Challenges to biblical theology
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Challenges to Biblical Theology

Introduction

The discipline of biblical theology has faced
challenges of various kinds since the end of
the 19th century. In 1897, William Wrede
published an essay entitled Uber Aufgabe und
Methode der sogenannten Neutestament-
lichen Theologie in which he argued that the
discipline of NT theology should be replaced
by study of ‘the history of early Christian re-
ligion and theology’ (ET; in The Nature of
New Testament Theology, p. 116). Heikki
Riisinen’s programmatic study, Beyond New
Testament Theology (1990), and his numer-
ous subsequent articles have revived Wrede’s
proposal. Although these works focus pri-
marily on NT theology, their effect is to un-
dermine biblical theology as a whole.

Biblical theology is also challenged impli-
citly by those who do not want to move ‘be-
yond’ the discipline but rather to modify it to
such an extent that its traditional name can
hardly be justified. For example, there is a
widespread view that the diversity of the Bi-
ble’s theological ideas rules out any unified
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biblical theology (see e.g. P. Pokorny, ‘The
Problem of Biblical Theology’, HBT 15,
1993, pp. 83-94, esp. 87).

Thus, there are two main challenges to
biblical theology: first, the argument against
confining study to the ‘Bible’ as defined in the
canon; and secondly, the argument against
the basic theological unity of the biblical
authors and books.

There are also challenges which do not
question the discipline of biblical theology as
such, but which criticize some of the ways it
has been practised. For example, in his article
‘Revelation through history in the Old Testa-
ment and in modern theology’, James Barr
argues that the idea of revelation through his-
tory should not be overemphasized against
other forms of revelation in the Bible, for ex-
ample, the ‘verbal self-declaration of Yahweh’
(Int 17, 1963, pp. 193-205, quote from p.
197). He does not deny that salvation-history,
Heilsgeschichte, is a central theme of the Bi-
ble, but stresses ‘that there are other axes
through the biblical material which are
equally pervasive and important’ (p. 201).
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History of biblical theology

sumption that in the time of Jesus the OT
canon was not yet closed, and that biblical
theology is concerned with a continuous his-
tory of tradition. Divine revelation is not to
be located only in the earliest forms of the
tradition but in the entire process, which was
long and complex as traditions were contin-
ually selected, edited and reinterpreted. This
approach has been demonstrated in studies of
such themes as ‘wisdom’, ‘law’ and ‘right-
eousness’. Critics, however, point out that
this type of tradition-history depends on a
particular view of the canon (a subject that is
currently very much under debate), that its

- use of non-canonical material is open to ques-

tion, and that locating revelation in the
process of tradition history fails to identify
the norm of Christian faith.

Further evidence of a renewed interest in
biblical theology in the 1980s and 1990s may
be seen in the Fortress Press series Overtures
to Biblical Theology, Abingdon’s Biblical En-
counters series and the New Studies in Bib-
lical Theology series published by Eerdmans
and Inter-Varsity Press. Many of these studies
do biblical theology by tracing biblical themes
through both OT and NT, not ignoring diver-
sity, but also seeking unity or at least
continuity, in the biblical material.

The 1980s and 1990s also saw vigorous
scholarly debate on topics such as ‘Paul and
the law’ (J. D. G. Dunn, L. Gaston, H. Hiib-
ner, H. Riisdnen, E. P. Sanders, P. Stuhl-
macher), a theme that demands consideration
of the place of the law in the OT as well as in
other NT writings.

One unresolved tension in biblical theology
is that between the academy and the believing
community. The increasing use of the ecu-
menical lectionary in worship, for example,
highlights the fact that for the church biblical
theology is not an academic discipline but an
integral part of its faith and life. F. Watson
has argued cogently that a true biblical theol-
ogy must bridge the gaps that presently exist
not only between OT and NT specialists but
also between biblical scholars and theo-
logians. Such a biblical theology must empha-
size ‘both the ultimate coherence of the two
Testaments and the theological dimension of
the interpretative task’ (Text and Truth: Re-
defining Biblical Theology, p. 8). Some see
biblical theology as an activity to be practised
in the exegesis of biblical passages or in stud-
ies of individual books, authors or themes.

Whether it is possible to go beyond this and
produce an ‘all-biblical theology' (gesamtbib-
lische Theologie) is a matter of debate. Some
(e.g- H. Hiibner) have argued that the present
state of scholarship rules out such an enter-
prise, which in any case would be beyond the
competence of any one individual. Despite
this, however, the late 20th century saw a
revival of interest in the possibility of writing
a ‘biblical theology’ encompassing both OT
and NT. Two early 20th-century examples
come from opposite ends of the theological
spectrum. M. Burrows’ An Outline of Biblical
Theology (1946) is written from a liberal
Protestant viewpoint, but is more akin to a-
dictionary of biblical themes than a full-
fledged ‘theology’. The Biblical Theology:
Old and New Testaments (1948) of G. Vos is
written from a strongly conservative perspec-
tive, though it acknowledges a progressive
revelation; it is worth reading, though unfor-
tunately it is incomplete. Of major
importance is S. Terrien’s The Elusive Pres-
ence: The Heart of Biblical Theology (1978),
which uses the theme of divine presence as a
hermeneutical key in a study of each of the
main units of the biblical canon, and which
seeks to uncover what the author calls ‘a cer-
tain homogeneity of theological depth’ which
binds the biblical books together. Other bibli-
cal theologies include Horst Seebas’ Der Gott
der ganzen Bibel (1982) which presents a
sketch rather than a full biblical theology; H.-
R. Weber’s Power: Focus for a Biblical The-
ology (1989), another example of the one-
theme approach, and the more conservative
and popular volume by G. Goldsworthy, Ac-
cording to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of
God in the Bible (1991). The most significant
20th-century biblical theology is B. S. Childs’
Biblical Theology of the Old and New Tes-
taments (1992), which is the culmination of
the author’s ‘canonical approach’. This vol-
ume first presents the ‘discrete witness’ of the
OT and the NT, tracing the development of
traditions in each of the main units of the
canon; then it proceeds to theological reflec-
tion on the Christian Bible, discussing the
biblical material under ten major topical
headings, and concluding by relating these to
contemporary theological discussion.

