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In 1976 Dr. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. published a programmatic article on ‘‘Syste-
matic Theology and Biblical Theology,’’ building especially on the work of

Geerhardus Vos and John Murray.1 Much has happened since then in develop-
ments in biblical theology. So I propose to reassess the present-day possibilities
for biblical theology’s relation to systematic theology.2

I. History of the Expression ‘‘Biblical Theology’’

First, what did Gaffin mean by the crucial term ‘‘biblical theology’’? And
does the same term today designate more than one thing? In fact, it designates
several things, and some of them are not as healthy as what Gaffin envisioned.

Gaffin and Vos before him indicate that the label ‘‘biblical theology’’ has his-
torically designated several disparate things.3 ‘‘The name was first used to desig-
nate a collection of proof-texts employed in the study of Systematic Theology.
Next it was appropriated by the Pietists to voice their protest against a hyper-
scholastic method in the treatment of Dogmatics.’’4 Later (1787) ‘‘biblical the-
ology’’ was defined by Johann P. Gabler as a distinct historical discipline, engaged
in discovering ‘‘what in fact the biblical writers thought and taught.’’5 But the
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discipline was vitiated by Gabler’s rationalistic assumptions, which rejected the
Bible’s authority. Gabler drew a sharp line between the task of describing past
biblical writers, whose views allegedly could not be accepted today, and the task
of propounding present-day belief, which was supposed to be ‘‘in agreement
with the deliverances of Reason.’’6 Gabler’s thinking was also corrupted by evo-
lutionism, which expected to find religious progress from primitive error to
enlightened truth.7

James Barr uses the term ‘‘biblical theology’’ in still another sense, to label a
movement that attempted to find authority for modern preaching not in the
teaching of the Bible but in biblical ‘‘concepts,’’ through a word-based ap-
proach to uncovering key theological meanings.8 Barr engages in an extensive
methodological critique of this approach, particularly as it is manifested in
Gerhard Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.9 In particular, he
points out that ‘‘the linguistic bearer of the theological statement is usually the
sentence and the still larger literary complex and not the word or the morpho-
logical and syntactical mechanisms.’’10

Gaffin in his article means none of these things, but has in mind ‘‘biblical
theology’’ as Vos defined it: ‘‘Biblical Theology is that branch of Exegetical
Theology which deals with the process of the self-revelation of God deposited in
the Bible.’’11 The focus is on revelation as process, before and up to the time of
its deposit. As Vos puts it, ‘‘Biblical Theology deals with revelation as a divine
activity, not as the finished product of that activity.’’12 Vos himself would prefer
the name ‘‘History of Special Revelation,’’ but settles for an expression already
in use.13 Special revelation includes both word and deed, and is characterized by
organic growth: each stage is ‘‘perfect’’ in its own shape, but destined according
to the plan of God to grow into the succeeding stages.14

Vos and Gaffin after him both make it clear that this study is to be conducted
without the interference of the skeptical, rationalistic, evolutionistic disposi-
tions of the Enlightenment. The work of biblical theology has a historical focus,
in distinction from the topic focus of systematic theology. But the two disci-
plines are to be viewed as complementary, and in no way competitive.

II. Vos’s View of the Relation of Biblical Theology to Systematic Theology

Because several of the earlier definitions of biblical theology placed it closer
to the Bible than systematic theology, Vos is at some pains to stress that the two
are parallel disciplines:

6 Vos, Biblical Theology, 18.
7 Ibid., 19-20.
8 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 5-6,

passim.
9 Gerhard Kittel, ed., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,

1964–1976).
10 Barr, Semantics, 269.
11 Vos, Biblical Theology, 13.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid., 23. So also Murray, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 33.
14 Vos, Biblical Theology, 15.
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There is no difference in that one [of the two disciplines] would be more closely

bound to the Scriptures than the other. In this they are wholly alike. Nor does the differ-

ence lie in this that the one transforms the biblical material, whereas the other would

leave it unmodified. Both equally make the truth deposited in the Bible undergo a

transformation: but the difference arises from the fact that the principle by which the

transformation is effected differs in each case. In Biblical Theology this principle is

one of historical, in Systematic Theology it is one of logical construction. Biblical

