your reading of Scripture is in keeping with 
its actual God-intended message? What is more, as an inspired book, 
the Bible does not merely aim to impart the knowledge of God and his 
ways; it also seeks to draw us into a deep personal engagement with God 
and others. One more thing: How can we, in all fairness, make sure all 
biblical (here, especially New Testament) voices are heard, as opposed 
to merely those that are dominant and have the potential of drowning 
out lesser voices? Those are the kinds of questions I’ll try to tackle in 
the present chapter of this book. I hope you’ll enjoy the trip around the 
biblical world. Fasten your seat belts!
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1.1  The Nature of Biblical Theology

What is biblical theology? One might simply say, “Biblical theology is theol-
ogy that is biblical”—theology that is biblically grounded.1 The problem with 
this definition, however, is that all Christian theology should be properly 
grounded in Scripture, so positing this kind of definition merely seems to 
be stating the obvious. A simple alternative definition would be the follow-
ing: “Biblical theology is the theology of the Bible.”2 In other words, biblical 
theology is not our own theology, or that of our church or denomination; it 
is the theology of the biblical writers themselves. New Testament theology, 
then, is the theology of the New Testament writers;3 Pauline theology the 
theology of Paul; Johannine theology the theology of John; and so forth.4 
At the same time, there is divine continuity, since the various theologies of 
the biblical writers are ultimately unified and not in contradiction with one 
another, as they express the unitary purpose of God in biblical revelation.5 

1	 The discussion in the remainder of this chapter borrows and adapts selected portions of An-
dreas J. Köstenberger, “The Sizemore Lectures 2018: The Promise of Biblical Theology: What 
Biblical Theology Is and What It Isn’t,” MJT 17, no. 1 (2018): 1–13; and “The Sizemore Lectures 
2018: The Practice of Biblical Theology: How Is Biblical Theology Done?,” MJT 17, no. 1 (2018): 
14–27. Used with permission.

2	 Cf. Gerhard Ebeling, “The Meaning of ‘Biblical Theology,’ ” in Word and Faith, trans. James W. 
Leitch (Fortress, 1963), 79, who defines biblical theology as “the theology contained in the 
Bible, the theology of the Bible itself.” Cited by Charles H. H. Scobie, The Ways of Our God: An 
Approach to Biblical Theology (Eerdmans, 2003), 5, who adds that “this definition is the one 
that is preferred by most scholars.”

3	 James Barr calls them species within the genus “biblical theology,” which he dubs “pan-biblical 
theology.” James Barr, The Concept of Biblical Theology: An Old Testament Perspective (Fortress, 
1999), 1.

4	 That said, as Ben Witherington maintains, “Biblical theology involves more than just combin-
ing OT and NT theology.” Ben Witherington III, Biblical Theology: The Convergence of Canon 
(Cambridge University Press, 2019), 2. In fact, there seems to be a growing trend toward the 
pursuit of a unified biblical theology. For a succinct survey of this phenomenon and the history 
of the discipline, see Charles H. H. Scobie, “History of Biblical Theology,” in New Dictionary 
of Biblical Theology: Exploring the Unity and Diversity of Scripture, ed. T. Desmond Alexander 
et al. (InterVarsity Press, 2000), 11–20. See also D. A. Carson, “New Testament Theology,” in 
Dictionary of the Later New Testament and Its Developments: A Compendium of Contemporary 
Biblical Scholarship, ed. Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids (InterVarsity Press, 1997), 796–804; 
Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Baker, 2008), 867–88; 
Henning Graf Reventlow, “Theology (Biblical), History of,” ABD 6:483–505; and Robert W. 
Yarbrough, The Salvation Historical Fallacy? Reassessing the History of New Testament Theology, 
History of Biblical Interpretation 2 (Deo, 2004).

5	 For a thorough exploration of revelation as a prolegomenon for biblical theology, see Hans Hüb-
ner, Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments, vol. 1, Prolegomena (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
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If this is the way we define biblical theology, we will not only construct our 
theology on a biblical foundation (though, of course, we should do that), 
but we will place our focus on the writers of Scripture and their beliefs and 
contributions as they expressed them under divine inspiration in the Old 
and New Testament writings.6

In an important sense, of course, the New Testament authors themselves 
engaged in biblical theology, which means that we do not just get our content 
from Scripture but our method as well. New Testament writers used the 
Old Testament in a variety of ways.7 For this reason, it may be said that the 
Scriptures themselves set the standard for what biblical theology is and how 
it ought to be done, similar to the way in which they exhibit a certain set 
of hermeneutical principles that provide a framework for hermeneutics or 
the way in which they deal with various moral issues that sets the stage for 
how the church today should engage in ethical decision making.8 In many 
ways, therefore, biblical (New Testament) theology done today represents 
an effort to recapture the biblical way of doing biblical theology—drawing 
inner-biblical connections, tracing intertextuality, and following thematic 
threads that are unfolding progressively along the salvation-historical 
metanarrative of Scripture.9

1990); see also Scobie, Ways of Our God, 47. Contra Robert Morgan, “Theology (NT),” ABD 
6:474, who contends that “identifying Scripture with revelation is irrational biblicism” (but 
see the critique by Carson, “New Testament Theology,” 806, who counters that God is a talk-
ing God and points to the presence of witnesses to God’s verbal self-revelation in Scripture).

6	 Of course, even biblical theologians must organize their presentation of the biblical material. 
Scobie, Ways of Our God, 4–5, rightly points out that biblical theology is “the ordered study 
of what the Bible has to say about God and his relation to the world and to humankind” (em-
phasis added). For efforts to canvas the scope of biblical theology, see Jeremy M. Kimble and 
Ched Spellman, Invitation to Biblical Theology: Exploring the Shape, Storyline, and Themes of 
Scripture (Kregel, 2020); and Jason S. DeRouchie et al., 40 Questions About Biblical Theology, 
40 Questions (Kregel Academic, 2020). See also Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: 
A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, rev. ed. (InterVarsity Press, 2006), 
chap. 15; and the theme issue “Exploring Biblical Theology,” SBJT 12, no. 4 (2008).

7	 See, e.g., D. A. Carson and H. G. M. Williamson, eds., It Is Written: Scripture Citing Scripture: 
Essays in Honour of Barnabas Lindars, SSF (Cambridge University Press, 1988); G. K. Beale 
and D. A. Carson, eds., Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Baker, 
2007).

8	 See esp. Abner Chou, The Hermeneutics of the Biblical Writers: Learning to Interpret Scripture 
from the Prophets and Apostles (Kregel, 2018); Chris Bruno et al., Biblical Theology According 
to the Apostles, NSBT 52 (IVP Academic, 2020).

9	 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi, 
Theory and History of Literature 10 (University of Minnesota Press, 1984; orig. French ed. La 
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Fast-forwarding to the modern period, while the term “biblical theol-
ogy” was used in several earlier works in a different sense,10 the academic 
discipline of biblical theology is commonly said to have begun with Johann 
Philipp Gabler and his 1787 inaugural address at the University of Altdorf, 
“On the Proper Distinction Between Biblical and Systematic Theology.”11 
As the title of Gabler’s address suggests, he urged that a proper distinction 

condition postmoderne [1979]), xxiv, characterized the postmodern age by its “incredulity to-
wards grand narratives.” However, while Lyotard helpfully exposes modernity’s overconfidence 
in its ability to provide a comprehensive account of reality by virtue of mere human reason, 
he fails to provide a viable alternative. See Richard Bauckham, “Reading Scripture as a Coher-
ent Story,” in The Art of Reading Scripture, ed. Ellen F. Davis and Richard B. Hays (Eerdmans, 
2003), 47–53. See also D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts Pluralism, rev. 
ed. (Zondervan, 2002).

10	 Wolfgang Jacob Christmann, Teutsche biblische Theologie (Kempten, 1629; no longer extant); 
Henricus A. Diest, Theologia Biblica (Daventri, 1643); Gotthilf Traugott Zachariä, Biblische 
Theologie oder Untersuchung des biblischen Grundes der vornehmsten theologischen Lehren, 
5 vols. (Göttingen/Kiel, 1771, 1772, 1774, 1775, 1786; no longer extant). Cf. Gerhard Hasel, 
Old Testament Theology: Basic Issues in the Current Debate, 4th ed. (Eerdmans, 1991), 11–12. 
On the history of biblical theology, see Gerald Bray, Biblical Interpretation: Past and Present 
(InterVarsity Press, 1996), 193–208; Ferdinand Hahn, Theologie des Neuen Testaments, Bd. 1, 
Die Vielfalt des Neuen Testaments, 3rd ed., UTB (Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 1–28; James K. Mead, 
Biblical Theology: Issues, Methods, and Themes (Westminster John Knox, 2007), 13–59; Eckhard J. 
Schnabel, “Biblical Theology from a New Testament Perspective,” JETS 62, no. 2 (2019): 225–49; 
and Scobie, Ways of Our God, 9–28; Scobie, “History of Biblical Theology.” See also Peter Balla, 
Challenges to New Testament Theology: An Attempt to Justify the Enterprise (Hendrickson, 
1998); more briefly, Hendrikus Boers, What Is New Testament Theology? The Rise of Criticism 
and the Problem of a Theology of the New Testament (Fortress, 1979); and Edward W. Klink III 
and Darian R. Lockett, Understanding Biblical Theology: A Comparison of Theory and Practice 
(Zondervan, 2012), 13–17.

11	 The Latin title of Gabler’s address was Oratio de iusto discrimine theologiae biblicae et dog-
maticae regundisque recte utriusque finibus. For an English translation, see Johann Philipp 
Gabler, “An Oration on the Proper Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and 
the Specific Objectives of Each,” in Old Testament Theology: Flowering and Future, ed. Ben C. 
Ollenburger, Sources for Biblical and Theological Study 1, 2nd ed. (Eisenbrauns, 2004; repr. 
ed., 2016), 497–506. For summaries of Gabler’s work, see William Baird, History of New Testa-
ment Research, vol. 1, From Deism to Tübingen (Fortress, 1992), 184–87; and Scobie, Ways of 
Our God, 15–16. For an English translation and critique, John Sandys-Wunsch and Laurence 
Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology: Transla-
tion, Commentary, and Discussion of His Originality,” Scottish Journal of Theology 33, no. 2 
(1980): 133–58; see also Witherington, Biblical Theology, 11–18, esp. 14. For a discussion of 
the contemporary relevance of Gabler’s address, see Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, 
Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the Covenants, 2nd ed. 
(Crossway, 2018), 40–41. For a comparative assessment of J. P. Gabler and Geerhardus Vos, 
see Matthew Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and Christology: Rethinking Jesus and the Scriptures of 
Israel, NSBT 51 (IVP Academic, 2020), 17–20.
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be made between biblical and systematic theology in keeping with the 
historical character of the former and the dogmatic nature of the latter. 
While advocating this distinction and emphasizing the historical nature 
of biblical theology is certainly appropriate, however, Gabler also urged 
making a distinction between what is “truly divine” (i.e., revelatory) and 
what is “merely human” in Scripture, in keeping with universal religious 
rational principles, which is deeply problematic.12 For this reason, some 
dispute, with some justification, that Gabler can rightfully be considered 
the “father of biblical theology.”13

In the years that followed, historical criticism flourished under the 
banner of the Tübingen School, as did the history-of-religions approach, 
which sought to understand the religion of Israel and early Christianity 
against the backdrop of ancient Near Eastern religions and Hellenistic 
first-century religious practices.14 In the vein of Ferdinand Christian Baur, 
the founder of the Tübingen School, biblical theology was conceived as a 
merely historical enterprise conducted by scholars who largely rejected 
the revelatory, inspired, and authoritative character of Scripture.15 Thus, 
in 1897 William Wrede could write a capstone volume bearing the telling 
title Concerning the Task and Method of So-Called New Testament Theology, 
in which he declared the demise of New Testament theology.16 One of the 
few bright spots against the backdrop of the Gabler-Baur-Wrede phalanx 
of—often critical—historical scholarship was the Swiss-German theologian 
Adolf Schlatter, who published a pair of editions of his two-volume New 
Testament theology in 1909/10 and 1921/22, in which he engaged in an 

12	 Sandys-Wunsch and Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic 
Theology,” 143; and the discussion in Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and Christology, 18.

13	 See, e.g., Charles H. H. Scobie, “The Challenge of Biblical Theology,” TynBul 42 (1991): 34; 
William D. Dennison, “Reason, History, and Revelation: Biblical Theology and the Enlighten-
ment,” in Resurrection and Eschatology: Theology in Service of the Church: Essays in Honor of 
Richard B. Gaffin Jr., ed. Lane G. Tipton and Jeffrey C. Waddington (P&R, 2008), 343; and the 
discussion in Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and Christology, 18–19.

14	 On the Tübingen School, see Horton Harris, The Tübingen School: A Historical and Theological 
Investigation of the School of F. C. Baur (Clarendon, 1975). On the history-of-religions school, 
see Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos: A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of 
Christianity to Irenaeus, trans. John Steely (Abingdon, 1970).

15	 For a comparison and contrast of the work of F. C. Baur and Johann Christian Konrad von 
Hofmann, see Yarbrough, Salvation-Historical Fallacy, 8–59, who notes that Baur produced 
“[o]ne of the first great syntheses of New Testament theology in the Gablerian sense” (8).

16	 Cf. Carson, “New Testament Theology,” 797.
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integrative discussion of The History of the Christ and The Theology of the 
Apostles.17 The theological giants Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann each in 
their own way sought to salvage theology, whether by advocating neoor-
thodoxy or by engaging in demythologization, but in both cases theology 
no longer grew organically from the historical and literary dimensions of 
the biblical text.18 Instead, they contended that revelation is to be located 
in the kerygma—the proclaimed apostolic message—not in biblical histo-
ry.19 Rather than take the Wredebahn (Wrede-train) of historical research, 
Barth therefore sought to engender an existential encounter with the text 
by looking to the “risen Christ made present through proclamation,” while 
Bultmann reinterpreted biblical miracles—including Jesus’s resurrection—
in purely existentialist terms.20

In the 1950s and 60s, a new biblical theology movement arose—influ-
enced, in part, by Karl Barth and to some extent also by Johann Christian 
Konrad von Hofmann—which sought to revive the discipline, but did so 
by unduly dichotomizing between God’s redemptive acts in history and the 

17	 Adolf Schlatter, Das Wort Jesu (Calwer, 1909); 2nd ed., Die Geschichte des Christus (Calwer, 
1921); Adolf Schlatter, Die Lehre der Apostel (Calwer, 1910); 2nd ed., Die Theologie der Apostel 
(Calwer, 1922). ET, The History of the Christ: The Foundation of New Testament Theology, trans. 
Andreas J. Köstenberger (Baker, 1997); The Theology of the Apostles: The Development of New 
Testament Theology, trans. Andreas J. Köstenberger (Baker, 1999). Schlatter, in turn, was in-
fluenced by Johann Christian Konrad von Hofmann. For a comparison and contrast between 
Schlatter and Wrede, see Robert Morgan, The Nature of New Testament Theology (SCM, 1973).

