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Among the many ingredients that go into making a good 
systematic theologian is the ability to keep a large number of 
intellectual balls in the air at the same time. The systematician is 
concerned about saying something true, insightful, and in 
proportion with respect to other elements of systematic theol
ogy. Some account must be taken of the long history of 
theological study, of other attempts to articulate the same 
subject matter, of the bearing of contemporary thought on both 
the content and the form of the subject, of the systematician's 
biases and blind spots, and, if the systematician holds a high 
view of Scripture, of whether or not what is said is in 
conformity with the Bible-or, better, accurately reflects the 
content and emphases of Scripture, but in contemporary garb. 

THE PROBLEM 

Unlike balls whirling through the air by the juggler's skill, 
the various ingredients that constitute systematic theology are 
not independent. Drop a ball and the other balls are unaffected; 
drop, say, historical theology and not only does the entire 
discipline of systematic theology change its shape, but the other 
ingredients are adversely affected. Without historical theology, 
for instance, exegesis is likely to degenerate into arcane, 
atomistic debates far too tightly tethered to the twentieth 
century. Can there be any responsible exegesis of Scripture that 
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does not honestly wrestle with what earlier Christian exegesis 
has taught? 

In the contemporary discussion about the nature of theol
ogy, there is more than one way to drop a "ball." It is as easily 
done by defining the ball out of existence as by simply 
dropping it and letting it go. For example, a theologian may 
simply "drop" historical theology-i.e., take as little account of 
it as possible; but a theologian may also define exegesis in such 
subjective terms that Scripture is never a canon, never more 
than my reading, which has as much and as little warrant as 
anyone else's reading. Historical theology has thereby been 
rendered entirely inconsequential to the interpretive task. Or 
systematic theology itself may be defined in such a way that its 
content is not in any sense constrained by Scripture. Scripture 
becomes a legitimate contributing element, but no more 
controlling than, say, the disciplines of historical and philo
sophical theology. And thus Scripture itself has been defined. It 
is not itself revelation; at best, it contains or hides a revelatory 
word. 

A very high proportion of the unease in the discipline of 
systematic theology today is generated by the mutually contra
dictory definitions under which different systematicians oper
ate. Attending meetings of the Society of Biblical Literature and 
the American Academy of Religion is a bit like showing up 
uninvited at Babel a few minutes after God's judgment has 
fallen: it is enormously stimulating to listen to scores and scores 
of small groups of people talking their own language but 
somewhat disconcerting to recognize that the project on which 
they are said to be engaged has largely ground to a halt. 

This chapter makes no pretensions about reversing Babel. 
The aim is more modest: to work through in an introductory 
way just what exegesis ought to contribute to systematic 
theology and the extent to which exegesis itself ought to be 
shaped and constrained by systematic theology. I will be 
defining the most important terms as I go and interacting with 
some alternative proposals so as to lay bare some of the points 
of dispute lurking behind the conflicting definitions. 

We begin, then, with theology, what Maurice Wiles calls 
"the elusive subject."t At its most rudimentary, it is disciplined 
discourse about God,2 and thus is properly parasitic on religion, 
on the experience of God. This is not, as we will see, a 
catastrophic capsize in the seas of subjectivism, for even 
revelation is, from the human perspective, an experience of the 
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God who is not only "there" but who has also disclosed 
himself. But in a hypothetical world where everyone is an 
atheist, where no one ever experiences God, there could be no 
theology. Or, to put the matter positively, disciplined discourse 
about God, unless it is entirely negative, assumes that some 
people, at least, have come to know him in their experience, or 
to know something about him, or at least to know some people 
who claim to know him or to know something about him. 

With so broad a definition, disciplined discourse about 
virtually any experience of the numinous can be labeled 
theology. By the same token, one can meaningfully speak of 
"Muslim theology" or "Roman Catholic theology" or "existen
tialist theology." Before attempting to define systematic theol
ogy, it is important to think through what might be meant by 
Christian theology. For many, Christian theology is theology (as 
broadly defined above) undertaken in the heritage of Christen
dom. Thus when Voelkel, building on the work of Wilhelm 
Herrmann, develops one form of existentialist theology, he sees 
himself as setting an agenda for the development of Christian 
theology within the university environment. 3 Such an ap
proach, I think, is impossibly generous. It is not Christian 
theology unless it is disciplined discourse about the God who is 
central in the Christian religion-the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the God who is the transcendent Creator, the 
God who is personal, the God who speaks, the God who has 
revealed himself supremely in the person and work of Jesus of 
Nazareth. 

Now I have not yet spoken of revelation, nor of the way 
Christians come to receive revelation as revelation. Indeed, a 
great deal of contemporary Christian theology, as defined so 
far, directs its "disciplined discussion" to these points. For 
instance, in a recent book Stephen Sykes surveys Schleiermach
er, Newman, Harnack, Troeltsch, and Barth with respect to the 
interplay found in each of these theologians between "in
wardness" (i.e., inward religious experience) and the external 
doctrines and ecclesiastical forms of religion. 4 He argues that 
the "essence of Christianity" is bound up with this tension. 
True enough. What he does not address, however, are which 
doctrines must be raised for consideration, and which must be 
dismissed as misguided or heretical. As Sykes has framed 
himself, Arius and Joseph Smith could both happily be 
admitted to the "essence of Christianity." In short, today a 
vastly disproportionate amount of Christian theology scurries 
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in circles around the threshold of the discipline. It talks about 
the methods, tensions, hermeneutics, and shape of Christian 
theology, but it does not help Christians know what to believe, 
and why. Some simply deny that there is any stopping place: 
Christian theology can be done only "on the way"5 through life, 
refusing to stop anywhere: not at negation, since that would 
lead to agnosticism, and not at the historical givenness of 
Christian revelation, since that would be to absolutize it and 
thus to divinize the past. 

By now the problem of revelation has become acute. In the 
past, the "biblical theology" movement told us that revelation 
was in event, not in word. Others taught us that the word of 
God is not Scripture but operates through Scripture to make its 
own impact on the receptive soul. But for many, the rise of the 
new hermeneutic has so relativized even these minimalistic 
visions that many theologians either cease being Christian 
theologians, in the sense defined above, or else, aware that 
there must be some "givens" but nervous about articulating 
them, they focus endlessly on method, and thus compound the 
problem by catering to the pluralism of the age. 

Thus there is a profound sense in which one of the 
purposes of Christian theology is to address the question, What 
should Christians believe? Even if the synthetic answers it 
produces can never attain the finality and authority of the 
revelation itself, it is exceedingly important that Christian 
theologians maintain this orientation. Christian theology must 
of course address questions dealing with what has traditionally 
been called prolegomena; but mature Christian theology re
fuses to devote all its attention to prolegomena, as if the 
theologian's responsibilities have been fully met when there 
has been endless talk about how to "do" Christian theology but 
nothing discussed outside the realm of prolegomena. One 
might as wisely make vast preparations for an enormous 
enterprise that does not exist. 

Robust Christianity is uncomfortable with the vague as
sumption that there are givens out there somewhere, when 
those givens are so rarely expounded. In line with the central 
tradition of two millennia of Christian belief, it is important to 
believe and teach that God has revealed himself in events and 
people: he is not nearly as terrorized by the scandal of historical 
particularity as are many Christian thinkers, nor can he 
possibly be seduced by the suggestion that to hold this position 
is to divinize the past. In space-time history he himself has 
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spoken through his own appointed prophets and ensured that 
his revelation would in due course be inscripturated so that the 
message of his redeeming love would be made known to the 
ends of the earth. Above all, he has revealed himself in the 
person of his Son, the unique revelation of the Father, the self
expression (AO'YO~) of God, Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus became 
flesh, a Jew who lived at a particular time and place. By his 
death he displayed ultimate obedience to his Father and 
achieved the defeat of death by bearing the penalty that would 
otherwise have justly fallen on his people. By his resurrection 
he demonstrated that he was not the God-condemned criminal 
many observers thought his crucifixion proved him to be. Far 
from it: his sacrifice was accepted by the Almighty, and he 
himself was exalted to the Father's right hand, whence he 
bequeathed his Spirit on his people as he had promised. Even 
now he rules, as the Father's sovereignty is mediated exclu
sively through him until the final enemy is destroyed. All this, 
and much more, is entrusted to his people in the Scriptures, 
which not only provide the human witness to the historical 
dimensions of this revelation, but also themselves constitute 
God-breathed revelation. 

That, or something like it, stands at the heart of "mere 
Christianity." One could add a few more details, talk about the 
nature of the church, change the emphasis here and there, and 
still not lose the principal point: Christianity is a revealed 
religion. And that means that Christian disciplined discourse 
about God, Christian theology, must be discourse whose 
subject matter is finally and irrevocably constrained by that 
revelation. 