Theology draws a line of development. Systematic Theology draws a circle.15

Vos does not say much about how the two disciplines would fruitfully interact

so as to enhance one another. Conceivably one might conclude from Vos’s

silence that they are not supposed to interact, but merely to grow separately. But

that does not represent Vos’s own thinking.16 Just before his discussion of the

relation of his discipline to systematic theology he discusses the relation of bib-

lical theology to ‘‘Sacred (Biblical) History’’ and to ‘‘Biblical Introduction.’’17

His main focus is on distinguishing the disciplines, which he must do in order to

make clear the particular role of biblical theology. At the same time, he clearly

endorses the mutual interaction of the disciplines. One might guess that he

does not spend more time spelling out the various kinds of interaction partly

because his purpose in defining biblical theology requires him to focus on the

distinctions, and partly because the interactions may be of many kinds, and are

best not restricted to a few predetermined routes.

Vos does tacitly use input from systematic theology in his formulation of the

character of the discipline of biblical theology. He requires above all that bib-

lical theology work with a biblically grounded doctrine of special revelation and

with a conviction about the divine authority of the Bible.18 He also draws on

biblical teaching about the sovereignty of God and the unity of God’s plan of

redemption. Vos does not explicitly point out that he is drawing on systematic

theological doctrine, but he assumes that his readers will recognize what he is

doing. That is, for the most part he presupposes rather than debates the use of

orthodox theology as a foundation for biblical theology. That shows how inte-

grated systematic theology is within Vos’s own methodology. There is no ques-

tion for Vos that, as the newer discipline, biblical theology should build its

investigatory framework using all the pertinent resources from centuries of syste-

matic theology. Rightly conceived, biblical theology presupposes the central

truths of Reformed systematic theology.

Gaffin affirms this line of thinking, and underlines explicitly the danger of

compartmentalizing the two disciplines rather than promoting interaction:

The latter terminology [‘‘biblical theology’’ rather than ‘‘history of revelation’’] is at a

disadvantage, among other reasons, because it can be taken in a compartmentalizing

15 Ibid., 24-25.
16 See in particular Gaffin, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 290; quoting Vos, Biblical Theology, 25.
17 Vos, Biblical Theology, 24.
18 Ibid., 20-23.
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sense, as indicating parallel disciplines, each going its own way more or less indepen-

dently of the other and, when necessary, holding out for its own ‘‘rights.’’19

And in the attached footnote Gaffin further warns:

There can be little question that this [parallel development of allegedly independent

disciplines] is what has largely happened since the time of Gabler. It strikes me too

that we come here upon a characteristic mentality still encountered on Reformed

soil.[!]

In the latter sentence Gaffin is probably thinking primarily of the reluctance

of some Reformed people to embrace biblical theology as a stimulus for their

systematic theological reflection. Why do they ignore it? They may be thinking

of independent, parallel disciplines; or they may associate the name ‘‘biblical

theology’’ with its checkered history before Vos redefined it; or they may simply

think that biblical theology as the newer discipline has little to teach the mother

discipline, systematic theology.

III. Murray and Gaffin on the Value of Biblical Theology for Systematics

So in answer to this reluctance, Gaffin wants to make sure that systematic

theology draws on the resources of biblical theology. Likewise Murray states,

‘‘The fact is that only when systematic theology is rooted in biblical theology

does it exemplify its true function and achieve its purpose.’’20

And how might biblical theology provide a root for systematics? Gaffin sug-

gests three ways.

(1) Biblical theology reminds systematic theology of God’s historical activity as

a theme integral to redemption and therefore one to be incorporated within

systematic theology itself.21 Gaffin points out that systematic theology of past

generations has already done this, but that one must continually watch out for a

tendency to ‘‘abstraction’’ and ‘‘timeless’’ formulations—which in the end

threaten to make Christianity into a religious philosophy rather than the

announcement of the good news of Jesus’ accomplishment.

(2) Systematic theology must engage in accurate exegesis of the texts to

which it appeals for support of its doctrines. Exegesis must attend to context,

including the context of the various epochs of redemption and the plan of God

who works out his purpose in each.22

(3) A systematizing process is already beginning to take place within Scripture,

as one can see especially in looking at the ‘‘theology’’ of Paul or of Hebrews.23

Systematic theology ought to learn from and build on these beginnings.