18	 Cf., e.g., Karl Barth, Der Römerbrief (EVZ, 1919; 2nd ed., 1921); ET, The Epistle to the Romans, 
trans. Edwin C. Hoskyns (1933; repr., Oxford University Press, 1976); Rudolf Bultmann, Theol-
ogy of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols. (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1951, 1955). 
See the discussion in Carson, “New Testament Theology,” 797–98.

19	 See the discussion in Morgan, Nature of Biblical Theology, 34–35.
20	 The quote is from Morgan, Nature of Biblical Theology, 34. I am borrowing the Wredebahn 

terminology from N. T. Wright, who speaks of the Wredebahn (or Wredestrasse) and the 
Schweitzerbahn, designating alternative options of a historical or apocalyptic approach to New 
Testament studies. See Wright, “The Servant and Jesus: The Relevance of the Colloquy for the 
Current Quest for Jesus,” in Jesus and the Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 and Christian Origins, 
ed. William H. Bellinger Jr. and William R. Farmer (Trinity Press International, 1998), 281–97. 
For an important critique of Bultmann, see Peter Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology of the New 
Testament, trans. and ed. Daniel P. Bailey (Eerdmans, 2018), 19–21, who faults Bultmann for 
his existentialism and demythologization program, his dichotomy between Judaism and Hel-
lenism, and his neglect of the Old Testament. Most importantly, Stuhlmacher contends, against 
Bultmann, that Jesus’s own proclamation is not merely the presupposition of New Testament 
theology (as Bultmann famously contended) but the proper “historical foundation of the theol-
ogy of the New Testament” (20). See also Peter Stuhlmacher, “Die Tübinger Biblische Theologie 
des Neuen Testaments: Ein Rückblick,” Theologische Beiträge 48 (2017): 76–91.



Bi bl ic a l  T h e ol o g y  a n d  t h e  T h e ol o g y  of  t h e  N T   7

biblical text.21 The enterprise stalled to such an extent that Brevard Childs 
could write a book in 1970 with the title Biblical Theology in Crisis.22 Bib-
lical theology, of course, was not in crisis; what was languishing was the 
biblical theology movement. James Barr severely criticized practitioners of 
that movement for inadequate methodological and linguistic procedures, 
so much so that some thought he had killed the whole enterprise.23 Barr 
himself viewed Scripture as a “fragmentary collection of documents” with 
“no internal coherence” and a plethora of “contradictions.”24 Since then, 
however, especially within the North American conservative evangelical 
world, a new type of biblical theology has begun to flourish, based on a 
high view of Scripture and grounded in both historical research and literary 
study.25 It is this kind of biblical theology that I am endeavoring to practice 
in the present volume as I adopt a thematic, ethical, and canonical approach.

Above all, New Testament theology is concerned with the theology of 
the New Testament writers themselves. Schlatter put the matter well more 
than a century ago: “In speaking of ‘New Testament’ theology, we are saying 

21	 Carson, “New Testament Theology,” 798. An example of such an approach is G. Ernest Wright, 
God Who Acts: Biblical Theology as Recital, SBT 1, no. 8 (SCM, 1952).

22	 Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Westminster, 1970). Cf. Scobie, Ways of Our God, 
6, who speaks of “the division of BT (into OT and NT theology), the decline of BT (as it was 
absorbed by the history of religion), and finally the virtual demise of BT” (emphasis original). 
For a proposal to read the New Testament canonically following the demise of the biblical 
theology movement, see Markus Bockmuehl, Seeing the Word: Refocusing New Testament 
Study, Studies in Theological Interpretation (Baker Academic, 2006), chaps. 3, 4, and 6, who 
emphasizes the importance of reception history (Wirkungsgeschichte) and living memory in 
biblical interpretation.

23	 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford University Press, 1961); see esp. chap. 8 
for his critique of Gerhard Kittel’s edited multivolume Theological Dictionary of the New Testa-
ment. See also Barr’s own Concept of Biblical Theology.

24	 James Barr, “Biblical Theology,” in Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible: Supplementary Volume, 
ed. Keith Crim (Abingdon, 1976), 109 (see discussion in Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and Chris-
tology, 12).

25	 Already in 2003, Scobie, Ways of Our God, 42–45, could see signs of “A Revival of Biblical 
Theology.” For representative series, see Biblical Theology of the New Testament (BTNT; ed. 
Andreas J. Köstenberger; Zondervan Academic); Evangelical Biblical Theology Commentary 
(EBTC; ed. T. Desmond Alexander, Thomas R. Schreiner, and Andreas J. Köstenberger; Lex-
ham); Essential Studies in Biblical Theology (ESBT; ed. Benjamin L. Gladd; IVP Academic); 
New Studies in Biblical Theology (NSBT; ed. D. A. Carson; IVP Academic); and Short Studies 
in Biblical Theology (SSBT; ed. Dane C. Ortlund and Miles V. Van Pelt; Crossway). In addition, 
Theology for the People of God (ed. David Dockery, Christopher W. Morgan, and Nathan Finn; 
B&H Academic) features the collaborative work of biblical and systematic theologians on major 
Christian doctrines.
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that it is not the interpreter’s own theology or that of his church and times 
that is examined but rather the theology expressed by the New Testament 
itself.”26 In view of this, how should we go about discerning the theology 
of the New Testament writers? Again, Schlatter’s comments are helpful:

We turn away decisively from ourselves and our time to what was found 
in the men through whom the church came into being. Our main inter-
est should be the thought as it was conceived by them and the truth that 
was valid for them. We want to see and obtain a thorough grasp of what 
happened historically and existed in another time.27

Schlatter calls this “the historical task”—in distinction from historical 
theology, which maps later, post-canonical developments in the church’s 
doctrinal formulations—which is followed by “the doctrinal task” of sys-
tematizing the Bible’s teachings on a given subject.28

Definitions matter.29 All this discussion of definitional matters may seem 
rather pedantic, but I believe it is exceedingly important that, before engag-
ing in the practice of biblical theology, we have a clear understanding of 
what it is we are doing. Whether writing a book on New Testament theology 
or engaging in everyday communication, it is vital that our conversation 
partners are on the same page as we are, and part of this process is defin-
ing one’s key terms carefully and explicitly. As I proceed, therefore, I do so 
on the basis of the understanding that when engaging in New Testament 
theology, I am essentially seeking to discern the theological contributions of 
the New Testament writers themselves. As I do so, I will naturally aim to 
present these contributions in a coherent format, asking questions as to 
what the distinctive emphases are in a given book of Scripture, arranging 
these in the form of major and minor themes, and relating them to one 

26	 Foreword to Schlatter’s Das Wort Jesu (1909), reprinted (ET) in Schlatter, History of the Christ, 
18. For a discussion along similar lines, see Andreas J. Köstenberger with Richard D. Patterson, 
Invitation to Biblical Interpretation: Exploring the Hermeneutical Triad of History, Literature, and 
Theology, 2nd ed. (Kregel Academic, 2021), chap. 14. See also Barr, Concept of Biblical Theology, 
4, 248–49.

27	 Schlatter, History of the Christ, 18.
28	 Schlatter, History of the Christ, 18.
29	 See D. A. Carson, “Current Issues in Biblical Theology: A New Testament Perspective,” BBR 5 

(1995): 17–26.
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another in such a way that my presentation reflects the thought world of 
the biblical writers as accurately as possible.

1.2  Biblical and Systematic Theology

The relationship between biblical and systematic theology is best conceived as 
a collaborative enterprise between two related and adjacent disciplines.30 The 
image of a relay race comes to mind, where one runner—biblical theology—
hands off the baton to the next—systematic theology. The two disciplines 
run—and win or lose—the race together, but biblical theology runs first 
and systematic theology second. In fact, since biblical theology is grounded 
in introductory matters such as authorship, date, provenance, audience, 
occasion, and purpose for writing—not to mention the exegesis of specific 
texts—as part of a four-person relay team, introductory matters would run 
first, followed by exegesis, then biblical theology (complemented by histori-
cal theology), and finally systematic theology (as well as pastoral theology). 
Hopefully, introductory matters would get the relay team off to a great start, 
exegesis would build a solid lead, biblical theology would even extend that 
lead, and systematic theology would get the team home across the finish line.

So, then, when it comes to the handoff between the final two runners, 
biblical theology runs first and hands off the baton to systematic theology, 
which has the privilege and responsibility of being the final runner.31 Not 
only is it important to distinguish between biblical and systematic theol-
ogy and to engage in biblical theology first, but it is also important not to 
unduly blur the line between these two disciplines. Otherwise, our view 
of the Bible’s teaching will likely become distorted and our application 
imprecise, if not invalid.32 As Schlatter observes, “The distinction between 

30	 Cf. Osborne, Hermeneutical Spiral, 353–55.
31	 Cf. D. A. Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” in New Dictionary of Biblical 

Theology, 89–104; Scobie, Ways of Our God, 66: “Dogmatic theology is the final stage in the 
movement from the horizon of the text to the horizon of the interpreter.” Contra Kevin J. Van-
hoozer, “Is the Theology of the New Testament One or Many? Between (the Rock of) Systematic 
Theology and (the Hard Place of) Historical Occasionalism,” in Reconsidering the Relationship 
Between Biblical and Systematic Theology in the New Testament: Essays by Theologians and New 
Testament Scholars, ed. Benjamin E. Reynolds, Brian Lugioyo, and Kevin J. Vanhoozer, WUNT 
2/369 (Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 38, who contends, “Systematic theology is not simply a second 
step that follows biblical theology; rather, it is a partner in the exegetical process itself.”

32	 See chaps. 2 and 15 on history and application, respectively, in Köstenberger with Patterson, 
Invitation to Biblical Interpretation.
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these two activities [biblical and systematic theology] thus turns out to be 
beneficial for both. Distortions in the perception of the subject also harm its 
appropriation, just as conversely improper procedures in the appropriation 
of the subject muddy its perception.”33 In other words, before moving to 
address current topics (systematic theology), we need to engage in biblical 
theology, which Schlatter calls “the historical task.”

For our present purposes, I will define New Testament theology as es-
sentially historical, inductive, and descriptive.34 In this way, the interpreter 
is able to “draw out”—exegete—the original meaning of the biblical text. 
As Geerhardus Vos rightly notes, in biblical theology, exegesis is primary; 
and exegesis, for its part, requires a “receptive” attitude on the interpreter’s 
part. Thus, engaging in biblical theology is “eminently a process in which 
God speaks and man listens.”35 What is more, interpreters not only employ 
an “authorial-intent” hermeneutic but also ground their interpretation in 
biblical authority. On the basis of their exegetical and biblical-theological 
work, they can proceed to organize the teaching of Scripture on various 
topics in order to provide a solid foundation for contemporary applica-
tion. How, then, does biblical theology relate to systematic theology, and 
how does the latter square with the hermeneutical triad—the three-legged 
stool—of history, literature, and theology?36

In adjudicating these questions, D. A. Carson’s essay on the subject, with the 
fitting subtitle “The Possibility of Systematic Theology,” serves as a convenient 
starting point.37 Addressing the relationship between exegesis, biblical theology, 
and systematic theology, Carson begins by saying that “it would be convenient 
if we could operate exclusively along the direction of the following diagram:

33	 Schlatter, History of the Christ, 18.
34	 Carson, “Current Issues in Biblical Theology,” 31, rightly points out that, “[i]deally, biblical 

theology will transcend mere description . . . and call men and women to a knowledge of the 
living God” (italics removed).

35	 Cf. Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Eerdmans, 1948), 4. Similarly, 
Schlatter, History of the Christ, 18, calls for a hermeneutic of perception that focuses primarily 
on “seeing” what is there.

36	 The present section is taken from Köstenberger with Patterson, Invitation to Biblical Inter-
pretation, 590–93. Used with permission. For an explanation of what is meant by a “triadic” 
hermeneutical approach, see Köstenberger with Patterson, Invitation to Biblical Interpretation, 
chap. 1. For a summary, see Andreas Köstenberger, “Invitation to Biblical Interpretation and the 
Hermeneutical Triad: New Hermeneutical Lenses for a New Generation of Bible Interpreters,” 
CTR, n.s., 10, no. 1 (2012): 3–12.

37	 See also multiple podcasts on biblical theology posted at https://biblicalfoundations.org/podcasts/.
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Exegesis → Biblical Theology → [Historical Theology] → Systematic 
Theology.”38

However, as Carson rightly notes, put in this straightforward, linear fash-
ion, such a diagram would be unduly simplistic and naïve, since no one 
approaches exegesis without presuppositions. After exploring the model of 
a hermeneutical circle, he proposes a form of the diagram in which each of 
these component parts is mutually informing.39 Nevertheless, he insists that 
“exegesis, though affected by systematic theology, is not to be shackled by 
it.”40 On the one hand, we should recognize that we all approach exegesis 
with a kind of systematic theology already in place, whether we realize it or 
not and regardless of how sophisticated such a systematic theology is. On 
the other hand, we should make every effort to be cognizant of our own 
theological system and presuppositions and critically distance ourselves 
from these, so that we can approach our exegesis and biblical-theological 
work as inductively as possible.41

One particular danger that lurks if we are unaware of our theological 
presuppositions or deny that we have them is that of anachronism—that is, 
the fallacy of reading later developments into earlier texts. An example of 
this may be treatments that acknowledge progressive revelation in Scripture 
yet primarily stress continuity while inadequately considering possible 
elements of discontinuity.42 The question that needs to be asked, however, 

38	 D. A. Carson, “Unity and Diversity in the New Testament: The Possibility of Systematic Theol-
ogy,” in Scripture and Truth, ed. D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge (Zondervan, 1983), 91; 
repr. in D. A. Carson, Collected Writings on Scripture (Crossway, 2010), 145; see also Carson, 
“Bible and Theology,” 2633–36; Benjamin B. Warfield, “The Idea of Systematic Theology,” in 
Studies in Theology (Banner of Truth Trust, 1988), 49–87, originally in Presbyterian and Re-
formed Review 7 (1896): 243–71; and Richard B. Gaffin Jr., “Systematic Theology and Biblical 
Theology,” WTJ 38 (1976): 281–99.

39	 See the chart “Feedback Loop” in Carson, “Bible and Theology,” 2635.
40	 Carson, “Unity and Diversity in the New Testament,” 92. Cf. Scobie, Ways of Our God, 83, 

who notes “the objection that a systematic scheme tends to impose categories that are alien to 
biblical thought.”