Despite the criticism levelled at these works
from various quarters they demonstrate that
it is possible once again to attempt the writing
of a truly ‘biblical theology’, and they suggest

19




Challenges to biblical theology

both some of the pitfalls to avoid and some of
the approaches that are worth pursuing.

See also: CHALLENGES TO BIBLICAL THEO-
LOGY; RELATIONSHIP OF OLD TESTAMENT
AND NEW TESTAMENT.

Bibliography

G. Bray, Biblical Interpretation: Past and
Present (Leicester and Downers Grove, 1996);
B. S. Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis
(Philadelphia, 1970); W. Harrington, The
Path of Biblical Theology (Dublin, 1973); G.
F. Hasel, New Testament Theology: Basic
Issues in the Current Debate (Grand Rapids,
1978); idem, Old Testament Theology: Basic
Issues in the Current Debate (Grand Rapids,
‘1991); R. Morgan, The Nature of New Tes-

tament Theology (London, 1973); .
Reumann (ed.), The Promise and Practice of
Biblical Theology (Minneapolis, 1991); H. G.
Reventlow, Problems of Biblical Theology in
the Twentieth Century (Philadelphia, 1986);
J. Sandys-Wunsch and L. Eldredge, ]. P. Ga-
bler and the distinction between biblical and
dogmatic theology: Translation, commentary
and discussion of his originality’, SJT 33,
1980, pp. 133-158; J. D. Smart, The Past,
Present and Future of Biblical Thkeology
(Philadelphia, 1979); P. Stuhlmacher, How
To Do Biblical Theology (Allison Park,
1995); F. Watson, Text and Truth: Redefin-
ing Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids and
Edinburgh, 1997).

C. H. H. SCOBIE

Challenges to Biblical Theology

Introduction

The discipline of biblical theology has faced
challenges of various kinds since the end of
the 19th century. In 1897, William Wrede
published an essay entitled Uber Aufgabe und
Methode der sogenannten Neutestament-
lichen Theologie in which he argued that the
discipline of NT theology should be replaced
by study of ‘the history of early Christian re-
ligion and theology’ (ET; in The Nature of
New Testament Theology, p. 116). Heikki
Riisinen’s programmatic study, Beyond New
Testament Theology (1990), and his numer-
ous subsequent articles have revived Wrede’s
proposal. Although these works focus pri-
marily on NT theology, their effect is to un-
dermine biblical theology as a whole.

Biblical theology is also challenged impli-
citly by those who do not want to move ‘be-
yond’ the discipline but rather to modify it to
such an extent that its traditional name can
hardly be justified. For example, there is a
widespread view that the diversity of the Bi-
ble’s theological ideas rules out any unified

20

biblical theology (see e.g. P. Pokorny, ‘The
Problem of Biblical Theology’, HBT 15,
1993, pp. 83-94, esp. 87).

Thus, there are two main challenges to
biblical theology: first, the argument against
confining study to the ‘Bible’ as defined in the
canon; and secondly, the argument against
the basic theological unity of the biblical
authors and books.

There are also challenges which do not
question the discipline of biblical theology as
such, but which criticize some of the ways it
has been practised. For example, in his article
‘Revelation through history in the Old Testa-
ment and in modern theology’, James Barr
argues that the idea of revelation through his-
tory should not be overemphasized against
other forms of revelation in the Bible, for ex-
ample, the ‘verbal self-declaration of Yahweh’
(Int 17, 1963, pp. 193-205, quote from p.
197). He does not deny that salvation-history,
Heilsgeschichte, is a central theme of the Bi-
ble, but stresses ‘that there are other axes
through the biblical material which are
equally pervasive and important’ (p. 201).

lica!
tel’s
Tes.
tinc
logi
Gre

Ho
mat
Bar
cize
ther
met
in
crit
mut
pen
Bar
263
larg
spe:
of
the
logi
<

oug
img
dor
atte

temr
bib
hyf
bec
as
foc
stai
Ve 11.
of i

att

Re

Th
ch:
on

ag:
log
trn

of

cla
rel




as been a new
of the original

modern inter-
~alled ‘biblical
-elevance to the
political issues
as types of ‘lib-
nerican, Third
sought a bibli-
these focus on
which demon-
ide of the op-
iers, on the OT
tice. A striking
Gottwald (The
who draws on
ae early history
raditional ‘con-
a peasant revolt
eminist biblical
ghly patriarchal
:h in contempo-
> be radically
ejected. Others,
tarian approach
ng and example
(but not in the
was smothered
even within the
:ration theology
n with a call to
yntemporary so-
structures. Such
not be seen as
erns back into
-ve the very use-
1eglected aspects
:less the obvious
1e canon’ raises
adequately these
basis for a truly

logy

iety of new ap-
ere are signs that
cal theology may
ent years a num-
ade to bridge the
d NT studies and
lical’ theology.
seen in the ‘his-
oach associated
scholars H. Gese
based on the as-

History of biblical theology
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History of biblical theology

Further clarification of the nature and
promise of biblical theology is presented in
the other articles in Part One. However, in
the end, like civil engineering, biblical the-
ology is best judged and understood by ex-
amining what it produces. The purists will
always want more exact definition. Ultimately
the proof that civil engineering and biblical
theology are well conceived is in the quality
of the things they build. For the latter, this
can be inspected in Parts Two and Three.
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B. S. ROSNER

History of Biblical Theology

Introduction

While some trace the origin of biblical theo-
logy to the Protestant Reformation, and oth-
ers to J. P. Gabler’s 1797 address, ‘An
Oration on the Proper Distinction Between
Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and the Spe-
cific Objectives of Each’, the fact is that the
Christian church was concerned from a very
early date to articulate a ‘biblical theology’ in
some form. As far as is known, the actual
term (theologia biblica, biblische Theologie)
was first used in the early 1600s, but the at-
tempt to discern a unified and consistent
theology in the scriptures of the OT and NT
is much older.