19 Gaffin, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 290; see also Richard B. Gaffin Jr., ‘‘By Faith, Not by Sight’’:

Paul and the Order of Salvation (Oakhill School of Theology Series; Milton Keynes, U.K.: Paternoster,

2006), 16.
20 Murray, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 45; quoted in Gaffin, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 291.
21 Gaffin, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 292-93.
22 Ibid., 293-95.
23 Ibid., 295-98.
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In view of the potential benefits, Gaffin presses for a greater interaction

between the disciplines:

In the meantime, while we continue to speak of the relationship between systematic

and biblical theology, it will be the task of the latter to minister to the former the rich

perspectives of revelation seen in the context of its history and it will be the work of

systematics to incorporate these perspectives into its constructions and formulations.24

IV. The Reverse Influence of Systematic Theology on Biblical Theology

In these formulations the flow is all in the direction from biblical theology to

systematic theology.25 Like Vos, Murray and Gaffin do presuppose a reverse

flow, according to which biblical theology will develop its framework of investi-

gation in harmony with systematic theology. But the danger arises, when this

reverse flow is not affirmed explicitly, that scholars less respectful of systematic

theology than Murray or Gaffin will fall back in the direction of Gabler’s idea

of independent disciplines.26

One may mention briefly a few of the pressures that beset us: (a) desire for a

neutral methodology that would enable us to converse both with mainstream

biblical scholarship and with the postmodern world; (b) suspicion of and con-

sequent disrespect for classical systematic theology, which one may be tempted

to view as outdated and unaware of modern issues; (c) desire to ‘‘follow the evi-

dence where it leads,’’ while dispensing with the authority of the Bible; (d) temp-

tation to think that the best theology would match biblical vocabulary (related to

Barr’s critique).

We may expand on point (a): scholars can try to conduct ‘‘biblical theology’’

either ‘‘neutrally’’ or outside or contrary to any investigatory framework pro-

vided by systematic theology. The danger is hardly imaginary. Among main-

stream scholars one sees a lot of historical theological reflection conducted

from within an ultimately rationalistic, autonomous framework.27

And the attitude can infect evangelicals as well. Some years ago at one evan-

gelical seminary, a professor was asked in class how his teachings about one NT

writer could possibly be harmonized with other NT writings. He replied that he

was a biblical theologian; that was not his concern. In other words, his biblical

theological research could be conducted in independence not only of systema-

tic theology but even of the authority of the rest of the NT.

Many people within the scholarly guild may resist the idea that systematic

theology should have influence on exegesis and biblical theology. For one thing,

24 Ibid., 298.
25 The same one-directional flow is observable in Benjamin B. Warfield, ‘‘The Idea of System-

atic Theology,’’ in Studies in Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1988), 49-87, appearing origi-

nally in Presbyterian and Reformed Review 7 (1896): 243-71.
26 Gaffin, by mentioning Gabler late in his discussion, shows he is aware of this danger: ‘‘There

can be little question that this is what has largely happened since the time of Gabler’’ (‘‘Systematic

Theology,’’ 290 n. 22).
27 See Vos, Biblical Theology, 19-20.
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it threatens to introduce circularity into the entire theological process. Systema-

tic theology is clearly dependent on exegesis. If exegesis in turn receives influ-

ence from systematic theology, the process goes in a circle. Therefore, so it is

reasoned, for the sake of rigor and objectivity, the flow of reasoning should go

in a one-way direction, from exegesis to biblical theological synthesis to systema-

tic theological synthesis.