41	 Cf. Gabler, cited in Sandys-Wunsch and Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction Between 
Biblical and Dogmatic Theology,” 135, who speaks of “the depraved custom of reading one’s own 
opinions and judgments into the Bible” and adds that “[t]hose completely unable to interpret 
correctly must inevitably inflict violence upon the sacred books.”

42	 Space does not permit a full airing of this issue here. For an argument for biblical and systematic 
theology as parallel disciplines, see Geerhardus Vos, The Idea of Biblical Theology as a Science 
and as a Theological Discipline (New York, 1894); Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology; and Vern 
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is whether a given system stands in tension with the inductive nature of 
biblical theology. In principle, at least, we ought to be committed not to 
read later developments into earlier Scripture but rather to allow earlier 
texts to be subject to further development. To be sure, the Old Testament 
Scriptures speak about the coming Messiah (Luke 24:24–27; John 5:46–47) 
and can serve to instruct New Testament believers (1 Cor. 10:1–13; 2 Tim. 
3:16–17), but biblical revelation is nonetheless progressive and at times 
may involve disclosure of previously unrevealed spiritual truths (see, e.g., 
1 Pet. 1:10–12).43 Restraint in this area, therefore, requires that we be open 
to diversity and discontinuity in Scripture if we are committed to biblical 
theology as being primarily and principally an inductive discipline.44

How, then, are we to conceive of systematic theology? Carson offers the 
following definition: Systematic theology is “Christian theology whose in-
ternal structure is . . . organized on atemporal principles of logic, order, and 
need.”45 Thus, one typical schema organizes the biblical material under the 
categories of prolegomena (protology or cosmology [the study of origins] 
and bibliology [the doctrine of Scripture]), theology proper (the doctrine of 
God), angelology and demonology, anthropology (the doctrine of human-

Sheridan Poythress, “Kinds of Biblical Theology,” WTJ 70, no. 1 (2008): 129–42. Vos prefers to 
speak of “the history of biblical revelation” (Biblical Theology, 5–9). On Vos’s biblical-theological 
method, see Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Geerhardus Vos: His Biblical-Theological Method and 
a Biblical Theology of Gender,” Themelios 48, no. 3 (2023): 505–23, originally delivered as the 
J. G. Vos Lecture at Geneva College in Beaver Falls, PA, on February 22, 2023.

43	 See also the New Testament instances of the Greek word μυστήριον (e.g., Matt. 13:11; Mark 
4:11; Luke 8:10; Rom. 11:25–27; 16:25–26; 1 Cor. 15:51; Eph. 3:2–10; 5:32; Col. 1:26–27; 2 Thess. 
2:7; 1 Tim. 3:16), which is usually rendered, rather inadequately, as “mystery” in our English 
translations. In fact, a μυστήριον is the very opposite of a mystery: It is the disclosure of a truth 
that had previously remained unrevealed. See D. A. Carson, “Mystery and Fulfillment: Toward 
a More Comprehensive Paradigm of Paul’s Understanding of the Old and New,” in Justification 
and Variegated Nomism, vol. 2, The Paradoxes of Paul, ed. D. A. Carson et al., WUNT 2/181 
(Mohr Siebeck; Baker, 2004), 393–436. See also G. K. Beale and Benjamin L. Gladd, Hidden 
but Now Revealed: A Biblical Theology of Mystery (IVP Academic, 2014).

44	 Cf. Witherington, Biblical Theology, 3, who stresses the importance of “operating with the right 
hermeneutical principles, the chief of which is the notion of progressive revelation”; and George 
Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, rev. ed., ed. Donald A. Hagner (Eerdmans, 
1993), 27: “Since biblical theology traces the divine acts in redemptive history, we must expect 
progression in the revelation”; Ladd adds that scholars should also “expect diversity within a 
basic unity” (28).

45	 D. A. Carson, “The Role of Exegesis in Systematic Theology,” in Doing Theology in Today’s World: 
Essays in Honor of Kenneth S. Kantzer, ed. John D. Woodbridge and Thomas E. McComiskey 
(Zondervan, 1994), 66. Similarly, Carson, “Bible and Theology,” 2634.
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ity), hamartiology (the doctrine of sin), Christology, pneumatology (the 
doctrine of the Spirit), soteriology (the doctrine of salvation), ecclesiology 
(including missiology), and eschatology (the doctrine of the future).46 If 
properly grounded in exegesis and biblical teaching on each of these top-
ics, such an atemporal organization of material based on logic, order, and 
need (the contemporary situation) can be very beneficial as one constructs 
a biblical framework for the church at a particular point in time.

In fact, there are several reasons why systematic theology can helpfully 
complement and supplement biblical theology. To begin with, no one pas-
sage exhausts the totality of Scripture’s teaching on any given topic, which 
requires a methodical, systematic organization of material. Also, in view 
of the Reformation principle of Scripture interpreting Scripture (scriptura 
sui ipsius interpres, “Scripture is its own interpreter”), systematic theology 
can keep interpreters from accentuating only part of the biblical teaching 
on a given subject while neglecting other parts and thus being unbalanced 
or even slipping into theological error. In this way, there is an oscillating 
dynamic between biblical and systematic theology. Rather than moving 
from exegesis to biblical theology and from there to systematic theology, 
in linear fashion, we “circle back around” so that key biblical doctrines 
serve as confessional framework for our biblical-theological exploration 
(though care must be taken to do so in such a way that the inductive nature 
of biblical theology is not compromised).

Carson speaks to this when he writes,

Most emphatically, this point is neither belittling systematic theology nor 
an attempt to sideline the discipline. When I warn against the danger of 
systematic theology domesticating what Scripture says, I nevertheless gladly 
insist that, properly deployed, systematic theology enriches, deepens, and 
safeguards our exegesis. . . . The best of systematic theology not only attempts 
to bring together all of Scripture in faithful ways, but also at its best enjoys a 
pedagogical function that helps to steer exegesis away from irresponsible op-
tions . . . by consciously taking into account the witness of the entire canon.47

46	 Cf., e.g., Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3rd ed. (Baker, 2013); Wayne Grudem, Sys-
tematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine, 2nd ed. (Zondervan, 2020).

47	 D. A. Carson, “Subtle Ways to Abandon the Authority of Scripture in Our Lives,” Themelios 42, 
no. 1 (2017): 8.
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Such “theology-disciplined exegesis” is able to benefit from past insights 
and to resist succumbing to the latest theological trends.48 In fact, as 
mentioned, there is a necessary two-way relationship between exegesis 
and systematic theology “in which exegesis shapes systematic theology 
and . . . systematic theology shapes exegesis.”49

Nevertheless, as Carson notes, as we engage in systematic theology, 
we should be aware of “subtle ways to abandon the authority of Scrip-
ture in our lives.” One such way is “allowing the categories of Systematic 
Theology to domesticate what Scripture says.”50 Scripture—not exegesis, 
biblical theology, or even systematic theology—must remain our sole 
and final authority (the Reformation principle of sola Scriptura, i.e., 
Christian Scripture alone is the final authority in all matters of Christian 
faith and practice). In the end, we should always be prepared to subject 
our interpretations of individual passages, as well as the way in which 
we connect the dots among those passages (biblical theology), and even 
our larger overarching theological systems, to Scripture itself. Other-
wise, our theological system usurps the role of Scripture and becomes 
in effect our primary point of reference and authority, a place properly 
reserved for Scripture alone.

One helpful way of differentiating between biblical and systematic the-
ology is recognizing that biblical theology is primarily about establishing 
theological connections (connecting biblical texts not merely literarily and 
intertextually but also along historical lines) while systematic theology is 
primarily about theological construction (organizing the biblical mate-
rial methodically and comprehensively, topic by topic). That is, biblical 
theology relates the theology of a given biblical book or writer to that of 
other books in a given Testament and ultimately the entire canon, though 
a certain amount of arrangement and organization is inevitable even in 
biblical theology. In this way, we can see an interconnected web of theo-
logical relationships emerge from the various biblical writings included in 
the canon as a whole.

Systematic theology, by contrast, consists in an effort to construct a given 
doctrine in a more abstract yet orderly fashion. Take the doctrine of the 

48	 Carson, “Subtle Ways,” 8.
49	 Carson, “Subtle Ways,” 8.
50	 Carson’s fifth point in “Subtle Ways,” 8–9.
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Trinity, for example.51 While not explicitly taught in such terms in Scrip-
ture—the church father Tertullian was the first Latin writer to use the term 
trinitas, though not necessarily in the exact sense in which the doctrine 
is formulated today—the doctrine of the Trinity is the result of legitimate 
theological construction from the biblical teaching on God (the Father), 
Jesus (the Son), and the Holy Spirit in various portions of Scripture. While 
we may initially glean this teaching along historical lines as it emerges from 
the biblical writings—first in the Old Testament and then in the New—
eventually connection gives way to construction, resulting in the doctrine 
of the Trinity organized along atemporal, logical, and systematic lines.

No one could legitimately argue that such a systematic formulation of 
the doctrine of the Trinity is misguided or unhelpful. There is an obvious 
utility to having this doctrine presented in a coherent, comprehensive man-
ner. At the same time, it is apparent that such an atemporal presentation 
should be sufficiently grounded in the biblical texts themselves, studied 
along historical lines (the contribution of biblical theology). Thus, theology 
is best conceived of as a collaborative discipline between biblical scholars 
and (systematic) theologians who work in tandem in such a way that each 
contributes to our knowledge and application of Scripture in their respective 
areas of expertise.52 This collaborative model further extends to other fields 
such as historical theology (the study of the way in which doctrines were 
developed over time) and Christian philosophy (which deals with questions 
such as epistemology, the science of how we come to know).

Citing the work of Graham Cole, Carson distinguishes between four levels 
of biblical and theological exploration.53 First is the exegesis of scriptural 

51	 Other examples include the eternal generation of the Son (“only begotten”), the doctrine of 
imputation (Jesus’s perfect life and obedience being credited to believers), or the doctrine of 
sanctification. In each case, while biblical theology proceeds along original historical lines, 
tracing how a given teaching was disclosed gradually over time, systematic theology constructs 
a doctrinal framework that is atemporal and logical in orientation.

52	 For examples of such cross-disciplinary collaboration between biblical scholars and systematic 
theologians, see Andreas J. Köstenberger and Scott R. Swain, Father, Son, and Spirit: The Trin-
ity and John’s Gospel, NSBT 24 (IVP Academic, 2008); and Gregg R. Allison and Andreas J. 
Köstenberger, The Holy Spirit, Theology for the People of God (B&H Academic, 2020). The latter 
work is the inaugural volume in a series featuring the collaborative work of biblical scholars 
and systematic theologians on all of the Bible’s major doctrines.

53	 D. A. Carson, “Theological Interpretation of Scripture: Yes, But . . . ,” in Theological Commentary: 
Evangelical Perspectives, ed. R. Michael Allen (T&T Clark, 2011), 206–7. The work that Cole 
shared with Carson was, at the time, unpublished.
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texts in historical contexts and in terms of their literary features (including 
genre), in an attempt to discern the underlying authorial intent as much as 
this is feasible. Second is the interpretation of a given text within the scope 
of biblical theology in its entirety, in an effort to determine its contribution 
to the biblical metanarrative. Third is the quest to understand theologi-
cal structures in a given text in conjunction with other major theological 
themes in Scripture. Fourth is the subjection of all teachings derived from 
the biblical writings to the interpreter’s larger hermeneutical proposal. While 
interpreters have traditionally operated mostly on levels 1 and 2, most recent 
practitioners of the theological interpretation of Scripture operate on levels 3 
and 4. While the best biblical-theological work operates on all four levels 
(or at least the first three), biblical theologians should not shortchange lev-
els 1 and 2 in their quest to progress to levels 3 and 4. On the other hand, 
scholars should not stop at level 2 or even 3. Cole’s model thus provides a 
helpful grid for assessing strengths and weaknesses of a given approach. At 
the same time, it remains vital to define biblical theology carefully and to 
maintain a proper distinction between biblical and systematic theology.54

1.3  The Practice of Biblical Theology

If, then, biblical theology is conceived of as the theology of the Bible and 
the biblical writers themselves, with the goal of not only knowing but also 
loving God supremely, this raises the obvious set of follow-up questions: 
How can one ascertain what the theology of the biblical writers is? What is 
the most appropriate method when engaging in biblical theology? Is ascer-
taining the theology of the biblical writers even a realistic goal? These are 
valid and vital questions. Students of the history of biblical interpretation 
know that scholars have increasingly come to realize that interpretation 
has an inescapably subjective component. This is likely to affect our ability 
to arrive at a definitive understanding of the theology of a given biblical 
writer, though one’s presuppositions need not have a debilitating effect, as 
long as proper distantiation occurs and interpreters are aware of what they 
bring to the text and are willing to learn from other interpreters.

54	 See Andreas J. Köstenberger, “The Present and Future of Biblical Theology,” Themelios 37, no. 3 
(2012): 445–64; an earlier version with the same title appeared later in SwJT 56, no. 1 (2013): 
3–24. By urging a continuing distinction between biblical and systematic theology, I am in no 
way seeking to dispute the viability of systematic theology.
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Edward Herrelko wrote his PhD dissertation on the role of presuppositions 
in biblical theology, a rather neglected topic.55 Specifically, he compared the 
Pauline theologies of James D. G. Dunn and Thomas R. Schreiner.56 Both 
scholars profess to engage in biblical theology—they share the same essential 
definition of the nature and goals of biblical theology along the lines discussed 
above—and yet, when one looks at their respective works, they describe 
Paul’s theology rather differently. What this case study demonstrates is that 
all interpreters come to the practice of biblical theology with a set of presup-
positions that will invariably affect the outcome of their work. In the case 
of Dunn’s and Schreiner’s Pauline theologies, such presuppositions include 
their view of Scripture, their take on introductory matters, and their use of 
history. Schreiner is an inerrantist who believes Paul wrote all thirteen letters 
attributed to him in the New Testament. Dunn does not affirm inerrancy and 
holds to the Pauline authorship of only seven letters.57 It is to be expected that 
if one writes a theology of Paul based merely on Romans, 1–2 Corinthians, 
Galatians, and a few other epistles, one’s presentation will look different than 
one based on all thirteen letters. In addition, Dunn and Schreiner differ in 
their reconstruction of the first-century Jewish background when interpreting 
Paul’s letters; Dunn is one of the major proponents of the “new perspective 
on Paul,” while Schreiner essentially holds to a Reformed perspective.58

So, how does one navigate the thorny issue of presuppositions while 
engaging in biblical theology? It is true that anyone aiming to discover 
the theology of a given writer of Scripture faces the inescapable reality 
of their own subjective viewpoints. At the same time, presuppositions—
or preunderstanding (Vorverständnis), as some call it—are not necessarily 
a problem, much less an insurmountable one.59 If presuppositions are well 

55	 Edward J. Herrelko III, “The Role of Presuppositions and Their Impact on the Process of Bibli-
cal Theology: A Case Study of the Pauline Theologies of James Dunn and Thomas Schreiner” 
(PhD diss., Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2016).

