New Testament Theology

NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY
If theology is discourse about God, then there
has been NT theology. i.e., discourse about God
that is based on the NT documents, as long as
those documents have existed. Butso expansive
an approach proves unhelpful: no serious re-
flection on the NT throughout the entire his-
tory of the church could be excluded. NT
theology is best thought of as a subset of biblical
theology and reswricied to movements that
adopt that label.
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1. Biblical Theology and New Testament
Theology.

The first known use of “biblical theology™ was
by W. J. Christmann in 1607, in the title of his
book (nolonger extant) Teutsche biblische Theolo-
gie. ltwas a compilation of dicta frobantia. proof-
texts drawn from the Bible to support
Protestant systematic theology. This usage en-
joyed long life: a century and a half later, G. T,
Zachariae published his four~volume Biblische
Theologic oder Untersuchung des biblischen Grundes
der vornehmsten theologischen Lehven (1771-75).
This was an exegetically rigorons and detailed
version of the same approach. prepared within
the framework of traditional views of inspiration
well established from the time of the magisterial
Reformation vet reflecting very hule conscious-
ness of historical development within the
canon.*

A rather different usage is found in P J.
Spener and the Pietists he influenced. In his P
Desideria (16751 Spener distingnished (hcolugia
biblica (1.e.. his own theologv) from theolosta
scholastiea. the prevailing Protestant oy tliodoxy
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that had renrned to the Aristotelianism Luther
lad rejected. Thus “hiblical theology ™ took on
an aura of protest, of being “move biblical™ iy,
the prevailing dogniatics,

Inthe second half of the eightecnth century,
under the inmpact of Enghsh Desm and the
German Awufklirung, a handful of biblical theo-
logians protesied against the prevailing dog-
matics, not in favor of Pietsm but in favor of
rationalism. The aim of several of these works
was to extract from the Bible tineless truths in
dccord with reason, ruths that were still argcely,
if sometmes uneasil. acceptable to the confes-
stonal stance of the ecclesiastical establishment.
The most influential by far was J. P. Gabler,
whose inaugural lecture at the University of
Aldort captured the rising mood and precipi-
tated the next step: “An Oration on the Proper
Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic
Theology and the Specific Objectives of Each”
(Gabler 1787). Gabler charged that dogmatic
theology is 100 far removed from Scripture,
coustanuly changing, perpetually disputed. Bib-
lical theologv. by which Gabler seeins 10 mean
alargely inducuve study of the biblical text, has
much more likelihood of gaining widespread
agreement among learned, godlv and cautions
theologians. The fruit of such study may then
serve as the buasis on which dogmatic theology
mav be constructed. Thus Gabler's primary ap-
peal was not that the Bible must iirst be read
historically or that the docunients be set out in
historical sequence (though a lttde of this is
implicit in what he said) but that biblical theo-
logians mav properly go about their task witnhout
being directly bound by docuinal aims—an ep-
och-making suggestion at the time and one tha
has earned him the sobriquet “father of biblical
theology.”

The first part of Guabler’s proposal, the rup-
turing of the link between biblical stady and
contessional application, was soon widely
adopted. but the second part. that the vesult- oi
such biblical theology should theu be deploved
m the construction of dogmatics. was larzeh
ignored. Moreover, the more thav scholars
worked at a merelv descriptive level, with de-
creasing concer ol responsibiliny ro ssnthesice
and prescribe what is novmartive, the mere the
diversitics in the biblical material achicved
prominence, Encotvaged 1o think through the
biblical text inductively without reference
confessional constraints, G. L. Bater produced
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not a biblical theology but an OT theology
(1796}, followed by a two-volume NT theology
(1800-1802). Biblical theologies (i.e., of the en-
tire Christian canon) continued to be written
for the next century and beyond, the most
influential being that of J. C. K von Hofmann
{1886), whose contribution to A. Schlatter’s
thought was significant. Moreover, some bibli-
cal theologians accepted the mandate to pro-
duce distinctive OT and NT theologies while
still trying to spell out what bearing their work
had for dogmatics (e.g., de Wette, 1813—al-
though his push toward the unified was a syn-
thesis of faith and aesthetics, or faith and
feeling, attempting to isolate the timeless and
the general while the particular data of the NT
could be peeled away as the particular phenom-
ena of one phase or other of the history of
religions). But the drift of biblical theology was
toward the increasingly atomistic, cut off from
any obligation to traditional dogmatics.

2. Historical Criticism and New Testament
Theology.

The long-standing ferment over the historical
worth of the Bible, traceable in no small meas-
ure to Spinoza and Richard Simon generations
earlier, erupted in the 1830s and the 1840s in
D.F. Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (1835; ET 1972) and
in the impact of F. C. Baur’s historical recon-
struction of how the Pauline epistles, the book
of Acts* and the Gospels came to be written.
The influence of the Tabingen School was far
wider than the law/grace, Peter/Paul dichoto-
mies at the heart of their historical criticism.
The posthumous publication of Baur’s NT the-
ology (1864) marked the beginning of a pas-
sionate commitment by many biblical
theologians to a developmental view of critically
reconstructed history. Moreover, Baur’s fairly
radical naturalism meant that the NT docu-
ments could not properly be thought of as reve-
latory in any sense, still less theologically
binding. They merely provided information
about the first century.

Although few who followed him during the
next half-century indulged in his degree of
skepticism, Baur’s insistence on the primacy of
developmental history in the interpretation of
NT documents shaped the leaders in the field—
not only the best of the liberal biblical theologi-
ans (e.g., Holtzmann 1897, 1911) but the best
of the conservative ones as well (e.g., Weiss

1868, 1903; ET, 2 vols., 1882-83). The focus on
smaller and smaller parts of the Bible and the
turn-of-the-century interest in a naturalism-in-
clined history of religions prompted many to
doubt that one could meaningfully speak of NT
theology: one must speak rather of NT theolo-
gies. And since the discipline of NT theology
was disappearing into the wasteland of natural-
istic histories of early Christianity, what need was
there for the discipline? Hence the cheeky title
of W. Wrede’s work, written at least in part as a
critique of Holtzmann: Uber Aufgabe und Methode
der sogenannten neutestamentliche Theologie (1897,
lit. Concerning the Task and Method of So-Called New
Testament Theology). Wrede argued that to treat
each book of the NT separately was absurd,
since each book provided too little information
to enable an interpreter to reconstruct the en-
tire “theology” of its author. The only responsi-
ble way forward was to construct “the history of
early Christian religion and theology.” Any uni-
fied NT theology, let alone biblical theology, is
a chimera. This emphasis on the developmen-
tal-historical and on the descriptive remains a
driving influence on not afew works dubbed NT
theology today.

3. Some Responses to the Historicist Impulse.
The liberal track from these developments
tended to produce works that were inherently
unstable. Reconstructions of the historical Je-
sus, for instance, produced a Jesus who was
acceptable to the current climate. Further his-
torical work overthrew the construction. Three
related but quite different developments re-
sponded to the growing crisis in the discipline.

The first was the impact of K. Barth. His
commentary on Romans (1919, 1921) reflected
a theological approach to the text that had been
progressively eroded in the name of history. In
part Barth was building on the outstanding
conservative historical scholarship of T. Zahn,

J. B. Lightfoot, and others. Thus in his 1922

debate with R. Bultmann, Barth was unwilling
to allow a place for Sackkritik, a criticism of the
content of the biblical texts on the basis of what
is perceived to be the gospel* the text intends
to articulate (Morgan). Barth had persuaded
Bultmann to abandon classic religious liberal-
ism; he could not persuade him to abandon the
formation he had received in historical criti-
cism of a skeptical variety (a background that
Barth himself sometimes held on to in tension
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witht hiis own theology of the Word). Thus Barth
diminished the mmportance of historical re-
scarch for the 1111d<?1‘51311(1ing of the Bible, 1mn-
derscoring instead the importance ot
theological interpretation. For many this was an
oasis in a parched land; for others thiis was
escapism that could not long be sustained un-
less the underlying historical and hermencuti-
cal questions were firmly addressed. no
summarily disiissed.