Three points deserve clarification before the next step in 
definition can be profitably undertaken. First, although God 
has revealed something of himself by what has traditionally 
been called "general revelation" -that which is found in nature 
and in the conscience, however tattered, of each human being 
by virtue of having been made in God's image-and although 
that revelation has a real if limited role to play in making God 
known (Ps. 19; Rom. 1), its contribution to Christian theology is 
necessarily limited. Indeed, even what we think about the 
potential of general revelation is largely controlled by God's 
special revelation. Although it is entirely proper to speak of 
God's disclosing himself to us in the events and people of 
Scripture, and supremely in the person of his Son, in practice 
this forces us back to Scripture, the written revelation of God, 
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for we have little or no access to the events and people apart 
from Scripture. 

Second, every Christian theologian ought therefore frankly 
to delineate just where he or she perceives the locus of 
revelation to be. It is the malaise over that responsibility that 
has engendered so many discussions that skirt the principal 
substance. I cannot here assign space to defend my under
standing of the matter, but the relation between exegesis and 
systematic theology cannot be explored without delineating 
what is to be "exegeted" (to coin a verb). I hold that the locus of 
God's special revelation is the Bible, the sixty-six cannonical 
books, reliable and truthful as originally given. Nor is this the 
upstart conservatism of a desperate reactionary: it is, over
whelmingly, the central tradition of two millennia of Chris
tians. 6 

I am of course aware that this view receives short shrift in 
some quarters. Partly to ensure that my understanding of these 
issues is not obscurantist or glib, I have tried to read widely in 
these areas in recent years and to assist in articulating an 
adequate doctrine of Scripture for the end of the twentieth 
century-one that deals fairly with Scripture and addresses the 
concerns of the contemporary world of scholarship.? Whatever 
degree of success has been achieved, others must judge; it 
would be a relief, however, not to have to read more remarks 
like those that dismiss what is the central tradition of the entire 
church on this matter as "a false position which cannot be 
defended except by those impervious to reason."8 

Third, the language was carefully chosen when I argued 
that Christian theology must be discourse "whose subject 
matter is finally and irrevocably constrained by that revelation." 
The language is flexible enough to allow that Christian theology 
may include more (but certainly not less) in its subject matter 
than the fundamental datum of Christian revelation, but tight 
enough to insist that whatever further data are introduced it is 
the Christian revelation that must utterly control the discourse. 
For example, if Christian theology chooses to talk about, say, 
sin or the Holy Spirit, then much of the actual substance of the 
discourse will emerge from the revelation. Extrabiblical con
cepts of sin or Spirit may be examined, and various models may 
serve as vehicles for contemporary expression, but the sub
stance of the discourse will derive from the datum of Christian 
revelation (as I understand it, Scripture). If, however, Christian 
theology chooses to talk about, say the potential for ecological 
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disaster in Puget Sound, or politics in Managua, the control 
must be with Scripture, even though the substance may largely 
derive from other sources. In other words, Christian theology 
properly addresses more than those subjects explicitly treated 
in Scripture, but where it does so it remains Christian theology 
only where the truths of Scripture have a bearing on the subject 
and remain uncompromised. Where the subject is virtually 
removed from Christian revelation, except in the most deriva
tive sense (e.g., in discourse on quarks), the subject can no 
longer be said to be Christian theology. Conversely, where 
Christian revelation does have a bearing on the subject, 
perhaps major, but is shelved or diluted or compromised in 
favor of control from another discipline or authority, then at 
some point the discourse ceases to be Christian theology. 

Biblical theology is an expression used in an extraordinarily 
wide variety of ways. In this chapter it is understood to be a 
subset of Christian theology, a subset bounded in two ways. 
First, its subject matter is exclusively biblical. At root, it is the 
result of the inductive study of the text of Scripture. Second, it 
organizes its subject matter in ways that preserve corpus 
distinctions. It is less interested in what the New Testament or 
the Bible says about, say, the sovereignty of God, than it is in 
what Paul (or Isaiah, or John) says about this subject. When 
such distinctions are observed, then biblical theology may be 
interested in probing common points or differences in perspec
tive among the biblical corpora, but the distinctions themselves 
are never lost to view. This means, in turn, that biblical 
theology is organized chronologically, or, better, salvation
historically (another admittedly slippery term!)-both within 
anyone corpus (e.g., What development is there in Paul?) and 
from corpus to corpus. 

Systematic theology, then, is Christian theology whose 
internal structure is systematic; i.e., it is organized on atempo
ral principles of logic, order, and need, rather than on inductive 
study of discrete biblical corpora. Thus it can address the 
broader concerns of Christian theology (it is not merely 
inductive study of the Bible, though it must never lose such 
controls), but it seeks to be rigorously systematic and is 
therefore concerned about how various parts of God's gracious 
self-disclosure cohere. 

Perhaps it needs to be made clear that by insisting that 
systematic theology is organized on "atemporal principles" I do 
not mean that any systematician can reasonably expect that his 
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or her work will so transcend time and culture that it remains 
definitive at all times and places. There is a degree of 
subjectivism in all human reflection that must be faced (and 
which is discussed below). By saying that systematic theology 
is organized on "a temporal principles" 1 mean that the 
questions it poses are atemporal-not that the questioner 
occupies a spot outside time, but that the focal concerns are 
logical and hierarchical, not salvation-historical. Likewise the 
answers evoked by such questions are atemporal in their 
structure, not in any pretensions about the definitiveness or 
finality of their form. 

Thus systematic theology asks and answers such questions 
as, What is God like? What does the Bible say about election? 
What are the necessary elements in a truly Christian marriage? 
How are the competing demands of justice and mercy to be 
worked out in the church of which 1 am a member? Who is 
acceptable to God? and so on. 

Of course, anyone of these questions may need breaking 
down into many component parts. Consider, for example, 
What does the Bible say about election? It will become 
necessary to ask what the various biblical corpora say on the 
subject and how these diverse emphases may be fitted to
gether. But systematic theology will also want to know how 
election fits into the broader biblical framework of the sover
eignty of God and what bearing it has on (or how it is shaped 
by) biblical teaching about personal and corporate accountabil
ity. At some point the systematician will want to learn 
something about how this subject has been handled throughout 
the history of the church, how the critical passages have been 
interpreted, and what the outcomes have been in every area of 
life, thought, evangelism, and godliness. And at each stage the 
systematician will want to check results against the meaning (I 
use the term advisedly) of Scripture. 

That brings us to a definition of exegesis. It is the analysis of 
the final-form of a text, considered as an integral and self
referring literary object.9 Several things flow from this 
definition. Exegesis is not source criticism or redaction criticism, 
though it may contribute to both. The text on which exegesis is 
performed is a literary object. This means that, so far as this 
definition is concerned, one may speak of the exegesis of a 
metaphor, but not of a nonliterary symbol; one may speak of 
the exegesis of an integral, written message, but not of a series 
of oral reports (unless and until they are reduced to writing). 
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That the text is self-referring does not mean that the text cannot 
refer outside itself (in that case there could be no exegesis of 
historical documents, i.e., documents that refer to real events in 
space-time history), nor does it deny that extratextual study 
may have some bearing on the analysis of the text (a point 
made clear in its simplest form when archaeological study or 
the examination of comparable texts sheds some light on the 
meaning of a word in one particular text). Rather, it means, at 
the least, that the text itself must exercise control as to its 
meaning. Exegesis is not the listing of possible parallels, 
however much light such parallels may shed on the text.lO 

More importantly, the definition is broad enough that it 
refuses to identify exegesis exclusively with one particular 
discipline. Second-year Greek students may think of exegesis in 
terms of parsing, word study, syntactical analysis, and the like, 
but in reality exegesis is never so limited. Responsible exegesis 
will certainly resort to linguistic analysis, both lexis (analysis of 
the vocabulary) and syntax (analysis of the way words are 
related to each other). But it will also analyze the text at the 
level of the clause, the level of the sentence, the level of the 
discourse, ariothe level of the genre. It will seek to be sensitive 
to idiom, literary technique, metaphor, and lines of argument. 
It will ask how truth is conveyed in the rich plethora of literary 
genres found in the Bible.!l It will be aware that in each of these 
disciplines there are competing theories that must be taken into 
account. For instance, a grammatical approach will soon raise 
questions about what grammar is, not necessarily as an end in 
itself, but in order better to analyze the text. In one's 
grammatical analysis, is it best to rely on nineteenth-century 
categories, simply because they are well known? Does Chomsk
yan transformational grammar prove enlightening? Is the 
verbal system temporally based, or should aspect theory be 
applied? 