It might be argued that biblical theology
has its origin within the Bible itself. Sum-
maries of ‘salvation-history’ found in the OT
(e.g. Deut. 26:5-9; Neh. 9:7-37; Pss. 78, 105,
106) and also in the NT (Acts 7; Heb. 11)

trace the continuity of God’s dealings with his
people. The NT Gospels and epistles interpret
the Christ event in the light of the OT, but
also reinterpret the OT in the light of the
Christ event. Paul, it has been suggested, was
the first ‘Old Testament theologian’, and the
same claim could well be made for the writer
to the Hebrews.

The early and medieval periods

As soon as the Gospels, the letters of Paul and
other Christian writings began to be used
alongside the Hebrew Scriptures, and well
before the finalizing of what came to be rec-
ognized as the NT, these scriptures were
employed by the church in formulating its
beliefs and in countering what it believed to
be false teaching. From the outset it faced the
problem of *unity and diversity (a major
problem in biblical theology to this day). The
church refused to follow Marcion’s solution
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of rejecting the OT altogether, and also set
aside proposals to recognize only one Gospel
(Marcion) or combine all four in 2 harmony
(Tatian). Instead it opted for the fullness of
scriptural witness with the attendant prob-
lems of diversity.

Irenacus (late 2nd century) defended the
fourfold Gospel as inspired by the one Spirit,
and could well be regarded as the first biblical
theologian. In countering the gnostic chal-
lenge he sought to develop a Christian under-
standing of the OT integrated with a
consistent interpretation of the Gospels and
epistles, an understanding that was in turn
integrated with ‘the rule of faith” preserved in
those churches that claimed direct succession
from the apostles.

Following the lead of Origen (c. 185-254),
the church made extensive use of allegor-
ization as a method of biblical interpretation.
This enabled interpreters to find a uniform
theology throughout Scripture, but it fre-
quently bypassed the historical meaning and
encouraged the reading of later doctrines
back into the text. By medieval times Scrip-
ture was supposed to have four senses: literal
(or historical); allegorical; moral (or tropo-
logical); and anagogical (or spiritual). The
allegorizing “School of Alexandria’ was
opposed, however, by the ‘School of Antioch’
which took a more historical approach, anti-
cipating some of the findings of modern
scholarship. Despite the popularity of alle-
gory, the historical sense was championed by,
for example, the 12th-century Victorines, and
its primacy was asserted by Thomas Aquinas
(c. 1225-74). For all its faults, medieval inter-
pretation recognized the existence of different
levels of meaning in Scripture which could be
used to nourish the faith and life of the
church.

The Reformation

The Reformers appealed to the teaching of
Scripture alone (sola Scriptura) against cen-
turies of church tradition, and consequently
practised a form of biblical theology. Martin
Luther (1483-1546) scrutinized the church’s
beliefs and practices in the light of Scripture.
In general he rejected allegorization and em-
phasized the grammatical and literal sense,
and he addressed the diversity of the Bible by
taking ‘justification by faith’ as his key her-
meneutical concept. He focused on those
books that ‘show Christ’, and questioned the
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canonicity of Hebrews, James, Jude and Reve-
lation.

John Calvin (1509-64) regarded Scripture
as the supreme authority for Christian belief.
Both in his Institutes of the Christian Religion
and in his biblical commentaries he sought to
ground the faith of the church in the Bible
more comprehensively and systematically
than Luther did, attempting to do justice to
the full range of biblical material. While the
supreme revelation is found in the NT, Christ
is revealed in the OT also. Faith is essential
for the interpretation of Scripture and its
truth is conveyed to believers by the ‘internal
testimony of the Holy Spirit’. Thus while Cal-
vin was, by modern definition, a dogmatic
theologian, in many ways he can be seen as
the initiator of a truly biblical theology.

The emelience of biblical theology as a
separate discipline

The fresh insights and bold discussions of the
Reformers were followed by the period of
‘Protestant Orthodoxy’, which produced rigid
dogmatic systems. A notable exception is
found in the work of the Reformed theo-
logian Johannes Cocceius (1603-69) who in
his major work Swmma Doctrina de Foedere
et Testamento Dei (1648) sought to interpret
the Bible as an organic whole by giving a cen-
tral place to the concept of ‘covenant’.
Cocceius laid the basis for the influential ‘fed-
eral’ or ‘covenant’ theology; he also antici-
pated later developments in biblical theology
through his emphasis on covenant and on
God’s dealings with his people in the ‘history
of salvation’.

In the 17th and 18th centuries three major
trends led to the emergence of biblical theo-
logy as a more separate discipline.

First, the practice developed, especially
within Lutheran orthodoxy, of compiling col-
lections of proof texts (dicta probantia) to
demonstrate the biblical basis of Protestant
doctrine. These collections, sometimes re-
ferred to as collegia biblica (collegium =
collection) were usually arranged in ac-
cordance with the standard topics (loci
communes) of dogmatic theology. Beginning
around 1560, these collegia flourished for
about two centuries, and the earliest works
bearing the title ‘Biblical Theology’ were of
this nature. While the shortcomings of a
‘proof-texting’ approach are obvious, never-
theless these collections did turn attention
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back to the teaching of the Bible itself.

A second major trend was Pietism which,
under the leadership of such figures as P. J.
Spener (1635-1705) and A. H. Franke (1663~
1727), reacted against dry and rigid ortho-
doxy and emphasized personal religious expe-
rience, Pietists turned to the Bible not for
proof texts to support orthodox doctrine
(though they did not intend to depart from
orthodoxy), but for spiritual and devotional
nourishment. Spener contrasted ‘biblical the-
ology’ (theologia biblica) with the prevailing
Protestant ‘scholastic theology’ (theologia
scholastica), and in the 18th century several
Pietists published works with the term ‘bibli-
cal theology’ in their titles.

A third trend was the development in the
17th and 18th centuries of new critical
methods of literary and historical research,
and of what came to be known as the
‘historical-critical’ or ‘grammatico-historical’
approach. Pioneers of the new approach in-
cluded Richard Simon (1638-1712), Benedict
Spinoza (1632-77), and J. S. Semler (1725-
91) who argued that the books of the Bible
must be studied in their original historical
context as one would study any ancient book,
and that this study must be separated from
the use of the Bible by dogmatic theologians.
Eithteenth-century rationalism saw in this
new approach an objective method by which
to free the church from centuries of dogma
and identify the true Christian faith. The
rationalists sought to extract from the Bible
universal and timeless truths, in accordance
with reason, distinguishing them from what
was merely historically conditioned and time-
bound. This approach is seen in the work of
K. F. Bahrdt, and especially in G. T.
Zacharid’s five volume Biblische Theologie
(1771-75). W. F. Hufnagel in his Handbuch
der biblischen Theologie (1785-89) argued
that biblical texts must be used to correct
theological systems, not vice versa.