In reply, one may point out that the alleged circle is in fact a spiral. Exegesis

and biblical theology and systematic theology—and other disciplines—may

fruitfully enrich one another, rather than resulting in stultification. In addition,

Cornelius Van Til28 and more recently philosophical hermeneutics and post-

modern reflections on the culture of knowledge have shown that ‘‘circularities’’

are inevitable for finite human beings. The rationalistic ideal of a purely one-

way route to secure knowledge is an illusion that conceals its dependencies on

unexamined assumptions (presuppositions). In particular, in the exegetical pro-

cess one uses assumptions about the nature of language, the nature of history,

and the presence or absence of God in the Bible.29

The scholarly guild may also worry that influence from systematic theology

reintroduces the alleged ‘‘religious biases’’ from which the Enlightenment sought

to free us by following an ‘‘objective,’’ ‘‘scientific’’ methodology. But post-

modernism has made people more alert to the fact that Enlightenment premises

may be just as ‘‘biased’’ and just as confining as any traditional systematic the-

ology. One must get one’s framework of assumptions—one’s presuppositions—

from somewhere. If one does not get them from healthy, biblically grounded

systematic theology, one will most likely get them from the spirit of the age,

whether that be Enlightenment rationalism or postmodern relativism or histori-

cism. The idea of systematic theology influencing biblical studies begins then to

look much more attractive; in fact, it is the only sane approach that takes with

seriousness the corrupting influence of hermeneutical assumptions rooted in

human rebellion against God and desire for human autonomy.

V. Distinct Foci in Kinds of Biblical Theology

Vos conceived of biblical theology as a unified discipline, the ‘‘History of

Special Revelation.’’ But nowadays we can distinguish different related empha-

ses. Let us list some of them, and assess their relation to systematic theology.

First, one can, like Vos, conduct an overview of the history of the whole of

special revelation.30 The character of that overview, as Vos himself indicates,

depends on what one presupposes about special revelation and the authority of

the Bible.

28 Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of the Faith (2d ed.; Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed,

1963), esp. 99-105; and other works. See also John M. Frame, Apologetics to the Glory of God: An Intro-

duction (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1994), 9-14.
29 See Vern S. Poythress, ‘‘The Presence of God Qualifying Our Notions of Grammatical-

Historical Interpretation,’’ JETS 50 (2007): 87-103.
30 Vos works out this overview in Biblical Theology.
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Second, one can follow the historical development of a single theme within

the whole of special revelation, or a small cluster of related themes. One may,

for example, follow the theme of covenant, or kingship, or divine warrior, or

theophany, or promise, or temple. Sometimes such thematic biblical theologies

use their theme as a kind of organizing center for the whole of the OT or the

whole of the Bible.31 Such information from themes may suggest ways of

enriching systematic theology.

But in this area arises a danger of abuse. One may try to use thematic study

to form biblical ‘‘concepts’’ to impose on systematic theology. One may fall into

the error criticized by James Barr, namely of thinking that biblical ‘‘concepts’’

arise ready-made from vocabulary stock. Or, more broadly, one may not be

aware of how much one’s own interests pick out from among the occurrences of

a particular theme the features in which one is interested.32 The lack of good

methodology then leads to imposing one’s categories onto a systematic theology

that has other interests.

For example, people operating within a ‘‘biblical theological’’ mindset may

criticize Reformation and post-Reformation systematic theology for not making

the theological terminology for ‘‘justification’’ or ‘‘election’’ or other terms

match biblical usage. In this criticism there is more than one failure.

First, such criticism may fail to pay attention to James Barr’s distinction

between word and concept.33 The same word can be used with different senses

in different contexts, or with different weight in its contribution to the meaning

of various whole sentences. To try to build a unified concept out of all the uses

may then be problematic. Theological conceptualizations need to be based pri-

marily on whole sentences and paragraphs.

Second, the above criticism of systematic theology fails to recognize the

sophisticationof thebest systematicians. JohnCalvin, forexample,alreadyrecog-

nized a difference in usage between Paul and James concerning the Greek word

for ‘‘justify’’ (dikaioō ).34 His systematic theological discussion on the topic of justi-

fication was built not narrowly on an alleged uniformity in NT vocabulary

usage, but on the whole teaching of Paul—and James as well—against the even

larger background of the OT teaching on the holiness of God, the sinfulness of

man, and the need for eschatological perfection.