In short, exegesis is open-ended. It is not the sort of thing 
about which one can say, "I have completed the task; there is 
no more to do." Of course, in one sense that is exactly what can 
be said if what is meant is that the exegete has come to the end 
of the text. The exegesis is complete, at that level of analysis, 
when the entire text has been analyzed. But exegesis itself is 
not a mechanical discipline with a few limited steps that, 
properly pursued, inevitably churn out the "right answer." On 
the other hand, progressively sophisticated levels of exegetical 
analysis may rapidly illustrate the law of diminishing returns! 
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Exegetes with this view are quite happy to speak of 
discerning the author's intent, provided it is presupposed that 
the author's intent is expressed in the text. Only in this way can 
the intentional fallacy be avoided. There is no other access to 
the author's intent than in the text. Even if we accept the view 
that the author's intended meaning is not exactly the same as 
the meaning of the text, it can be shown that in most instances 
the two are so closely related that little practical difficulty arises 
on this account. Nor does any difficulty arise from anonymous 
texts: readers infer the (unknown) author's intention from what 
he or she wrote; indeed, at a theoretical level coherence of a text 
is guaranteed only by the assumption of authorial intent.12 

Biblical exegesis is exegesis of biblical texts. The question at 
issue in this chapter then, is how biblical exegesis is to be 
properly related to systematic theology. It is important to say at 
the outset that every Christian who thoughtfully asks a 
question such as "What is God like?" and then turns to the 
Bible for an answer is involved with this question. If the 
Christian is at all disciplined in his or her thinking, he or she is, 
to that extent, a systematician, a systematic theologian. The 
person of great erudition differs only in degree. And for both, 
the relationship between the exegesis of the biblical text and the 
formulation of systematic theology is more than a theoretical 
question best reserved for academics with nothing better to do 
and a fair bit of time on their hands. The question, in the end, is 
how we are to talk and think about God. 

What remains in this chapter is to probe some of the 
contemporary questions that bear on the relationship between 
biblical exegesis and systematic theology. 

EXEGESIS AND HERMENEUTICS 

The subject of hermeneutics is currently in enormous 
ferment and creativity. At the risk of reductionism, it can be 
divided into two areas. 

The first area has a$ its aim the explication of how to 
analyze a text, how, in fact, to do exegesis as it has just been 
defined. Older works adopt a fairly strict subject/object distinc
tion: "I" the subject, the knower, learn the principles of how to 
read "it," the object, the text. One thinks, for example, of 
standard works like those of Terry13 and of Ramm. 14 In such 
treatments the term exegesis is usually considerably narrower 
than its use in this chapter. It tends to refer to what I would call 

L 

Doing Theology in Today's World I 49 

grammatical exegesis-Le., that part of the exe~~tical task that 
turns on knowing the languages of the onginal text and 
handling them responsibly. Hermeneutics in that framework 
then addresses all the other perceived interpretive challenges. 
The books of that period still deserve to be read; indeed, a few 
from that tradition are still being written. IS 

Still within this tradition in that they largely preserve the 
subject/object distinction are many books that tell us ~ow to 
"do" exegesis but whose focus is less on the mea~I~~ of 
"literal" or on how to handle typology than on source cntiClsm, 
form criticism, tradition criticism, redaction criticism. 16 Recent 
developments in the same heritage have tried to plug several 
noticeable "holes," such as the urgent need to benefit from 
literary criticism17 and to integrate findings from linguistics. 
Such books can be quite elementary and introductory;18 others 
display considerable maturity.19 From the persp~ctive of the 
definition of "exegesis" developed here, these tOpICS are not all 
of a piece. Literary criticism contributes directly to the "final
form analysis" of a text; source criticism does not. Indeed, .one 
may view source criticism as prolegomenon. ~~ exeg~sIs
though in practice one ca~not do source cntic~sm WIthout 
exegesis, and (sometimes) VIce versa. But t~e pOInt. we ~ust 
observe here is that all of these hermeneutical conSIderations 
operate within the framework of the subject/object distinction 
already outlined. 

Before leaving these kinds of books, I cannot too strongly 
emphasize that the tools they provide the student are extraordI
narily important and are ignored to the interpreter's peril. True, 
there have been many competent theologians without a first
class command of Hebrew and Greek, but all things being equal, 
the interpreter or theologian with a solid grasp of the original 
languages will prove more enriching and precise tha~ the 
colleague without it. Not every th~olo.gian has e~e~ a ~d~men
tary understanding of the contnbution of soclOhnguI.StiCS. to 
semantics, or of literary theory, or of relevant histoncal 
background, and so forth; but all things being equal, the person 
with these and other competencies enjoys decided advantages. 
Those with the highest view of Scripture will always have the 
highest incentive to develop all those tools that assist in the task 
of understanding what Scripture says. 

Far more complex, though frequently quite speculative, are 
those "experimental" works that bring togeth~r a. number. of 
conferees to "read" set biblical texts. The aIm IS to bnng 
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different and, let us hope, complementary areas of competence 
to bear. One scholar will read the text-i.e., will attempt an 
exegesis of the text-on the basis of modern rhetorical theory; 
another will apply historical-critical methodology; still others 
will apply various social sciences (psychology, sociology, and 
the like). 20 These works stand at a crossover point: each 
exegete, consciously or unconsciously, is maintaining the 
subject/object distinction, but the very fact that the different 
perspectives that are being brought forward are bound up not 
with distinctions in the text but with differences in the various 
readers shows that the new hermeneutic has made its influence 
felt. 

That brings us to the second major branch of hermeneutics, 
sometimes referred to, rather generically, as the "new herme
neutic." At bottom it is based on the destruction of the 
subject/object model, the "I/it" model. At its most extreme, it 
insists that each subject is so different in the total package of 
"pre-understandings," knowledge, biases, competence, and 
cultural values brought to the exegetical task, that each analysis 
of the text will be different from all others. Indeed, because 
human beings are in transition, my reading of the text today 
may be rather different from my reading of the text tomorrow. 
This makes the aim of the exegetical enterprise, not the 
discovery of the meaning of the text, but such interaction with 
the text that it makes an impact on me. A "language-event" 
takes place, generating not so much understanding of the text 
as self-understanding. 21 The further development of "decon
struction" need not detain us here. It is enough to observe that 
it goes beyond notions of meaning in the text and of competing 
individual meanings to analytical procedures that generate 
conflicting meanings within the text and thus destroy each 
other. It is a kind of hermeneutical nihilism. 

This modern development affects not only biblical exegesis 
but virtually every field in which people are interested in 
analyzing texts. Literature, history, sociology, psychology, 
anthropology-all have felt the tremendous impact of the new 
hermeneutic. 

What has not always been observed, however, is the way 
these two principal hermeneutical models, these ways of doing 
exegesis, both mirror and contribute to two quite different 
views of the relationship between biblical exegesis and system
atic theology. The reason is not hard to find. On the one hand, 
those of extremely conservative framework tend to think of -...... 
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systematic theology as the synthesis of the results of all 
responsible and appropriate exegesis. In their view, exegesis is 
an entirely neutral discipline that discovers meaning in the text, 
or, more precisely, discovers the meaning of the text. System
atic theology then assembles the aggregate of these discovered 
meanings; biblical exegesis thus determines systematic theol
ogy. Among such conservatives, there is precious little place for 
historical theology, except to declare it right or wrong as 
measured against the system that has been developed out of 
one's own exegesis. Similarly, there is far too little recognition 
that the systematic theology one has adopted up to any 
particular point in the exegetical process exerts profound 
influence on the exegesis itself.22 A person profoundly commit
ted to, say, a pretribulational view of the rapture is unlikely to 
find anything but verification of this view in 1 Thessalonians 
4:13-18, no matter how "objective" and "neutral" the exegeti
cal procedures being deployed seem to be. 23 Not only can a 
hermeneutically alert opponent find reason to differ with the 
exegesis, but he or she can usually identify the questionable 
steps that have led to the circularity. 

On the other hand, those who have been rather too greatly 
influenced by the new hermeneutic do not detect any straight 
line of control from biblical exegesis to systematic theology, but 
a legitimate (indeed, unavoidable) circularity. Reading t~e 
biblical texts spawns ideas, which are banged around WIth 
other ideas until they synthesize in systematic theology. At any 
point in exegetical practice, one's antecedent grasp of system
atic theology is part of the "grid" that filters out what one does 
and does not "hear" in the text and what one does and does 
not allow to prove influential to one's thought, even if it is 
"heard." At some point the Bible becomes of marginal 
influence; it merely provides the linguistic pegs on which to 
hang a lot of systematic thinking about God, thinking whose 
essential shape derives from elsewhere. One cannot but be 
amazed that the biblical index to the German edition of Tillich's 
three-volume Systematic Theology requires a mere two pages. 24 In 
the same way, far too much of contemporary reader-response 
theory (variously called reception aesthetics or reception theo
ry, from German Rezeptionstheorie),25 is so tied to the autonomy 
of each individual modern reader, and so removed from the 
first readers and from any possibility of there being meaning in 
the text, that the subjectivism is staggering. We are not, after all, 
talking about various personal responses to a great novel in a 
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discussion group of a literature class. We are talking about 
literature that is historically located, literature designed to be 
read by concrete individuals and groups, literature that fre
quently refers to events and people that can be located in the 
historical continuum-quite apart from its claim to be revelatory 
literature. 