Gabler’s definition

It was at this point that J. P. Gabler delivered
his 1787 inaugural address at the University
of Altdorf on ‘The Proper Distinction Be-
tween Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and
the Specific Objectives of Each’, an address
which most historians see as a significant
milestone in the development of biblical the-
ology. Gabler was a professing Christian
though strongly influenced by the rationalism

of his day, and saw ‘biblical theology’ as a
historical discipline, separate from ‘dogmatic
theology’ which applies the eternal truths of
Christianity to the theologian’s own time.
Later, however, Gabler drew a distinction
within ‘biblical theology’. “True (wabre) bibli-
cal theology’ is the historical study of the OT
and the NT, their authors and the contexts in
which they were written. This is then to be
followed by ‘pure (reime) biblical theology’,
which consists of a comparative study of the
biblical material with a view to distinguishing
what is merely time-conditioned and what is
eternal Christian truth; it is the latter that
becomes the subject-matter of dogmatic the-
ology. On this view, biblical theology is not
merely descriptive but is also part of the her-
meneutical process.

Gabler’s views were not so much original
as typical of his day. As the 19th century pro-
gressed, however, the title of his address
became more influential than its content. Bib-
lical theology came to be seen as a purely
historical, descriptive and objective discipline,
separate from the concerns of biblical inter-
preters. Hence it could increasingly be pur-
sued in an academic setting, in effect divorced
from the life and faith of the church.

The rise and fall of biblical theology

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries ra-
tionalist scholars made increasing use of the
developing historical-critical method to pro-
duce ‘biblical theologies’. Generally these
works were used to criticize orthodox theo-
logy. Typical of this approach were the bibli-
cal theologies of C. F. von Ammon (Entwurf
einer reinen biblischen Theologie, 1792) and
G. P. C. Kaiser (Die biblische Theologie,
1813-21). More significant was the work of
W. M. L. de Wette (Biblische Dogmatik des
Alten und Neuen Testaments, 1813), a more
independent scholar who distinguished
‘Hebraism’ from (post-exilic) ‘Judaism’, re-
garding the latter as an inferior form of
religion. A more moderate rationalism char-
acterized the Biblische Theologie (1836) of D.
G. C von Colln.

Most of these scholars demanded that
revelation be subordinated to reason, as they
understood it, the result being that the super-
natural was largely eliminated from their
theology. Diversity within Scripture was ad-
dressed by the removal of temporally
conditioned ideas (Zeitideen), which repre-
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sented ar ‘accommodation’ to the thought of
people in biblical times; what was left was the
essence of bhiblical religion, the timeless ra-
tional truths of religion and morality.

Not surprisingly, orthodox and conserva-
tive scholars stood aloof from this new
movement, though in time they realized that
biblical theology could also be written from
a more conservative viewpoint. The earliest
such work by a conservative scholar was L. F.
O. Baumgarten-Crusius’ Grundziige der Bib-
lischen Theologie (1828), which adopted a
historical approach but emphasized the

essential unity of Scripture. The more conser-
" vative J. C. K. von Hofman, in reaction to
those who sought within Scripture a system of
doctrine, stressed that the Bible is rather the
record of ‘salvation history’ (Heilsgeschichte),
an insight that was to prove influential. J. L.
S. Lutz’s Biblische Dogmatik (1847) and the
massive and influential work of H. Ewald
(Die Lebre der Bibel von Gott oder Theologie
des Alten und Neuen Bundes, 1871-76)
represent a moderate conservatism.

By the middle of the century, however,
historical study of the Bible was revealing
ever more clearly the diversity of the biblical
material, and above all the difference between
the OT and the NT in relation to their ori-
ginal historical settings. The very possibility
of a ‘biblical’ theology was called in question.
Ahead of his time in a number of respects, the
rationalist scholar G. L. Bauer had written a
Biblische Theologie des Alten Testaments
(1796), followed by a separate Biblische
Theologie des Neuen Testaments (1800-2). In
due course Bauer’s procedure came to be
accepted as the norm not only by critical
scholars but even by conservatives, and a
series of “Theologies of the Old Testament’
and ‘Theologies of the New Testament’ was
produced. For approximately a century from
around 1870 ‘biblical theology’, in the sense
of works on the theology of the OT and NT
together, virtually ceased to exist.

OT and NT theology

For the second half of the 19th century and
the first half of the 20th, OT and NT the-
ology pursued separate though generally par-
allel paths frequently reflecting the prevailing
theological climate. Thus Hegelian influence
was strong in NT theology, especially in the
work of F. C. Baur (1792-1860) and the
“Tibingen School’. This approach brought a
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new awareness of the historical nature of the
biblical documents and of historical develop-
ment in biblical theology.

The application of historical-critical methods
altered the consensus on the authorship and
dating of the biblical books. Thus, for exam-
ple, the belief in Mosaic authorship of the
Pentateuch was abandoned in favour of
source criticism which assigned every verse to
J, E, D or P. Mark was deemed to be the ear-
liest Gospel, while the Pastorals were assigned
to the 2nd century. As a result new chrono-
logical schemes emerged for tracing the
theology of both OT and NT; the emphasis
was on diversity and development.

Liberal Protestantism tended in this period
to downgrade and neglect the OT, so that OT
theologies came from conservative scholars
such as J. C. F. Steudel (1840), H. A. C.
Hivernick (1848) and G. F. Oehler (1873-
74). H. Schultz continued to regard religion
as divine revelation while being open to more
critical views in the later editions of his Alt-
testamentliche Theologie (1869-96). The
German monopoly was broken by C. Piepen-
bring’s Théologie de I'Ancien Testament
(1886) and A. B. Davidson’s The Theology of
the Old Testament (1904).

