
Page 2 of 83 
 

SECTION 1:  THE TEXT TO BE EXAMINED 

Lesson 1:  What is the Bible? 

 

INTRODUCTION:  What Is Biblical Theology? 

Biblical Theology could simply be theology that is biblical.  It could be theology that is characterized by 

the Bible’s teaching and uses the Bible as its source, as it tries to faithfully summarize what the entire 

Bible has to teach us about God, human beings, and salvation. 

But that’s not exactly what we’re talking about in this class when we mention “Biblical Theology”.  

When we talk about Biblical theology, we mean a theology that tries to understand not only what the 

Bible teaches, but to do so within the context of the Bible’s own progressively revealed and progressively 

developing story-line. Faithful biblical theology attempts to demonstrate what systematic theology 

assumes: that the Scriptures are not a compilation of popular ideas, nor is it sometimes a chaotic, and 

seemingly contradictory collection of religious writings, but rather the Bible is a single story, a unified 

narrative that conveys a coherent and consistent message. Thus Biblical Theology is concerned not just 

with the moral of the story, but the telling of the story, and how the very nature of its telling shapes our 

understanding of its point. 

If you were present through our systematic theology classes, and you’re trying to understand the 

relationship between systematic and biblical theology, you need to know that biblical theology is prior to 

systematic theology, (meaning you don’t have to have studied it first), nor is biblical theology more 

important or more faithful to the Bible than systematic theology. In fact, as we’re going to see, Biblical 

Theology assumes and depends upon a number of things demonstrated by Systematic Theology: things 

like the infallibility and inerrancy of revelation as it comes to us in Scripture, the knowledge of God 

through revelation, and the trustworthiness of inspiration. 

That said, there are several features of God’s revelation of his truth in the Bible that I want to introduce 

you to today. These features determine how we go about studying the Bible and constructing a Biblical 

theology.  In the following five lessons, as we look at the tools of Biblical Theology, we’re going to think 

about how we go about studying the Bible and constructing a Biblical Theology.  Once we’ve examined 

the tools and major concerns that people have about Biblical Theology, we’re going to spend five lessons 

actually doing a biblical theology, telling the whole story of the whole Bible. Then we’ll wrap up with 

two lessons thinking about the use of Biblical Theology in the life of the church, from preaching, to 

counseling and discipling, to missions, to our understanding of the relationship between the church and 

our culture.  

THE CHARACTER OF DIVINE REVELATION (2) 

There are four main characteristics of God’s self-revelation as it’s recorded in the Bible that we need to 

understand if we’re going to understand the Bible and it’s teaching correctly, as opposed to 

misinterpreting and misapplying the text. 

1. God’s revelation is progressive.  



Page 3 of 83 
 

Islam understands that the Koran was revealed to Mohammed all at once, miraculously lowered down 

from heaven. The sacred texts of Buddhism and Confucianism are confined to the lifetime of a single 

man. But the Bible was not written in a moment, or even in a single lifetime. The Bible was written 

over two millennia, as God progressively revealed more and more of himself and his story. I suppose 

theoretically it could have been otherwise, but in fact, it could not be otherwise. That’s because the 

Bible, as we’ve already said, isn’t the revelation of a set of principles, but the revelation of 

Redemption. And God’s redemption, his salvation of his people, occurs both in history, and over the 

course of history.  

 

Thousands of years separate God’s act of Creation from his future act of New Creation. In between 

humanity falls into sin and God acts to save sinners and then explains those saving acts.  We can 

point to the Exodus and Conquest of Canaan; the Exile and the Return of Israel; and ultimately the 

Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ. All of these are historical acts and we’ll 

talk about their historical character in a moment. But what I want you to notice first is that they’re not 

like pearls on a string, discreet and unrelated. Rather, each one followed on from what came before 

and prepared for what would come next. The Bible is both the record of God’s saving acts and the 

explanation of them and therefore of necessity has a progressive character. 

2. God’s revelation is fundamentally and irreducibly historical in character.  (3) 

 

So, for example, the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ are objective events in history that not only 

reveal something about God and redemption; they accomplish redemption. The Bible therefore is not 

merely a story told by humans about God’s salvation of them, it is a drama enacted and then 

explained by God about God. There is a God-centered focus in all of this as God objectively and 

concretely invades human history and acts to redeem his people to his own glory. Thus in Biblical 

Theology we speak of redemptive history. This isn’t as opposed to real history, but rather a history 

that is selective and focused on the unique events that make up the narrative of God’s redemption of 

his people. One of the implications of this is that we can understand that redemption or salvation has 

both an objective (good, hard facts) and subjective (personal experience) element to it. Objectively, 

salvation was accomplished at the cross. Subjectively, I come to experience it in my life through 

repentance and faith. Another implication is the recognition that some, even most, events in 

redemptive history are unique and non-repeatable. They are recorded so that we will understand what 

God has done, not so that we will try to emulate or duplicate them. But the Bible also records some 

history for us that is exemplary or normative.  