In the real world, however, neither hermeneutical extreme 
has any real prospect of prevailing. Indeed, it is possible to 
think of the new hermeneutic as, in part, an overreaction to the 
opposite error, the positivism that refuses to recognize how 
relative and culturally conditioned our opinions are. Today very 
few informed thinkers unhesitatingly adopt either extreme, at 
least not without some caveat. At one end of the spectrum, if a 
conservative scholar such as Larkin insists that there is 
objective meaning in the text and that this meaning can be 
discovered, he will also make frequent allowances for the 
cultural bias that must be recognized and handled at every 
stage of the interpretive process. 26 But at the other end, most 
recognize that if the new hermeneutic is pushed to its logical 
extreme, the outcome is solipsism. No one will be able to 
commune with anyone-not even the proponents of the new 
hermeneutic who expect the rest of us to read and understand 
their books. Since that view is so manifestly ridiculous, even 
some deconstructionists are backing away from it. LaFargue, 
for instance, may still hesitate to speak of a determinate 
"meaning" to a text, but he is happy to talk of a determinate 
"substantive content" and to insist it is knowable. 27 Sophisti
cated discussions of the new hermeneutic are available, discus
sions that integrate the best of its insights while attempting to 
create models to show how it is possible for objective content to 
pass from the "horizon of understanding" of one person to the 
"horizon of understanding" of another, or from the "horizon of 
understanding" of a text to the "horizon of understanding" of 
the exegete. 28 Instead of a "hermeneutical circle," there is a 
hermeneutical "spiral" that enables the careful interpreter to 
hone in progressively on what is actually there. This may 
involve hard work, thoughtful "self-distancing" from one's 
own biases and predilections, courageous attempts to under
stand the other's terminology and points of view and idioms 
and values. Exhaustive understanding of another is doubtless 
impossible for all save the Omniscience, but that does not mean 
all real and substantial understanding is impossible. 

In much the same way, few today would see the traffic 
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between biblical exegesis and systematic theology as a one-way 
system. Indeed, long before the new hermeneutic arrived on 
the scene, systematicians with a high view of Scripture debated 
the proper place of the analogia fidei (the "analogy of the faith") 
in the interpretive process. Passages that could, at the merely 
grammatical level, yield two or three mutally contradictory 
meanirigs, would be interpreted according to the "analogy of 
the faith" -i.e., they would be interpreted in line with the 
structure of Christian systematic theology ("the faith") devel
oped on the basis of (what was judged to be) the clear and 
certain teaching of Scripture elsewhere. There are many 
potential difficulties with this sort of appeal,29 most of which 
can be handled responsibly; but the point at this juncture is that 
an element of circularity in the theological task has always been 
recognized. 

Of course, someone might argue that the very idea of "the 
faith" is hermeneutically primitive. "The faith" is always the 
faith of an individual or group. It is "the faith" of the 
ecumenical creeds, or of historic Protestantism, or of Tridentine 
Catholicism, or of the Anabaptists. Recognition of this point 
has helped to foster" Asian theology," "feminist theology," 
sub-Saharan black" African theology," and so forth. Nor is it 
that these are all "adjective-theologies," while what I do is just 
theology: it is immediately pointed out that what I do is white, 
male, North Atlantic, Protestant, and evangelical theology. 
And this reasoning has substantially contributed to the push for 
"contextualization," for properly contextualized theology. 

Once again both the truth and the confusion that lie behind 
this train of argument largely turn on definition and on prior 
givens. At the risk of reductionism, we may say that two quite 
different approaches use the same terminology. If by, say, 
feminist theology one refers to a self-conscious attempt to 
overcome demonstrable biases in earlier male-dominated theol
ogy, so that what Scripture actually says becomes clearer than it 
has been, and if by, say, African theology one refers to the kind 
of theological emphases that arise when an informed African 
studies the Scripture (e.g., he or she will almost certainly see 
more family and corporate emphases than would be discerned 
by the Western counterpart steeped in rugged individualism), 
then the benefits from these adjective-theologies (including my 
own) are considerable, and the church as a whole should be 
enriched. Systematicians with comparable training but from 
highly diverse backgrounds can come together and check one 
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another against the standard of the Scripture that aLI sides agree is 
authoritative. Protestations notwithstanding,3° such communica
tion, though certainly not easy, is possible and productive. 31 
But if by, say, feminist theology one refers to a structure of 
theological thought whose essential shape is determined or 
controlled not by Scripture but by the agenda of some form of 
modern feminism, prompting feminist theologians to read 
Scripture in such a way that hermeneutically inappropriate 
questions are addressed to the text, while the answers provided 
by the text are heeded only selectively; or if African theology 
has so focused on family solidarity that suddenly ancestor 
worship and traditional animism are both consecrated by an 
ostensible appeal to Scripture, while Scripture itself sanctions 
neither and condemns both, then the complexities of the new 
hermeneutic are being deployed not to foster better under
standing but to undermine the possibility of unique, normative 
revelation. 

When various exegeses ("readings") of Scripture are 
proposed, the most probing question, then, is always this: 
What authority status does the Scripture have for the exegete 
concerned? It is exceedingly important that this question not be 
permitted to impede reflection on the enormously complex 
hermeneutical questions. It is equally important to recognize 
that fruitful reflection on individual texts in Scripture can be 
undertaken by those who do not believe them to be authorita
tive. But if we are attempting a theoretical construction of the 
relation between biblical exegesis and systematic theology, the 
status of Scripture must be central to the debate. To word the 
problem more generically, no systematician has the luxury to 
avoid identifying what elements may and what elements may 
not be admitted into one's dogmatics and specifying the 
grounds for these choices. When the Hanson brothers, for 
instance, tell us that for them the Bible is a witness to the 
activity and character of God, a witness of greatly varying 
worth,32 they set out with some care what they judge to be a 
"reasonable" faith. Whether what is reasonable to them will be 
perceived as reasonable by others cannot be probed here. I 
cannot altogether escape the feeling that what they do not like 
they find reasons to dismiss, sometimes caustically, and what 
they like they find reasons to approve. But what is immediately 
clear is that the relation between biblical exegesis and system
atic theology is in their case fundamentally different from that 
which obtains where the Scripture is viewed as authoritative. 
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If it is true that both the systematician who espouses a high 
view of Scripture and the systematician who denies such a view 
alike insist that the traffic between biblical exegesis and 
systematic theology is not one-way, it is important to see that 
the hermeneutical dangers each confronts are rather different. 
The former is in danger of minimizing the complexity of the 
hermeneutical task and of illicitly transferring the authority of 
the text to the interpretation of the text. The latter is in danger 
of being ensnared by the shifting sands of the present age. 
While warning everyone of the hermeneutical myopia of 
previous generations, such an exegete (and systematician) is 
unlikely to notice the almost unparalleled contemporary pres
sures toward relativism and pluralism so profoundly antitheti
cal to the revelation of Scripture-or worse, he or she will 
notice them and delight in them at the expense of the exclusive 
claims of God himself in his gracious self-disclosure. Nominally 
they will admit that solipsism is not a responsible position; 
practically, the pressures administered by the great god Plural
ism will strengthen whatever bias the new hermeneutic has 
toward subjectivism until all too few will be able to declare the 
immutables, the nonnegotiables, in the Christian revelation. 
They will constantly remain uncomfortable with the unyielding 
disjunctives of Scripture. If it is the duty of the Christian 
theologian in every age to identify the contemporary manifesta
tion of the Antichrist (d. 1 John 2:18), i.e., to expose the 
pretensions of every power that opposes Christ or seeks to 
usurp his place, these theologians will likely fail in their duty.33 

Sometimes the more conservative exegete is daunted by 
the criticism of less conservative colleagues who argue that 
conservative exegesis is boring. It never thinks up fresh 
questions and therefore never hears fresh answers. It spends its 
time responding, rather late, to agendas generated in other 
parts of the theological spectrum. There are two grains of truth 
in the charge. The first is that some conservative exegetes, right 
or wrong in their exegesis, are boring-though in my experi
ence that trait is not the sole prerogative of conservatives. The 
second is that, owing precisely to their allegiance to the 
authority of Scripture, they are less likely than others to think 
of reconstructions and interpretations that question that author
ity. To engage in the mainstream of contemporary debate, they 
must of course respond to such developments, but they are 
unlikely to initiate them. Yet it is the new hermeneutic that 
should reassure them. If it is true that they are unlikely to think 
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up the sorts of questions that generate scholarly excitement 
(however ephemeral that excitement turns out to be), it is 
equally true that their more liberal colleagues are unlikely to ask 
questions that only the interpreter who is committed to the 
authority of the text is likely to put forward. In other words, 
provided it is remembered that the line of authority/control 
must run from the text to the systematic construction, the 
systematic construction can be an ennobling, fertilizing, enrich
ing element in the exegetical process. The Christian who is 
convinced that God's revelation coheres, even though we may 
not have enough of the parts to show how it coheres in every 
instance, is in a position to see analogies, conceptual similari
ties, theological links, and organic ties where others are still 
trying to plot out a debatable trajectory of a hypothetical 
community. This means that the evangelical exegete and 
theologian, however much he or she must engage in passing 
debates, must not devote all mental energy to what is faddish, 
but must accept the responsibility to ask and answer questions 
that only those with a high view of Scripture are likely to 
generate. The resulting theology will not only be creative but 
also, granted that it is competently done and gracefully 
articulated, is likely to endure much longer than its competi
tors. 