Third, the attempt to make technical terminology match the Bible leads only

to confusion. For the most part the Bible uses ordinary language, including

words with flexible meanings, rather than precise, technical language. This use

of ordinary language is actually a good thing, because it helps to make the Bible

31 See, e.g., the surveys in Gerhard F. Hasel, Old Testament Theology: Basic Issues in the Current Debate

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991); Gerhard F. Hasel, New Testament Theology: Basic Issues in the Current

Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978).
32 See the discussion in Vern S. Poythress, Symphonic Theology: The Validity of Multiple Perspectives in

Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 74-85.
33 Barr, Semantics, 209-17, passim.
34 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 3.17.11-12. Calvin also notes a range of usuage

in the terms ‘‘faith’’ and ‘‘believe’’ (pistis, pisteuō ).
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accessible and applicable for ordinary people. But the flexible meanings of

ordinary words can never be made to match the precise, inflexible meanings of

technical terms. Naively people might think that one needs only to take the

technical terms and ‘‘adjust them.’’ But one cannot simultaneously have tech-

nical precision and flexibility, no matter how much adjustment one makes. If

one tries to do it nevertheless, one destroys the precision either by abandoning

all technical terminology or by reusing the old technical terms in new, flexible

ways. In the latter case one creates confusion not only by trampling on

resources developed by past precision, but also by wiping out precision in favor

of flexibility. And in spite of one’s attempts, the flexibility in an English term

will not match completely the flexibility in a Greek term. So one does not suc-

ceed in being ‘‘biblical,’’ but only produces the illusion of a match.35

VI. Biblical Theologies of Individual Authors and Books

As still another kind of biblical theology, one may study the distinctive theo-

logical and thematic shape of different biblical books and different human

authors. Vos engaged in such study in his work on The Pauline Eschatology and The

Teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews.36 Interestingly, Vos in these works appears to

move past the boundary that he himself earlier put in place in his definition of

biblical theology. Biblical theology, he said earlier, is not only ‘‘History of Special

Revelation,’’ but ‘‘deals with revelation as a divine activity, not as the finished

product of that activity.’’37 But in these later works Vos deals with the ‘‘finished

product,’’ namely the Pauline corpus and the Letter to the Hebrews.

But the situation is more complex than it may appear. In looking at Pauline

eschatology Vos discusses the Jewish background of ‘‘two-age’’ thinking, and so

he does include a diachronic or historical orientation that reflects on the possible

origins and development of Paul’s thinking.38 In addition, his entire discussion of

Paul’s thinking could be construed as concerned with what Paul thought even

before he started to pen his letters. To this extent Vos would be focusing on the

history of special revelation leading up to but not including the Pauline letters.

The letters would then be used diachronically, as evidence for a Pauline escha-

tology that lies chronologically as well as logically ‘‘in back of ’’ them.

But one can see at this point that the distinction between the process and the

product is becoming a fine one. Other scholars will come to write about Paul’s

theology with almost exclusive interest in what is actually expressed in the

finished Pauline letters.39 And Vos himself uses such an approach in his book on

35 See Poythress, Symphonic Theology, 55-91.
36 Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961); Geerhardus Vos,

The Teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956; repr., Nutley, N.J.: Presby-

terian & Reformed, 1975).
37 Vos, Biblical Theology, 23, 13.
38 Vos, Pauline Eschatology, 1-41.
39 Richard B. Gaffin Jr., Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology (Phillipsburg, N.J.:

Presbyterian & Reformed, 1987), may be reckoned as one such example. The book is based on Gaf-

fin’s dissertation, ‘‘Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Pauline Soteriology’’ (Ph.D. diss.,
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The Teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews. Vos accepts the common judgment that

the author of Hebrews was not Paul,40 and so nothing is known about the

author other than what we can infer from Hebrews itself. In such a circum-

stance, the diachronic distinction between an author’s views prior to writing

and the views expressed in writing becomes useless, and so interest in historical

development drops out.

And so we find synchronic, topically organized studies of Pauline theology or

Lucan or Johannine theology. Strictly speaking, these may not fit into Vos’s defi-

nition of biblical theology as focused on process; but it is useful to enlarge his

definition to include them.

Undoubtedly there is positive value in such studies. They provide stimulus for

systematic theology to refine its exegesis of key texts by noting the context of

the book and the human author. But this kind of study is also subject to abuse.

If the study is set loose from the conviction that the various books of the Bible

have a common divine author, the different theologies may be set at odds with

one another. Or even different books by the same author may be set at odds, as

when a scholar alleges there are contradictions between statements in different

Pauline letters.