Despite the shock waves caused by D. F.
Strauss’ Life of Jesus (1835, 1836), liberal
scholars generally were confident of redis-
covering ‘Jesus as he actually was’ by means
of historical methodology. Harnack found
‘the essence of Christianity’ in Jesus’ teaching
on the Fatherhood of God, the brotherhood
of humanity and the infinite value of the hu-
man soul.

The most influential liberal NT theology
was that of H. J. Holtzmann (Lebrbuch der
Neutestamentlichen Theologie, 1896), while a
moderate conservatism, influenced by liberal
scholarship, is seen in the NT theologies of B.
Weiss (1868-1903) and W. Beyschlag (1891~
92). English-speaking scholarship is repre-
sented by E. P. Gould (The Biblical Theology
of the New Testament, 1900) and G. B. Stev-
ens (The Theology of the New Testament,
1901). Of major importance was the work of
A. Schlatter (1852-1938) who sought to
work out a position independent of ration-
alism and liberalism on the one hand and
conservatism on the other; while adopting a
historical approach, he emphasized the basic
unity of the NT and grounded NT theology in
the historical Jesus. Evidence of his stature as
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a biblical theologian may be seen in the 1973
publication in English of a key method-
ological essay (in R. Morgan, The Nature of
New Testament Theology, pp. 117-166), the
publication of a biography by Werner Neuer
(1996), and the belated translation into Eng-
lish of his Theologie des Neuen Testaments
(1909-10, *1921-22) in two volumes, The
History of the Christ: The Foundation of
New Testament Theology (1997) and The
Theology of the Apostles: The Development
of New Testament Theology (1999).

From theology to religion

In the late 19th and early 20th «centuries ar-
chaeological discoveries (which continue to
this day) began to provide information about
the ancient Near East and the Greco-Roman
world. For many, these discoveries appeared
to call in question the uniqueness of biblical
faith. Babylonian creation myths and law
codes, Jewish apocalypticism, Hellenistic mys-
tery religions and pre-Christian Gnosticism all
provided striking parallels to the biblical ma-
terial, which could no longer be studied in
isolation. A comparative approach to biblical
religion was strongly favoured. Reacting
agamnst both liberals and conservatives who
spoke of biblical ‘doctrines’, the history of
religions (Religionsgeschichte) approach em-
phasized that the true subject matter of bibli-
cal studies is religion. The Bible is not a book
of doctrine but the record of the life and re-
ligious experience of the communities of
Israel and the early church. According to W.
Wrede, the true subject matter of ‘so-called
New Testament Theology’ is not in fact the-
ology but early Christian religion, which must
be investigated objectively and completely
divorced from any system of dogma or sys-
tematic theology. The boundaries of the
canon should be ignored: the inter-testa-
mental literature and the Apostolic Fathers
are just as important for the historian of re-
ligion as the canonical books.

An early example of this approach (despite
its title) is A. Kaiser’s Die Theologie des Alten
Testaments (1886), while R. Smend’s Lebhr-
book der alttestamentlichen  Religions-
geschichte (1893) inaugurated a series of
works which usually bore the title ‘History of
Religion’ (Religionsgeschichte). Representa-
tive works from the field of NT studies are H.
Weinel’s Biblische Theologie des Neuen Tes-
taments (1911) and W. Bousset’s Kyrios

Cbhristos (1913). The influence of this ap-
proach in the English-speaking world can be
seen in two works with significant titles, S. J.
Case’s The Evolution of Early Christianity
(1914) and E. F. Scott’s The Varieties of New
Testament Religion (1943).

The history of religions approach remained
dominant until the First World War, and it
continues to be a major force in biblical
studies, particularly in university ‘depart-
ments of religious studies’. However legit-
imate it may be as an academic discipline,
from the point of view of the community of
faith it raises serious questions. Can an ap-
proach which totally ignores the canon really
be considered ‘biblical’, and can an approach
that fails to recognize the biblical material as
theologically normative be appropriately
designated ‘theology’? It might appear that
the post-Gablerian separation of biblical and
dogmatic theology had led not just to the di-
vision of biblical theology (into OT and NT
theologies) but eventually to its demise.

The revival of theology

The period following the First World War
saw a major reaction against liberalism in the
theology of Karl Barth. In biblical studies
there was a renewed emphasis on biblical
‘theology’, though still in the form of separate
treatments of the OT and NT.

Many see the 1930s as having inaugurated
the golden age of OT theology. Particularly
influential was W. Eichrodt’s Theologie des
Alten Testaments (1933-39), though the
English translation, Theology of the Old Tes-
tament, did not appear until 1961-67. Other
mid-century contributions included OT the-
ologies in German by E. Sellin (1933), L.
Koéhler (1935) and O. Procksch (1949), in
Dutch by T. C. Vriezen (1949) and in French
by E. Jacob (1955). The most influential post-
Second World War OT theology was that of
G. von Rad (1957-60). A notable feature of
this period was the entry of Roman Catholic
scholars into the field following a 1943 papal
encyclical which approved a more modern
historical approach to Scripture; a transitional
work was the Theologie des Alten Testaments
(1940) of the Dutch scholar P. Heinisch, and
a major contribution was the Théologie de
I’Ancien Testament (1954-56) of P. van Im-
schoot. The tradition of writing OT the-
ologies has been continued by such scholars
as W. Zimmerli (1972), J. L. McKenzie
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(1974), C. Westermann (1978), H. D. Preuss
(1991-92) and W. Brueggemann (1997). An-
other trend has been the entry of con-
servative-evangelical scholars into the field
with contributions by W. C. Kaiser (1978)
and W. Dyrness (1979).

The revival of NT theology came some-
what later and was dominated by the brilliant
but controversial two-volume work by R.
Bultmann (Theologie des Neuen Testaments,
1948-53). A sceptical form critic, Bultmann
regarded the historical Jesus as a presup-
position of NT theology rather than a part of
it, and focused largely on Paul and John
where he found themes congenial to his exist-
entialist ‘demythologizing’ of the Christian
message. In the Bultmann tradition is H.
Conzelmann’s Grundriss der Theologie des
Neuen Testaments (1967), though he adds a
section on the Synoptics.