The sccond was the tack taken by Bultmann.
Attentive to Barth's insistence that merely his-
torical description is arid biit not to his call to
abandon classic liberal historical criticisin, Bult-
mann, in a serics of articles and books and
finally in his Theology of the NT (1948-53; ET
1952-55), developed a new path. The natural
ism and historical approaches of Wrede domi-
nate the work at one level, but instead of
eschewing theological formulation or dogmiatic
synthesis, Bultmann “demythologizes™ what he
thinks “modern man” can no longer believe and
secks to isolate the real, unchanging nature of
the gospel in terms that can still be believed, At
one level his historical reconstructions are heay-
ily indebted 10 the turi-of-the-century history
of religions school, worked out on a Procrus-
tean bed of source criticisin now largely aban-
doned and on an assumption that earlv and
well-developed Gnosticism* shaped manv fea-
tures of nascent Christianity—a reconstruction
that finds fewer and fewer adherents because
evidence for well-forined pre-Christian Gnosti-
cism 1s distinctly lacking.

Atanother level, in his effort 1o make the text
speak today Bultmann abandons the histori-
cisin of Wrede. His hermeneutical program en-
ables him to find, especially in Paul and john. a
kernel of kervgma* that is remarkably akin to
Heideggerian existentialism. Along the way
revelation.™ God,* faith* and much else be-
come redefined. Bultinann advocates using the
ancient vocabulary because lav people who be-
long to the old wavs will hear the words and be
comforted by the repetition of the ancient my-
thologies, while the cognoscenti will under-
stand them in an existentialist framework. More
importantly this theological content is cast in
such a way that it is independent of the histori-
cal reconstructions. so that changing historical
fashions cannot by themselves chattenge his
theological consuuction.

Despite the enormous infinence wielded by
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Bultimann's work. however, very few hold 1t up
as a suitable model 10day. Scholars with a his.
tovical bent find little merit in reading Lute
nineteenth- and early twenticth-century exis-
tentialism into the first century. Scholars witdy a
highier view of revelation insist that history and
faith carmot properly be driven into disjunctive
camps. Many complain how profoundly un-
faithful to the NT documents is the resnlting
theological synthesis: faith whose object is not
tied 1o bistorical revelation: aJesus about whom
hittle can be said exceptforaraw Dass, a thatness
of his existence; a resurrection® whose signifi-
cance liesnotin its reality but in the psychologi-
cal faith of the community, and so forth.

The third development was the rise of the
biblical theology movenent. Influenced in part
by Barth and in part by Hofmann’s work in the
nineteenth cenrtury, hungrv to be theologically
and pastorally relevant in a world vent by two
world wars, the Great Depression and the cold
war, exponents of the movemnoent developed
various emphases in Britain and the contnent
during the 1930s, 1940s and 1950= and in Amer-
ica during the 19405 and 1950s. Perhaps the
movement's miost influential theologian was
O. Culhnann. whose insistence on salvation his-
tory (Hedsgeschichte) attempted not only to bring
together two components that had been flving
apart in the disputes over biblical theology at
the turn of the century but who wrote in a stvle
calculated to be edifving. His insistence that
salvation history is the theme that unites both
Testaments has not gained wide acceptance
even though only a few would deny that he has
rightly emphasized one important unifving
theme. In the English-speaking world
A. Richardson’s more popular writings, culni-
nating in his own NT theology (1958). exerted
wide influence. But the biblical theologv move-
ment had many facets. R. Morgan (ABD G: 4791
includes within its scope G. Kittel's Theologi-a!
Dictionary of the New Testoment (193374 ET 1964
74, which was. after all, dedicated to Schiatter.

But the biblical theology movement as such
could not last. In the hands of some of its
exponents. the locus of revelation was in God's
mighty acts, but the connection these act~ en-
joved with the biblical text was less than clew.
In the hands of others, entire theological siruc-
twes were being made 10 depend on vord
studies of doubttul inguistic probin {a criticism
teveled In ] Barn). Heilsgeschiche underwent
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several semantic metamorphoses. Hesitations
about the movement climaxed in B. Childs’s
critique (1970).

4. Recent Visions of the Nature of New
Testament Theology.

The contemporary scene is flooded with diver-
sity as to what is understood by NT theology,
though most kinds betray threads drawn from
one strand or another of the twisted historical
skein briefly untangled here. It may be helpful
to classify some of the NT theologies of the past
hundred years, especially those of the last half-
century.

One strand follows a pattern of generally
conservative historical judgments, a commit-
ment to describe the theological content of the
NT books and an assumption that such content
is of authoritative (see Authority) and religious
significance. In succession to the substantive
work of Weiss and Schlatter is the shorter but
robust NT theology of Zahn (1928), who con-
ceived of NT theology not as a scientific system
or ordered religion, in the history of religions
model, but as a presentation of the theology of
the Bible in its historical development. Zahn
begins with John the Baptist as the one who
opens the final epoch of redemptive history;
only occasionally does he make connections
with the OT.

Along somewhat similar lines in the English-
speaking world is G. B. Stevens (1901, 1906),
most of whose historical judgments are conser-
vative (e.g., he places Acts, james,* 1 Peter,*
Jude* and 2 Peter in the section on “The Primi-
tive Apostolic Preaching,” before the section on
Paul) but whose theology is sometimes cast in
the artificial optimism of turn-of-the-century
pious liberalism. R. E. Knudsen’s subtitle
(1964), A Basis for Christian Faith, displays his
theological interest, but his structure of
thought owes more to systematics than to induc-
tive description of the NT corpora.

More recently the more substantial works of
G.E. Ladd (1974, 1993), D. Guthrie (1981) and,
at a slightly more popular level, L. Morris
(1986) more faithfully honor the tradition from
Hofmann and Weiss. L.add and Morris interpret
the NT corpus by corpus, working inductively
from the text and generally following a develop-
mental approach whose structure is built on
generally conservative historical judgments. On
some themes Ladd draws important links to the

OT (e.g., kingdom*); neither Ladd nor Morris
attempts to integrate his findings into a syn-
thetic NT theology, let alone a “whole-Bible”
biblical theology (cf. Oeming). Guthrie’s mas-
sive volume addresses the demand for synthesis
by choosing themes and tracing them through
the various NT corpora. By and large the themes
are dictated by the material; occasionally they
have been dictated by the categories of system-
atic theology. The gain achieved by placing side
by side treatments of how the various NT cor-
pora treat selected themes (e.g., Son of Man) is
somewhat mitigated by the loss in clearly seeing
how the individual corpora are put together,
how they tie together their own themes. In any
case there is no attemptat integration of biblical
or NT thought.

Although Hofmann’s emphasis on what is
now called salvation history helped shape both
Cullmann and Ladd, his influence is felt in
slightly different ways in E. Stauffer (1941; ET
1955) and especially in L. Goppelt's posthu-
mous work (2 vols., 1975-76; ET 1981-82). Stauf-
fer does not follow the chronological order of
the NT books but opts for a christocentric the-
ology of history (his approach to salvation his-
tory), running from Judaism* to post-NT times.
At one level he follows Wrede in denying the
need of a canon but not for the same reason:
Stauffer holds that a canon is unnecessary for
the writing of NT theology since it is the chris-
tocentric theology of history that runs in a
straight line from “the old biblical tradition”
(Stauffer 51) to the subapostolic fathers (see
Apostolic Fathers).

By contrast Goppelt, in his far more rigorous
work, builds on Hofmann but wants to distance
himself from any association of salvation history
with universal history. In Goppelt’s hands salva-
tion history is more narrowly tied to the notions
of promise* and fulfillment and must not be
abstracted from regular history. Moreover, how-
ever important the theme is to him, he tries to
avoid elevating it to exclusive importance and
accepts many standard historical-critical con-
clusions. He eschews mere description, arguing
that modern human beings must be brought
into “critical dialogue” with the NT writers. His
first volume explores the theological meaning
otJesus’ activity. NT theology is grounded in the
reporting of the earthly ministry of Jesus..If we
do not have direct access to this historical Jesus,
we do have access to Jesus as he showed himself
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to his followers, and study of this Jesus is as
necessary as the study of the post-Easter devel-
opments (reserved for the second volume).