56	 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Eerdmans, 1997); Thomas R. Schreiner, 
Paul, Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ: A Pauline Theology, 2nd ed. (IVP Academic, 2020).

57	 Similarly, Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology, 253 et passim, classifies the Pastoral Epistles (1–2 Tim-
othy and Titus), Ephesians, and (more tentatively) Colossians and 2 Thessalonians, as deutero-
Pauline (i.e., not written by Paul).

58	 Among their many publications, see, e.g., James D. G. Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul, rev. 
ed. (Eerdmans, 2007); Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, 2nd ed., BECNT (Baker Academic, 2018).

59	 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, ed. Garrett Barden and John Cumming (Continuum, 
1975; orig. German ed. Wahrheit und Methode [1960]), sought to recast the German word 
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grounded—which I believe is the case for a high view of Scripture and a 
belief in the Pauline authorship of the letters the New Testament attributes 
to him—such presuppositions can serve as the vital foundation for one’s 
biblical-theological work. What is more, through following proper prin-
ciples of biblical interpretation and mutual dialogue and critique, we can 
reasonably expect to arrive at a valid picture of Paul’s theology and that 
of other biblical writers, especially within the context of an evangelical 
hermeneutic aimed at discovering the biblical authors’ original intent.60

Beyond this, biblical theology is much more than a mere academic 
exercise; it is of considerable practical relevance for the church.61 Biblical 
theology has great promise for preachers and teachers and serious students 
of God’s word; it matters and is worthy of our utmost attention, careful 
definition, and execution. Geerhardus Vos helpfully affirms the practical 
utility of biblical theology. He observes that by exhibiting the organic 
unfolding of revelation, biblical theology supplies a “special argument 
from design for the reality of Supernaturalism.”62 In addition, it provides 
a “useful antidote against . . . rationalistic criticism.”63 In light of the fact 
that the “Bible is not a dogmatic handbook but a historical book full of 
dramatic interest, . . . [b]iblical theology imparts new life and freshness to 
the truth by showing it to us in its original historic setting.”64 Biblical the-
ology also shows the indispensable nature of the “doctrinal groundwork” 
of our beliefs. God has taken great care “to supply His people with a new 
world of ideas.”65 By engaging in biblical theology, we can move beyond 
isolated proof texts to an organic system.66 Since the “supreme end” of bibli-

Vorurteil, which has a pejorative connotation (“bias”) but which, Gadamer argued, can be taken 
more neutrally to mean “prejudgment.”

60	 See, e.g., Andreas J. Köstenberger, A Theology of John’s Gospel and Letters: The Word, the Christ, 
the Son of God, BTNT (Zondervan Academic, 2009); Andreas J. Köstenberger, Commentary on 
1–2 Timothy and Titus, EBTC (Lexham, 2020); Andreas J. Köstenberger and Margaret E. Kösten-
berger, God’s Design for Man and Woman: A Biblical-Theological Survey (Crossway, 2014); Allison 
and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit; and Andreas J. Köstenberger with T. Desmond Alexander, Salvation 
to the Ends of the Earth: A Biblical Theology of Mission, 2nd ed., NSBT 53 (IVP Academic, 2020).

61	 See, e.g., Michael Lawrence, Biblical Theology in the Life of the Church: A Guide for Ministry 
(Crossway, 2010). See also Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology, 13.

62	 Vos, Biblical Theology, 17.
63	 Vos, Biblical Theology, 17.
64	 Vos, Biblical Theology, 17.
65	 Vos, Biblical Theology, 17.
66	 Vos, Biblical Theology, 17–18.
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cal theology is the glory of God, biblical theology can give us “a new view 
of God as displaying a particular aspect of His nature in connection with 
His historical approach to and intercourse with man.”67 Similarly, Charles 
Scobie maintains that “BT is not to be undertaken in independence from 
the life of the church.”68 Properly understood, it is a “bridge discipline, 
standing in an intermediate position between the historical study of the 
Bible and the use of the Bible as authoritative Scripture by the church.”69 
While building on “the historical study of Scripture, . . . it is not simply 
concerned with what the Bible ‘meant.’ It is also concerned with what the 
Bible ‘means’ as a canonical whole, and thus cannot be separated from the 
process of biblical interpretation.”70

1.4  Method in Biblical Theology

With this, we move from a treatment of the nature of biblical theology to an 
examination of method.71 In the discussion above, I’ve defined New Testa-
ment theology as essentially the theology of the New Testament writers that 
we need to discern and present in an orderly fashion, and I have proposed 
a triadic hermeneutic, aiming to discover the authorial intent by studying 
the historical, literary, and theological dimensions of Scripture.72 That said, 
what specific method should we use when engaging in biblical theology? 
Carson once trenchantly remarked, “Everyone does that which is right in 

67	 Vos, Biblical Theology, 18.
68	 Scobie, Ways of Our God, 8.
69	 Scobie, Ways of Our God, 8.
70	 Scobie, Ways of Our God, 8. The allusion is to Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contempo-

rary,” IDB 1:419, who distinguishes between biblical theology as being concerned with what the 
Bible “meant” and systematic (or dogmatic) theology as being concerned with what the Bible 
“means” (cf. Scobie, Ways of Our God, 5).

71	 Cf. “The Method of Biblical Theology,” in Scobie, Ways of Our God, 46–80; “How Do We Do 
New Testament Theology?,” in I. Howard Marshall, New Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, 
One Gospel (InterVarsity Press, 2004), 17–48.

72	 That authorial intent, it should be noted, includes the intent of both the divine and the human 
author. On the neglect of the divine intent in hermeneutics, see Barrett, Canon, Covenant, 
and Christology, 5. Divine and human intent must be held in proper balance. For an example 
of an overemphasis on divine intent, see Vern S. Poythress, “Dispensing with Merely Human 
Meaning: Gains and Losses from Focusing on the Human Author, Illustrated by Zephaniah 
1:2–3,” JETS 57, no. 3 (2014): 481–99. Also, to speak about the divine intent expressing itself 
in the story or storyline of Scripture can be a bit slippery (cf. Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and 
Christology, 2); I prefer to speak of divine/human authorial intent being expressed in concrete 
words and texts.
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his or her own eyes, and calls it biblical theology.”73 So giving proper atten-
tion to method is very important. I suggest that such a method needs to 
include the following three essential components.74

First, such a method should be historical.75 That is, unlike systematic theol-
ogy, which is primarily abstract and topical in nature, biblical theology aims 
to understand a given passage of Scripture in its original historical setting. 
For example, when interpreting the well-known passage, “ ‘For I know the 
plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm 
you, plans to give you hope and a future’ ” (Jer. 29:11 NIV), we should ask 
who the original recipients of this promise were and at what stage of Israel’s 
history this prophecy was uttered. To cite another example, when studying 
the biblical theology of tithing, we need to interpret references to tithing in 
Malachi or Matthew in such a way that we consider the specific salvation-
historical situation in which those passages of Scripture are to be placed.76

Second, biblical theology will seek to study Scripture inductively, on its 
own terms, in a way that pays special attention not merely to the concepts 
addressed in Scripture but to the very words, vocabulary, and terminology 
used by the biblical writers.77 Rather than investigating “sanctification” as 
a broader topic, for example, the biblical theologian will study the indi-
vidual words that are used in the Bible to express what may be called the 

73	 Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” 91.
74	 Cf. Scobie, Ways of Our God, 46, who proposes “an intermediate biblical theology” focusing on 

historical study, biblical theology (by which he essentially means a literary study of the canon), 
and the “faith and life of the church.”

75	 Cf. Gabler, “Oration on the Proper Distinction Between Biblical and Systematic Theology,” 
501: “There is truly a biblical theology, of historical origin, conveying what the holy writers felt 
about divine matters.” However, see the important critique by Barrett, Canon, Covenant, and 
Christology, 17–20, citing John V. Fesko, “On the Antiquity of Biblical Theology,” in Tipton 
and Waddington, Resurrection and Eschatology, 443–77, esp. 445–53. Cf. Stuhlmacher, Biblical 
Theology, 5, who, in “Book 1: The Origin and Character of the New Testament Proclamation,” 
organizes his presentation of New Testament theology in six parts: the proclamation of Jesus, 
the early church, Paul, the period after Paul, the Synoptic Gospels, and “John and his school.” 
See also Hagner, in Ladd, Theology of the New Testament, 20: “Biblical theology is that discipline 
which sets forth the message of the books of the Bible in their historical setting . . . primarily 
a descriptive discipline.”

76	 David A. Croteau and Andreas J. Köstenberger, “ ‘Will a Man Rob God?’ (Malachi 3:8): A Study 
of Tithing in the Old and New Testaments,” BBR 16, no. 1 (2006): 53–77; David A. Croteau 
and Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Reconstructing a Biblical Model for Giving: A Discussion of 
Relevant Systematic Issues and New Testament Principles,” BBR 16, no. 2 (2006): 237–60.

77	 See Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology, 3; Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” 10; and Carson, “Current 
Issues in Biblical Theology,” 27–32.
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subject of Christian growth—words such as “set apart” (hagiazō) or “grow” 
(auxanō).78 That said, there is, of course, also the reverse danger of being 
limited to word studies; for a theme, issue, or concept can be present even 
when a key word is not. For example, we should not limit the love theme 
in the Bible to explicit instances of the word “love” in Greek or Hebrew. 
Similarly, while the word “mission” is not found in Scripture, the concept 
of mission certainly is.79 This, then, is the purpose of biblical theology: to 
understand the theology of the Bible on its own terms before systematiz-
ing its teachings on various subjects and making application, even though 
there is, of course, a vital element of synthesizing in biblical theology itself.80 
The difference, however, is that synthesizing in biblical theology essentially 
involves the topical or thematic grouping of insights still in keeping with 
biblical terminology and within the framework of the original historical 
setting in which a given teaching was given, while systematic theology 
operates more broadly on a conceptual plane.

Third, biblical theology, properly conceived, is primarily descriptive. 
That is, our primary goal in biblical theology is to listen to Scripture and to 
accurately describe the contributions made by the various biblical writers 
themselves (whether or not we know their full identity). While we should 
be actively engaged as good listeners of Scripture, we are focused on under-
standing and accurately representing the contributions of the biblical authors. 
Once we have done so, we are ready to ask questions as to contemporary 
relevance and application. What is more, in the present volume I build on a 
historical, inductive, and descriptive study and probe the ethical teachings of 
the various New Testament books because I believe that Scripture has a vital 
moral dimension that calls its adherents not merely to know what it says but 
also to put their faith into practice (cf., e.g., Matt. 7:24–27; James 1:22–25).81

78	 A helpful book on sanctification is David Peterson, Possessed by God: A New Testament Theology 
of Sanctification and Holiness, NSBT 1 (IVP Academic, 2001). See also Marny Köstenberger, 
Sanctification as Set Apart and Growing in Christ by the Spirit, SSBT (Crossway, 2023).

79	 Cf. Andreas J. Köstenberger, The Missions of Jesus and the Disciples According to the Fourth 
Gospel (Eerdmans, 1998).

80	 Cf. Marshall, New Testament Theology, 44: “The New Testament must be understood first of all 
and as far as possible on its own terms, as an expression of thought within the ways that were 
possible in the first century.”

81	 Cf. Marshall, New Testament Theology, 43, who rightly insists that New Testament theology “must 
have some relevance to the theology of Christian believers” and points out that while New Testa-
ment theology is in the first place descriptive, “the prescriptive element is hard to eliminate” (44).
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1.5  Unity, Diversity, and the Quest for a Single Center

One important preliminary question related to method in biblical theol-
ogy is the question as to whether there is only one right way of engaging in 
biblical theology or whether there is a range of legitimate options. A survey 
of a wide array of representative publications on biblical theology yields a 
simple taxonomy.82 There are essentially four major complementary—and 
not necessarily competing—ways of engaging in biblical theology: (1) an 
investigation of major themes in Scripture book by book (the classic ap-
proach), (2) an examination of central themes throughout Scripture, (3) the 
identification of a single center of Scripture, and (4) a metanarrative ap-
proach that focuses on discerning the Bible’s major storyline.83 Let us look 
briefly at each of these approaches.

First, scholars and students of Scripture have studied the theology of a 
given book or corpus of Scripture. An example of this would be an explora-
tion of the theology of John’s Gospel (and letters) or a study of the theology 
of Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus. Focusing initially on the investigation 
of the theology of a given writer of Scripture one book or corpus at a time 
has the virtue of respecting the integrity of that book as a holistic discourse 
unit. When examining Paul’s theology, for example, one will likely find that 
he emphasizes different attributes of God or Christ and different aspects of 
the Christian life in his various writings, in part depending on the needs of 
the congregation to which he writes and the issues he chooses to address.84

It is evident that looking at each of Paul’s letters one at a time will be es-
sential and highly beneficial in understanding his thought as accurately as 
possible.85 Having done so, of course, the student of Scripture may attempt 

82	 Köstenberger, “Present and Future of Biblical Theology.” For an alternate (albeit controversial) 
taxonomy, see Klink and Lockett, Understanding Biblical Theology, who, along a spectrum from 
“more historical” to “more theological,” distinguish between biblical theology as historical de-
scription (James Barr), history of redemption (D. A. Carson), worldview-story (N. T. Wright), 
canonical approach (Brevard Childs), and theological construction (Francis Watson); but see 
the pointed critique by D. A. Carson, “New Covenant Theology and Biblical Theology,” in God’s 
Glory Revealed in Christ: Essays on Biblical Theology in Honor of Thomas R. Schreiner, ed. Denny 
Burk, James M. Hamilton Jr., and Brian Vickers (B&H Academic, 2019),  17–31.

83	 Though perhaps (2) and (3) could be combined and a single-center approach be viewed as a 
subset of a central-themes approach in which one theme is given priority over all others.

84	 In addition, we may consider Paul’s sermons recorded by Luke in the book of Acts.
85	 Cf. Marshall, New Testament Theology, 707, who, characterizing his approach in his own biblical 

theology, “considered it essential to begin with examining the theology of each of the documents 
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to provide a synthesis of Paul’s thought more generally but not until he or 
she has studied Paul’s message in each of his writings individually first. This 
may be considered the “classic approach,” echoing G. K. Beale’s terminology 
used in his New Testament Biblical Theology.86 Not only is this the way in 
which scholars have traditionally conceived of and practically engaged in 
biblical-theological study, but this is also how, I believe, we should continue 
to think of and pursue biblical theology.