At the opposite pole stand scholars for
whom the historical Jesus is the starting point
of NT theology. These include A. Richardson
(An Introduction to the Theology of the New
Testament, 1958), and J. Jeremias (Neu-
testamentliche Theologie, I: Die Verkiind-
igung Jesu, 1971: no further volumes were
published). Jesus is also the starting point for
W. G. Kiimmel’s Die Theologie des Neuen
Testaments (1969). Other important works
include those by F. C. Grant (1950) and G. B.
Caird, whose New Testament Theology was
published posthumously in 1994, Roman
Catholic contributions include NT theologies
by M. Meinertz (1950), J. Bonsirven (1951)
and the four-volume Theologie des Neuen
Testaments (1971-78) of K. H. Schelkle.
Contributions by conservative-evangelical
scholars include New Testament theologies by
G. E. Ladd (1974, revised 1993), D. Guthrie
(1981) and L. Morris (1986).

Every author who writes a biblical theolo-
gy of this type has to adopt a structure. The
earliest practice was to employ the standard
topics of systematic theology (‘God’, ‘Human-
ity’, ‘Sin’, ‘Law’, ‘Salvation’, etc.) especially as
these had been developed in the dicta
probantia of Protestant Orthodoxy. Schemes
like this were adopted by Pietist and ration-
alist scholars alike, and they were revived,
with some variations, in OT theologies such
as those by Kohler (1935), Baab (1949) and
van Imschoot (1954). Jacob (1955) attempted
to break new ground, but in fact still largely
followed a traditional scheme. Twentieth-
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century NT theologies that have more or less
followed traditional theological categories
include those of Grant (1950), Richardson
(1958) and Schelkle (1968-1976). Though
many have adopted this approach it has been
widely criticized as imposing an alien scheme
on the biblical material, omitting important
biblical themes (e.g. wisdom, the land), and
imposing an artificial unity on the diversity of
the biblical books.

With the development of the historical-
critical approach in the late 18th and early
19th centuries the Bible began to look less
like a textbook of systematic theology and
more like a history book. Theologies of both
OT and NT generally adopted a chrono-
logical structure, tracing the development of
religion through the history of Israel and the
history of the early church, a common prac-
tice to this day. Such schemes generally de-
pend on modern critical reconstructions of
the dating of the various books. Some have
adopted a hybrid scheme combining the sys-
tematic and historical approaches. For
example, D. Guthrie’s New Testament Theol-
ogy (1981) has a basically systematic struc-
ture, but each topic is then traced through the
Synoptics, John, Acts, Paul, Hebrews, other
epistles and Revelation. Von Rad (1957-60)
rejected systematic categories and focused on
the biblical testimony to God’s continuing
activity in the history of Israel (which he saw
as something quite different from the history
of Israel as reconstructed by modern critical
scholarship). A somewhat different approach
is adopted by those who follow more or less
the canonical order: an OT example is Oehler
(1873), and a New Testament one is Ladd
(1974).

Dissatisfaction with both systematic and
historical approaches has led some scholars to
structure their works around themes or topics
which they see as arising from the biblical
material rather than being imposed upon it.
The classic example is Eichrodt, who took the
concept of ‘covenant’ as the organizing prin-
ciple for his Theology of the Old Testament.
This stimulated a debate regarding the appro-
priate ‘centre’ or ‘focal point’, initially for OT
theology, then for NT theology also. The dif-
ficulty of finding any one theme compre-
hensive enough to embrace all the diverse
biblical material led others to adopt a multi-

thematic approach. E. A. Martens, for ex-

ample, in his Plot and Purpose in the Old
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Testament (1981) identifies four key themes:
salvation/deliverance, the covenant commu-
nity, knowledge/experience of God, and land.
W. J. Dumbrell, in a study of Revelation 21
and 22 (1985), traces five basic biblical
themes: the new Jerusalem; the new temple;
the new covenant; the new Israel; and the new
creation. A more recent trend is to emphasize
the dialectical nature of biblical theology:
Westermann, for example, balances ‘The
Saving God and History’ with a discussion of
‘The Blessing God and Creation’, while
Brueggemann utilizes categories of ‘testimony’
and ‘counter-testimony’ in structuring his
Theology of the Old Testament (1997).

Some have spoken of a ‘biblical theology
movement’ that flourished, especially in the
English-speaking world, from around 1945 to
1960. ‘Movement’ may be too strong a word,
but certain trends did characterize this period,
including a renewed interest in ‘theology’
(without the abandonment of the historical-
critical approach), and an emphasis on ‘the
God who acts’, on the ‘uniqueness’ of biblical
faith and on the unity of the Bible. O. Cull-
mann’s work on ‘salvation-history’ was seen
by some as a key to understanding the basic
unity of the biblical material. Typical also
was the ‘word-study’ approach to biblical
theology, evidenced in the production of bib-
lical ‘wordbooks’. The ‘movement’ is
generally believed to have collapsed by the
early 1960s, partly due to damaging method-
ological criticisms, and partly due to changing
priorities among scholars.

From theology to theologies

One of the dominant trends in the latter part
of the 20th century has been a renewed em-
phasis on diversity and development within
the Bible, to the point where not only the
concept of ‘biblical theology’ but even those
of OT and NT theology have been radically
called in question. This reflects the growing
complexity of biblical studies resulting from
new discoveries, the proliferation of method-
ologies and the seemingly endless output of
secondary literature. In consequence many no
longer consider themselves even OT or NT
scholars, but specialize in a narrower area.
Many scholars prefer to speak of OT ‘the-
ologies’ (Yahwist, Deuteronomic, Priestly,
and so on). Similarly, many NT scholars fo-
cus on the disparate ‘theologies’ of Paul,
John, Luke, and even of the hypothetical ‘Q’

document. Biblical theology appears to have
reached an impasse. The post-Gablerian sep-
aration of biblical theology from the life and
faith of the church, as a discipline to be pur-
sued in an objective, historical, descriptive
way, has arrived at the point where many
declare that a ‘biblical theology’ is in fact an
impossibility.