EXEGESIS AND HISTORICAL THEOLOGY 

The contribution of historical theology is weighed else
where in this volume and must not unduly detain us here. But 
because biblical exegesis, historical theology, and systematic 
theology have a bearing on each other, the relevance of historical 
theology to the way that exegesis contributes to dogmatics must 
be introduced. 

It is possible to think of historical theology as the written 
record of exegetical and theological opinions in periods earlier 
than our own, a kind of historical parallel to the diversity of 
exegetical and theological opinions that are actually current. So 
construed, historical theology serves exegesis-and thus sys
tematic theology-in several ways. First, it opens up options 
and configurations that the contemporary exegete might not 
have thought of, and similarly it may quickly close down what 
might otherwise appear to be avenues for profitable explora
tion. It is not only in technology that there is little point in 
constantly reinventing the wheel. Second, properly studied, 

Doing Theology in Today's World I 57 

historical theology demands that we recognize how many 
exegetical and theological opinions are powerfully shaped, 
indeed sometimes determined, by the larger matrix of thought 
in their own day. Negatively, these become cautionary tales 
that warn us against forms of Christian thought too captive to 
passing concepts; positively, they may help us think thro~gh 
how best to articulate the Gospel afresh to our own generation. 
Third, historical theology often displays remarkable uniformity 
of belief across quite different paradigms of understanding,34 
even if such uniform beliefs are cast in very dissimilar molds. 
Thus historical theology may contribute to (though not utterly 
determine) the boundaries of systematic theology, which in turn, 
as we have seen, contribute to one's exegesis. 

In fact, the lines of influence are more tangled. At the level 
of interpretation, historical theology can no more be said to be a 
neutral and independent discipline than can exegesis. Both are 
bound up with the reading, the interpretation, of texts. As it is 
possible, wittingly or unwittingly, to domesticate Scripture by 
superficial and culture-bound interpretations whose entire 
agenda is determined by extrabiblical considerations, so it is 
possible to read the texts of historical theology with a mind less 
committed to understanding them on their own terms than to 
fitting them into some pattern or thesis constructed on other 
grounds. Thus it is not simply the fruits of historical theology 
that have a bearing on exegesis (insofar as historical theology 
records earlier readings of the biblical texts) and on systematic 
theology (insofar as historical theology records attempts at 
synthesizing interpretation of biblical materials into structures 
whose coherence is atemporal), but the discipline itself provides 
countless analogies to the work of biblical exegesis and of 
systematic theology. To put the matter another way, there is no 
historical theology without the exegesis of historical texts. 

In the same way, the "threefold cord" (Scripture, reason, 
and tradition) so important to Anglican life and thought is 
beginning to undergo a metamorphosis. Richard Hooker is 
usually taken as the fountainhead of this approach (although 
almost certainly he is building on earlier work): 

What Scripture doth plainly deliver, to that the first place 
both of credit and obedience is due; the next whereunto, is 
what any man can necessarily conclude by force of Reason; 
after these, the voice of the Church succeedeth.35 
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Undoubtedly the balance of this threefold cord has been 
handled in highly diverse ways. But in a thoughtful treatment, 
Bauckham suggests replacing it by Scripture, tradition, and 
context (i.e., the context of the interpreter or the interpreting 
community),36 where "context" is used "in the broadest sense 
of every aspect of a society in which the church exists"37-
much as others speak of "culture." In the light of recent 
developments on the new hermeneutic and on contextualiza
tion, it is easy to see what he is after. What is hard to 
understand is why he does not go farther and reduce the 
threefold cord to two: Scripture and context. For tradition itself, 
once the church escaped the first generations in which oral 
tradition doubtless enjoyed a status that was sometimes quite 
independent of Scripture, is nothing other than the accumulat
ed interpretations of, applications from, and reflections on 
Scripture, whether on Scripture directly or derivatively (e.g., 
third- and fourth-order deductions might have only the most 
tenuous connection with Scripture). 

All this suggests that the line of thought from biblical 
exegesis to systematic theology is neither straight nor simple, 
even though the line of authority, once the exegete is responsi
bly satisfied that the meaning of the text has largely if not 
exhaustively been perceived, must extend in only one direction. 
And a person who possesses such responsible satisfaction is 
less likely to be self-deluded in proportion as he or she becomes 
familiar with the heritage of historical theology. 

EXEGESIS AND BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 

Biblical theology, because it is bound up with the reading 
of texts, is as irrevocably tied to hermeneutical complexities as 
are biblical exegesis and historical theology. There is little point 
in rehearsing those complexities again and showing how they 
work out with respect to this discipline. But following the 
definition of biblical theology advanced in the first section of 
this chapter, its peculiar emphasis on the individual document 
or the discrete corpus as the boundary for analysis gen~rates 
several complex problems that have a bearing on the relation 
between exegesis and systematic theology. Three may be 
mentioned: 

1. There is little agreement as to how to delineate the 
biblical corpora. How many epistles constitute "the Pauline 
corpus"? Should we think of the Pentateuch or the Hexateuch? 
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Was the Apocalypse written by the same John as the one whose 
name has traditionally been attached to the Fourth Gospel and 
to the Johannine Epistles? 

Although disagreements among biblical scholars over such 
matters might well shut down the entire discipline of biblical 
theology or, rather, ensure that biblical theology would be 
practiced in separate enclaves shaped by agreement on these 
critical matters, in practice there is less disagreement occa
sioned by such matters than is sometimes supposed. Thus the 
large number of "New Testament theologies" and the several 
"Old Testament theologies" by and large break down their 
respective corpora more or less the same way: the differences 
between, say, Vriezen and Von Rad on Old Testament theol
ogy, or between Bultmann and Stauffer or Ladd on New 
Testament theology, have far less to do with the division of the 
corpora_than with fundamental approaches to the Bible
including the reconstructions of historical development with 
which the various theologians are operating. The chief reason 
for this show of agreement is that even where there is a deep 
division of opinion as to where one corpus ends and another 
begins from the perspective of the author, there are usually agreed 
historical reasons for grouping them together in something like 
the traditional configuration. For instance, those who think the 
author of the Fourth Gospel is someone other than the author 
of the Johannine Epistles are usually quick to concede that there 
are notable similarities between the Gospel of John and the 
Epistles of John and may hypothesize that all of these docu
ments emerged from the same community or school, even if 
from different authors. On the other hand, even very conserva
tive critics who hold that there was one John who wrote not 
only the Gospel and the Epistles associated with his name, but 
also the Apocalypse, are usually quick to point out that there is 
such a large difference in genre between the Apocalypse and, 
say, 1 John that they are best treated separately.38 Thus, corpus 
distinctions turn on more criteria than mere authorship. If the 
boundaries are disputed, there is usually sufficient agreement 
at some other level, perhaps thematic, to ensure that at points 
where scholars do not agree they are not simply talking past 
one another. 

2. Far more troubling is the widespread view that the 
differences among the biblical corpora are not differences in 
emphasis, vocabulary, focus, perspective, development, pas
toral situation, and the like, but mutually incompatible differ-
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ences in theological structure. In an influential book, Dunn, for 
instance, has argued that the only Christological cohesion in 
the New Testament is the common conviction that the resur
rected Lord is none other than the historical Jesus. 39 Beyond 
this point, New Testament Christologies prove to be mutually 
incompatible. Therefore the most that the New Testament 
canon can provide is a boundary of acceptable (if mutually 
exclusive) Christologies-a boundary within which the modem 
Christian is free to pick and choose. 