So it is important to maintain the unity of these various ‘‘theologies.’’ At the

same time, within a framework of an orthodox view of Scripture, Vos can

acknowledge differences within an overall harmony:

It is urged that the discovery of so considerable an amount of variableness and differen-

tiation in the Bible must be fatal to the belief in its absoluteness and infallibleness. If

Paul has one point of view and Peter another, then each can be at best only approxi-

mately correct. This would actually follow, if the truth did not carry in itself a multi-

formity of aspects. But infallibleness is not inseparable from dull uniformity. The truth

is inherently rich and complex, because God is so Himself.41

We can even recognize differences among different books from the same

human author. An interpretation of Paul’s ‘‘theology’’ needs to pay attention to

the diverse circumstances in view in the different letters by Paul. On the one

hand, we should believe that Paul’s teaching is never inconsistent with itself or

with other biblical books; on the other hand, we can legitimately focus on the

way in which as a pastor and a missionary he adapts the textures of his com-

munication to the circumstances and needs of his readers. Think of the variety

when one compares 2 Corinthians, Colossians, Titus, and Philemon. In this

sense one may dare to speak of a distinct theological texture in each distinct

letter. Such adaptation and such distinctiveness need to be considered in syste-

matic theology’s exegetical appeals to particular texts. At such points exegesis,

biblical theology, and special introduction intersect. All are pertinent to accu-

rate systematic theology.

Westminster Theological Seminary, 1969), which precedes Gaffin’s article, ‘‘Systematic Theology’’

(1976).
40 Vos, Teaching, 15.
41 Vos, Biblical Theology, 16.
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VII. Global Restructuring of Systematic Theology?

As a final possible task for ‘‘biblical theology,’’ one may propose to restruc-

ture systematic theology along the lines of the fundamental structures of bibli-

cal theology, especially as they are found in, say, the theology of Paul. On one

reading, Gaffin appears to move in the direction of such restructuring. For

example, he urges the incorporation into systematic theology of the biblical

theological insights concerning the centrality of inaugurated eschatology in the

NT.42 But it remains unclear just how this incorporation is to proceed.43

Minimally, systematic theology should enrich its exegetical sensitivity in

dealing with particular NT texts that allude to inaugurated eschatology. This

incorporation would correspond to Gaffin’s point (2) above about more faithful

exegesis on the part of systematicians. Second, systematic theology might

incorporate the insights of inaugurated eschatology by explicitly discussing the

relation of events at the Second Coming of Christ to his First Coming, and the

relation of both to the present Christian life. This topical incorporation corre-

sponds to Gaffin’s point (1) about the inclusion of formulations about history

within systematic theology.

But one wonders most about the possible implications of Gaffin’s point (3),

concerning the systematizing elements in Paul and in Hebrews. What does syste-

matic theology learn from the systematizing tendencies within the NT itself ?

Does Gaffin imply merely that we should learn from them in whatever way

seems appropriate? Or does he imply more? At a maximum, does he imply that

our present-day thematic organization of systematic theology as a structural

whole must necessarily duplicate the structure of Paul’s theology? And what

would that look like?

The attractiveness of a ‘‘maximal,’’ structural use of Paul or Hebrews grows

when we listen to Gaffin’s ‘‘not entirely modest proposal’’ that we cease to use

the term ‘‘systematic theology’’ and begin

instead to use ‘‘biblical theology’’ to designate the comprehensive statement of what

Scripture teaches (dogmatics), always insuring that its topical divisions remain suffi-

ciently broad and flexible to accommodate the results of the redemptive-historically

regulated exegesis on which it is based. This, it would seem to be, is the ultimate reso-

lution of the relational question raised in this essay.44

This proposal may sound like a thorough-going recasting of systematic theol-

ogy, or even the disappearance of systematic theology, since ‘‘biblical theology’’

can take over its role.

But in this quote Gaffin still approves the ‘‘topical divisions’’ or topical

arrangement characteristic of systematic theology. At a surface level, this

arrangement does not match either 2 Corinthians or Hebrews or any other NT

book—though each of these has some degree of topical grouping. Gaffin is not

42 Gaffin, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 298-99.
43 Recently Gaffin has presented an illustration of such integration in ‘‘By Faith and Not by Sight.’’
44 Gaffin, ‘‘Systematic Theology,’’ 298.
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proposing to do away with these surface differences. The discussion is not really

about the literary structure of individual NT books, but about the topical struc-

ture of modern books. Books on Pauline theology have their topical subdivi-

sions, and so do books on systematic theology. But the two typically differ. So

which is better?