New approaches

There has been a wide diversity of approaches
to biblical theology in recent decades. One
striking feature has been the questioning of
the dominance of the historical-critical

- method. Few would reject it altogether, but

many suggest a more thorough questioning of
its (often rationalistic) presuppositions, and a
willingness to see it as only one among several
legitimate approaches to Scripture. Modern
hermeneutical theory calls into question
whether any approach to an ancient text can
be neutral and objective, and scholars such as
P. Stuhlmacher have called for ‘a hermen-
eutics of consent to the biblical texts’.

The last third of the 20th century saw an
explosion of interest in the literary approach
to: the Bible. Using diverse methodologies,
literary critics focus on the final form of the
biblical text. For example, the literary critic
N. Frye in his The Great Code: The Bible and
Literature {1981) sought to understand the
Bible as a literary whole, a task for which
source analysis and modern theories of
authorship are irrelevant. The Bible is un-
doubtedly the end product of a long and
complicated literary process, but it needs to
be studied in its own right. Frye sees a se-
quence or dialectical progression in the Bible,
consisting of seven main phases which form a
chain of types and antitypes.

One feature of the literary approach has
been a renewed interest in biblical narrative
or story, which has led to the development of
‘narrative theology’. Some see this as part of
‘the collapse of history’ in recent biblical
studies. A popular slogan is that the Bible is
not ‘history’ but ‘story’ and some scholars
deny any referential function to biblical nar-
rative. Many scholars engaged in the literary
study of the Bible are either indifferent or
even opposed to a religious understanding of
the text. A literary approach need not, how-
ever, be based on secular presuppositions and
a number of scholars, such as L. Ryken and
T. Longman, have shown that it is quite com-
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patible with more conservative presup-
positions, including a high view of the his-
toricity of the text. By looking at biblical
stories and poems as literary wholes as well as
locating them in their wider, literary, canoni-
cal context, biblical literary criticism has the
potential to make an important contribution
to biblical theology.

The latter part of the 20th century also saw
a surprising interest in the “canon of Scrip-
ture, a subject that has not usually been re-
garded as of first importance in biblical
studies. J. A. Sanders’ form of ‘canonical
criticism’ can be seen as a reaction against a
historical-criticism that frequently treated
only the (reconstructed) original form of a
biblical text as ‘authentic’. In his studies of
the nature and function of canon Sanders
stresses the importance of the whole process
of transmitting, editing and shaping the ma-
terial up to and including its final canonical
form. In his view the canonical process was
marked by both stability and adaptability.

Significantly different from this is the ‘ca-
nonical approach’ of B. S Childs first
enunciated in his Biblical Theology in Crisis
(1970) and worked out in canonical intro-
ductions to both OT and NT. Childs does not
reject historical criticism but is acutely con-
scious of the gap between such criticism and
the use of the Bible as authoritative Scripture
by the Christian community. Thus he argues
that biblical theology must be based primarily
on the final form of the canonical text. His
approach is like that advocated in the meth-
odology of G. F. Hasel, who sees biblical
theology not as merely historical in its ap-
proach but rather as ‘theological-historical’,
and as based on the canonical form of the
biblical texts.

Another recent trend is the sociological ap-
proach to Scripture. This can be seen as an
extension of the historical-critical approach,
and it shares some of that approach’s limita-
tions, as it tends to be based on hypothetical
reconstructions of the social situations out of
which the biblical texts emerged. Moreover, a
sociological approach is no more free from
presuppositions than any other. Sociologists
transfer models from other societies, and this
procedure may not be valid in relation to bib-
lical societies of two or three millennia ago.
Nevertheless a sociological approach can pro-
vide a different perspective and can com-
plement other methodologies.
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Related to this approach has been a new
interest not just in the context of the original
writer but also in that of the modern inter-
preter. One criticism of the so-called ‘biblical
theology movement’ was its irrelevance to the
emerging social, economic and political issues
of the 1960s. Since then various types of ‘lib-
eration theology’ (Latin American, Third
World, black, feminist) have sought a bibli-
cal-theological basis. Some of these focus on
the Exodus as a key event which demon-
strates that God is on the side of the op-
pressed and downtrodden; others, on the OT
prophets’ calls for social justice. A striking
example is the work of N. Gottwald (The
Tribes of Yahweb, 1979), who draws on
Marxist analysis to present the early history
of Israel not in terms of the traditional ‘con-
quest’ but rather primarily as a peasant revolt
within Canaanite society. Feminist biblical
theologians stress the thoroughly patriarchal
nature of biblical society which in contempo-
rary hermeneutics needs to be radically
reinterpreted if not totally rejected. Others,
however, see a basically egalitarian approach
within Scripture, in the teaching and example
of Jesus and possibly in Paul (but not in the
Pastorals), an approach that was smothered
by re-emerging patriarchalism even within the
NT period. All forms of liberation theology
combine biblical interpretation with a call to
radical action in terms of contemporary so-
cial, political and economic structures. Such
‘contextual theologies’ need not be seen as
reading contemporary concerns back into
Scripture; rather, they can serve the very use-
ful purpose of bringing out neglected aspects
of biblical theology. Nevertheless the obvious
focus on a ‘canon within the canon’ raises
serious concerns as to how adequately these
approaches can serve as the basis for a truly
‘all-biblical’ theology.

The rebirth of biblical theology

In the midst of a wide variety of new ap-
proaches in biblical studies there are signs that
rumours of the death of biblical theology may
have been exaggerated. In recent years a num-
ber of attempts have been made to bridge the
rigid division between OT and NT studies and
to return to some form of ‘biblical’ theology.
One such attempt can be seen in the ‘his-
tory of traditions’ approach associated
especially with the German scholars H. Gese
and P. Stuhlmacher. This is based on the as-
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sumption that in the time of Jesus the OT
canon was not yet closed, and that biblical
theology is concerned with a continuous his-
tory of tradition. Divine revelation is not to
be located only in the eatliest forms of the
tradition but in the entire process, which was
long and complex as traditions were contin-
ually selected, edited and reinterpreted. This
approach has been demonstrated in studies of
such themes as ‘wisdom’, ‘law’ and ‘right-
eousness’. Critics, however, point out that
this type of tradition-history depends on a
particular view of the canon (a subject that is
currently very much under debate), that its

* use of non-canonical material is open to ques-

tion, and that locating revelation in the
process of tradition history fails to identify
the norm of Christian faith.