As I have elsewhere discussed Dunn's book and the 
problem it represents,40 it would be invidious to go over the 
same ground again here. Among the more troubling features of 
his treatment, however, are two: (1) He repeatedly deploys 
disjunctive modes of thought and rarely wrestles with the 
possibility that divergent emphases may reflect profound 
complementarity. (2) After so strongly insisting on the mutual 
incompatibility of the New Testament Christological strands, he 
nevertheless insists that modern readers should feel free to pick 
and choose among them. This is, quite frankly, astonishing. It 
reflects how far much contemporary biblical scholarship feels 
free to explore the discrete biblical corpora (however disjunc
tive) at the level of mere description, without asking any 
thoughtful questions about the truthfulness of the material! For surely 
it is axiomatic that if the New Testament Christological 
descriptions are mutually incompatible, they cannot all be 
truthful; perhaps none is. Even so, Dunn assures us we are 
justified in picking and choosing from among (what he 
perceives to be) the New Testament options. He thinks he 
thereby sanctions each believer to create his or her own "canon 
within the canon"; he has failed to see that his own logic 
requires that he conclude there can be no canon, none at all. 

In practice, however sophisticated the attempt may be, the 
pursuit of a "canon within the canon" despoliates the possibil
ity of biblical exegesis having any controlling voice in the 
construction of systematic theology. One could wish that 
Barrett were right not only when he asserts that "canonical 
texts are used to establish doctrine and the dogmatician 
requires a canon defined as precisely as possible" but also when 
he adds that a dogmatician "is likely to be impatient with a 
hazy canon within a canon which each man defines for 
himself."41 The fact of the matter is that when Dunn and 
Mackey set out to present a test case for the proper relation 
between New Testament theology and dogmatics,42 it is not 
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long before they conclude that the evidence that Jesus was born 
in Bethlehem is too slight to be relied on, that John 14:6 is a 
credal confession about Jesus rather than a claim made by Jesus, 
and that in any case it is not as exclusive as it appears, and that 
"internecine warfare" between orthodoxy and heterodoxy is to 
be abominated (contrast Paul, Gal. 1:8-9). When Humphreys 
writes on the atonement,43 he soon tells us that notions of 
sacrifice and penal substitution are utterly alien to us and must 
be abandoned in favor of new models that modems can 
comprehend-even though the metamorphosis does not pre
serve biblical emphases, and Humphreys himself does not 
thoughtfully engage with the substance of modern treatments 
that articulate to the twentieth-century reader the very truths 
he denies. 44 

All of us, of course, gravitate toward a "canon within the 
canon," in the sense that at any given time we may feel that the 
truths of some particular corpus or surrounding some particular 
theme are especially precious to us or to the Christian 
community to which we belong. The difficulty arises when this 
focus becomes a grid that screens out other biblical truth. 
Genuine Christianity, however biased, culture-bound, faulty, 
or weak it may be in any specific expression, must embrace 
some kind of commitment that desires to be "re-formed" by 
Scripture whenever such reductionism is pointed out. Other
wise, not only Scripture, but Jesus himself, soon becomes 
domesticated, devoid of a cutting edge that has the potential for 
reshaping us. We fall into the danger of bouncing the current 
shibboleths off the Bible and trumpeting them to the world as if 
they were prophecies, when in fact we have merely christened 
the current climate of opinion with biblical jargon. I am quite 
sure that all of us fall into this trap sometimes; I am equally sure 
that genuine Christian commitment requires that we all attempt 
to correct ourselves when our own particular failings in this 
respect begin to surface. This is important not only so that our 
biblical exegesis may retain its integrity but also so that our 
systematic theology may retain its proportion. For it has been 
shown repeatedly that Christian theology is so intertwined that 
no Christian doctrine can be "abandoned, or subject to radical 
re-interpretation, without implications for other aspects of the 
Christian faith. That is part of the problem with the piecemeal 
approach to the revision of Christian doctrine with which much 
of the Christian church has been occupied for too long."45 This 
is most definitely not a surreptitious defense of the status quo, 
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but a frank recognition of the fact that biblical exegesis, 
generating biblical theology, has immensely serious conse
quences for systematic theology, some of them quite unfore
seen. 

The degree of confusion over the way biblical theology is to 
be done has generated numerous proposals about the way 
forward. Stendahl, for instance, wants biblical theology to be a 
purely historical and descriptive discipline, without any norma
tive status whatsoever until we proceed to the level of 
considering the application of our findings. 46 In theory, at least, 
that would facilitate discussion; in practice, it tends to degener
ate into a stream of technical articles and books on the theology 
of Q and other putative sources. Partly because of the impasse, 
various forms of "canonical theology" have come to the fore. 
Best known is the work of Brevard Childs.47 So widely 
influential is this approach that fundamental shifts in definition 
are beginning to take place. Scalise, for instance, suggests 
redefining sensus literalis to mean authoritative teaching of 
"canonical" Scripture as that teaching develops in the dialectic 
between Scripture and communities of faith. 48 

But unless I have misunderstood it, at the heart of most 
forms of canonical theology lies an epistemological problem still 
largely unaddressed. In the hands of most practitioners, the 
move from biblical exegesis to biblical theology is a largely 
arbitrary affair. The "exegesis" tends to proceed along modern 
critical, historicist lines. The alleged sources are sorted out, 
considerable skepticism about a variety of ostensible historical 
claims is administered, ill-controlled conjectures regarding the 
Sitz im Leben of the community are pondered, various interpre
tive options are weighed. And then, precisely because the new 
hermeneutic in its more extreme forms is very close to insisting 
that no interpretation has more intrinsic value than any other 
(since on this model meaning resides in the interpreter and not 
in the text), canon criticism decides, somewhat fideistically, that 
the interpretations of the text within the biblical canon should be 
adopted as the guide to the church's life and thought. 
Laudably, the result is at many points a biblical theology that is 
not only insightful but congruent with much of historic 
Christianity; but the method of arriving at this point seems to 
be less constrained by the view that this is what the Bible says, 
that it is true and can be responsibly defended at the exegetical 
level, than that this is what the Bible says, and the church has 
traditionally shaped its theology by the canon, and we should 
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do the same, even though our historically informed exegesis 
cannot in all conscience support the theological interpretations 
of earlier canonical material provided by later canonical texts. In 
short, this appears to be a more sophisticated version of the 
"two storey" spirituality endemic to the more radical strands of 
Continental biblical scholarship, where "faith" is allegedly 
made safer by self-consciously distancing all of its objects from 
any possibility of historical criticism (which was, of course, one 
of Rudolf Bultmann's primary aims).49 The resulting "spiritual
ity" is frequently warm, fervent, sincere; it is also epistemologi
cally bankrupt. 

To his credit, Morgan understands the problem, but his 
solution simply returns us to the morass. SO He rightly wants to 
begin with the witness of the biblical writers themselves; in this 
regard he is somewhat parallel to the proponents of canon 
criticism. But he then proposes that careful distinctions be 
made between "the good historical information which is true" 
(by which he means the nexus of historical data and critical 
judgments that enable the historian to discount certain parts of 
what the biblical writers say) and "the highly speculative 
reconstructions of modern historians, which can make no such 
high claims to truth or knowledge."s1 The latter, he avers, are 
both legitimate and necessary to historical research but get in 
the way of constructing biblical theology. His approach, in 
other words, is to build all the "good historical material into 
modern Christology and critical interpretations of the evange
lil'ts. The conflict is thus no longer between faith and reason but 
between a reasonable faith and a faithless reason."S2 But as 
reasonable (and faithful) as this sounds, what it must produce 
are discrete cadres of New Testament scholars who are largely 
in agreement about what they feel are the historical-critical 
fruits strong enough to stand in judgment of the documents, 
and the historical-critical fruits that must be held in abeyance as 
unduly speculative. At the level of merely technical scholar
ship, these cadres of scholars will deploy their training to 
defend their version of this distinction. But the enormous 
diversity of opinion as to where the line should actually be 
drawn will be shaped by the fact that the cadres themselves run 
the gamut from the most conservative to the most skeptical. In 
short, Morgan has returned us, by another route, to a canon 
within the canon. 

Of course, these reflections do not themselves constitute a 
compelling reason for advocating the tighter nexus between 
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exegesis and biblical theology advanced here. At the end of the 
day, the cogency of such a position turns in large part on one's 
view of Scripture. But if I am to build a rationale for a particular 
view of the relationship between biblical exegesis and system
atic theology, then the components in that relationship (here, 
the relationship between exegesis and biblical theology) must 
be defended against competing models, which have to be 
assessed in their own light. The widespread disarray in the field 
is so patent that it would be healthy to return to the 
fundamental questions, which have to do with the nature and loci 
of revelation: Has God disclosed himself, or not? If so, where, 
and by what means? Without substantive agreement on such 
topics, the pursuit of methods commonly agreed on will prove 
largely chimerical. 