VIII. Difficulties about Restructuring

To answer this question, one might begin by asking, ‘‘Better for what pur-

poses?’’ A biblical theology of Paul is doubtless better at bringing out distinctives

in Paul. By contrast, systematic theology aims at a synthesis encompassing not

just Paul but the entire Bible. So it should succeed better at expressing the over-

arching doctrinal unity. Conceivably systematic theology might include a distinct

subsection, when necessary, devoted to Pauline thinking about a particular sub-

ject. But that subsection would eventually be integrated into a larger synthesis of

all the biblical teaching on a particular subject.

In addition, systematic theology typically aims at addressing both the issues

of past generations of systematic reflection45 and the questions being raised in

contemporary cultures. By contrast, biblical theology aims more at historical

understanding—not necessarily restricted only to Vos’s focus on the process of

special revelation, but also including study of the configuration of the ‘‘theolo-

gies’’ of various biblical books within their immediate and epochal historical

environment. The aims of the two disciplines are complementary, and it is

understandable that the difference in aims should sometimes result in different

kinds of topical arrangements.

And here we meet our first main difficulty with a hypothetical proposal for

total integration. Why should it be thought that only one organizational struc-

ture is ‘‘right’’?46

Suppose someone proposes that systematic theology should match the struc-

ture of NT biblical theology. But then one may ask, ‘‘Which NT theology?’’

Paul, or John, or Hebrews, or Peter, or Luke? As we earlier observed, we should

indeed believe that all the NT books are in harmony with one another. But that

harmony is compatible with some diversity of ‘‘structure.’’

George E. Ladd wrote A Theology of the New Testament, which included separate

chapters on the individual human writers (though he combined the Synoptic

Gospels).47 He saw inaugurated eschatology as a common theme through all the

NT books. So, in imitation of biblical theology, should one organize systematic

theology using the theme of inaugurated eschatology? But Ladd could equally

45 Thus historical theology has a role in interacting with systematic theology. Gaffin also notes

that historical theology should be added to the picture (see Irons, ‘‘Biblical and Systematic Theol-

ogy’’).
46 See also John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian &

Reformed, 1987), 191-94.
47 George E. Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974). Ladd also

grouped together 2 Pet and Jude, because of the important thematic commonalities; and he put

Rev in a separate chapter, though it may have the same author as the Gospel of John and 1–2–

3 John.
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have claimed that fellowship with Christ, or the resurrection of Christ, or Christ

as God and man, or the doctrine of God, was a common theme. He made inau-

gurated eschatology primary not because it was the only possibility, but probably

because biblical theology in its historical orientation had a keen interest in NT

conceptualizations of redemptive-historical epochs. And these conceptualiza-

tions complement the traditional topical interests of systematic theology more

than would an organization of the material by traditional topics.48

Inaugurated eschatology does indeed constitute a common theme across the

NT books. But one can still see differences in the detailed textures of the way in

which it is integrated within different NT books. Vos notes one striking differ-

ence between Paul and Hebrews:

The representation of the present age is not the same in both. For Paul the present age

is the evil age and the new age is the perfect age. Paul thus presents a bisection of universal

history, with the resurrection of Christ as the dividing point. In Hebrews, however, the

old age is the Old Testament. Thus Hebrews presents not a bisection of universal his-

tory, but a bisection of the history of redemption, which results, therefore, in a philoso-

phy of redemption and revelation. The writer of Hebrews does not regard the old

Diatheke as something evil, but rather as the world of shadows (the Levitical world).49

One may extend Vos’s observations to other NT books. Revelation repre-

sents the present age as the age of intense spiritual war, culminating in the final

battle and the consummation era of peace. Luke represents the present age as

the age of the spread of the gospel, culminating in final answerability at the

judgment (Acts 17:31). John represents the present age as the age of the revela-

tion of the glory of God in Christ ( John 14:9), by means of the presence of

Christ through the presence of the Holy Spirit as ‘‘another helper’’ ( John

14:16). Each such representation of the present age has a distinct emphasis; but

all are in theological harmony.