 

3. There is an organic nature to this progressive revelation of God and his redemptive plan.  (3) 

 

It doesn’t simply proceed like a construction site, which moves progressively from blueprint to 

finished building. Rather it unfolds and develops from seed-form to full-grown tree. In seed form, the 

minimum and beginning of saving revelation is given. By the end, that simple truth has revealed itself 

as complex and rich, multilayered and profoundly beautiful. It’s this character of revelation that’s 

going to help us understand the typological character of scripture, the dynamic of promise and 

fulfillment, and the presence of both continuity and discontinuity across redemptive history.  
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Example: The woman’s seed who crushes the serpent (Gen. 3:15)Promised Son of Abraham who 

inherits the land and is a blessing to all people (Gen. 15:4ff)the nation of Israel, God’s Son (Hos. 

11:1ff)Son of King David who will sit on the throne forever (Psalm 45)Suffering Servant, who 

will bear the people’s sin (Isa. 53)Daniel’s Divine Son of Man (Dan. 7:13-14)Incarnation, 

Death & Resurrection of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham, the son of Adam, the son 

of God. 

 

4. God’s revelation in history, and therefore biblical theology, is practical. (pg. 4) 

 

God’s intent in revelation is not to stimulate us intellectually, but to lead us into a saving relationship 

with God. So don’t think that Biblical Theology is just for history and literature buffs. Far from it. If 

revelation is the story of God’s saving acts, a story that begins at the beginning and ends at the end, 

then it’s a story that contains our lives and our age, and therefore is extremely practical. 

 

THE CHARACTER OF THE BIBLE (4) 

If this is the character of revelation which is going to shape our approach to Biblical Theology, what 

specifically does this mean for the Bible? Just what kind of text are we looking at? I want to highlight five 

things about the Bible that we’re going to come back to again and again. These characteristics of 

Scripture are going to determine how we study it. They’re also going to shape what we expect the 

outcome of our study to be. 

1. Historical / Human 

2 Peter 1:19-21, “And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to 

pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in 

your hearts, knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own 

interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as 

they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 

Most of the time people turn to this verse to demonstrate the divine character of Scripture. And we’ll do 

that in a minute. But quite significantly, it also clearly speaks to the historical and human character of the 

Bible. It refers to prophets as men who spoke, and by implication, wrote, the Bible. When men speak, 

they use human language. That language both creates and reflects the culture they live in. So Isaiah spoke 

and wrote in ancient Hebrew, and used images like “soaring on wings like eagles” not “soaring on wings 

like F-16’s”! 

What’s more, as we’ve already mentioned, the various human authors of Scripture lived in a variety of 

cultures over the course of dozens of centuries. They didn’t all speak the same language, live in the same 

place under the same government, or structure their families the same way. 

Practically, what this means is that the Bible is an intensely human book. And to understand it, we have to 

understand the languages and cultures and contexts of the various authors. We can’t assume that what we 

mean by a word or poetic image is what they would have meant. So for ex., in the OT, the phrase son of 

God, son of the Most High, is a title of kingship, not divinity. In both Testaments, to offer bread is to 
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offer friendship and peace, not merely a meal. We’re going to have to engage in grammatical and literary 

and even cultural study if we’re going to avoid reading into the Bible our own ideas and culture. We want 

to do exegesis, not eisegesis.  We want to read out of the text, not into the text, and so in the next lesson 

we’re going to look more closely at the exegetical tools of biblical theology. 

But the historical and human character of the Bible doesn’t merely imply distance from us as people who 

live in a different time and place. It also implies continuity with us, because this was written by people, 

not angels. Sure they may have spoken different languages and eaten different food. But underneath the 

real cultural differences, they like us are people made in the image of God, with the same fears and hopes 

and problems and capacities that we have. Across the gulf of time, we can relate to the human authors as 

people, and they to us. What’s more, what God did for them can also apply to us.  I Corinthians 10:6, 

“Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they 

did.” 

2. Divine (5) 

Not only is the Bible a human book, it is also a divine book. As 2 Peter 1:19-21 pointed out just a few 

moments ago, behind the various human authors and prophets stood God, who through his Holy Spirit 

inspired the prophets to say exactly what He wanted them to say. As Paul says in 2 Timothy 3:16, “all 

Scripture is God-breathed.” This is the doctrine of inspiration, a doctrine that doesn’t mean God blanked 

out the minds and personalities of the human authors and used them like a keyboard. Rather it’s the 

Scriptures own description of itself, as the product of the Holy Spirit working sovereignly through the 

human author. 