Second, some, such as Scott Hafemann and Paul House, have utilized 
a central themes approach.87 Rather than looking at the theology of in-
dividual books of Scripture, such scholars seek to discern major themes 
throughout Scripture—such as God, Messiah, salvation, and so forth—
and attempt to trace the way in which these themes integrate progressive 
biblical revelation. This can be a very valuable enterprise, as it showcases 
the unity and coherence of Scripture. At the same time, it is preferable to 
start with a study of the theology of individual books of the Bible before 
moving on to connecting the dots in the form of central themes. In this 
way, we will not lose sight of the distinctive teaching of each individual 
book of Scripture. Again, the metaphor of a relay race comes to mind: 
To tweak the metaphor for our present purposes, the first runner is the 
biblical theologian, who studies the theology of individual books; the 
second runner examines a number of central scriptural themes; the third 
runner seeks to identify a possible center of Scripture (or of a corpus, 
such as Paul’s or John’s writings); and the fourth and final runner con-
nects the theology of individual books and central themes to the biblical 
metanarrative.

individually.” He adds that, even where a series of writings comes from the same author, as in 
the case of Luke-Acts or Paul’s letters, “it is still of value to look at these writings separately to 
see what contribution each has to offer to the total picture” (707).

86	 G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the 
New (Baker, 2011), 7, notes that a number of “classic New Testament theologies . . . conduct 
a consecutive theological analysis of each NT book, usually in the canonical order of each 
corpus, and then . . . draw up a final comparison of each of the theological emphases of each 
of the books,” citing Marshall, New Testament Theology, and Frank S. Thielman, Theology of 
the New Testament: A Canonical and Synthetic Approach (Zondervan, 2005). See Beale’s entire 
introductory discussion of issues in biblical theology in chap. 1 and his discussion of “storyline” 
in chaps. 2 and 6.

87	 Scott J. Hafemann and Paul R. House, eds., Central Themes in Biblical Theology: Mapping Unity 
in Diversity (Baker, 2007). See also Scobie, Ways of Our God; and the discussion in Köstenberger, 
“Present and Future of Biblical Theology,” 449–51.
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Third, reminiscent of the elusive quest for the Holy Grail, some biblical 
theologians have sought to identify the center of Scripture.88 Somewhat 
ironically, those who have tried to do so have come up with different results, 
which makes one wonder whether there is such a single center in the first 
place.89 It is easy to see that in a Bible made up of sixty-six books written 
over more than two thousand years there will be a certain amount of di-
versity. Not every book of Scripture focuses on the same topic. Thus, most 
scholars in the field have rightly abandoned the quest for a single center.90 
Instead, it would seem preferable to view Scripture as a unity in diversity 
where different writers—such as the four Evangelists—each emphasize 
certain aspects, depending on their personal vantage point and purpose 
for writing to a given audience.91 Rather than speaking of a single center, it 

88	 Cf., e.g., Trent A. Rogers, “Song, Psalm, and Sermon: Toward a Center of Biblical Theology,” 
JETS 64, no. 1 (2021): 129–45. Still helpful is Hasel, Old Testament Theology. See also the sum-
mary discussion in Beale, New Testament Biblical Theology, 86; more broadly, Scobie, Ways of 
Our God, 93–102; and Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology, 772–91.

89	 Cf. Carson, “New Testament Theology,” 810: “The pursuit of the center is chimerical. NT theol-
ogy is so interwoven that one can move from any one topic to any other topic. We will make 
better progress by pursuing clusters of broadly common themes, which may not be common 
to all NT books.” Similarly, I contend in my essay “Diversity and Unity in the New Testament,” 
in Hafemann, Biblical Theology, 154, that “the search for a single center of the NT should be 
abandoned.”

90	 One of the few exceptions in recent decades is James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Glory in Salvation 
Through Judgment: A Biblical Theology (Crossway, 2010), who practices this approach rather 
rigidly (and continues to defend it: see James M. Hamilton Jr., “The Definition, Structure, and 
Center of Biblical Theology,” MJT 20, no. 1 [2021]: 1–18). See the discussion and assessment in 
Köstenberger, “Present and Future of Biblical Theology,” 452–55; and the critique by Gentry and 
Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 20–21. As Gentry and Wellum observe, “Many proposals 
[as to the center of biblical theology] have been given, and they all tend toward reductionism” 
(31n2). More latitude is found in J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays, God’s Relational Presence: 
The Cohesive Center of Biblical Theology (Baker Academic, 2019), 2, who call the relational 
presence of God a “megatheme” that “drives the biblical story” and constitutes “the cohesive 
center of biblical theology.”

91	 See, e.g., Hahn, Theologie des Neuen Testaments, who devotes vol. 1 to diversity and vol. 2 to 
unity. He starts vol. 1 with Paul (topical) and the “Pauline school” (2 Thessalonians, Colos-
sians, Ephesians, Pastorals) and then moves to post-apostolic “Hellenistic-Jewish Christian 
writings” independent of Paul (James, 1 Peter, Hebrews, Revelation); the Synoptics and Acts; 
John; and finally Jude and 2 Peter. In vol. 2, Hahn provides a systematic presentation of the 
Old Testament, God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, pneumatology, soteriology, ecclesiology, eth-
ics, and eschatology. Similarly, Hübner, Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments, who, after a 
lengthy prolegomenon on revelation (vol. 1), starts with Paul (chronological); moves on to the 
deutero-Paulines (same as Hahn) and General Epistles (vol. 2); before covering Hebrews, the 
Synoptics, John, and Revelation (vol. 3).
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may therefore be better to speak of multiple integrative themes in Scripture, 
including God, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the gospel.92

Let me elaborate on the limitations of a single-center biblical theology a 
bit further. Quite clearly there are multiple themes in Scripture. For example, 
there is the creation / new creation theme. The opening of Genesis is matched 
by the ending of Revelation.93 Paul writes that “if anyone is in Christ, he is 
a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17), and neither circumcision nor uncircumci-
sion matters; what matters is a new creation (Gal. 6:15). Also, Christ is the 
second or last Adam (Rom. 5:12–21; cf. 1 Cor. 15:45), the “image of the 
invisible God” (Col. 1:15). John writes that, in the beginning was the Word, 
but now that Word has come and lived among us (John 1:1, 14) and died 
for us (19:30), and then Jesus breathes on his new messianic community 
and commissions his followers to fulfill their mission (20:21–23). So it is 
evident that creation / new creation is a vital biblical-theological motif.94

Yet creation theology is not the only significant, pervasive theme in Scrip-
ture. Another such theme is covenant. People differ as to whether one can 
speak of an Adamic covenant, but there clearly is a Noahic covenant—and 
then the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic covenants. Finally, in keeping 
with the prediction of Jeremiah and other prophets, Jesus instituted a new 
covenant.95 Revelation shows how, in the eternal state, the faithful covenant 
God will dwell amid his people.96 This, of course, is only the barest survey 
of a massive scriptural theme. My point is simply that, at the very least, 
both creation / new creation and covenant are vital themes in Scripture. In 

92	 Köstenberger, “Diversity and Unity in the New Testament,” 154–58.
93	 See, e.g., Andrew David Naselli, “How Do Genesis 1–3 and Revelation 21–22 Relate as the 

Bible’s Bookends?,” in DeRouchie et al., 40 Questions About Biblical Theology, 339–46; see also 
D. A. Carson, “Genesis 1–3: Not Maximalist, but Seminal,” TrinJ 39, no. 2 (2018): 143–63.

94	 See, e.g., G. K. Beale, “The New Testament and New Creation,” in Biblical Theology: Retrospect 
and Prospect, ed. Scott J. Hafemann (InterVarsity Press, 2002), 159–73; Matthew Y. Emerson, 
Christ and the New Creation: A Canonical Approach to the Theology of the New Testament 
(Wipf and Stock, 2013), who suggests that the New Testament book order “points to the goal 
of Christ’s coming, which is to bring about the New Creation” and calls this “the center or focal 
point of New Testament theology” (xvii); and Sean McDonough, Creation and New Creation: 
Understanding God’s Creation Project (Hendrickson, 2016). For the creation / new creation 
theme in John’s Gospel and letters, see Köstenberger, Theology of John’s Gospel, chap. 8.

95	 For a survey, see Köstenberger with Patterson, Invitation to Biblical Interpretation, 566–76. See 
also Thomas R. Schreiner, Covenant and God’s Purpose for the World, SSBT (Crossway, 2017).

96	 See Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, who encapsulate God’s program by the 
phrase “kingdom through covenant.”
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addition, we might adduce several other pervasive biblical themes, such 
as Messiah, the kingdom of God, salvation, mission, and others. All this 
illustrates the point that a single-center approach is demonstrably reduc-
tionistic and therefore inadequate.

Fourth, perhaps the most recent attempt in biblical theology, and a rather 
fruitful one at that, is utilizing a metanarrative approach to understand the 
teachings of Scripture.97 Those who utilize this approach take a close look 
at the story of the Bible—the overall storyline—to describe its theology in 
all its unity and diversity. In many ways, this is commendable and comple-
ments, even improves upon, previous efforts. It is possible to study the 
theology of the Bible book by book, then sketch a composite picture based 
on the study of individual books and their theology, and still not get the big 
picture totally right. Even when one traces the central themes of Scripture, 
one may look at them individually or even jointly and not quite arrive at a 
full grasp of the metanarrative—the grand narrative—of Scripture. In this 
regard, a metanarrative or story approach to biblical theology may well 
constitute an improvement.

At the same time, however, it is easy to see that if looking at the big picture 
is all one does, there are multiple ways to connect the dots.98 Which of these 
is most fitting, and how do we ensure that the picture is not unduly subjec-
tive? It is also possible, if not likely, that by looking at the grand narrative 
one will overlook some of the plot twists, minor themes, and characters in 
the biblical storyline. For example, one could construe the biblical metanar-
rative from just a few select books such as Genesis, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, 
one or more of the Gospels, Romans, and Revelation, and ignore the rest, 
such as the Twelve (Minor Prophets) or lesser-known New Testament let-
ters such as James or Jude. And what about Wisdom Literature such as Job, 
Ecclesiastes, or the Song of Songs? If one is not careful, one may well end 

97	 See, e.g., T. Desmond Alexander, From Eden to the New Jerusalem: An Introduction to Biblical 
Theology (Kregel, 2008); Graeme Goldsworthy, Christ-Centered Biblical Theology: Hermeneutical 
Foundations and Principles (IVP Academic, 2012); Beale, New Testament Biblical Theology. See 
the discussion and assessment of these works in Köstenberger, “Present and Future of Biblical 
Theology,” 455–49.

98	 In fact, the metanarrative approach also leans heavily on systematics, because everyone has 
a theological system that draws theological connections. This will doubtless affect even the 
most principled biblical theologian’s work (e.g., G. K. Beale writing within the bounds of the 
Westminster confession, as he acknowledges in the dedication and conclusion to his work).
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up with what scholars call “a canon within a canon,” that is, a collection of 
one’s favorite biblical books—or the books that best fit one’s preferred overall 
construal of the biblical storyline—while neglecting or even subconsciously 
avoiding lesser voices (or ones that are perhaps inconvenient).99 At the same 
time, it is of course also true that certain books in Scripture have greater 
canonical and theological weight than others.100

For these reasons, I recommend a metanarrative approach as the final 
step in a biblical-theological investigation but not as substitute for a classic, 
book-by-book approach. As Bruce Metzger well states,

New Testament scholars have the responsibility as servants of the Church 
to investigate, understand, and elucidate, for the development of the 
Christian life of believers, the full meaning of every book within the canon 
and not only of those which may be most popular in certain circles and 
at certain times. Only in such a way will the Church be able to hear the 
Word of God in all of its breadth and depth.101

Starting with a given book or corpus of Scripture (book by book), then 
aiming to identify major topics (central themes), and finally attempting to 
understand how these all fit together in the storyline of Scripture (meta-
narrative) combines the strengths of the various approaches and avoids 
potential weaknesses. Such a balanced procedure enables interpreters to 
discern the theology of the biblical writers themselves—as Schlatter and 
others rightly conceive of the aim of biblical theology—not just to rehearse 
the story interpreters themselves have composed based on what they see as 
the highlights in the biblical narrative. At the same time, I readily acknowl-
edge that there are self-evident high points in the biblical storyline.102 While 

99	 On the question of a “canon within a canon” in German scholarship, see Hahn, Theologie des 
Neuen Testaments, 1:24, who cites Siegfried Schulz, Die Mitte der Schrift: Der Frühkatholizismus 
im Neuen Testament als Herausforderung an den Protestantismus (Kreuz, 1976), as an example 
of a scholar who considers only Pauline theology as genuinely Christian theology.

100	E.g., Romans has greater weight than Jude. Note in this regard the frequency of New Testament 
references to Old Testament books: References to the Pentateuch (esp. Deuteronomy), the Psalms, 
and Isaiah predominate, while there is no explicit citation of Esther or the Song of Songs.

101	 Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance 
(Clarendon, 1987), 282.

102	Cf., e.g., Jason S. DeRouchie, “What Is Scripture’s Storyline?,” in DeRouchie et al., 40 Ques-
tions About Biblical Theology, 29–40; “Epilogue: The Story Line of Scripture,” in Andreas J. 
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one could quarrel over minor details, it is hard to debate the pillars of the 
Bible’s overall story such as creation, fall, redemption, and consummation.

1.6  Detecting and Analyzing Themes

In the discussion above, I have defined what biblical theology is and what it 
is not. I have also discussed method in biblical theology and surveyed vari-
ous ways of engaging in biblical theology: moving through the Bible book 
by book, studying the Bible’s central themes, seeking to identify a single 
center, and tracing the Bible’s metanarrative. But how does one move from 
theory to practice? While this entire volume is an exercise in New Testa-
ment theology, it will be helpful to look at the very outset at two specific 
examples of how to engage in biblical theology by studying the theology of 
a corpus of Scripture or by exploring a given theme throughout the Bible.

When working on a project surveying the biblical theology of a given 
book or corpus of Scripture such as John’s Gospel or the letters to Timo-
thy and Titus, or when tracing a theme such as God’s design for man and 
woman, the mission motif, or the Bible’s teaching on the Holy Spirit through 
Scripture, once we have a solid method, all we need to do is execute it me-
thodically. Thus, defining one’s terms carefully and honing one’s method 
is half the battle. In what follows, then, I will briefly demonstrate in an 
incipient fashion how biblical theology works in practice. As I engage in 
biblical-theological study, I propose the following four general guidelines:

1.  Read through the book multiple times and take notes or mark up 
your Bible as you try to identify significant themes and emphases. 
This may surface on either a key word or a conceptual level.