Further evidence of a renewed interest in
biblical theology in the 1980s and 1990s may
be seen in the Fortress Press series Overtures
to Biblical Theology, Abingdon’s Biblical En-
counters series and the New Studies in Bib-
lical Theology series published by Eerdmans
and Inter-Varsity Press. Many of these studies
do biblical theology by tracing biblical themes
through both OT and NT, not ignoring diver-
sity,.. but also seeking unity or at least
continuity, in the biblical material.

The 1980s and 1990s also saw vigorous
scholarly debate on topics such as ‘Paul and
the law’ (J. D. G. Dunn, L. Gaston, H. Hiib-
ner, H. Rdisinen, E. P. Sanders, P. Stuhl-
macher), a theme that demands consideration
of the place of the law in the OT as well as in
other NT writings.

One unresolved tension in biblical theology
is that between the academy and the believing
community. The increasing use of the ecu-
menical lectionary in worship, for example,
highlights the fact that for the church biblical
theology is not an academic discipline but an
integral part of its faith and life. F. Watson
has argued cogently that a true biblical theol-
Ogy must bridge the gaps that presently exist
not only between OT and NT specialists_but

alS6" between biblical scholars and theo-

logians. Such a biblical theology must empha-
size ‘both the ultimate coherence of the two
Testaments and the theological dimension of
the interpretative task’ (Text and Truth: Re-
defining Biblical Theology, p. 8). Some see
biblical theology as an activity to be practised
in the exegesis of biblical passages or in stud-
tes of individual books, authors or themes.

Whether it is possible to go beyond this and
produce an ‘all-biblical theology’ (gesamtbib-
lische Theologie) is a matter of debate. Some
(e.g. H. Hiibner) have argued that the present
state of scholarship rules out such an enter-
prise, which in any case would be beyond the
competence of any one individual. Despite
this, however, the late 20th century saw a
revival of interest in the possibility of writing
a ‘biblical theology’ encompassing both OT
and NT. Two early 20th-century examples
come from opposite ends of the theological
spectrum. M. Burrows’ An Outline of Biblical
Theology (1946) is written from a liberal
Protestant viewpoint, but is more akin to a-
dictionary of biblical themes than a full-
fledged ‘theology’. The Biblical Theology:
Old and New Testaments (1948) of G. Vos is
written from a strongly conservative perspec-
tive, though it acknowledges a progressive
revelation; it is worth reading, though unfor-
tunately it is incomplete. Of major
importance is S. Terrien's The Elusive Pres-
ence: The Heart of Biblical Theology (1978),
which uses the theme of divine presence as a
hermeneutical key in a study of each of the
main units of the biblical canon, and which
seeks to uncover what-the author calls ‘a cer-
tain homogeneity of theological depth’ which
binds the biblical books together. Other bibli-
cal theologies include Horst Seebas’ Der Gott
der ganzen Bibel (1982) which presents a
sketch rather than a full biblical theology; H.-
R. Weber’s Power: Focus for a Biblical The-
ology (1989), another example of the one-
theme approach, and the more conservative
and popular volume by G. Goldsworthy, Ac-
cording to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of
God in the Bible (1991). The most significant
20th-century biblical theology is B. S. Childs’
Biblical Theology of the Old and New Tes-
taments (1992), which is the culmination of
the author’s ‘canonical approach’. This vol-
ume first presents the ‘discrete witness’ of the
OT and the NT, tracing the development of
traditions in each of the main units of the
canon; then it proceeds to theological reflec-
tion on the Christian Bible, discussing the
biblical material under ten major topical
headings, and concluding by relating these to
contemporary theological discussion.

Despite the criticism levelled at these works
from various quarters they demonstrate that
it is possible once again to attempt the writing
of a truly ‘biblical theology’, and they suggest
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both some of the pitfalls to avoid and some of
the approaches that are worth pursuing.

See also: CHALLENGES TO BIBLICAL THEO-
LOGY; RELATIONSHIP OF OLD TESTAMENT
AND NEW TESTAMENT.
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Challenges to Biblical Theology

Introduction

The discipline of biblical theology has faced
challenges of various kinds since the end of
the 19th century. In 1897, William Wrede
published an essay entitled Uber Aufgabe und
Methode der sogenannten Neutestament-
lichen Theologie in which he argued that the
discipline of NT theology should be replaced
by study of ‘the history of early Christian re-
ligion and theology’ (ET; in The Nature of
New Testament Theology, p. 116). Heikki
Réisdnen’s programmatic study, Beyond New
Testament Theology (1990), and his numer-
ous subsequent articles have revived Wrede’s
proposal. Although these works focus pri-
marily on NT theology, their effect is to un-
dermine biblical theology as a whole.

Biblical theology is also challenged impli-
citly by those who do not want to move ‘be-
yond’ the discipline but rather to modify it to
such an extent that its traditional name can
hardly be justified. For example, there is a
widespread view that the diversity of the Bi-
ble’s theological ideas rules out any unified
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biblical theology (see e.g. P. Pokorny, ‘The
Problem of Biblical Theology’, HBT 15,
1993, pp. 83-94, esp. 87).

Thus, there are two main challenges to
biblical theology: first, the argument against
confining study to the ‘Bible’ as defined in the
canon; and secondly, the argument against
the basic theological unity of the biblical
authors and books.

There are also challenges which do not
question the discipline of biblical theology as
such, but which criticize some of the ways it
has been practised. For example, in his article
‘Revelation through history in the Old Testa-
ment and in modern theology’, James Barr
argues that the idea of revelation through his-
tory should not be overemphasized against
other forms of revelation in the Bible, for ex-
ample, the ‘verbal self-declaration of Yahweh’
(Int 17, 1963, pp. 193-205, quote from p.
197). He does not deny that salvation-history,
Heilsgeschichte, is a central theme of the Bi-
ble, but stresses ‘that there are other axes
through the biblical material which are
equally pervasive and important’ (p. 201).
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