This has several implications. To begin with it means that what the Bible says, God says. So the 

Scriptures are not simply people’s religious musings and ideas of what God might be like or might be up 

to. Rather it is God’s self-revelation. 

Second, it means that the Bible is infallible (trustworthy) and inerrant (without error) in all that it affirms 

and all that it intends to say. No doubt there are many things the Bible doesn’t even speak to. No doubt 

the human authors were sinners just like us. But the text they produced, under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, has the entirely trustworthy and perfect character of the Divine author. 

Third, it means that behind the human authors, the Bible has one single divine author, one single mind 

and will. Why does this matter? Not only does it mean that we will not find contradiction (though we may 

find mystery), it means that we should expect to find unity and coherence to the overarching story. The 

human authors may not have been able to see it at the time of their writing, but the Divine author could 

and did see the whole story, and wrote it so that it all fits together. 

Here is the basis for understanding the typological, promise-fulfillment character of Scripture.  

(Typological is a word that you may or may not be familiar with, but it is a word that will be surfacing 

quite often in this class.  It means to classify according to general type.)  So for example, it’s not that NT 

writers, trying to explain Jesus, noticed certain similarities to David, and exploited them for their own 

purpose. It’s that God created David and sovereignly ordered his life so that he would be a picture and 

promise of a greater King to come. This is Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 10:1-11, (here is verse 11), 

“These things happened to them (providential control of history) as examples (typology) and were 
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written down (inspiration) as warnings for us (application), on whom the fulfillment of the ages has 

come (progressive redemptive history). 

Far from being an eclectic, rag-tag collection of other people’s religious experience, the Bible is God’s 

story of God’s actions in history to save sinners for his own glory. It is a single, coherent story, planned 

and executed and recorded by a single omnipotent, omniscient God.  

 

3. A Narrative (6) 

One of the clear implications of what I’ve just said is that the Bible as a whole is best understood as a 

narrative. This is not to say that narrative is the only genre in the Bible.  Far from it. The Bible is 

composed not only of historical narrative, but also poetry, law, apocalyptic, letters, and gospels. But 

having said that, the Bible as a whole is in fact best understood as a single story. A story about a King, a 

Kingdom, and the King’s relationship with his subjects. Dick Gaffin put it this way, “[The Bible] is not 

so much divinely given gnosis to provide us with knowledge concerning the nature of God, man and the 

world as it is divinely inspired interpretation of God’s activity of redeeming men so that they might 

worship and serve him in the world.” 

But this narrative of God’s activity is not simply a story. It’s a story that starts at the beginning of history 

and ends at the end. This means it’s not an ancient story from the past, but a once and future story that 

encompasses us today. Scholars would call it a meta-narrative, a story that explains everything and so 

provides us with a world view. What we need to understand is that this narrative is intended by God to 

change us and redefine us. It provides us with a way of understanding reality that is different from the 

narratives that our fallen culture provides. This connection of narrative with reality is important, because 

all of us are - all the time - operating within a narrative. The narrative of fallen human culture, that whole 

collection of beliefs and practices that we call the modern world, is finally a narrative that is designed to 

make unbelief seem normal, and belief seem utterly implausible. It’s an attempt to redefine reality 

without God. The narrative of Scripture comes to us not merely to be inspiring, so that we can cope with 

the difficult reality of our lives. No, the narrative of Scripture was inspired in order to let us know what 

reality really is, and that reality centers on God. Biblical theology, as it arises from Scripture, provides a 

framework, a fabric of meaning for our lives; it allows us to see with new eyes, and that begins with 

ourselves. It’s not just that we interpret the Bible.  But the Bible interprets us, by declaring what the main 

events of reality are, and then asking us to read ourselves in light of that story. 

This story is the story of a King and his Kingdom. One other thing this alerts us to right away is that this 

story claims not just to interpret us, but to exercise authority over us. It’s not merely a descriptive account 

of reality. The narrative of Scripture has a normative (in other words it gives us direction and rules), or 

authoritative function in our lives and over our church. Now exactly how we determine that normative 

function requires that we pay attention to where in the narrative we are, and how the part we’re in relates 

to other parts. It requires us to keep in mind the central themes of the story, and the progressive nature of 

that story. But when we do those things, what we discover is a story that challenges our tendencies to 

reduce Christianity to a limited set of doctrinal propositions and moral behaviors, and instead claims the 

totality of our lives under the Lordship of the King. 
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4. Structured by Covenants (6) 

The story of any Kingdom is in part the story of the relationship between a King and his subjects. In 

Scripture, this relationship is defined and structured according to covenants. Covenants are not merely 

contracts or promises. Rather covenants are relationships under sanction. The terms and benefits of the 

relationship are spelled out, and so are the consequences if the relationship is broken. But what is perhaps 

most significant about biblical covenants is that when God enters into a covenant, He must condescend to 

initiate it, He sets the terms, He provides the benefits, and He executes the judgment should the covenant 

be broken. 