2.  In so doing, identify key passages where the biblical theology of a given 
book or corpus is most prominently enunciated, such as a preface, pro-
logue/introduction, summary and purpose statements, or conclusion.

3.  Identify prominent themes and distinctive theological emphases. In 
so doing, draw on literary analysis and consider important literary 
features such as strategic placement, repetition, structure, and/or 
emphases.

Köstenberger, L. Scott Kellum, and Charles L. Quarles, The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown: 
An Introduction to the New Testament, 2nd ed. (B&H Academic, 2016), 1024–49.
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4.  Develop a hierarchy of themes. Determine which of the prominent 
themes that you identified in the previous step are foundational 
themes that provide cohesion to the biblical story (e.g., love) and 
which are specific instantiations (e.g., the cross).

In what follows, I will first engage in a case study of the theology of Paul’s 
letters to Timothy and Titus before turning to a second case study on a 
selected biblical-theological theme, the Bible’s teaching on the Holy Spirit.

1.6.1  Case Study 1: Letters to Timothy and Titus

In view of these general guidelines, let us now look at the first case study, 
Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus, or, as they are commonly known, the 
Pastoral Epistles. As mentioned, a biblical-theological approach calls us to 
be inductive, historical, and descriptive. The question, therefore, is not How 
would you or I outline these books or come up with theological categories 
but How did Paul himself, the author, judging by the texts we have, articu-
late his theological thinking in these letters? This method, in turn, flows 
from our understanding of the nature of biblical theology as describing 
the theology of the Bible and of the biblical writers themselves, rather than 
reading our own theology into the biblical writings. Hermeneutically, as 
mentioned above, I interpret these writings by viewing them through the 
trifocal lens of history, literature, and theology.

Regarding the historical context, we see that these letters were most 
likely the final letters Paul wrote, toward the end of his life. That is clear 
especially in 2 Timothy, where Paul is suffering imprisonment that would 
soon lead to his martyrdom. Many scholars argue that these letters were 
written by someone other than Paul, after his death, primarily because they 
exhibit some significant differences from his earlier letters.103 For example, 

103	E.g., Lewis R. Donelson, Pseudepigraphy and Ethical Argument in the Pastoral Epistles, HUT 22 
(Mohr Siebeck, 1986), who claims pseudepigraphy was an accepted way of reclaiming Pauline 
tradition; similarly, David G. Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon: An Investigation into the Re-
lationship of Authorship and Authority in Jewish and Earliest Christian Tradition, WUNT 1/39 
(Mohr Siebeck, 1986); and Bart D. Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary 
Deceit in Early Christian Polemics (Oxford University Press, 2012), who considers all three 
letters forged polemic. But see Armin D. Baum, Pseudepigraphie und literarische Fälschung im 
frühen Christentum. Mit ausgewählten Quellentexten samt deutscher Übersetzung, WUNT 2/138 
(Mohr Siebeck, 2001); Stanley E. Porter and Gregory P. Fewster, eds., Paul and Pseudepigraphy 
(Brill, 2013), esp. the essay by Armin Baum; Terry L. Wilder, Pseudonymity, the New Testament, 
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the author of these letters, when speaking of the church, does not use Paul’s 
favorite metaphor—the church as the body of Christ—but instead depicts 
the church as God’s household.104 That seems to be a significant shift. Also, 
the author uses a different term for Christ’s second coming—epiphaneia 
rather than parousia105—and calls on his apostolic delegates to emulate a 
series of virtues—such as godliness (eusebeia)—rather than speaking of 
the fruit of the Spirit or other Christian graces as in his earlier letters.106 
Many also note the pronounced interest in church structure and leadership, 
which, they say, reflects an “early Catholicism” such as what we see in the 
writings of the second-century church fathers.107

While none of these differences justifies the conclusion that Paul can-
not be the author of these letters, it is imperative to recognize that these 
three letters are distinct and unique in the Pauline corpus. Nevertheless, in 
the final analysis, I believe that a high view of Scripture demands Pauline 
authorship—all three letters explicitly affirm it at the very outset, and there 
is little evidence for epistolary pseudonymity as an established literary 
practice in the first century—and the evidence strongly supports it.108 That 
said, these letters do exhibit a distinctive set of biblical-theological themes. 
For example, Paul repeatedly uses the phrase “God our Savior” or “Christ 
our Savior”—a designation absent from his earlier letters.109 Another unique 
feature is a series of “trustworthy sayings.”110

The question, then, becomes how to explain these differences. One way 
is to say that these letters were written by someone other than Paul. Or one 
might argue that the author is the same—Paul—but he expressed himself 

and Deception: An Inquiry into Intention and Reception (University Press of America, 2004); 
Terry L. Wilder, “Pseudonymity, the New Testament, and the Pastoral Epistles,” in Entrusted 
with the Gospel: Paul’s Theology in the Pastoral Epistles, ed. Andreas J. Köstenberger and Terry L. 
Wilder (B&H Academic, 2010), 28–51; and the discussion of “Authenticity” in Köstenberger, 
1–2 Timothy and Titus, 14–24.

104	See esp. 1 Tim. 3:15; cf. 3:4–5.
105	E.g., 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 Tim. 4:1; Titus 2:13.
106	E.g., 1 Tim. 4:12; 6:11; 2 Tim. 2:22.
107	For additional reasons and assessment, see Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 19–24.
108	Carson and Moo’s judgment is sound, that the letters to Timothy and Titus “are much more 

akin to the accepted letters of Paul than they are to the known pseudonymous documents that 
circulated in the early church.” D. A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New 
Testament, 2nd ed. (Zondervan, 2005), 563.

109	1 Tim. 1:1; 2:3; Titus 1:3, 4; 2:10, 13; 3:4, 6.
110	 1 Tim. 1:15; 3:1; 4:8–9; 2 Tim. 2:11–13; Titus 3:4–8.
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differently. If the latter, how should we account for the differences in ter-
minology? One possibility would be that Paul contextualized his message 
to the respective locales to which he wrote, something we see clearly, for 
example, in the approach Paul uses in Athens (Acts 17:16–34). For ex-
ample, we have plenty of archaeological evidence from Crete, where Titus 
was ministering, to suggest that people there worshiped deities other than 
Yahweh or Christ as Savior, which might account for Paul’s unique use of 
the phrases “God our Savior” and “Christ our Savior.”111 So it is certainly 
possible, if not likely, that Paul, by using these expressions, makes the point 
that God (and Christ) is Savior—and that those other deities the Cretans 
were worshiping were not. As Eckhard Schnabel aptly notes,

The absence of Pauline theological themes from the Pastoral Epistles 
(e.g., the cross, the Holy Spirit, the flesh/spirit dichotomy) does not prove 
inauthenticity. There is no reason why Paul should mention the whole 
range of basic theological topics in all of his letters, particularly in letters 
to coworkers who know his theology. It is only if it could be shown that 
the theology of the Pastoral Epistles contradicts Paul’s undisputed letters 
that we would have a serious problem.112

Keeping these preliminary considerations in mind, let us now move on 
to examine the biblical theology of these letters.113 In the general guidelines 
above, I suggest that the first thing to do when engaging in biblical-theo-
logical study is to read through a given book multiple times and to take 
notes or mark up one’s Bible in an attempt to identify significant themes 
and emphases. As one reads the letters to Timothy and Titus repeatedly, 
one is struck by how firmly they are rooted in the idea of mission or, more 
specifically, in the apostolic mission of Paul and his associates. It is virtually 
impossible to separate the letters to Timothy and Titus from Acts and the 

111	 See Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 296–99.
112	 Eckhard J. Schnabel, “Paul, Timothy, and Titus: The Assumption of a Pseudonymous Author 

and of Pseudonymous Recipients in the Light of Literary, Theological, and Historical Evidence,” 
in Do Historical Matters Matter to Faith? A Critical Appraisal of Modern and Postmodern Ap-
proaches to Scripture, ed. James K. Hoffmeier and Dennis R. Magary (Crossway, 2012), 392 
(emphasis original).

113	 For a full discussion, see the biblical-theological portion in Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and 
Titus, 357–544.
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other Pauline letters with regard to this theme. Indeed, we can argue that 
the first major theme in these letters—the foundational theme—is that of 
mission.114 While this may seem rather obvious, the vast majority of scholars 
today hold to non-Pauline authorship, treat the study of these letters as a 
mere academic exercise, and thus do not have a particular interest in their 
focus on mission.

Second, a careful study of these letters reveals that closely related to 
mission is the theme of teaching, the kind that flows from Paul’s apostolic 
preaching—the kerygma—and is passed on to his apostolic delegates as they 
guard it against false teachers. As to specific words or phrases conveying 
the “teaching” theme in these letters, there is considerable variety.115 The 
vocabulary includes “the deposit” (1 Tim. 6:20; 2 Tim. 1:14); “the faith” 
(1 Tim. 6:12; 2 Tim. 4:7); “the word of God” (1 Tim. 4:5; 2 Tim. 2:9) or 
“the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15); “Scripture” (2 Tim. 3:16–17); “teaching 
[didaskalia]” (ESV: “doctrine,” 1 Tim. 1:10) or the verbs “to teach,” both 
postively (didaskein, 1 Tim. 4:11; 6:2) and negatively (heterodidaskalein, 
1 Tim. 1:3; 6:3); and the above-mentioned five “trustworthy sayings.” The 
wide range of vocabulary and the prominence of the teaching motif in these 
letters underscore that Paul placed immense value on right doctrine, or 
as he regularly calls it, “sound” or wholesome teaching (e.g., 1 Tim. 1:10). 
The reason for this is that he firmly believes that right teaching is healthful 
and life-giving while false teaching saps the life out of individual believers 
and the church. So mission and teaching are integrally related and occupy 
pride of place in these letters.

Third, when it comes to repeated and prominent references, the “salva-
tion” word group is rather conspicuous, both the noun sōtēria and the 
verb sōzō and related terms.116 We have already seen that God and Christ 
are referred to in these letters primarily as “God our Savior” or “Christ 
our Savior,” so much so that some commentators have suggested that the 
Christology in these letters is essentially equivalent to their soteriology. 
While this is probably an exaggeration, the observation is valid that Christ 

114	 See esp. Andreas J. Köstenberger, “An Investigation of the Mission Motif in the Letters to 
Timothy and Titus with Implications for Pauline Authorship,” BBR 29 (2019): 49–64; Chiao Ek 
Ho, “Mission in the Pastoral Epistles,” in Köstenberger and Wilder, Entrusted with the Gospel, 
241–67.

115	 See Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 386–97.
116	 Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 431–45.
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is featured in these letters primarily in his role as divine Savior. Salvation, 
in turn, like teaching, is integrally related to mission, so it makes sense 
that all three—mission, teaching, and salvation—are prominent themes 
in these letters. Salvation being a prominent theme also makes sense in 
that all people are sinners and need salvation, a foundational reality in and 
incentive for mission.

What is more, in conjunction with salvation, as mentioned, there are 
several references to God and Christ, which is why it is best to treat salva-
tion, God, and Christ together under one and the same overall rubric.117 
In fact, a plausible argument can be made that salvation is in fact the main 
theme, and God and Christ—as well as the Holy Spirit—are subthemes in 
that God and Christ are the source and providers of salvation. This, inci-
dentally, is an example of how biblical theology can helpfully supplement 
or even correct systematic theology; we see here that, from Paul’s vantage 
point, salvation is the primary motif and God and Christ assume their 
significance in conjunction with salvation rather than as separate themes 
in and of themselves.

In other words, Paul does not frequently urge Timothy or Titus (or 
their churches) to contemplate God or Christ in their own right and with 
regard to their various attributes (though there are places where he erupts 
in doxology). Rather, Paul typically focuses on mission, teaching, and 
salvation, and in that context makes clear that the salvation he teaches and 
preaches about in his missionary practice has God as its source and Christ 
as its provider. Regarding the Holy Spirit, finally, it is apparent that he is 
less prominently featured than either God or Christ. In fact, these letters 
contain only a handful of references to the Spirit, primarily in conjunction 
with Timothy’s appointment to ministry, though there is one remarkable 
passage on the Spirit in Titus 3:4–7.

Fourth, rather than speaking of the church as the body of Christ as he 
does in several of his earlier letters, Paul here sets forth the metaphor of the 
church as God’s household.118 The main passage in this regard is 1 Timothy 
3:14–15, where Paul writes, “I hope to come to you soon, but I am writ-
ing these things to you so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought 

117	 Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 413–46.
118	 See Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 446–82.
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to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, 
a pillar and buttress of the truth” (cf. 3:4–5). Beyond explicit references to 
the church as God’s household, the concept is implicit in substantial por-
tions of these letters, especially in 1 Timothy and Titus. For this reason, 
many consider both letters in their entirety—or at least sizable portions of 
them—to be extended “household codes” that provide instructions on how 
God’s people are to conduct themselves in the church. A conception of the 
church as God’s household, we believe, also has important implications 
for how we conceive of the pastoral office. Just as a natural household has 
various members with a vast range of needs that the head of the household 
is called to meet, so pastors and elders are to attend to the needs of the 
various members of the church. They are to love and care for God’s people 
in all their diversity, complexity, and neediness.

Fifth, Paul talks in these letters prominently about the Christian life, es-
pecially in terms of virtues believers are to pursue.119 In this regard, Timothy 
and Titus, as his apostolic delegates, are to serve as moral examples. As a 
result, they are frequently charged with emulating Christian virtues such 
as love, righteousness, faithfulness, godliness, or self-control. This reminds 
us that the character of church leaders is an indispensable prerequisite for 
their effectiveness in ministry. We dare not neglect our personal lives for 
the sake of service in the church. As Paul tells Timothy, “Watch your life 
and doctrine closely” (1 Tim. 4:16 NIV); and “Let no one despise you on 
account of your youth, but rather set believers an example in speech, conduct, 
love, faith, and purity” (1 Tim. 4:12 my translation). In addition, Paul talks 
about the importance of good works and good citizenship. He also exhorts 
God’s people to witness to the gospel in word and deed and to persist in 
their faith amid suffering and adversity.

Sixth and finally, Paul speaks in these letters repeatedly about the last 
days.120 Some have argued that these letters date to a time when the ex-
pectation of Christ’s return has largely faded from view and the author is 
more interested in the church as a permanent institution than in spiritual 
gifts or eschatological expectations.121 This is called the theory of “early 

119	 Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 482–513.
120	Köstenberger, 1–2 Timothy and Titus, 513–27.
121	 E.g., Ernst Käsemann, “Paulus und der Frühkatholizismus,” ZTK 60 (1963): 75–89; cf. Dunn, 

Unity and Diversity, 372–400.