If we are rightly to assess the contribution of modern 
historical reconstructions, the advice of Joseph Cardinal Rat
zinger will prove salutary: 

What we need now are not new hypotheses on the Sitz im 
Leben, on possible sources or on the subsequent process of 
handing down the material. What we do need is a critical 
look at the exegetical landscape we now have, so that we 
may return to the text and distinguish between those 
hypotheses which are helpful [sc. to understanding it] and 
those which are not. Only under these conditions can a new 
and fruitful collaboration between exegesis and systematic 
theology begin. And only in this way will exegesis be of real 
help in understanding the Bible.53 

3. The definition of biblical theology given in the first 
section of this chapter turns on the presentation of the biblical 
material in a structure that preserves its historical development, 
its organic growth, not merely its corpus distinctions. Better put, 
granted that the Bible itself is special revelation, its corpus 
distinctions themselves attest the history of redemption, the 
progress of salvation history. Evangelical thinkers have long 
said the same thing: 

Biblical theology occupies a position between Exegesis and 
Systematic Theology in the encyclopaedia of theological 
disciplines. It differs from Systematic Theology not in being 
more Biblical, or adhering more closely to the truths of the 
Scriptures, but in that its principle of organizing the Biblical 
material is historical rather than logical. ... Biblical theology 
is that branch of Exegetical Theology which dealS with the 
process of the self-revelation of God deposited in the Bible.54 
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It is "nothing else than the exhibition of the organic progress of 
supernatural revelation in its historic continuity and multiformity. "55 

The significance of the discipline of biblical theology for the 
relation between exegesis and systematic theology is perhaps 
most strikingly seen when cast negatively. Biblical theology 
does not allow the systematician to forget that the Incarnation 
did not take place immediately after the Fall; that the Cross has 
massive antecedents in the sacrificial system and the Passover 
rites associated with the Mosaic covenant; that the "new" 
covenant presupposes an "old" covenant; that the dawning of 
the kingdom is modeled on and anticipated by the outworking 
of the theme of theocracy; that Melchizedek appears in Genesis 
14 and Psalm 110, and must be understood in those chapters, 
before he appears in Hebrews 5 and 7; and much more. Biblical 
theology forces the theologian to remember that there is before 
and after, prophecy and fulfillment, type and antitype, devel
opment, organic growth, downpayment and consummation. 

If a systematician wants to know, say, what is meant by the 
II call" or the "calling" of God, in order to apply it to Christian 
experience today, it is inadequate merely to perform a word 
study on the relevant verbs and their cognates and to system
atize the results. It is not simply that the call of God has 
different emphases in the different corpora: in the Synoptics, 
for instance, God's call is akin to invitation ("Many are called, 
but few are chosen" [Matt. 22:14 RSV]), while in Paul it is 
customarily effective ("those he called, he also justified" [Rom. 
8:30]). Such distinctions could be discerned even if the biblical 
corpora were discrete but linked with each other by merely 
logical or thematic, as opposed to chronological or sequential or 
historical, connections. The semantic differences in the use of 
terms must of course be observed. But it will also be necessary 
to think through the call of Abraham, the call of Israel, the call 
of God's suffering servant, the call of the church, and to sort 
out how they are linked thematically, in inner-biblical connec
tions across the progress of redemption. Only then can the 
careful systematician presume to venture what "the call of 
God" means in the Scripture, and because he or she is a 
systematician, as opposed to a biblical theologian, the structur
ing of the presentation will inevitably be logical, primarily 
atemporal, and with appropriate reflection as to what it means 
for us today. Even so, this presentation will be informed by the 
underlying biblical theology, and the systematician may find it 
necessary to make reference to the historical and sequential 
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distinctions-in short, to the progress of the history of 
redemption-as part of the systematizing of the material. 

Indeed, this salvation-historical sensitivity is nowhere 
better reflected than in the argument of Paul in Galatians 3 and 
Romans 4 and in the Epistle to the Hebrews. In the former, Paul 
is combatting those who interpret Torah as the controlling 
hermeneutical principle in the understanding of what we call 
the Old Testament: if Abraham was a good man, they argued, 
then of course he obeyed Torah-even though Torah was not 
given until centuries later. They simply assumed that he must 
have enjoyed some private revelation regarding its contents. 
But if the Pentateuch is read with salvation-historical finesse, 
then Torah, as pivotal as it is, no longer assumes the same 
controlling importance. In short, from a hermeneutical point of 
view, part of the difference between the early Christian church 
and the Judaism from which it sprang was over whether the 
Hebrew Bible was to be read atemporally or salvation-histori
cally-or, to use the categories developed here, whether or not 
biblical theology was to be permitted to intrude between raw 
exegesis and systematic theology. 

To put it another way, biblical theology, as defined in this 
chapter, mediates the influence of biblical exegesis on system
atic theology. Within the limits already set forth, just as 
systematic theology partially constrains and ideally enriches 
exegesis, so also does it serve biblical theology. More impor
tantly, biblical theology more immediately constrains and 
enriches exegesis than systematic theology can do. 

EXEGESIS, SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY, AND 
SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE 

The question may be put as to whether the exegete's 
personal spiritual experience can or does exercise decisive 
influence on the practice of exegesis and whether the systemati
cian's personal spiritual experience can or does exercise decisive 
influence on the construction of systematic theology. The 
question cannot be avoided in this chapter, because what we 
mean by "biblical exegesis," by the way we read the Bible, is so 
largely shaped by the answer we give to it. 

Under the positivism of the older hermeneutic, it was 
possible to answer with a firm negative. Exegesis was viewed as 
neutral, "scientific," objective. The new hermeneutic demands 
that we respond in a more nuanced way. A frankly atheistic 
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approach to the Bible, for instance, is certainly going to yield a 
different assessment as to what the Bible is actually talking 
about than one that is predicated on the existence of a 
personal/transcendent God who has supremely revealed him
self in Christ Jesus. Indeed, the prevalence of frankly atheistic 
interpretations in the guild of biblical scholars has in recent 
years generated some mild protests.56 

In both theory and practice, it is possible for an atheist so to 
distance her own atheism from her exegesis that she can at least 
describe what is actually there in the text with some accuracy
in some instances (it must be admitted ) with more accuracy 
than the believer deploys who is swamped with warm, mystical 
feelings but little exegetical rigor. After all, I have earlier argued 
that the hermeneutical circle looks more like a spiral, that we 
are not shut up to solipsism; and if we have argued in this way 
so as to affirm that the discovery of the meaning of the text of 
Scripture is possible, we must argue the same way when 
focusing less on the text than on the people who are studying 
it. Even so, there may be compelling reasons for thinking that 
some readers of the text will have a harder job discovering its 
meaning than others, on the ground that their horizon of 
understanding is so far removed from those of the biblical 
authors that the task of "distanciation" (the process of self
consciously recognizing one's biases and "distancing" oneself 
from them in order to hear the text on its own terms) becomes 
dangerously great. It appears, then, that the nature of the 
hermeneutical barriers the unbeliever must confront, from the 
perspective of a confessing Christian, can usefully be spelled 
out: 

1. The sheer numbers of scholars who share the same 
popular beliefs, or unbelief, conspire to tilt academic societies, 
university posts, and peer approval along foreordained lines. 
Just as it may take a modicum of courage to break away from a 
fu,ndamentalist heritage, it takes no less courage, indeed, much 
more, to break away from the juggernaut of an approach to 
scriptural exegesis that is fundamentally uncommitted. 

·2. If the Bible is nothing less than God's gracious self
disclosure, then as important as it is to understand it on its own 
terms it must surely be no less important to respond to God as 
he has disclosed himself. Can the exegesis that is formally 
"correct" on this or that point but is not cast in terms of 
adoration, faith, obedience be at heart sound? I do not mean 
that scholars must wear their faith on their sleeves or parade 
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their piety each time they take up their pen. On all kinds of 
tech~ical an? disputed points the most dispassionate weighing 
of eVIdence IS necessary. But is such work cast in the matrix of a 
scholarship devoted in thought (and therefore in form) to serve 
the God whose revelation is being studied? To put the matter 
rather. crudely, is there not an important responsibility to ask, 
each time I put pen to paper, whether what I write pleases the 
God of Scripture, the God of all truth, rather than worry about 
how !lly academic colleagues will react? Is exegesis perennially 
deVOid of such flavor genuinely faithful exegesis? Now if such 
exegetical work is possible, it will flow out of lives that have 
experienced God, that have been struck with the awesomeness of 
his holines~, melted with the depth of his love, moved by the 
condescensIOn of his compassion, thrilled by the prospect of 
knowing him better. 

T~is, after al~, is ~o more than what one should expect. The 
pS?lmist. can wrIte, ~hom have I in heaven but you? And 
beIng WIth you, I desIre nothing on earth. My flesh and my 
heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my 
portion forever" (Ps. 73:25-26). Paul has only to refer to Jesus 
the Son of God, and he spontaneously adds, "who loved me 
and gave himself for me" (Gal. 2:20). When a contrast is drawn 
betwee.n getting "drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery," 
and beIng '~f~lle~ wit~ the Spirit" (Eph. 5:18), the assumption is 
that the SpInt, hke WIne, generates a "high" -but without the 
debauchery, the loss of control, the enslavement the sin 
associate~ with the "high" gained from wine. The ki~gdom of 
God, whIch generates endless monographs, is a matter of 
"righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit" (Rom. 4:17). 
When Peter tells believers that they "have tasted that the Lord 
is good" (1 Peter 2:3), he means more than that they have 
~ound \hristianity to be .intellectually stimulating and satisfy
I~g; he ~s close~ to meanIng that they "believe in him and are 
fdled WIth an Inexpressible and glorious joy" (1:8). 

