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1. What is “Biblical Theology”?
“What is biblical theology?” This question is not easily answered, for “biblical theology” has
been variously understood:
·

as a branch of the theological disciplines of exegesis, systematics, or practical
theology; or

·

as a complex interdisciplinary theological program that takes up the impetus of the
Reformation and of the Second Vatican Council; or

·

as the regulative idea of a theology in accordance with the Bible, that is, a scripturally
appropriate theology; or

·

as the idea of a theology found in the Bible, and its -- at least latent -- realization.2

These four concepts are connected with each other in a variety of ways. On the one side, this
gives the impression of conceptual confusion; but on the other side, this brings with it innerand inter-disciplinary tensions which can be very constructive and fruitful.
“Biblical theology,” whether understood as a branch of the theological disciplines or as an
interdisciplinary theological program, is always confronted not only with the suspicion of
conceptual unclarity, but also with the following never-ending problem: if “biblical theology”
is to be understood as “theology” in the sense of an abstracted or ultimately ascertainable,
comprehensive framework for thought and conviction,3 that is, in the sense of a specific
system, then it is impossible. This type of biblical theology would contradict not only the
variety and vitality of the biblical witness and record, which developed over a 1500 year
1
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period; above all, it would obstruct the vitality of the revelation of God to which the various
biblical records testify from their particular perspectives.
There is a theological and scientific consensus -- outside of a few exceptions -- that it is
misleading to “abstract from the Bible some concealed historical or conceptual system, an
economy of salvation or a Christian view of things. There can be no biblical theology in this
sense, either of the Old or New Testament, or of the Bible as a whole.”4 But if “theology” is
understood not as talk of God in a comprehensive, fully developed framework for thought,
but rather as “God-talk” that is genuinely capable of development with regards to content,
comprehension and subject matter, and is accompanied by certainty and directed towards
truth, which, however modest and fragmentary, serves to strengthen the certainty of faith in
the development of the knowledge of God5 -- then talk of a biblical theology appears to limit
itself to the trivial insight that the biblical texts are filled and saturated with theology. In so
far as all ponderable Christian theology ultimately claims to have biblical warrant and to be in
accordance with scripture in one sense or another, there appears to remain no obvious place
for the concept of a biblical theology. The expression “biblical theology” appears either to
propagate a theologically and scientifically problematic notion of unity or a system6, or
however, to stress the simple fact -- but with a skewed emphasis -- that the biblical texts speak
of God in a qualified manner and that Christian theology is oriented scripturally.
Yet between these two extremes, which make all talk and further development of biblical
theology skeptical, the notion of biblical theology has gained a sharpened profile in the course
of the 20th century as an inner disciplinary and interdisciplinary programmatic concept and a
concept for reform. Already in the 1920s and 30s, opposition to the critical historical study of
the Bible intensified with the reservations that it “divides up the Bible into disconnected
layers, emphasizes too strongly the similarities between the Bible and its cultural
environment, over-emphasizes the developmental process, and forgoes the task of delivering
an actual theological interpretation of the Holy Scriptures.”7

This opposition and the
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endeavor to develop alternatives came to be understood (in part) in terms of the programmatic
and reforming concept of “biblical theology”. Beginning in the 1970s this programmatic and
reforming concept has been taken up with increasing vigor by systematic theology as well,
and employed finally to characterize interdisciplinary theological approaches for thought and
research.8