Certain works are so individualistic that they
cannot easily be identified with a particular
stream of the heritage of NT theologies. One
thinks in particular of M. Albertz, who studied
under both Zahn and A. von Harnack and who
follows neither. The first two of his four volumes
(1946-57) recast NT introduction along form-
critical lines, and the next two unfold the NT's
message. Against Bultmann he argues that it is
improper to demythologize the NT writings
since these documents contain no myths (but
he distorts what Bultmann means by “myth”);
against Baur he argues that naturalist (“philo-
sophical”) historical approaches fail to treat the
NT on its own terms; against Weiss, von Har-
nack, Bultmann, Stauffer and others, he argues
that NT theology is far too entrenched in a
modern worldview and must return to the NT
itself. His attempt to unfold the NT message he
ties to the formulafound in 2 Corinthians 13:13.
But as G. Hasel (1978, 69) comments, it is far
from clear how Albertz “can hold on to form
criticism which is also influenced by the Zeitgeist
and disclaim the validity of other branches of
research which also reflect the Zeitgeist.”

H. Conzelmann (1968, 1987; ET 1969) is the
only student of Bultmann to write an entire NT
theology, and in many ways his work is indebted
to his master. But his work eclipses Bultmann at
several points. Whereas for Bultmann the his-
torical Jesus was a presupposition for NT theol-
ogy rather than a part of NT theology, for
Conzelmann the historical Jesus is not a neces-
sary presupposition. The basic problem of NT
theology, according to Conzelmann, is why the
church maintained “the identity of the Exalted
One with Jesus of Nazareth after the resurrec-
tion appearances” (xviii). Even Bultmann’s Dass
disappears. (By contrast many other post-Bult-
mannians embarked on the so-called new quest
for the historical Jesus [e.g., E. Kisemann, as
early as 1954].) In line with his own commit-
ment to redaction-critical study, Conzelmann
supplements Bultmann with a section on the
Synoptic kerygma. Further, taking up a sugges-
tion from H. Schlier, who thinks of theology as
the interpretation of early creedal formula-
tions, Conzelmann seeks to trace out the trajec-
tories that lead back to the earliest Christian
creeds.® But once he hus reconstrucied them to
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his satisfaction, he regards them as no more
than the objectification of early Christian self:
understanding. As a true disciple of Bultmann,
for him (and especially for H. Braun, ET 1965)
theology is finally nothing more than anthro-
pology. Even his fellow post-Bultmannians have
roundly criticized him for the speculative na-
ture of his creedal reconstructions.

Also reacting against Bultmann but in the
center of the stream of discussion stand several
NT theologies that survey the content of the NT
corpora and adopt historical stances that are
more or less conservative but are invariably
more conservative than that of Bultmann and
Conzelmann. These offer useful exegeses and
theological insights but break littdle new meth-
odological ground. Most of them offer descrip-
tive sections to each of the various NT corpora.
Included here are W. G. Kimmel (1969),
J. Jeremias (1971), E. Lohse (1974) and J. Gnilka
(1989). Kiimmel’s first chapter reconstructs the
proclamation of Jesus, and his fourth section
compares and contrasts Jesus and Paul, noting
not only their commonalities and differences
but also their different salvation-historical situ-
ations. Thus he is far removed from Bultmann,
Braun and Conzelmann. Only Jeremias’s first
volume, on the proclamation of Jesus, appeared
in print. He felt it was possible to reconstruct
with a fair degree of certainty what Jesus had
taught. But because so much of his historical
work is based on a fairly doctrinaire form of
redaction criticism, he has been criticized from
many parts of the theological spectrum, even
while those who are convinced that Christian
theology must be grounded in responsible his-
tory are grateful for the antidote he provides
against Bultmann.

At a somewhat more popular level Lohse
similarly incorporates the proclamation of Jesus
into NT theology. Lohse’s “postulate of non-
derivability” (Unableitbarkeitsthese, 21)—i.e., his
confident affirmation that some sayings attrib-
uted to Jesus must be accepted as authentic
because they could not reasonably have been
derived from the early church—makes this
stance possible and places him in the main-
stream of his time. In any case the debate has
moved on: the more liberal scholars discover
little that they cannot assign to the creativity of
the church, while the more conservative find
odd any criterion that confuses the eccentric
with the historical. (In whai other field of his-
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torical research would the most influential say-
ings of an extraordinarily influential individual
be denied authenticity on the ground that be-
cause they were believed and repeated by the
individual’s followers they could not have been
authentic?) The rest of Lohse’s work follows
roughly the chronological development of the
NT, with a closing chapter devoted to its unity.
This unity rests, Lohse asserts, on the fact that
although the various NT corpora develop a
variety of theological syntheses, all of these syn-
theses are based on the same kerygma of the
crucified and risen Christ.

In the English-speaking world a handful of
works plot roughly the same course. The vol-
ume by M. Burrows (1946) selects themes
drawn from the categories of systematic theol-
ogy and tracks them across the NT corpora. F. C.
Grant’s large volume (1950) disavows that it is
a NT theology, but it is indistinguishable from
some strands of the discipline. Grant strongly
emphasizes the importance of historical an-
choring (he is not far from Wrede in this regard
and far removed from Bultmann) and empha-
sizes the differences he detects among the vari-
ous “theologies” of the NT, which as a whole is
not more than “a theology in process” (Grant,
60). The rest of the book treats an array of
“doctrines” (e.g., doctrine of God, doctrine of
man, doctrine of Christ, doctrine of miracles*),
considering each in turn as it appears in the NT
butrefusing to trace any chronological develop-
ment. By contrast F. Stagg (1962) seeks to high-
light the unity within the diversity, as does the
influential work of S. Neill (1974) and the more
popular work of A. M. Hunter (1957). The
contributions of C. C. Ryrie (1959) and C. R.
Lehman (1974) are aimed at a popular reader-
ship. They primarily serve their respective theo-
logical constituencies without significantly
engaging with the broader discipline.

5. Roman Catholic Contributions.
Roman Catholic scholars have come late to the
discipline. Despite the popular, confessional
works of A. Lemonnyer (1928; ET 1930) and
O. Kuss (1936), it has been the years since the
publication of Divino Afflante (1943) that have
increasingly displayed among Catholics the di-
versity of approaches that characterizes Protes-
tant scholars.

M. Meinertz (1950) works inductively with
the separate NT writings but attempts no assess-

ment of their chronological or historical devel-
opment. J. Bonsirven (1951) is much the same,
but a gentle piety pervades his work as he sees
his task as providing a responsible basis for
Christian dogmatics. His historical judgments
are almost always conservative: for example, he
reconstructs the life of Jesus from the Synoptics
and John. The later NT writings he denotes as
“Works of Christian Maturity,” thereby refusing
to tarnish them with the pejorative adjective late,
much loved by scholars whose NT theology is a
historical discipline but little else.

R. Schnackenburg (1962) deals first with the
kerygma and theology of the primitive church,
reconstructs the teaching* of Jesus according
to the Synoptics, summarizes the contributions
of the individual Synoptists and follows with
treatments of Paul, John and the rest of the NT
writings. What is distinctive about his work is the
space at the end that Schnackenburg devotes to
some central topics that recur thematically in
the sequence. The fourvolume work by K. H.
Schelkle (1968-76; ET 1971-78) is structured on
traditional dogmatic categories: creation,*
world-time-history (vol. 1); revelation,* re-
demption* and salvation* (vol. 2); ethos (vol.
3); completion (vol. 4/1); disciple, congrega-
tion and church* (vol. 4/2). But within each
category Schelkle traces, in continuous dia-
logue with dogmatics, the diachronic develop-
ment of the movement from the OT through
Judaism to the NT.

The contribution of Goppelt has already
been described. W. Thising (1981) identifies
the unity of the NT in two kinds of criteria: the
structures of the life and works and teaching of
Jesus, as Thising reconstructs them, and the
structures of christology* and soteriology in the
post-Easter period. Gnilka adopts the now tra-
ditional form of NT theology that treats the
various authors or corpora of the NT separately,
with the caveat that James and 2 Thessalonians
are treated in excursuses. Gnilka begins with the
seven Pauline epistles whose authenticity is least
disputed, glancing back at the same time to the
generation before Paul. He then moves on to
the Gospels, pausing to consider Q and his
reconstruction of a primitive passion narrative.
John is treated with the Johannine Epistles (see
John, Letters of). Gnilka goes on to the so-called
deutero-Paulines, the rest of the letters and the
Apocalypse (see Revelation, Book of). In each
case he organizes his material by focusing on
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humanity, salvation, communtiy and the sacra-
ments (though he admis other themes as they
crop up). His concluding chapter probes for
unity and concludes that, whatever the exiraor-
dinary diversity, salvation i always through Jesus
Christ, and the response of faith is always man-
dated. As with Lohse, what holds this together

is the kerygma of the death and resurrection of

Jesus (see Death of Christ).