Moreover, one need not write theologies of the entire spectrum of NT books

using only one overarching theme like inaugurated eschatology. Why not write

the theology of Paul with resurrection and union with Christ as a central orga-

nizing theme, while a theology of the Synoptics would have as a central theme

the coming of the kingdom of God? Then a theology of Hebrews would focus

on the superiority of Christ, particularly in his high priestly ministry; a theology

of John might make central the theme of the revelation of God in Christ; a the-

ology of Revelation might choose theophany and spiritual war as central; a the-

ology of James might make wisdom central; a theology of 1 Peter might choose

suffering for Christ as central. A theology of 2 Thessalonians—why not contem-

plate such a thing?—might make central the hope for the Second Coming. A

48 But note that Donald Guthrie offers just such a classical topical organization in New Testament

Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1981).
49 Vos, Teaching, 52. It should be clear that Vos believes that Paul and Hebrews are in theological

harmony. He is arguing that they are making complementary points, and that their terminology

concerning two ages accomplishes distinct purposes.
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theology of the Pastoral Epistles might choose the theme of gospel ministry as

central.

In these proposals I am tacitly using the idea of multiple perspectives: a partic-

ular theme can be illuminatingly used as a perspective on the whole.50 Any par-

ticular theme within the Bible is related, by means of the unity of the plan of

God, to everything else in the Bible. By means of relations, one can start with one

theme and use it as a perspective from which to view the whole of the Bible, or

the whole of (say) Pauline theology. Holiness, for example, though a minor theme

in Paul’s writings, can become a perspective on Pauline theology.51 Thus there is

no one way in which we must organize our construal of Paul’s theology.

The argument for multiple structural arrangements becomes still stronger

when we recognize that though Paul exhibits systematizing thinking in his let-

ters, he is not a frustrated academic theologian. It is not as if he were longing to

have the academic leisure to write out his theological system in extended form,

but findshimself frustratinglypressedbytheunfortunateexigenciesof hiscircum-

stances into writing only letters with the fragmentary hints of a theology. No,

the letters represent the real Paul, in contrast to academic hothouse versions of

him. Paul is the apostle to the Gentiles, the missionary, the evangelist, the

church planter, the lover of his growing and struggling churches. He is not long-

ing to do something else:

I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself, if only I may finish my

course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of

the grace of God. (Acts 20:24)

Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of God’s grace, which was

given me by the working of his power. To me, though I am the very least of all the

saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of

Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for

ages in God who created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom of

God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.

(Eph 3:7-10)

Paul’s letters do show the unified character of his theological thinking, and

his commitment to the unchangeable truth of his gospel. But they show equally

his flexibility in addressing particular churches and particular situations using

differences in structure, theme, and tone. The differences are so striking, in fact,

that they have sometimes been appealed to as a basis for postulating that certain

of the letters do not actually come from Paul. Scholars may fasten onto fairly

minute differences as grounds for differences of authorship. It would help if

they could distance themselves from the fairly uniform style and vocabulary

that characterizes much scholarly production, and imagine living in the variety

of rough-and-tumble pressures of missionary work.

50 See further Poythress, Symphonic Theology; Frame, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, 19-194.
51 Vern S. Poythress, ‘‘Structural Approaches to Understanding the Theology of the Apostle

Paul’’ (D.Th. diss., University of Stellenbosch, 1981).
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In the end, one of the best arguments for not conforming systematic theol-

ogy to a single ‘‘structural’’ model deriving from NT biblical theology is that

Paul’s own example counts against it. In addition to stability in his adherence to

truth, Paul’s exhibited flexibility in his mode of delivery of the truth. Therefore

it is surely permissible for systematic theology to do the same.52 Biblical theol-

ogy and systematic theology both need robust interaction with one another for

the sake of deepening their methodological and doctrinal soundness. But each

may legitimately adopt a variety of structures in communication, and not feel

bound to copy in its macrostructure the structures typical of its companion.

52 Such a vision for systematic theology has affinities to John Frame’s idea of theology as appli-

cation (Frame, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, 81-85).
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