2. Biblical Theology as a Branch of the Theological Disciplines
Above all in the Anglo-Saxon world, biblical theology in the 20th century has been
understood as a branch of the exegetical disciplines (Old Testament and New Testament),
which -- in contrast to those branches oriented towards history and the history of religions -attempts to bring out the theological messages of the biblical texts. In this regard biblical
theology attaches special importance to the “unity” of this message, also to grasping the
“unity” of the Old Testament, of the New Testament and of both testaments,9 and to
understanding and presenting the uniqueness and special nature of the biblical message(s)
over against the religious-historical contexts. Given this project biblical theology is thrust out
of the exegetical context and is faced with problems such as developing various concepts of
“unity” in view of the multitude of texts, justifying them over against the historical and
historically proceeding sub-disciplines, as well as the problem of conflagrating concepts as:
“middle of the scripture”, “unity of the testaments”, and the “proprium of the biblical
message”. Moreover, biblical theology is faced with the question regarding the connection
and difference between the theological disciplines,10 as well as with the problem of
distinguishing itself from a biblical theology that comes out of systematic theology and
occasionally out of practical theology as well. Finally, biblical theology is faced with the
8
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challenge to clarify the differences between the church and Israel in their understanding and
interpretation of scripture.11
The term biblical theology, however, is also used as a designation for a sub-discipline or
specific presentation of systematic and dogmatic theology. In this regard the programmatic
concept of biblical theology does not simply represent a rhetorical claim by theology as
scipturally appropriate in contrast to philosophical theology or other theologies with a looser
or hardly comprehensible connection to the scriptures.

Already Schleiermacher had

considered the internal differentiation between a scientific [wissenschaftliche], symbolic, and
“scriptural” dogmatic, the latter of which he also called a “biblical dogmatic”. Likely with
the work of M. W. L. DeWette in front of him,12 Schleiermacher connected to this notion the
concept of a dogmatic in which “the reference to Scripture predominates throughout.”13 In
contrast to a systematic-theological approach which “stresses individual passages torn out of
their context” in order to support one’s own idea, construct, or train of thought, he
recommended “a large-viewed use of Scripture” which takes “account of larger sections, and
these particularly fruitful ones, so as to exhibit in the trains of thought of the sacred writers
those same combinations on which the dogmatic results also are based.”14

Yet more

significant than impulses from the history of theology15 is a whole syndrome of developments
-- which have problematized many well-rehearsed forms of systematic theology -- that have
increasingly heightened interest in differentiating and developing a biblical theology in the
last third of the twentieth century.
The decreasing formative influence of the confessional writings, together with the intensified
effort towards constructive ecumenical understanding, as well as the decreasing formative
influence of philosophical theories -- both in terms of delivering capable models for thought
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as well as in their cultural-diagnostic competence --, have generated a stronger fundamental
orientation of systematic and also practical theology in the historical, cultural, and social
sciences. This has occurred without regard to the differences in weight or influence between
the German and English speaking realms,16 and the other regions of the world as well.17 This
new fundamental orientation, as well as the exemplary systematic fecundity of many thematic
contributions by exegetes, and also the efforts to correct the canonical-theoretical demotion of
the Old Testament in the systematic and New Testament theologies of the 19th and 20th
centuries, and finally the concern to enter (once again) into dialogue with wide-spread styles
of piety -- which cannot place themselves in a fruitful relationship with conventional
academic theology --, have led to two very different expressions of biblical theology.
Common to both is the need constantly to scrutinize and correct the systematic-theological
selection of themes and thought forms, on the basis of what Schleiermacher called “a largeviewed use of Scripture”. They are at different points in the search for a “plain talk of God”
which is in proximity to the language of proclamation18 -- in contrast to a systematic theology
which constantly approaches faith from outer perspectives --, that is, in the search for a
“critique of abstraction” which measures systematic-theological and dogmatic forms of
thought against the biblical texts to which they refer explicitly or implicitly. In this regard the
concern, of course, is not to call into question all models of thought and basic abstractions as
such, but to correct reductionistic forms of thought with forms and styles of thought that are
both more functional exegetically and more powerful as well in their time- and culturaldiagnostic capabilities.19