6. New Testament Theology: 1985-95.

If one focuses on the most recent NT theolo-
gies, those published in the approximate dec-
ade of 1985-95, despite the fact that H. Riisanen
(1990) has pronounced that the discipline is
fundamentally impossible, the diversity of ap-
proaches is Staggering.

Although much of his writing focuses on the
OT side of biblical theology, H. Gese. who rep-
fesents one wing of the so-called new Tiibingen
school, has left a plethora of studies that have a
bearing on NT theology. (For English readers
he is most easily approached through his 198]
volume.) Gese argues that in the time of Jesus
and of the writers of the NT there was still no
closed OT canon (a thesis ncreasingly ques-
tioned), and therefore biblical theology yust
be understood to deal with the process of rradi-
tion viewed as a whole—not with earlier and
later forms or canonical forms but with the
entire process,

Somewhat stinilarly P, Stuhlmacher, using
the law* as a sample topic appropriate to this
notion of biblical theology. traces developing
and quite differing concepts of law through
both Testaments (Stuhlmacher 1986). But his
more recent work is nuanced and complex.
After an extensive ntroduction to the aims and

structure of the discipline, the first volume of

his NT theology begins with the rise and dis-
tinctiveness of NT proclamation: first the
preaching of Jesus. followed by a much shorter
section on the preaching of the primitive
church (i.e., the period between the resurrec-
tion and Paul) and concluded by a section on
the preaching of Paul. The subtitle of this vol-
ume is critical: The Foundation: From Jesus to Paul.
Here is neither massive historical skepticism
nor a Bultmannian trench between theology
and historv.

In the second edition of his bhook on NT
hermeneutics (1986) one detecis a rapproche-
ment between Stuhlmacher and G. Mater
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(Stuhlmacher 1986, 33-34). whom he no longer
places in the tundamentalist camp because of
the latter’s commiunent o take the lext and
history seriously, even if his Judgments are
sometimes more conservative than those of
Stuhlmacher and his criticism of the hisiorical-
critical method niore scathing (Maier. who Iiad
carlier proclaimed the “end of the historical-
critical method.” prefers “historical-biblicul
method”y. Am(mg the luminaries of German
schol;u‘ship. however, Swthlmacher, O, Hofiug,
M. Hengel and one or ovo others stand alore in
the seriousness with which they treat the histori-
cal dimensions of tle NT text.

H. Hiabner has completed his three-volume
NT th(’ology (1990-95). The first raises ques-
tions about the extent and nature of tle canon,
evaluares canon criticism and explores what is
meant by covenant* and revelation. The chap-
ters devoted to the NT expression of revelation
treat Romans 1:16-17 and Romans 3:21 (the
,selfll‘tE\'calillg righteousness of God), the par-
ables of Jesus, the focus on Jesus as the revealer
of God in the Fourth Gospel and the Parousia*
as the revelation still to come, concluding with
some reflections from svstenuitic theology on
these chapters. This se(s up Hiibner for a chap-
ter on the one God and both Testaments and
an epilogue on Jewish and NT methods of exe-
gests. The second volume treats Pauline theol-
0gy. both the theologv of the “undisputed”
Paulines and of “Pauline theology” as it works
1self out in other NT epistles, mncluding James
and 1 and 2 Peter. The final volume considers
Hebrews.* the four Gospels and the Apoca-
lypse. It concludes with a lengthy section on the
“interval” ¢ Zett-Raum) of grace* that harks back
to the "being and time” categories of the exis-
tentialist theology of the first half of this cen-
tury. Despite valiant cftorts to id('mify‘ points of
continuity between the Testaments, the last
chapter lavs much more stress on discontinuity:
the NT takcover (in novo reeeptum) of the Old
demands this assessment.

The brief work by E. Schweizer (1989) 1s of
mixed genre, simult:meously a NTintroduction
and a NT theologv. The former conmponent
offers common critical Judgments with sover-
eign disregard for alternative views, The NT
theology component restricis iself to the NT
canon. There is no separare treatment of the
historical Jesus. Schweizer emphasizes diversity,
with a npical scheme for the development of
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eschatology™ christology,* ccclesiology (see
Church) and the like: the diversire is in the
canon. not in history. The brevity of the book
ensures there is no reflection on the aims or
methods of NT theology.

The contribution of W. Schmithals (1994) is
i some respects not a NT theology but an
independent reconstruction of early Christian-
ity into which the NT is squeezed. Schmithals
asks why the traditions* about the historical
Jesus should ever have been attached to the
post-Easter kerygma and its related confessions.
He argues that such passages as 1 Corinthians
15:20-28 suggest a link between the theme of the
kingdom of God in the teaching of Jesus and
Paul’s theology. From this base Schmithals de-
velops @ fundamental polarity (methodologi-
cally akin to Baur’s reductionism a centuryv and
a half earlier) between Antioch* theology and
Damascus theology. Antioch theology was

apocalyptic,* focused on the righteousness® of

God and on salvation and had gnostic over-
tones. The theology of Damascus, where Paul
was converted and molded, had by that time
abandoned distinctions between Jews and Gen-
tiles,* enjoyed a christology that affirmed pre-
existence® and Incarnation, tanght a radical
view of sin* and espoused a realized eschatol-
ogy. From this polarity Schinithals proceeds to
trace a number of subjects throngh the NT and
into the apostolic fathers.

K. Berger’s large, recent volume (1994) simi-
larly traces the history of NT thonght, but the
picture is guite different. His book develops the
metaphor of a tree: NT thought is like a large
tree with roots in Jerusalem,* but the primary
branching takes place in Autioch. The first
Christians were charismatic. nurtired by the
OT, and saw themselves as the new Israel.*
Those more influenced by Hellenism moved to
Antioch. The Jerusalem gronp shaped the early
Roman church and the epistle of Janies. The
more intluential streains flowing from Antioch
became the Panline and the Johannine
branches. A secondary node in the large Anti-
och branch generates the Gospels, including
Mark, (3 and John (in Berger’s thought John
antedates Matthew and Luke). All this material
is laid out before Berger begins his systematic
examiuation of the NT books. These :are then
studied to see how they fit into this grid, and
Berger believes he can detect how the varions
branches repeatedhv cross and inflnence one

another. Berger traces his pattern beyond the
NT into the second century. Although all of this
generates many novel ways of looking at things,
sometimes the speculation is palpable. More
umportantly for our purposes, there is no signifi-
cant attempt to seek out what is unifying in NT
thought or to wrestle with questions of revela-
tion, theological normativity or canon.

Quite ditferent is the posthumously publish-
ed work of G. B. Caird (1994). Caird candidly
assesses and criticizes previous approaches to
NT theology—what he calls the dogniatic ap-
proach, the chronological approach, the
kerygmatic approach and the anthor-bv-author
approach—and proffers another, the confer-
ence-table approach. “The presupposition of
our study is simply stated: to write a New Testa-
ment theology is to preside at a conference of
faith and order. Around the table sit the authors
of the New Testament, and it is the presider’s
task to engage them in a colloquium about
theological matters which thev themselves have
placed on the agenda” (Caird, 18). Caird sets
forth his answers to possible objections, e.g.,
How many conferees are around the tabler
What is the presider’s rolez What about the
troubling fact that the conferees are all dead?
The latter leads into an important discussion on
how and to what extent things from the past may
be kiown.