In the ANE (ancient near east), in the second millennium BC, the time of Abraham and Moses, 

international relations were governed by treaties (a written agreement) between great Kings and vassal 

Kings. These treaties took the form of covenants, in which the Great King promised his protection and 

blessing in return for the vassal king’s loyalty and obedience. So long as the vassal obeys, he enjoys the 

Great King’s favor. But should the vassal break the terms of the covenant, then the Great King promised a 

swift and final judgment. What’s more, the vassal stood as a mediator or representative for his entire 

people. So his obedience or disobedience did not merely affect him, but all those who stood under him as 

their federal head. 

In the providence of God, Moses was inspired to write the first five books of the Old Testament at a time 

when this covenantal structure was widely known and recognized. In condescension to our own 

understanding, God used this covenantal structure to reveal his own relationship as The Great King to the 

people He had made in his own image to rule over the earth as vice-regents, vassal kings to the Great 

King of Heaven. 

We’ll look more closely at the various covenants God has made, and how they help to structure the 

unfolding story of God’s redemptive plan, in lessons three and four. Most of the covenants you are 

probably already familiar with: the Old Covenant and the New Covenant; the Mosaic Covenant and the 

Davidic covenant. There are even more, and we’ll talk about them. But what I want to briefly introduce at 

this point is the distinction between two types of covenant in the Bible: a covenant of works, and a 

covenant of grace. 

A covenant of works is exactly what it sounds like. Blessings are offered in return for works performed. 

Failure to perform the works leads to the covenant curses. This was pretty much the standard covenant of 

the ANE, and we see this type of covenant clearly displayed with Adam (Gen. 2:16-17) and with Moses 

(Deut 30:15-20). Do this, and you’ll live; do that, and you’ll die. Very straightforward. 

But there is another kind of covenant in the Bible.  The covenant of grace.  In this covenant, it’s not the 

vassal king that must perform a work in order to receive the Great King’s blessing. Instead, the Great 

King himself undertakes to secure the blessing for the vassal, and risks the penalties himself, should the 

covenant be broken. This is beautifully pictured in the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 15:9-21. It’s also 

the character of the New Covenant established in Jesus Christ and proclaimed in the Gospel. 

So as we try to interpret and apply the Scriptures, one of the basic questions we’ll have to ask is what 

covenantal period, what epoch in God’s redemptive activity, is this particular text found?   How does it 

function in that covenant? And what is my relationship to that covenant?  
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5. The Center: God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment (7) 

The grace of God in the gospel through the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ not only describes the climax 

of the covenants and therefore the climax of the story of God’s redemptive acts in history. It also brings 

us, finally, to the point and center of gravity of the story. Since this story is the story of redemption telling 

the history of redemption, it’s quite easy to fall into the habit of thinking that the point of the story is me, 

or us: the people being redeemed. But in fact, that would be a misreading of the story. For in fact, though 

we benefit immeasurably from this story if we are in Christ, the center and point of the story is God and 

his glory. Isaiah 49; Ezekiel 36:16-23; Revelation 5. 

But we would misunderstand if we thought that this meant God was some sort of giant, prideful celestial 

peacock, impressed with himself in a narcissistic (over-inflated ego) obsession. For in fact, the display of 

God’s glory in Scripture is filled with irony. For though God’s glory is seen in his ability to save, that 

salvation comes only through judgment. And that judgment is borne by himself, in the person of his own 

Son. It is in the cross that God’s glory is seen; in the suffering and sacrifice of Him who is most worthy 

for those who are not worthy at all. Here is the grace of God, and the glory of God, as He walks through 

those animals cut in two, as He provides a ram for Abraham’s son, Isaac, as He provides a Passover lamb 

for the Israelites. All this that he provided for his people was but a picture and foretaste of his ultimate 

provision: His one and only beloved Son, Jesus, sacrificed on the cross for sinners, bearing the judgment 

they deserved, that God’s glory might be displayed in salvation and mercy, even as He himself met the 

demands of justice Himself.  

So what is the Bible, this text out of which we construct a Biblical Theology? It is nothing less than the 

historical, divinely inspired, written revelation of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. It’s a 

story that redefines us, encompasses and explains us, a story that rightly understood will rightly orient us 

in this world, because it rightly orients us toward God. 

Questions? 

  