3. Biblical Theology as an Interdisciplinary Theological Program
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On the one hand, the exegetical disciplines work in the name of biblical theology primarily
against the disassociation and secularization of their discipline, and search for a unity and
proprium of the biblical records amidst an explosive fullness of detailed historical and
religious-historical research. On the other hand, in the name of biblical theology systematic
and practical theological disciplines primarily seek to establish a unique identity in distinction
from forms that have failed to be optimized, for example, specific philosophical or other
extra-theological rationalities and forms of systematics that follow their own primary interests
-- and the religiosity shaped by them. Starting with the achievements of loci-structured
dogmatics, they work at examining and, if necessary, transforming basic theological ideas and
forms of thought that are reductionistic or too wooden and simplistic, with constant reference
back to the respective relevant biblical texts and with a concern constantly to refine and
intensify these references in conversation with the exegetical research. It is precisely in
following these opposite concerns20 and biblical-theological intentions that the exegetical,
systematic, and practical theological disciplines are directed toward and dependant upon each
other.21
Whereas exegetics, with its historical-critical competency, must protect systematic theology
from over-hasty analogies and biblicistic “fusions of horizons,” systematic theology has the
task to help test those concepts employed by exegetes, such as “unity”, “proprium”, and
“middle of the scriptures”, that is, in terms of their systematic power in view of the history of
doctrine and of contemporary history.

The fruit of this critical discussion includes

experiential gains, both in view of a variety of inadequate conceptions of unity22 (“covenant”,
“the mighty acts of God”, “reconciliation”, etc.) and of concepts in need of further
examination, but also including a high sensitization for the context-bounded nature of basic
biblical-theological ideas and modes of operation.23 Finally, theological disciplines that adopt
the programmatic title of “biblical theology” have the common task of grasping theologically
the limits of the canonical records and constantly to express anew and in a theologically
20
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sound manner the continuity of the trinitarian God’s revelatory agency in the biblical texts -which ultimately leads toward trinitarian-theological questions.24

4. Biblical Theology as a Basic Regulative Idea for a Theology Immanent to
and Appropriate to the Biblical Texts, and the Authority of Scripture
In 1951 Ernst Käsemann asked the question, “Does the New Testament canon give the
foundation for the unity of the church?,” which he answered negatively, with the claim that
the canon gives a foundation for the multitude of confessions. Today, however, the dominant
conviction is that the living unity of the church is based precisely on the multitude of
confessions.25 Dynamic concepts of unity are sought and developed -- not ones set abstractly
over against difference, but rather concepts of unity that distinguish between fruitful and
creative differences and unfruitful and destructive differences. The “conviction that the
divine Logos, who comes to speech for believers in the biblical Word, is first heard when the
Bible is made accessible as a whole, as an interconnected textual framework,”26 goes along
with the insight that this textual framework points to God and God’s revelatory agency in a
“contrastive”27 and simultaneously complex and coherent manner.28 Instead of searching to
develop a simple -- inevitably reductionistic -- “scripture principle”, there is the need to
develop formal and internally appropriate forms of the “biblically faithful,”29 that is, forms
which take the scriptures seriously, not as a mechanical whole, but in reference to the wealth
of its internal frames of reference, which for their part point to the living God.30

In

theological-historical perspective, the development of non-monolinear conceptions of
“history” appropriate to this understanding of unity,31 and the exploration of the connection
between “faith” and “cultural memory,”32 especially “living memory,” as well as historical,
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cultural, and ecclesial learning and the development of a clear understanding of the “name” of
the trinitarian God (including the knowledge of the variety of names for God in the Old
Testament), still lies far ahead in the future.
The manifold biblical records, quite blatantly bound together and at the same time latently
interwoven on many different levels, build a framework that connects the recognition of
God’s activity among people,33 the living memory of this activity, and the anticipation of this
activity -- a framework that enables historical, cultural, and ecclesial learning and growing in
this knowledge, yet keeps it from coming to an end.
Precisely in this respect does the self-referential nature of scripture show itself to be a living
whole,34 in that it points from a variety of perspectives giving witness to God and divine
agency in and for the creation, through which it itself becomes a sources of living water. It is
on the basis of this inner constitution and outer certainty that scripture acquires its authority.
It is on the basis of this inner constitution and outer certainty that one can say of it: scriptura
“ipsa per sese certissima, facillima, apertissima, sui ispsius interpres, omnium omnia
probans, iudicans et illuminans” (scripture is “in itself the most certain, most easily
understood, most plain, is its own interpreter, approving, judging and illuminating all human
claims”).35
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