Caird then works through various central
concepts (e.g., predestination, sin,* cthics,* es-
chatology,* christology*), which are “discussed”
by the participants (including Caird, the
presider), the discussion moving on to a pres-
entation of the theology of Jesus himself. The
epilogne on dialogue, meaning and authority
offers a brief, trenchant critique of both post-
modernistreadings of the NT and their antithe-
sis in the denial of all development but mere
reliance on original intention. In the latter case,
he writes, “the infallibility of Scripture becomes
a cypher tor the infallibility of the interpreter”
(Caird, 424}, As tor the postmoderuist option
of endlesslv polvvalent nieanings, these are
“Gadarene precipitations into the Dark Ages.
... Language is in essence a medium of com-
munication. If the hearer takes words i1y a sense
not intended by the speaker, that is not an
enfargenent of meaning bt a breakdown of
communication. This claim applies to all uses
of langniage. but it is especially apposite where
aclaim of revelaton is involved™ (Caird, 123).
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The creativitv. excgetical sanity and fresh
writing of much of Caird’s work makes this
vohime one of the most nseful and snggestive in
the ficld of NT theology. But methodologically
his approach is closer o Guthrie (whom he
dismisses) than he thinks. though frequently
with slightly less conservative resnlts: mmch of
Caird’s book, 1alk of the conference-table ap-
proach aside. is an exploration of selected
themes as they are developed by the varions
writers of the NT canon. There is only sporadic
reflection on how these themes relate 1o the OT,
Morcover, tor all its strengths Caird’s approach
proves less able than some other approaches to
provide a portrait of the overall structure of
thought of a major NT writer (e.g., Panly. pre-
cisely because of the vertical trenches that are
antting across the corpora.

7. Other Influences That Shape New
Testament Theology.

Eight further inthiences can be seen to be shap-
ing what is meant in some circles by NT theol-
Ogy.

1. Some scholars have not yet produced any-
thing like a NT theology bt have in their writ-
ings given alot ot thought to certain dimensions
of it. One thinks. for example, of some of the
work of J. D. G. Dunn. who argues that the
fundamental christological unitv in the NT is
the conviction that the predeath Jesus is to be
identified with the postresurrection Christ.
Whereas this is decidedly more conservative
than. say, Conzelmann. the thesis is surprisingly
minimalistic. Other instances of embryonic NT
theology include th work of N. T. Wright (1991,
1992) and of R. B. Havs (1989).

2. Conntless vommes have been written on
the theology of particular NT books or corpora
or on mayjor themes within them. Snch weat-
ments are to NT theology what NT theology is
to biblical theology.

3. A smaller but nevertheless substantial
number of books and essays explore a chosen
theme across the NT or across the entire Chris-
tian canon and refer 1o themselves respectively
as NT theology or as biblical theology (e.g..
Moberlv).

4. The rise of canon criticism in its two domi-
nant forms cannot be excluded from the discas-
sion. By this expression | A. Sanders (1972,
1987, 1995) refers to the canonical process be-
gun at the first recitation of oral tradition and
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continuing bevond closure to onr own fand
finire) adaptations and interpretations devel-
oped in living communities. Sanders does not
mean to devalue the authority of what was origi-
nally said or written, so far as it can be recon-
stmeted, burt to elevate the later appropriations.
By contrast. for Childs (1992), who disavows the
expression “canon criticism” (though it is tre-
quently applied to his work). the final form of
the text and thus the closre of the canon is
critical: the challenge is o nndersiand the exts
as they have been handed down in final form hy
the church. Childs never abandos historical
criticism and rarely steps ontside the bonnds of
“matnstreamn” critical judgruents, but their her-
meneutical and theological value is relatively
small.

At the risk of sintplistic judgments, one can
say that it is not clear how Sanders can avoid
sliding into an open-ended form of postmod-
ernism. despite his mild interest in the original
utterance: this at a time in which a numnber of
biblical theologians arc displaying a rising inter-
est in discovering some form of endnring or
authoritative theological message in Scripture
(Hasel 1994). Conversely, despite his many use-
ful suggestions as 10 how the Bible can be rcad
as one canonical book, it is not clear how
Childs’s leap of faith to accept the church’s
canonical judgments, divorced from Childs’s
historical-critical Judgments. will prove more
epistemnologically endnring than Barth’s theol-
ogy of the Word. Theologically Childs reaches
conclusions thal are very close to those of. say,
Stuhlmacher. Bnt the latter arrives at his desti-
nauon by means of historical-critical judgments
that leave his thought world a nnified whole,
while the former reaches themn by consciously
refusing to make nmch of a tie between his
theology and his history.

5. More broadly the 11sIng pressures irom
postnodernism are generating readings of bib-
lical text that are distanced from what the rexts
originally meant. The most rigorous postiod-
ernists deny that the notion of what a text “origi-
nally meant” is coherent. Inevitablv these new
“biblical theologies™ or NT theologies 1se the
text to support some current agenda. Some
forms (certainly not all) of liberation theology
fall into this camp. as do some forms of feminist
reading (on the latter see Fiorenza 1994;.
There is now a plethora of literature that cele-
brates whateveris novelin a reading, aliteramre
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that roundly denounces the verv possibility of
any “right™ reading of a tex.

6. Overlapping other deseloprients (e.g..
postmodern readings, Clnlds’s form ot canon
criticising but ditferenable from them s the
rising interest in narrative theology and velated
and of the

literarv-critical readings ot rhe
Bible. The results are extraorcinarily variable.
Although sonie scholars see these new wols as
nothing more than an extension of the histort-
calcritical method. 1wself the otfspring of the
Enlightenment. increasingly these tools are
viewed rightly as the product of Romanticism,
itself often i condlict with an Enhightenmmuent
view of the world. The resnlts may often be seen
as a branch of aesthetics: plot. hmplied author.
characterization and the like are cavefully laid
out with no concern for historical claims in the
text or with how the absence of such concerns
may itself decisivelv shape one’s understanding
of the text (e.g.. the choice of the nineteenth-
century novel as a model to impack the Fonrth
Gospel: Culpepper). Such works abound in in-
sight at the level of details but substantially
distort the whole.

7. Similarly, because meanings in hurguage
are inevitably tied to a social svstem, the enrrent
interest i the social structure ov the social
history that is presnpposed in biblical books is
sometimes nseful m understanding the texts
themselves. In the hands of some scholars, so-
ciological unalysis of past bodies is undertaken
with asovereign disregaidd for other branches of
history and exegesis. usually with the aim of
gaining biblical warrant for present fads in be-
havior. On the positive side one thinks (to
choose a few at random of the contributions (o
our understanding of the text of the NT and
thus of NT theology by W. Meeks (1983),
Co Hemer (19588 and M. Hengel (1991, whose
work is less interested 11 huposing modern so-
ciological categories on the NT dociiments than
on delineating the soctal lustory bebind those
documents.

2. Especiallv in Brirain wnd sometimes in
Germany, “theology™ can finction as a genetic
term describing the study ot ans thing to do with
Christianity. In that fiamework N1 theology
may refer to collections of studies on the NT
that have only acddental connection with NT
theology i any scnse: thar deals with the entire
AT, anv corpus within it or any theute runmng
through it. For exanple see the rirles of books

by 1. H. Marshall (1990), |. Blauk (1992) and
W. Thising (1995).

8. Controlling or Defining Elements of New
Testament Theology.

The controlling elements have been altuded to
and occasionally cvaluated in the historical re-
cital, but thev demand separate veflection.

Morgan's analvsis of NT theologv (ABD
6:473-83 ) turns on the interplay of three cle-
ments: the biblicist, the hisvorical and the her-
meneutical; Corley’'s (1994} on three lines: the
purely historical, the existential and the saha-
tion-historical. Others proffer somewhat differ-
ent categories (e.g.. Ladd, ISBE 1:498-509; Via.
369-88). Whatever the breakdown, nore of the
elements or lines or categories can be evaluated
in isolation. One’s conception of the discipline
of NT theology and of its present state turns on
whiat onte makes of the peculiar interplay ot the
defining categories.

8.1. Theology. N'1 theology is above all theol-
ogv: L.e., it is discourse about God. For Chris-
tians this means it is discourse about the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. abont his
character, nature, self-disclosure; about tis acts
of creation, providence and redemption; abont
his people. their origin. circunmstances, salva-
tion, destination. It is thus not to be reduced to
the history of the Jews or the carly historv of
Christians. NT theology is theology, not relig-
ion. It follows rhat the nack worked our from
Baur is profoundly mistaken not in this or that
peculiar historical judgment but in its increas-
ing collapse of the discipline into nothing but
history.