Bi bl ic a l  T h e ol o g y  a n d  t h e  T h e ol o g y  of  t h e  N T   35

Catholicism,” which implies that these letters are late and date to the end 
of the first or even the beginning of the second century, by which time the 
church had developed a hierarchy of bishops and priests, eventually leading 
to the Roman Catholic Church. However, this view is demonstrably mis-
taken, as it overlooks the connection with the mission of the early church 
in Acts, where we see that Paul and others appointed church leaders from 
the very beginning (e.g., Acts 14:23; cf. Phil. 1:1) so that this feature need 
not reflect late first- or early second-century practice. Also, the letters to 
Timothy and Titus display a keen interest in the end times, including the 
workings of Satan, demons, and angels, and the second coming of Christ. 
In particular, Paul sees the end times as already present in the sense that 
the devil is actively at work through the false teachers who try to infiltrate 
and subvert the church and lead it away from the apostolic gospel. Perhaps 
most distinctively, Paul sees the present age as the time between Christ’s 
first and second comings, both of which he describes in similar terms (i.e., 
by using the epiphaneia word group).122

This has been a brief sketch of some of the major contours of Paul’s 
theology in the letters to Timothy and Titus. In light of this, let us briefly 
ponder this important question: How is this understanding of the biblical 
theology of these letters different from the standard treatment in systematic 
theology? I register a few general observations: (1) Starting with mission is 
very different, as systematic treatments virtually never start with mission 
and some—if not many or even most—systematic theologies do not include 
the topic of mission at all. (2) Putting salvation in a preeminent place and 
subordinating God and Christ to salvation is also different, as systematic 
theology typically treats God and Christ prior to salvation, moving from 
theology proper to Christology and soteriology. (3) The depiction of the 
church as God’s household may in many systematic theologies pale in 
comparison to the more prominent metaphor of the church as Christ’s 
body. (4) Viewing eschatology and ecclesiology jointly as we have done is 
also different from systematic theology, which typically treats ecclesiology 
and eschatology separately.

Examples could be multiplied, but the overall point is clear: Biblical 
theology, if done well, can give interpreters an independent pair of legs 

122	First coming, Titus 2:11; second coming, 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 Tim. 4:1; Titus 2:13.
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to stand on that allows them to get closer to the Bible and enables them 
to critique and, at times, even correct standard systematic theology treat-
ments, especially when looking at a given Old or New Testament book or 
corpus. I believe the above study of the theology of the letters to Timothy 
and Titus demonstrates rather clearly that while both biblical and system-
atic theology have a vital contribution to make, there is a marked differ-
ence between the two. Systematic theology endeavors to bring Scripture 
closer to our day by trying to find answers to questions we have today. By 
contrast, biblical theology tries to bring us closer to Scripture by helping us 
see what the biblical writers themselves believed, so that we can conform 
our beliefs to theirs. In this way, we submit to the authority of Scripture 
and allow it to set the agenda rather than domesticating Scripture and 
conforming it to our agenda, ideology, or culture. With that, let us move 
to our second case study.

1.6.2  Case Study 2: The Holy Spirit

It is important to realize that there are several legitimate ways in which to 
engage in biblical theology. One is to study all the themes in one book or 
corpus of Scripture, as I have just done with the letters to Timothy and Titus. 
Another legitimate way of engaging in biblical theology—and arguably the 
most common in recent years—is to study one major theme throughout 
Scripture. There are several examples I could give, such as the theme of 
mission or the Bible’s teaching on God’s design for man and woman. Yet 
for our present purposes, I would like to take a brief look at the biblical 
theology of the Holy Spirit, summarizing some of the major findings of my 
previous biblical-theological work on this topic.123

As we study the Bible’s teaching on the Spirit historically, inductively, 
and descriptively, we start with individual references to the Spirit in both 
Testaments. There are about four hundred references to “spirit” (ruah) in 
the Old Testament, but only about one hundred of these relate to the person 
of the Holy Spirit; the rest refer to the human spirit or breath or to the wind 
(which at times serves as an emblem for God’s judgment). Remarkably, the 
expression “Holy Spirit” occurs only twice in the Old Testament (Ps. 51:11 

123	Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Part 1: Biblical Theology,” in Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 
3–219.



Bi bl ic a l  T h e ol o g y  a n d  t h e  T h e ol o g y  of  t h e  N T   37

[disputed by some]; Isa. 63:10–11); most commonly, the reference is to the 
“Spirit of YHWH” or simply “the Spirit.” Similarly, in the New Testament, 
not every reference to pneuma, “spirit,” refers to the person of the Holy 
Spirit. Many references are to the human spirit or the wind.124 What is more, 
sometimes the Holy Spirit is referenced apart from the word pneuma.125 
Theologically, there is a development from the Old Testament—where the 
Spirit is shown to be active in creation and later said to come upon certain 
leaders or prophets at God-appointed times but is not said to indwell ordi-
nary believers—to the New Testament, where the Spirit comes to indwell 
believers, starting at Pentecost (Acts 2).

One fascinating challenge when studying the Holy Spirit throughout 
Scripture is that there is only a limited amount of material on the Spirit 
in the Old Testament. To begin with, there are three references to the 
Spirit in Genesis and ten more in the remainder of the Pentateuch.126 
The Spirit is first mentioned in the Bible as hovering over the waters at 
creation (Gen. 1:2); the closest Old Testament parallel speaks of an eagle 
hovering over her young (Deut. 32:11), so the word picture is likely that 
of the Spirit as a mother bird (see also Isa. 31:5). In Genesis 6:3, just prior 
to the universal flood, it is said that God’s Spirit will not remain with 
humanity forever. In Genesis 41:38, none other than Pharaoh recognizes 
the Spirit’s presence with Joseph. In the rest of the Pentateuch, the Spirit 
is depicted as coming on or being with various individuals: the craftsmen, 
Bezalel and Oholiab, building the sanctuary (Ex. 31:2–3, 6; 35:30–35); the 
seventy elders (Num. 11:17, 25); Balaam the prophet (Num. 24:2); and 
Joshua, Moses’s successor (Num. 27:18; Deut. 34:9). In the Pentateuch, 
then, the Spirit is shown in three primary functions: (1) as an agent of 
creation; (2) as an agent of judgment (in the sense that withdrawal of the 
Spirit leads to weakness and death); and (3) as an agent of empowerment 
for God’s service.

In the Historical Books, in the days of the judges the Spirit is said to 
have come upon national deliverers such as Othniel, Gideon, Jephthah, 

124	See, e.g., Jesus’s wordplay in John 3:6–8, where he uses πνεῦμα to refer to both the Spirit and 
the wind.

125	See, e.g., Jesus’s reference to “the promise of my Father” in Luke 24:49 or “the gift my Father 
promised” in Acts 1:4 (NIV).

126	Gen. 1:2; 6:3; 41:38; Ex. 31:3; 35:31; Num. 11:17; 11:25 (2x), 26, 29; 24:2; 27:18; Deut. 34:9. See 
Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 9–15.



38   C h a p t e r  1

and Samson.127 During the early days of the monarchy, the Spirit came first 
on Saul (1 Sam. 10:6) and later on David his successor (1 Sam. 16:13). In 
both time periods—the judges and the monarchy—the Spirit is shown to 
mediate God’s presence and to empower national deliverers and rulers. In 
addition, the references to the Spirit in Kings, Chronicles, and Nehemiah all 
involve his activity in conveying God’s words to his people through proph-
ets—or inspired individuals—such as Elijah, Elisha, or Zechariah.128 Thus, 
in the Historical Books the Spirit’s work is essentially twofold: (1) raising 
up and equipping national deliverers and rulers; and (2) empowering God’s 
spokespersons to prophesy.

There are few overt references to the Spirit in the Wisdom Literature.129 
Overall, wisdom theology is more focused on God’s powerful, effective word 
as the ground of everything that exists. Thus, the Spirit takes on foundational 
importance for how God’s creation works and is to be inhabited, utilized, 
and enjoyed. The Spirit is also shown to teach God’s will and to examine a 
person’s inner being (Ps. 143:10; Prov. 20:27).

The Spirit is mentioned repeatedly in the Prophetic Books, especially 
Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah.130 In Isaiah, the operation of the Spirit 
is linked with the coming of the servant of the Lord. In Isaiah 11:2, the 
prophet says that

the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him [the servant],
the Spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the Spirit of counsel and might,
the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.

In Isaiah 42:1, Isaiah prophesies,

Behold my servant, whom I uphold,
my chosen, in whom my soul delights;

I have put my Spirit upon him;
he will bring forth justice to the nations.

127	Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 13:25; etc. See Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 17–26.
128	1 Kings 18:12; 2 Kings 2:16; 2 Chron. 24:20.
129	Though see, e.g., Job 33:4; Pss. 33:6; 104:30; 139:7. See Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 26–31.
130	Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 33–49.
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The figure of the servant of the Lord also finds its fulfillment in Jesus the 
Messiah. Finally, in a passage cited by Jesus in his hometown synagogue at 
Nazareth, Isaiah writes of a figure who appears to be the servant of the Lord:

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
because the Lord has anointed me

to bring good news to the poor;
he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim liberty to the captives,
and the opening of the prison to those who are bound;

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor,
and the day of vengeance of our God;
to comfort all who mourn. (Isa. 61:1–2; cf. Luke 4:18–19)

The Spirit is also frequently mentioned in Ezekiel, while being virtually 
absent from Jeremiah. Ezekiel prophesies that God will provide his people 
with a new heart and a new spirit (Ezek. 36:25–27; cf. 39:29) and links the 
Spirit with restoration from the exile (Ezek. 37:12–14). Perhaps the most 
important passage on the Spirit in the Twelve (the Minor Prophets) is Joel 
2:28–29, the well-known passage cited by Peter at Pentecost (Acts 2:16–21), 
which speaks of a universal outpouring of God’s Spirit on “all flesh” regard-
less of ethnicity, gender, or social status.

In the New Testament, we see the Spirit actively at work in strategic 
salvation-historical individuals such as John the Baptist, Mary, Elizabeth, 
Zechariah, and Simeon in anticipation of the coming Messiah, Jesus, 
through whom God would be present with his people in an unprec-
edented manner (Luke 1–2).131 During his earthly ministry, Jesus is shown 
to possess the Spirit to an unlimited degree (John 3:34), and the Spirit 
is depicted at Jesus’s baptism as descending and resting on him.132 The 
future would hold the promise of even more significant pneumatological 
developments. John the Baptist, and later Jesus himself, indicated that the 
Messiah would baptize not merely with water but with the Holy Spirit.133 
At this future giving of the Spirit (John 7:38–39), both Jesus and his 

131	 Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 53–79.
132	Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:32–33.
133	Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5.
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Father would make their home with believers by the Spirit, who would 
be with them forever.134

Jesus’s promise is realized following his ascension at Pentecost, when 
believers are filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4) in fulfillment of the 
promise of Joel 2 that in the last days God would pour out his Spirit “on 
all flesh” (Acts 2:16–21).135 Now it was not only the leaders of God’s people 
who experienced the presence of the Spirit but everyone who called on 
the name of the Lord. Soon it became clear that the same presence of the 
Spirit was available to Gentile believers in Jesus as well (Acts 10:44–47), 
in keeping with John the Baptist’s prophecy (Acts 11:15–17). Throughout 
Acts, the Spirit is shown to empower and direct the early church’s mission 
to the ends of the earth, so much so that Acts is not so much the Acts of the 
Apostles as it is the Acts of the Holy Spirit through the Apostles.

The New Testament letters, especially the writings of Paul, reinforce the 
notion that every believer now enjoys the Spirit’s indwelling presence.136 
Paul writes that believers have “received” the Spirit (Rom. 8:15) who “has 
been given” to them (5:5). The Spirit is “within” believers (see 1 Cor. 6:19) 
and “dwells in” them (Rom. 8:9, 11; 1 Cor. 3:16). They possess the Spirit as 
“firstfruits” (Rom. 8:23) and as a “guarantee” (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5), and they are 
to “be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). In terms of his activity, the Spirit is 
shown in Paul’s letters to mediate God’s presence, impart life, reveal truth, 
foster holiness, supply power, and effect unity (see esp. Eph. 4:1–5).

In the non-Pauline letters, the Holy Spirit is featured in three warning 
passages in the letter to the Hebrews.137 The author issues warnings not to 
disregard the witness borne by God through the Holy Spirit; not to disregard 
manifestations of the Holy Spirit as the people of Israel did in the wilderness 
during the exodus; and not to disregard the Son of God and the blood of the 
covenant, thus enraging the Spirit of grace (Heb. 2:4; 6:4; 10:29). The Spirit 
is also featured as the author of the sacred Old Testament writings through 
which God still speaks today (Heb. 3:7; 9:8; 10:15–16). Peter, in his first 
letter, highlights the Spirit’s role in sanctification (1 Pet. 1:2). He reminds 
his readers that they are blessed if and when they are persecuted, because 

134	John 14:16–17, 21; cf. John 20:22; Luke 24:49.
135	Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 81–101.
136	Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 103–66.
137	Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 167–88.
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the Spirit of God rests on them (1 Pet. 4:14). Peter also underscores the 
Spirit’s role in the ministry of Old Testament prophets and New Testament 
apostles (1 Pet. 1:10–12; 2 Pet. 1:21) and features the Spirit as an agent of 
Christ’s resurrection. John, in his first letter, speaks of believers having an 
“anointing from the Holy One,” namely, the Holy Spirit (1 John 2:20 NIV; 
cf. 2:27). John also, in all likelihood, identifies the Spirit as God’s “seed” 
and agent of regeneration (1 John 3:9), as one of three witnesses to Jesus 
together with Jesus’s baptism and crucifixion (5:6–8), and as the one who 
bears internal witness to believers (5:10).

In Revelation, the Spirit is associated with each of John’s four visions. 
The phrase “in the Spirit” is found at or near the beginning of each of these 
visions.138 The Spirit is also repeatedly featured in Revelation as the “seven 
spirits of God” (Rev. 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6), and the letters to the seven churches 
in Revelation 2–3 contain the consistent refrain, “He who has an ear, let 
him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” Finally, the Spirit is shown to 
be actively involved in the church’s witness and mission amid persecution, 
and at the end of the book of Revelation, the Spirit and the church both 
plead with Jesus to return soon (Rev. 22:17).