T~~ question is, Can responsible systematic theology, even 
when zt z~ formal~y congruent with Scripture, entirely lose the taste 
of what IS n?thIn~ ~ore than t.he overflow of life in the Spirit? 
Can responsIble bIbhcal exegeSIS, even when it rightly unpacks the 
"meaning" of the text, entirely lose the flavor of the text? Is 
"meaning" to be utterly stripped of commitment and devotion, 
t~e very stuff of an appropriate response to the God of the 
BIble? And do not such matters turn, at least in part, on the 
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depth of one's spiritual experience, on personal identification 
with what some have called "the spirituality of the Word"? 

3. Systematic theology, as we have seen, is concerned to 
put together in coherent form the results of rigorous exegesis of 
the biblical texts. But this "putting together" is never simply 
additive. The systematician is constantly making choices as to 
what is central, what is the organizing principle of some 
discussion, what links are proper or improper-and, ideally, 
how to cast all of this in modern guise without losing the 
objective meaning that is there in the text. In addition to all the 
dangers of subjectivity to which the exegete must give heed, 
the systematician opens up boundless new possibilities of 
serious distortion, owing to the hierarchical choices that attend 
the discipline. These are not simply intellectual dangers; they 
may be grounded in spiritual experience (or lack of it) or in 
moral defection. The systematician who has on several occa
sions engaged in sexual infidelity is likely to configure the 
biblical material that treats marriage and divorce a little 
differently from the monogamous believer whose analysis of 
trends in the nation's homes is profoundly peSSimistic. The 
systematician who is inordinately proud of honors earned and 
books written will configure the biblical material a little 
differently from the systematician who, like the sinful woman 
who washed Jesus' feet with her tears, is overwhelmed by a 
sense of sinfulness and of the Savior's forgiveness. At what 
point do such differences fall under the startling analysis 
preserved in John 3: 19-21? "This is the verdict: Light has come 
into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because 
their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, 
and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be 
exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so 
that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been 
done through God." 

, When it is remembered that one's systematic theology 
(Whether it is called that or not) exerts strong influence on one's 
exegesis, it becomes clear that spiritual, moral experience may 
not only shape one's systematic theology but may largely 
constrain what one actually "hears" in the exegesis of Scrip-
ture. 

4. All this, I take it, is a kind of unpacking of what Paul 
teaches: "The man without the Spirit does not accept the things 
that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to 
him, and he cannot understand them, because they are 
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spiritually discerned" (1 Cor. 2:14). Of course, Paul is not 
talking about exegesis per se, still less about systematic 
theology. He is, however, talking about the Gospel, the "word 
of the cross" (1:18), which is simultaneously "foolishness to 
those who are perishing" and the "power of God" to those 
"who are being saved." That Gospel is supremelYlreserved in 
Scripture; the reading ("exegesis") of Scripture an the correla
tive organizing of the results of our reading ("systematic 
theology") are both bound up with what we perceive the 
Gospel to be and with our response to it. Although Kaiser is 
right to warn that this verse does not sanction any pietistic, 
privatized form of mystical exegesis that assumes only those 
with the Spirit can do exegesis-detailed study of the text will 
not allow so narrow an interpretation, and all of experience 
militates against it57-his own suggestion that this verse refers 
merely to the application of the exegesis, the willingness to 
adopt the message of the Gospel into one's own life, is itself 
without rigorous exegetical foundation. 58 

To put the matter another way, just as the statement "Men 
are taller than women" does not mean that every man is taller 
than every woman, so the insistence that the "natural" person, 
i.e., the person without the Spirit, does not understand the 
things of God, does not mean that the exegesis of such a person 
will in fact always be inferior to that of the person with the 
Spirit! Quite apart from the jump from "understanding the 
things of God" to performing "exegesis," what is at stake, 
surely, is an entire way of looking at reality, and what this does 
to shape one's ability to listen to God, to hear what he is saying, 
to find oneself aligned with his mind insofar as he has revealed 
it to us. To use contemporary categories, Paul has deployed the 
argument of the new hermeneutic against all who want to 
domesticate the Gospel, who are more interested in being 
masters of the Gospel than being mastered by it. Spiritual 
things are spiritually discerned: the presence and power of the 
Holy Spirit in the life of the believer so changes values, 
proportion, perceptions, response to God himself, that the 
simple polarity Paul sets forth is far from being a distortion, 
even if it is not cast in twentieth-century categories. 59 

EXEGESIS, SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY, 
AND PREACHING 

From any decisively Christian perspective, disciplined 
biblical exegesis and thoughful systematic theology do not exist 
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for themselves. They exist, finally, to serve the people of God. 
The message that is distilled out of such work must be 
preachable and preached, or (granted that God has indeed 
revealed himself in Scripture) the entire exercise is such a 
distortion of the purposes of revelation as to approach profanity. 
"Theology without proclamation is empty, proclamation with
out theology is blind," writes Ebeling in a much-quoted 
statement.60 Garrett is not wrong when, as the first of seven 
answers he gives to the question "Why Systematic Theology?" 
he writes, "Systematic theology is necessary as a proper extension of 
the teaching function of the Christian church. . . . This may be called 
the catechetical root of systematic theology" (emphasis his).61 

But there is a sense in which the best expository preaching 
ought also to be the best exemplification of the relationship 
between biblical exegesis and systematic theology. If a Christian 
preacher is expounding, say, Psalm 23, the first priority is to 
explain what the text meant when it was written three 
thousand years ago and to apply it, utilizing sound principles 
(which cannot here be explored) to contemporary life. But the 
second priority is not far behind. There must be some 
understanding of how the shepherd/sheep motif develops in 
later revelation, with some thoughful reflection and application 
on the resulting synthesis. There may be reference, for 
instance, to the prophetic denunciations and promises of 
Zechariah 11-13, where the false shepherds are excoriated and 
the coming of Yahweh's own true shepherd is promised. 
Ultimately there will be some reference to the good shepherd of 
John la, and perhaps to the undershepherds of the Chief 
Shepherd (1 Peter 5:1-4). It is entirely inappropriate to read all 
the later material back into Psalm 23. That would not only be 
anachronistic, it would be a miserable betrayal of the preacher's 
responsibility to help believers read their Bibles aright. But to 
tackle Psalm 23 with nothing more than exegetical rigor would 
be to fail at the same task, if for different reasons. As a general 
nile, the best expository preaching begins with the text at hand 
but seeks to establish links not only to the immediate context 
but also to the canonical context, as determined by the biblico
theological constraints largely governed by the canon itself. If these 
lines are sketched out in the course of regular, expository 
ministry, believers begin to see how their Bibles cohere. Wit~ 
deft strokes, the preacher is able to provide a systematlc 
summary of the teaching to be learned, the ethics to be 
adopted, the conduct to be pursued, not by curtailing either 
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exegesis or biblical theology, but by deploying these disciplines 
on the way toward systhesis.62 

Similarly, when the preacher with this view of the exposi
tor's task tackles a passage in the Gospels, the resulting sermon 
will not only explain the chosen passage within its context and 
apply it fairly (that is the least that expository preaching must 
do) but will also ensure that this focus within the ministry of 
the historical Jesus be properly related both to antecedent 
revelation and, especially, to subsequent revelation. After all, 
the Christian to whom the truth is being applied, not to 
mention the believers for whom it was originally written, live 
this side of the cross, the resurrection, and Pentecost, and 
therefore the inner-canonical relationships that tie the ministry 
of Jesus to this setting must from time to time be set out. 

CONCLUSION 

All the sections of this chapter, indeed many of its 
paragraphs, beg for expansion and copious illustration: no one 
is more aware of its shortcomings than I. In particular, the 
discussion would benefit from examples of exegesis that 
illustrate what is discussed in rather abstract form. Yet part of 
its weakness is endemic to any discussion of the systematician's 
task: as noted in the opening paragraphs, there are so many 
conceptual balls to keep in the air at the same time, with the 
added challenge of the fact that each ball influences all the 
others, that the range of discussion, even on a narrowly 
focused topic like that set for this chapter, rapidly extends into 
many other spheres. 

Whatever its shortcomings, this chapter is gratefully dedi
cated to Kenneth Kantzer, who both in the classroom and in the 
counsel he offers (whether theological or personal) displays to a 
superlative degree the balance and poise that ought always to 
characterize the systematic theologian. In multos annos! 
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