But the interplay of theology with other ele-
ments must not be overlooked. Because this
theology is our disconrse about God (however
much it is based on his self-disclosure), herrme-
neutcal considerations must not he forgotten.
To overlook them is not to escape them: it is to
foster the illusion. chivacteristic of a greart deal
ot modernity. that the Lutest opinion is the truly
objective and culture-transcending onc. Be-
cause this theology is yrounded in God's revela-
tion in history and becanse God's selfa evelation
i history “has often caught nup elements from
the religons [sicf milicirand incorporated them
in Hoilsgeschichte” (Ladd, ISBE1:5051, theology’s
relationship with history 15 exceedingly com-
plex. Tt is not always anragonistic. nor is the
experisice of the people of Cod sctantirhet-
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cally to all others i every respect. Isracl was not
the only group that practiced circumcision, the
church did not invent eleders out of whole cloth
and “housc-tables” of duties were well known in
the pagan world before Christianized forms
were incorporated into the NT {sec Household
Codes; Houschold, Famiily). Thus theology can-
not be abstracted from historical quesuons,

8.2. Supernaturalism and Revelation. In Mo1-
gan’s view (ABD 6:1741) the biblicist element in
NT theologyv “is the tendency (more or less
extrenie) to attach greater weight to these wrie-
ings than would be rational for non-Christians.
It is necessary because Scripture 1s indispensa-
ble for knowing God in Jesus Christ, and that is
central to Christianity. . .. But actually identify-
ing Scripture with revelation is irrational bibli-
cism.”

Morgan is correct to insist that the biblicist
element is necessary to NT theology. But if by
this he means no more than that apart from the
NT documents we have few other earlv sources
regarding Jesus and the early church and that
these are the earliest witnesses,® such that if
Chiristianity is to survive at all we are necessarily
forced to draw on theni, he has conceded oo
little. The God of the Bible not only acts provi-
dentially in history but sometimes chooses to
reveal himself openly in history, thus perpetu-
ally threatening all merely naturalistic readings
of history. More importantly he is a talking God,
and the very witnesses to which Morgan points
insist that not only has this God talked with
human beings in concrete historical situations
in the past but that he has not left himself
without verbal witness. choosing to use the
words of mortals to convey soniething of him-
self. To fail to see that this is arecurring presup-
position of the biblical writers is to assign too
great a veto power to non-Christian perspec-
tives.

It is true that an emphasis on supernatural-
ism without careful consideration of the other
dimensions of Scripture can treat the Bible as a
magic book and produce NT theology that is
btzarre. It 1s true that focusing on revelation
without perceving that God has commontly dis-
closed himself in the “accidents™ of history with
all their “secondaryv causalities” may end up
denving providence, hunting for a msterious
God-of-the-gaps. Itis true that espousing revela-
torv authority without grasping that God's selt-
disclosure has commonly been through means.
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progressive in nature, and as often through
msthwtions (wemple®), rites (sacrificial system;
see Sacrifice) and dynasties (the Davidic) as
through words is to tumble into reductionisin,
It is wue that the words of Scripture perform
nmany functions in addiuon to conveying truth*:
they bear wiuress to Christ, evoke worship * call
to repemance® and so forth, and these various
specch-acts nrust not be overlooked. But it s
never a respousible solution to meet one redue-
tionisim by another.

8.3, Canon. NT theology properly presup-
poses a NT canon. Many in the name of histori-
cal objectivity refuse any distinction between
the canonical and the noncanonical (e.g.,
Wrede), and others (e.g., Morgan, ABD 6:481)
argue that the notion of canon has no place in
historical research and no place in demarcating
books that are different in kind from other
books (e.g.. possessing sonie revelatory quality).
For Morgan the noton of canon can be pre-
served only to mark out hooks that enjoy. for
whatever historical reasons, a “special use”
among Christians.

Itis warranted to msist that the NT books are
not different in every way from other books
writtent about the sanue time. But to recoguize a
canon of books based purely ou historical acci-
dent means that the discipline of NT theology
improperly looks for any unity: at best it can
describe the individual contributions of this
accidental canon inductively and historically
(where “historically” presupposes naturalisin).
But if the canonical books are bound up with
the selfrevealing God and are identified not
with the totalitv of that revelation but as one
crucial component of it. theu the concern of
many NT theologians not only to identfy differ-
encesamong the NT books but to work out what
holds them together beconies a possible. even
a praiseworthy, task. Because ot the lhistorical
elements in NT theology, 1t is appropnate to
make connections between the NT and the
apostolic fathers. But that 1s not itself NT theol-
ogy. R. B. Sloan (1994 is partlv right to point
out that a theological core helped 1o precipitate
the books that came to make up what we call the
NT canon and that this core can i large part
he inferred by exegesis and listorical analvsis
from those books themselves. But that recon-
structed core must not be thought of as canon
{(a canon to which we have no agreed or direct
access): that would be 1o confuse the means by
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which canonical distinctions were made with
the canon itself.

The point to underline is that the note of
authority that most biblical theologians want to
recover, namely, the connection between NT
theology and the NT documents. has to be
found in the text itself. It cannot be found
behind the text. in realities to which the text
points orin parts of the text. [t cannot be found
in the theology that apparently precipitates the
text, in the lowest common denominator of the
assembled NT texts or in the communities to
which the text bears witness.

In much the same way a tighter connection
between text and reality is necessary to make
epistemologically viable Childs’s approach to
canonical (including NT) theology. To some
extent the later works of Childs depend on
H. Frei (1974), who argues that the triumph of
rationalisni in the historical-critical method
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries abandoned reading the narratives of the
Bible as narratives. These rationalists. discount
ing the supernartural, tried incessantly to make
the meaning of the text turn on what happened
(as the critics reconstructed it}, which was then
read back into the text in circular fashion and
found there. Reacting against this, conserva-
tives stressed the historicity of the biblical ac-
counts, thus making meaning depend on the
history while failing to return to a narrative
cotiception of meaning.

To some extent this analysis is astute. But
whatit fails to address directly is the relationship
between ostensibly historical narrative and the
historicity of the ostensible events. If while in-
sisting on the primacy of a narrative conception
of meaniug one perpetually fails to address that
question, one is inviting a faith based on a story
line, regardless of the relationship (if any) be-
tween that story line and extratextual reality.
Neither Judaism nor Christianitv is Buddhism:
we are not invited to an atemporal system of
thoughtwhose authority turns on the credibility
and aesthetics of an abstract philosophical sys-
temn. We are instead invited to the personal-tran-
scendent Creator-God who deigns to address his
rebellious imagebearers in “the scandal of [his-
torical] particularity.” “Were the biblical narra-
tives written or read as fiction, then God would
turn from the lord of history into o creature of
the imagination with the most disastrous results.
... Hence the Bible's determination to sanctify

and compel literal belief in the past” (Stern-
berg, 32). One way of reading Childs is to sce
that the leap of faith that Frei seem to be advo-
cating at the level of individual narratives,
Childs seems ready to take at the level of the
entire canon.

If the notion of the NT canon briefly articu-
lated here is extended to the entire canon, then
by similar reasoning one is driven to the impor-
tance of trying to discover “a whole Bible theol-
0gy” (eine gesamtbiblische Theologie). At issue is not
simply whether the OT provides the most im-
portant matrix out of which to understand the
NT but whether there is a continuous story line
aroutid which the canonical books are clustered
and to which each book makes its own contri-
bution. Granted the degree of specialization
and the bias of naturalistic biblical scholarship
against such a move, the task is daunting. Some
envisage intensive cooperation between OT
and NT specialists (e.g., Ebeling, 96); others
anticipate that a specialist in one area might
branch out into the canonical framework (as
Childs 1992 and Seebass 1982 have done). But
even those who do not feel confident to under-
take the writing of canonically framed biblical
theology may discipline themselves to careful
exegesis that never loses sight of the canonical
horizon. “A biblical-theology-orientated exege-
sis is the only way, in the field of Old Testament
and New Testanient studies, that a first step can
be taken. and a first thrust ventured. Thus, we
will not only ask for a ‘theology of the Old
Testament' or a ‘Pauline theology,” but also, in
these limited areas, keep the wider context con-
stantly in sight” (Harrington, 373).

8.4. History. However much we eschew all
reduction of NT theology to the study of the
history of religions, a proper emphasis on his-
tory is essential to N'T"theology. “Biblical Theol-
ogy is that branch of exegetical theology which
deals with the process of the self-revelation of
God deposited in the Bible™ (Vos 1948, 53); or
again, “Biblical Theology. .. 1is nothing else than
the exhibition of the organic process of super-
natural revelation in its historic continuity and
multiformity” (Vos 1980, 15). The critical ex-
pressions are progress, process, and historical
continuity and multiformity. Several factors
need examnination. in each case tied to other
elements in this list.