To summarize, “From Genesis to Revelation, from creation to new cre-
ation, the Spirit of God is an active participant in the story of Scripture.”139 
He mediates God’s presence, reveals truth, fosters holiness, and effects unity. 
He is life giving, life empowering, and life transforming. While closely 
aligned with God, the Spirit operates as a distinct person along the salvation-
historical continuum. The Bible, in both Testaments, provides a fascinating 
and intriguing conglomerate of pieces that comprise the mosaic sketching 
the contours of a biblical theology of the Spirit. Carson has rightly said that 
the measure of any biblical-theological proposal is the way in which it deals 
with the question of the Bible’s unity and diversity.140 Regarding a biblical 
theology of the Spirit, one detects a measure of both unity and diversity, 
continuity and discontinuity. On the one hand, the same Spirit is operative 
throughout the full orbit and canvas of Scripture. On the other hand, the 
day of Pentecost marks a watershed with the outpouring of the Spirit on all 

138	Rev. 1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10. Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 188–94.
139	Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 201. See “A Biblical-Theological Synthesis of the Holy 

Spirit in Scripture,” in Allison and Köstenberger, Holy Spirit, 201–19.
140	Carson, “New Testament Theology,” 810; cf. Hahn, Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 1.xvii.
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believers. The New Testament writers provide a multifaceted portrayal of 
the roles and ministries of the Spirit. He regenerates, renews, transforms, 
guides, convicts, teaches, sovereignly distributes spiritual gifts, and fulfills 
many other vital functions in the life of the church and individual believers. 
He also sustains an intimate and integral relationship with God the Father 
and God the Son throughout salvation history past, present, and future.

Both case studies have illustrated how to engage in biblical theology 
so as to discern the theology held by the biblical writers themselves. As 
mentioned, engaging in biblical theology requires careful listening to the 
text and an inductive approach that is primarily historical and descriptive. 
To flesh this out, we have looked at two examples of engaging in biblical 
theology: (1) studying the theology of a distinct group of writings in the 
Bible, the letters to Timothy and Titus; and (2) studying a particular theme 
throughout Scripture, namely, that of the Holy Spirit. Arguably, engaging 
in biblical theology has gotten us into closer touch with what the Bible 
teaches on these subjects. If we come to the Bible prepared to submit to its 
authority, even where this is countercultural, we will be challenged to make 
life changes to align our lives with God’s will for us (the ethical compo-
nent). Rather than imposing our own views and those of our culture onto 
Scripture, we will be changed by the “living and active” word of God (Heb. 
4:12). Biblical theology, therefore, holds great promise as it enables us to 
move closer to Scripture and closer to God.

1.7  The Storyline of Scripture

While, in the present volume, I engage in a close, book-by-book study of 
each of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament with regard to their 
major themes and ethical emphases, in each case I also seek to locate each 
book within the overall storyline of Scripture. At the outset, it will therefore 
be helpful to reflect briefly on the kind of writing I am dealing with and the 
kind of literature the Bible represents. In so doing, I will register several 
important observations that will guide my approach for the remainder of 
this volume. I will do so in the form of twelve affirmations that I will briefly 
explain and defend. What kind of document is the Bible?

1. The Bible is “the greatest story ever told.” It is unlike any other story. 
While there may be similarities between the Bible and, say, the corpus of 
a prolific writer such as William Shakespeare, there are also important 
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differences as to its nature and message, as I will develop in the follow-
ing affirmations.

2. The Bible is a true story. It is history. In German, the word Geschichte 
can mean both “story” and “history.” In English, the word “story” can convey 
the sense of a story being told that is not grounded in actual history. In both 
cases, confusion can easily result. While the Bible contains multiple genres, 
it recounts historical characters and events. It is not merely “realistic” or 
“history-like,” as Eric Auerbach, Hans Frei, and others contend.141 It is not 
contradicted by history, as many German—and British, American, and 
other—historical critics maintain.142 It tells the story of God’s historical 
creation, his historical dealings with the people of Israel, and God invading 
history through the historical virgin birth, crucifixion, burial, and resur-
rection of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. Thus, story and history must be 
kept together rather than being pitted against each other—or one being 
jettisoned in favor of the other.143

3. The Bible cannot be reduced to a series of propositions. The fact that 
the Bible is a story—a grand narrative—implies that it cannot simply be 
reduced to a set of declarations about who God is or what to believe. There 
is a surplus of meaning in telling and interpreting a story that must be kept 
intact and preserved. This is the great merit of various narrative and literary 
approaches to Scripture—even though, sadly, many such approaches are 
reductionistic and deny the historicity of the material.

4. The Bible contains multiple genres. Each genre sets its own ground rules 
for interpretation. As Kevin Vanhoozer explains, even doctrines such as the 
inerrancy or inspiration of Scripture cannot be uniformly asserted across 
all genres but need to be formulated in keeping with specific genre catego-
ries in order to be accurate and meaningful.144 Likewise, the multiplicity of 

141	 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1963); Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth 
Century Hermeneutics (Yale University Press, 1974).

142	See Harris, Tübingen School; see also Yarbrough, Salvation-Historical Fallacy; Yarbrough, Clash 
of Visions.

143	This insight is a vital part of the hermeneutical triad; see Köstenberger with Patterson, Invita-
tion to Biblical Interpretation.

144	See Vanhoozer, “Semantics of Biblical Literature”; Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “A Lamp in the Laby-
rinth: The Hermeneutics of ‘Aesthetic’ Theology,” TrinJ 8, no. 1 (1987): 25–56; Kevin J. Van-
hoozer, “Lost in Interpretation? Truth, Scripture, and Hermeneutics,” JETS 48, no. 1 (2005): 
89–114.
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genres in Scripture poses great challenges—as well as opportunities—to the 
enterprise of biblical theology and calls for considerable nuance, interpre-
tive skill, and hermeneutical sophistication.

5. The Bible is a canon, an authoritative collection of books. Each book 
has integrity and contains its own distinct discourse, yet the books are all 
interconnected by way of common themes and a common metanarrative 
(not to mention a common divine author). For this reason, out of respect 
for the integrity of each individual book of Scripture, and in the recogni-
tion that each book has its own distinctive contribution to make to the 
canon, I will initially engage in a book-by-book study, seeking to discern 
individual themes and characteristic ethical teachings before attempting to 
place a given book within the overall storyline of Scripture.

6. The Bible is inspired. It is revelation, divine self-disclosure—not merely 
a human word but the word of God.145 This is taught explicitly in Scripture.146 
It is also implied in many statements by Jesus in the New Testament—for 
example, “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35)—and in several of 
the New Testament writers.147 Thus, the author of Hebrews cites a given 
Old Testament passage and introduces the quote with “the Holy Spirit 
says” (Heb. 3:7) or “the Holy Spirit . . . bears witness” (10:15). Belief in the 
inspiration and revelatory character of Scripture instills in interpreters a 
certain awe and reverence, as they are contrite and humble and tremble at 
God’s word (Isa. 66:2).

7. The Bible is authoritative. Scripture is not only inspired but also authori-
tative. It contains divine speech acts that call for human action (ethics).148 
This requires a stance of obedient submission to God’s word. We come to 
the Bible not merely as scholars or students, seeking information or intend-
ing to increase our knowledge about its contents. We come to the Bible to 
find out what it is God wants us to do (James 1:22–25; cf. Matt. 7:21–29). 

145	Contra, e.g., Kenton L. Sparks, God’s Word in Human Words: An Evangelical Appropriation of 
Critical Biblical Scholarship (Baker, 2008); Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals 
and the Problem of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Baker, 2015). Cf. G. K. Beale, The Erosion of 
Inerrancy in Evangelicalism: Responding to New Challenges to Biblical Authority (Crossway, 
2008).

146	2 Tim. 3:16–17; 2 Pet. 1:19–21; cf. Pss. 19; 119.
147	See John Wenham, Christ and the Bible, 3rd ed. (1972; repr., Wipf and Stock, 2009).
148	By “ethics” I essentially mean moral principles governing a person’s conduct, as well as specific 

exhortations in keeping with these moral principles.
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Speech act theory  helpfully points out that words are locutionary (they are 
utterances), illocutionary (they are intentional), and perlocutionary (they 
seek to effect results).149 They are not merely conveying information but 
are also calling the recipients to action. God gave us his word to call us to 
obedience—“the obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5; 16:26).

8. The Bible is a love story. It tells the story of redemptive love—how “God 
so loved the world, that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16a). The story of 
the Messiah’s cross is a story about God’s perfect love. This, I believe, is at 
the heart of the metanarrative of Scripture. In fact, I will attempt to show 
that many biblical writers—Moses, John, Paul, Peter, not to mention Jesus 
himself—touch on the theme of love and espouse a love ethic that calls for 
love of God and love of people. Thus, love will emerge as being at the very 
heart of the biblical storyline and of biblical revelation about who God is, 
why he created humanity, and what he expects of his people.

9. The Bible is a story of salvation: “that whoever believes in him should 
not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16b). As mentioned in the previous 
point, God is not merely love; his is a love that will not let people go without 
going to extreme lengths to save them (though people are of course free to 
reject that love if they so choose). Thus, there is a redemptive thread that 
runs through the entire metanarrative of Scripture.

10. The Bible is a story with many twists and turns. It is a story with many 
characters—some major, some minor. Thus, the Bible reflects both diversity 
and unity. This is the weakness of a central-themes approach. While the ef-
fort to ground the biblical metanarrative in the unity of God and of Scripture 
is commendable, such a model insufficiently accounts for the story nature 
of Scripture—and the fact that, like every good story, the Bible covers many 
topics and features a plotline that is not always linear but includes many 
twists and turns. This calls for engaging reading and creative imagination, 
as well as hermeneutical, interpretive, and literary sophistication.

11. The Bible is the story of God calling out a people—the people of God. 
The Bible’s thrust is not merely individual but communal. It connects God’s 

149	On speech act theory, see J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (Oxford University Press, 
1962); John R. Searle, Speech Acts (Cambridge University Press, 1969). See also Anthony C. 
Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description with 
Special Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and Wittgenstein (Eerdmans, 1980); Kevin J. 
Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? The Bible, the Reader, and the Morality of Literary 
Knowledge (Zondervan, 1998).
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call of Abraham with his calling out a people, the nation of Israel, and later 
the church, made up of believing Jews and Gentiles. This, too, has important 
thematic, ethical, and interpretive implications.

12. The Bible is a dramatic story, a theodrama, the story of a cosmic battle 
between God and Satan.150 The Bible teaches that God created both humans 
and angels. Just as humanity rebelled against him, the highest angel (Satan) 
and many other angels (demons) rebelled against God as well. Thus, the 
backdrop of the entire biblical narrative is a supernatural battle between 
God and evil forces, which, in turn, seek to pull sinful humanity to their 
side and away from God. The mission of Jesus is, therefore, a spiritual rescue 
operation of sinful humanity, and Satan is the main antagonist of the scrip-
tural theodrama. This creates enormous suspense and drama throughout 
the biblical narrative, which comes to a head at the cross and ultimately 
at the second coming. Yet there is little suspense about the final outcome: 
God wins! With this, we move from story to canon and the significance of 
the canonical forms of Scripture for biblical theology.

1.8  New Testament Theology as a Moderated Family Conversation

I close this introductory chapter with an analogy: New Testament theology 
as a moderated family conversation.151 The approach taken in this volume 
is based on the conviction that all twenty-seven books of the New Testa-
ment have a voice that deserves to be heard. A book-by-book approach is 
predicated on respect for all biblical voices, no matter how insignificant 
they may seem in relation to the grand metanarrative of Scripture. Think 
of New Testament theology, then, as a moderated family conversation. In 
a family, there are parents, and there are older children who might tend 
to be given more weight than younger children who might at times have 
a hard time being heard. The persons moderating the discussion should 
ensure that everyone’s voice is heard and every person’s right to speak is 
respected. In this analogy, the moderators are the biblical theologians, and 

150	See Köstenberger, Theology of John’s Gospel and Letters, 281–82. See also Kevin J. Vanhoozer, 
The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Doctrine (Westminster 
John Knox, 2005), developing further the seminal work by Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-drama: 
Theological Dramatic Theory, 5 vols. (Ignatius, 1988–1998); and Craig G. Bartholomew and 
Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding Our Place in the Biblical Story, 2nd ed. 
(Baker, 2014).

151	 I hope to flesh out this proposal more fully in a forthcoming publication.
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the various family members are the writers of Scripture and the individual 
books they wrote. The moderators seek to involve each of these writers and 
books in canonical conversation as appropriate.

The moderators’ role is primarily that of listening to the various contri-
butions made by the participants in the family conversation, in keeping 
with Adolf Schlatter’s call for a listening “hermeneutic of perception” that 
focuses on “seeing what is there.”152 They are also concerned that the ethical 
rights of the biblical authors are respected.153 The moderator will at times 
summarize the findings thus far. He will draw certain connections, point out 
commonalities, weave various individual contributions into larger themes, 
and connect them to the grand biblical metanarrative. But he will do so, 
not heavy handedly or even autocratically, but humbly, in full submission 
to biblical authority and a commitment to the diversity of Scripture in the 
context of its underlying unity. Others have used the picture of a round-
table discussion (Caird), a symphony with the vital role of the conductor 
(Strom), or a play or theater performance with the vital role of a dramaturge 
(Vanhoozer).154 What all these metaphors have in common is that in each 
case, (biblical) theologians are in the role of facilitators who help to bring 
out the truth and beauty of the Scriptures with skill and humility.

As with a good family discussion, at the end of this book the goal will 
be that every New Testament author will walk away, so to speak, with the 
feeling that they have been heard, accurately represented, and appreciated. 
In such a scenario, there will be family unity amid diversity of individual 
contributions. There will also be a sense that the whole is greater than its 
parts and that it is only in diversity that the full-bodied truth of scriptural 
revelation can be adequately expressed. There will hopefully also be a sense 
that, when we walk away from this canonical conversation, the work has 
only just begun. Just like when our cars pull out of the parking lot after the 

152	Schlatter, History of the Christ, 18.
153	Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text?
154	G. B. Caird, Theology of the New Testament, ed. L. D. Hurst, rev. ed. (Clarendon, 1995); Mark 

Strom, The Symphony of Scripture: Making Sense of the Bible’s Many Themes (P&R, 2001); Van-
hoozer, Drama of Doctrine. As Quinn Mosier (whose father, Kirt Mosier, is an internationally 
known conductor) pointed out to me, a conductor is responsible for making sure certain lines 
are brought out in relation to the rest of the symphony. His role is to ensure that countermelo-
dies interplay with melodies properly and that the balance of the orchestra is finely tuned. In 
addition, of course, most of all, the conductor must have ears to hear, or else the orchestra will 
be just a motley assortment of isolated, talented musicians all playing at the same time!
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church service and we see the familiar sign, “You are now entering your 
mission field,” the individual, communal, and missional ethic of the Scrip-
tures will urge us on to be doers of the word and not hearers only. Above 
all, we will sense God’s call to love him and serve him unconditionally and 
to love others the way Christ loved us. With these foundational consider-
ations in place, I invite you to join me as active listeners around the table 
as we engage in canonical family conversation.
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