What is biblical theology?

by Robert D. Bell
In the last fifty years Biblical scholarship has focused a great deal of attention on the discipline of Biblical theology. Seminaries offer courses in both Old and New Testament theology. Numerous books and articles have appeared on the subject. But there has not always been complete agreement on the nature of Biblical theology. In the history of the study of the Bible, many different definitions have been applied to the term. It is possible, however, to acknowledge that one of the particular defini​tions of the term has enjoyed the consensus of a large number of writers in this half century. Furthermore, Biblical theology as understood according to this one definition is the most exciting of all the disciplines of Biblical study for the believer.

In order to understand and define Biblical theology, it is necessary to contrast this field of study with systematic theol​ogy. About two hundred years ago Johann P. Gabler, who was a rationalist, distinguished Biblical theology from systematic the​ology by restricting the former to the task of stating what the Biblical writers taught about a particular subject. According to Gabler systematic theology included philosophical views and interpretations of the various theologians who produced the creeds and theological books. This distinction was not particularly welcomed by orthodox scholars, who of course considered their own particular denominational theology to be equivalent to the message of the Bible itself. In the early part of this century Geerhardus Vos insisted that systematic theology is just as Biblical as Biblical theology: “there is no difference in that one would be more closely bound to the Scriptures than the other” (Biblical Theology, p. 15).

In his lecture Gabler had also asserted that whereas systematic theology is by nature didactic, Biblical theology is histor​ical. Conservative scholars eventually chose this emphasis of Gabler on the historical method and used it to distinguish between the two kinds of theology. Traditionally for conservatives, therefore, Biblical theology is the science which studies God’s progres​sive revelation through the various periods of history. This discipline takes the same material that systematic theology has pre​sented in a logical arrangement, according to certain categories of theological analysis, and presents it in its historical order so that the student can view God’s truths as they unfolded through the ages of Biblical revelation. The textbook by Geerhardus Vos is a good example of this approach by an orthodox scholar.

It is very instructive and useful, however, for Bible-believers to make more than just a methodological distinction between these two disciplines. Because of Gabler’s rationalism, his distinction presents certain problems for conservatives. The conservative scholar J. Barton Payne, however, by using two simple questions, has provided the key to differentiate the natures of the two disciplines. Biblical theology seeks to answer the question “What did God reveal?” On the other hand, systematic theol​ogy provides the answer to “What is true of God?” (The Theology of the Older Testament, pp. 21-22). In Payne’s textbook, however, he still claims that systematic theology is just as Biblical, and he develops his material on the basis of progressive revelation. Of course, this is a very helpful study, but by starting with Payne’s two questions, we can establish a distinction that will have great practical value to both the student of the Bible and the pastor.

The best way to distinguish Biblical theology from systematic theology is not by using different methods but by establish​ing a difference in nature between the two disciplines. In Biblical theology the theologian, who should also have some exegetical ability, seeks to present simply and clearly what God has taught us on a particular subject. Charles Hodge said that Biblical the​ology’s task “is to ascertain and state the facts of Scripture” (Systematic Theology, I, 1-2). The Biblical theologian compares what the Bible says in one place with what it says in another place. He interprets verses in light of other verses on the same subject. He also analyzes and summarizes these truths. The systematic theologian then takes this same material and presents it to his students or readers, but he goes further. Since there are various doctrinal questions which the Bible does not answer directly, the systematic theologian attempts to answer these questions on the basis of careful conclusions drawn from Biblical theology. Systematic theology includes also material drawn from natural theology in order to defend Biblical truths. It is very important for Bible students and pastors to be able to distinguish between what the Bible says and what the theologians have concluded, even when these conclusions may correctly reflect God’s truth. We must ascribe supreme authority to the Bible, and we dishonor the Scriptures when we ascribe this same authority to the theological conclusions and traditions of men, even those of good men.

At this point we need to affirm briefly the legitimacy of systematic theology because there are those who once they real​ize this distinction between the two disciplines become intolerant of all the theologians’ conclusions which are so much a part of systematic theology. On the surface it may seem only right to accept Biblical theology and to do away with systematic theology. But God’s Word itself encourages men to draw the correct conclusions from God’s revelation. For example, Christ rebuked the Sadducees (Mat. 22:29) because they had not concluded from the truths of the Pentateuch (Mat. 22:31) that there would be the resurrection of the dead, a doctrine not explicitly mentioned in the writings of Moses. Later Scripture often provides divine authority for truths which certain godly men have concluded from earlier Scripture.

According to the conception of Biblical theology advocated above, those who have approached the subject from the stand​point of progressive revelation are also writing Biblical theology. As they trace a particular doctrine through the Bible, they are usually at the same time stating simply what the Biblical writers have said about the particular subject. But the article or book that summarizes the Biblical teaching on a certain point without any particular emphasis on progressive revelation is also Biblical theology. For example, to gather in one place everything the Old Testament has said about the nature of fallen mankind, to interpret carefully these statements, and to analyze this material into various categories of information is an exercise of Biblical theology.

It should be clear by now that this conception of Biblical theology allows for several different methods. At the foundation of Biblical theology is Biblical exegesis. Good commentaries are very important to Biblical theologians. Another part of the foun​dation of this discipline is the careful study of key words that play such a major part in theological sentences. Next to the meth​ods of studying doctrine historically and analytically, the other major method of Biblical theology is the study of the individ​ual theological messages of the various Biblical books or authors. For example, a Biblical theologian would study a book like Ezekiel in order to arrange the prophet’s theological content under several major theological headings. A study of the literature of Biblical theology will reveal additional methods.