First, onte must insist that the historical nar-
ratives refer to objective (i.e, extratextual) re-
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ality. “If there is anything that distinguishes
Christianity from all other rcligions and phi-
losophies it is this: Christianity in the first in-
stance is neither a set of doctrines nor a way of
life. but a gospel: and « gospel means news about
histovical cvents, attested by reliable witnesses, and
having at its centre a historical person ™ (Caird. 422,
emphasis his). Adequatel formulated NT the-
ology will not permit a retreat 1o the study of
texts as if they were naked art forms and nothing
else.

Second. although the God of the Bible com-
monly works in the context of history that could
reductionistically be explained in naturalistic
terms, he sometimes enters this order with
deeds and words that cannot possibly be ex-
plained in such terms. They may be explained
away or discounted or relegated to the category
of faith on the dubious gronnd that thev are
outside the historian’s domain. Burt such a view
of history is imprisoned by naturalistic presup-
positions. We have returned to supernaturalism
and revelation by another route. At no pointin
the discipline of NT theology are these issues
more important than in assessing the place of
Jesus the Christ (cf. Hasel 1978, 133-35). The
resurrection of Jesus. for instance, cannot be
historical according to the canons of a form of
historical criticism committed to naturahisi; it
is difficult to see why historical criticism that is
not committed to naturalisim yet that is inter-
ested in determining what actually took place
in the space/time continuum should not come
out with a positive assessment (cf. Ladd, [SBE
1:507).

Third, although for the Christian salvation
historyis thus part of real history (i.e.. it did take
place), no one should think this represents all
of what took place or that it is unbiased or
uncommitted. We thus encroach on questions
of hermeneutics and postmodernism (see 8.7
below).

Fourth. precisely because God’s self-disclo-
sure has taken place over time, NT theology. as
partof the larger discipline of biblical theology,
1s committed to understanding the constitutive
documents within that temporal framework. In
this respect NT theology differs widelv in em-
phasis from systematic theology, which tends to
ask atemporal questions of the biblical texs,
thereby eliciting atemporal answers.

8.5. Literature. However anchored in history,
the NT documents, like the docunients of the
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entire biblical canon. are cast in an extraordi-
nary array of literary genres that demand both
historical knowledge and literary sensitivity on
the part of the interpreter. There are several
entailments, which again lap onto the domains
of other elenients in this List

Fust, NT theology is conmmitted to inductive
study of the texts. The texis are not first and
foremost a quarry tor abstract doctrines or the
source of answers to questions they are at best
only marginally interested in addressing but are
texts that demand study on their own terms (cf.
Schlier, 1-25; Harringrton, 363-64). Thus at its
best biblical theology has the potential for re-
forming dogmatics.

Second, NT theology will not on this ground
treat the texts as literary forms to be studied on
their own terms but, precisely because they are
the sorts of texts they are, perceive the extratex-
tual realities to which they point. This is power-
tully elucidated by R. J. Bauckhani in a review
(BI 2 [1994] 246-50) of Childs (1992). In his
laudable insistence on the theological integrity
of the texts and in his focns on the historical
reconstruction of the development of the text.
Childs “seems 1o treat as insignificant for bibli-
cal theology any relationship of the theological
witness of the texts to the concrete historical
circimstances in which that witmess originated”
(Banckham, 219). There is no attempt to iHu-
minate Paul’s thought by trving to understand
what it was like to live in first-centurv Corinth,
for instance. Real depth in a text is not found
by most readers in a knowledge of the text’s
prehistory. any imore than a reader will perceive
Hanilet to be shallow until he or she knows
about Shakespeare’s sources, successive drafts
and the ostensible contributions of later edi-
tors. Thus a careful reading of Gospels and
Epistles will not endorse either a literary isola-
tomsm or a retreat w the 1ost sterile forms of
historical eriticism. Depth will be found in arich
appreciation of their historical rootedness.
their profound truth, their astonishing inter-
connections and their powertul vitalitv.

Third, such inductive and historical study
cannot be set over against canonical considera-
tions. “The work of New Testaient theology is
still not complete when the theologv of the
individual books or groups of writings is pre-
sented. The task is done only when we have
sticceeded in showing the unity of the different
“theologies™ and this underlving theological
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unity must be brought out as explicitly as possi-
ble” (Harrington, 365; see 9 below). Given the
occasional nature and literary quality of so
many of the biblical writings, there is plenty of
scope for cautious integration and synthests in-
stead of the penchant for finding closed and
mutually conflicting systems of thought in each
of the various NT documents.

8.6. Existential Bite. Ideally N'T theology will
have existential bite, a profoundly religious di-
mension {a point emphasized by Terrien,
though regrettably at the expense of other fac-
tors). Gabler’s success in abstracting biblical
theology from dogmatic theology fostered an
unhealthy independence: biblical theology is
soon also abstracted from reverence, from com-
mitment, from faith. In the name of objectivity
that was in fact too often infected by naturalism,
anvrhing corresponding to doxological study in
NT theology was viewed with suspicion.

Given the spiritual vibrancy and fervor of the
early witnesses, it would have been unthinkable
for them to have pleaded their cause with dis-
passionate neutrality. So it is equally withink-
able that modern Christians would engage i
NT theology with aloof detachment. This is
what Schlatter (1905) dismissed as “atheistic
method,” writing elsewhere, “As soon as the
historian sets aside or brackets the question of
faith, he is making his concern with the New
Testarment and his presentation of it into a
radical and total polemic againstit” (in Morgan
1973, 152; see also the comnents of Ladd, /SBE
1:509).

8.7. Hermeneutics and Postmodernism. If, from
Gabler on, classic modernism was too cortfident
of its ability to produce timeless and culture-
transcending biblical theology. postinodernism
1s too confident of its ability to say nothing that
is true beyond what the individual or interpre-
tive community perceives to be true. Postmod-
ernism has released us from the hubris of a
pretended omniscience only to introdnce us to
the no less dogmatic hnbris of epistemologically
determined relativism. Thus in his analysis ot
NT theology Via (380-81) follows L. Montrose’s
chiasnias a proper poststructuralist ortentation
to history: historical study is reciprocally con-
cerned with the historicity of texts and the tex-
tuality of history (Moutrose, 20). The historicity
of texts insists that all texts “are embedded in a
specific social and cultural setting™ the textual-
ity of historv ineans that “we have uo access to

a lived. material past that is unmediated by
textual traces and that these traces are subject
to further textualization (figuration). when the
histortan uses them in constructing a narrative.”
Although Via affirms “the possibility of some
degree of knowledge about the real past” (Via,
384}, in fact historical knowledge “is knowledge
acquired by making mterpretive meaning” and
“history is about the creation of meaning” (Via,
584).

Via's views are now commonplace among
mary NT scholars. The element of truth in such
postmodern epistemology is that no finite and
fallen mortal perceives anything from the van-
tage of omuniscience. All of our knowledge is in
certain respects an approximation. But the an-
tithesis that is then often assumed—either one
enjoys absolute knowledge or all our knowing is
utterly relative—is unnecessary. Various models
suggest that one can enjoy true knowledge with-
out absolute knowledge (e.g., the fusion of ho-
rizons: the hermeneutical spiral; the asymptotic
approach: see Carson 1995b; see Hermeneu-
tics). Although no interpreter can entirelv es-
cape his or her own culture and heritage and
flee into another that is removed by millennia
and distanced by language barriers, by patient
distanciation and careful reading and reread-
ing it is possible to have authentic contact with
another mind through what that mind has writ-
ten. Most texts are not as aNtONOMouUs as mariy
postmoderns assume, and the meaning of texts
does not reside primarily in the interpreter.
Poststructuralists do not like reviewers to mis-
read their books: apparently they are prepared
to invest their own texts with authorial intent.
Why cannot they accord the same courtesy to
Paul or for that matter to God, if he is a God
who discloses himself through verbal revela-
tionr

Reflections on postmodernism thus take us
back to both questions regarding the nature of
history and the issnes of supernaturalism and
revelation, for epistemological questions take
onadifferent hue if there is an omniscient “God
who speaks™ and has chosen to disclose some
things. Granted our finiteness and fallenness,
God himself cannot disclose everything to us.
But it is difticult to sce why he cannot disclose
true things ceven it he cannot exhaustively dis-
close all their relationships.

The bearing of these reflections on the writ-
ing of NT theology is obvious. The leading
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intellectual movements of the day often foster
the illusion that NT theology as a discipline that
moves toward canonical synthesis is impossible
and certainly disreputable. Those who config-
ure the elements of NT theologv and of biblical
theology in a different way, lightly sketched
here, must get on with the task.

9. Focal Issues.

To accept the configuration of NT theology just
articulated does not mean that all the issues
have been resolved. Among the most important
challenges are three.

First, many of the fundamental questions
pertaining to how NT theology should be con-
structed remain. The most pressing of these is
how simultaneously to expound the unity of NT
theology (and of the larger canon of which it is
a part) while doing justice to the manifest diver-
sity; or, to put it the other way, how simultane-
ously to trace the diversity and peculiar
emphases and historical developments inher-
entin the vartous NT (and biblical) books while
doing justice to their unifying thrusts. Metho-
dologically it may be necessary to do something
of both (Dunn 1977) or to invoke a creative
device (Caird). But the tension will continue.

In addition to such large-scale strategic ques-
tions there are countless procedural issues,
Those who write NT theology should ideallv
become intimately acquainted with the text of
the NT, develop a profound grasp of the histori-
cal (including social and cultural) frameworks
in which the NT books were written, maintain
and sharpen the horizon provided by the entire
canon, foster literary skills that permit varted
genres to speak for themselves, spot literary
devices and correctly interpret them, learn to
fire imagination and creativity in a disciplined
way and acknowledge and seek to accommodate
and correct their own culmral and theological
biases. All of these elements must be main-
tained in appropriate balance, nurtured by love
for God and fear of God and growing hunger to
serve his people.

Second, the issue of the unitv and the diver-
sity of the NT documents is not only a matter of
presentation but of substance (cf. Hasel 1978,
140-70). The quest for the center of NT theol-
ogyv has three challenges (see DPI, Center), (1)
What does “center” mean, and how might it be
discoveredr Does it refer to the most conmmon
theme, determined by statistical count. or to the
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controlling theme or to the fundamental theo-
logical presuppositions of the NT writers, so far
as they may be discerned Precisely how does
one determine what a “controlling theme” isr Is
pursnit of the “center” legitimate in literature
that all sides admit is largely occasional? (9)
How does one avoid mere generalities? One
mightsav that the center of NT theologyis Jesus
Christ, but although at one level that is saying
evervthing at another level it is saying almost
nothing. Or one might say (with Dunn) that the
fundamental tenet of NT christology is the be-
lief that the predeath Jesus is 1o be identified
with the postresurrection Jesus—but this too is
anemic. (3) How shall one avoid the tendency
to elevate one book or corpus of the NT and
domesticate the rest, putting them on a leash
held by the themes of the one, usually the book
or corpus on which the biblical theologian has
invested most scholarly energy?

There are no comprehensive answers. But
we shall not go far astray if we adopt some such
prescriptions as the following.

1. The pursuit of the center is chimerical. NT
theology is so interwoven that one can move
from any one topic to any other topic. We will
make better progress by pursuing clusters of
broadly common themes, which may not be
common to all NT books. For example. we
might examine how the temple functions and
develops in the OT and, in terms of NT theol-
ogv, observe how it is variously treated by the
Synoptists (both Jesus' observance of temple
ritual and his cleansing of the temple), note
such features as the rending of the veil at the
time of Jesus’ death (Mt 27:51), study the pecu-
liar Johannine emphases (including Jesus’ self-
identification with the temple destroyed—Jn 2},
chart the tensions and changing role of the
temple in Luke-Acts as the church increasingly
becomes defined by Christ and not by anv of the
traditional Judaisms, examine the varied meta-
phorical uses of temple in Paul's writings, study
the complex links between various aspects of
temple ritual and Christ’s work according to the
epistle to the Hebrews and plot the develop-
ment of the temple theme in the Apocalypse,
which ultimately celebrates the absence of any
temple in the new Jerusalem, because the Lord
God and the Lamb* are its temple (Rev 21—
22). In this last step there is no further need for
mediation as the people ot God are ushered
into the unshielded glorv* of the consunmmat-
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ing new heavenr and new earth. Our of such
material it is possible simultanieously to treat the
contributions to this theie made by individual
books. entirely within the frantework of thought
provided by rhose books. and to reflect on the
significance of the pattern that develops to so
glorious a consummation. This sort of endeavor
can be undertaken witl scores of themes.

2. Clearly it is essential to treat each theme
or passage witliin the framework of each book
or corpus betore treating it as part of the larger
NT horizon. The comprehensiveness of such
work will go a long way toward warding off
falling victim to an arbitrary canon within the
canon.

3. In particular it is imperative that relatively
light themes i a particular book or corpus be
teased out first within the context of the major
themes of that book or corpus. For example,
studies on discipleship in Mark that fail to work
out how that theme plugs into Mark’s story line
that takes Jesus to the cross* and bevond will
prove fundamentally flawed. Not infrequently
the points of connection from corpus to corpus
must be delineated through these major
themes. Thus although it seems wise to avoid
conumitting oneselt to one disputable center,
inevitably the texts themselves will force a hier-
archializing of unifving themes.

4. Tt is essential to avoid the dogmatic an-
titheses that have afflicted so much of the disci-
pline, antitheses that spot distinctive treatments
while dismissing both complementaritv and
sweeping development.

5. Careful literary and historical examina-
tion of certain biblical themes may foster re-
newed ability to see that the shape of the theme
in a particular corpus (e.g., temple and related
matters in Hebrews) is tightly tied to the social,
ecclesiastical and theological situation the
writer is addressing. Such examination there-
tore encourages insight not onlv into the way
that separate NT treatments may be coniple-
mentary but also into the way that such themes
should properly function pastorally.

6. Time invested in the listory of interpreta-
tionn will not only enlarge the horizons of the
interpreter but also tend to toster appropriate
distanciation and thus a degrec of proper objcc-
tivity In exegesis and creation of NT theology.

Third, the most ditficult question bv far is the
relation of the NT to the OT and in particular
the use of the OT 1 the N'T. The most recent

collection of essays on biblical theology (Ped-
ersen) reflects how strongly most biblical theo-
logians struggle to avoid saving that the NT
mterpretation of the OT is the onlv correct one.
The reasons varv from literpreter to inter-
preter but are reducible to three: (1) some
think the NT interpretation of the Old so im-
plausible that it should not be given such status;
(2) others are so committed to the canons of
postmodernism that any claimed hegemorny in
the tield of interpretation must be dismissed
with an anathema; (3) others, moved not leas:
by the Holocaust, refuse to be a party to what
some label “cultural genocide” even while they
recognize that the writers of the NT themselves
betray little doubt about the rightness of their
reading of tlre OT.

Those are the large issues that help to deter-
mine the outconie when the countless little
issues weigh in: what constitutesa quotation and
what an allusion; the text form of quotations;
the form and function of introductory formu-
lae: the appropriation techniques deployed by
the NT writers and their relationship to Jewish
nmiiddoth; the hermeneutical axioms that gov-
ern nany NT citations of the OT; the many
forms of tvpology; how various NT uses of the
OT fit into larger questions regarding the rela-
tions between the covenants*; ethical uses of
antecedent Scripture; the place of Torah in
Matthew or Paul: the meaning of “fulfillment”
language; the symbol-laden, imagination-firing
associational uses common in the Apocalypse:
the assumption of various societal givens {e.g.,
God/family/society); and inuch niore of the
sante. Such considerations are the stuff of stud-
ies on the use of the QT in the NT. and clearly
no responsible NT theology, insofar as it sees
itself part of a broader biblical theology. can
proceed very far without taking them into ac-
count.

See also CANON; CHRISTOLOGY; CHURCH:;
COVENANT, NEW COVENANT: DEATH OF CHRIST:
ESCHATOLOGY: ETHIGS; GOD: HERMENEUTICS;
HOLY SPIRIT; KINGDOMOF GOD: OLD TESTAMENT;
PASTORAL THEOLOGY; REVEAL. REVELATION.
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