BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AND THE 

HISTORY OF REDEMPTION


CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE AND BIBLICAL THEOLOGY

There is a distinction between Christian doctrine and biblical theology.  Christian doctrine (systematic theology) is a systematic gathering of the doctrines of the Bible under various topics to form a body of definitive Christian teaching about man, sin, grace, the church, ministry, and so on.  The systematizing of theology asserts, on the basis of the texts written then, what is the truth to be believed and proclaimed now.
It is important to see the limitations of this approach.  The structure and contents of the Bible are not systematic.  There is not one section that sets out the doctrine of sin and another that deals with salvation.  The formulation of Christian doctrine requires that we transform the material which is set within the framework of the dynamic processes of biblical history, into a form which is true to the Bible and applicable to the present time.

Biblical theology is dynamic and not static.  It follows the movement and process of God’s revelation in the Bible.  It is closely related to systematic theology (the two are obviously dependent on one another), but there is a difference in emphasis.  Biblical theology is not concerned to state the final doctrines which go to make up the content of Christian belief, but rather, to describe the process by which revelation unfolds and moves toward the goal, which is God’s final revelation of His purposes in Jesus Christ.  Biblical theology seeks to understand the relationships between the various eras in God’s revealing activity recorded in the Bible.  The systematic theologian is interested more in the finished article – the statement of Christian doctrine.  The biblical theologian on the other hand is concerned rather with the progressive unfolding of truth.
THE HISTORY OF REDEMPTION AND THE KINGDOM OF GOD



The Old Testament has been characterised, not as a text book of the history of Israel, but as a theological history.  To understand the real unity within this history, we are left with the unmistakable conclusion that the Old Testament is a history of redemption. The key to the Old Testament is not the part Israel plays, but the part God plays in redeeming a people from slavery and making them His own.  If we make the key to the Old Testament the part Israel plays, then our Old Testament becomes an example of ancient national history.  But if we read it looking for the part God plays, we interpret Israel’s history as a part of God’s redeeming activity to humanity.  
Redemption is not the only theological idea that provides structure to the Old Testament, because redemption is a process that leads to a goal.  That goal is that the redeemed people of God are the people of God’s kingdom.  There is much in the Old Testament to even suggest that the kingdom of God is a more central issue than is the redemptive process of bringing people into that Kingdom.

SOME FEATURES OF THE HISTORY OF REDEMPTION

Firstly, the history of redemption is progressive.  Does this mean that truth was dimly understood at the start, and became brighter until the coming of Jesus?  The idea of gradual “dawning of the light” is helpful to a point, but it doesn’t explain what appear to be important peaks or climaxes within the process.  What we find is a series of stages, each self contained, each coming to a climax leading in turn to a new stage.  The emphasis given to certain events and people, historically and theologically, direct the reader’s attention to such climaxes.
Secondly, the history of redemption is incomplete without the New Testament.  The fact that the Kingdom forecast by the prophets is never fulfilled in the Old Testament is of concern, only if we ignore the New Testament. The great “saving events” of the Old Testament (the saving of Noah, the call of Abraham, the exodus from Egypt, the establishment of the united monarchy, the destruction of Jerusalem by Babylon, and the prophetic forecast of the new and perfect kingdom), are all fulfilled in Christ, and the Kingdom of Christ.  It is the New Testament that gives focus to the saving events of the Old.

Christianity does not differ from Judaism by asserting the Old Testament is incomplete.  Judaism also recognises the future hope of prophecy which remained unfulfilled in Old Testament times.  Some, both Christians and Jews, have tended to lose sight of a future messianic fulfilment, and have as a result, reduced the Old Testament to a code of morals encased within an irrelevant era of ancient history.  The essential difference between the two faiths lies in how the completion of the hope of Israel is brought about. According to the New Testament it is the Christ event which brings this hope to is appointed goal.  Judaism on the other hand, rejects Jesus of Nazareth as the awaited messianic fulfiller, and looks for other ways.
Thirdly, the history of redemption is to be interpreted:

(a)  we begin with the New Testament because it is there that we encounter the Christ of the

      gospel, through whom by faith we are made God’s children

(b)  the New Testament drives us back to the Old Testament because it everywhere 

      presupposes the Old Testament as the basis for the gospel

(c)  the New Testament establishes for us that the Old Testament involves promise and 

       hope of a goal which is fulfilled in Christ.  In doing so, it directs us to take account of 

       the “dynamic”, the living process and movement of the Old Testament which leads us

       on to the Christ of the Gospels.  Because the New Testament declares the Old 

      Testament to be incomplete without Christ, we must understand the Old Testament

       in the light of its goal which is Christ.  Jesus is indispensable to a true understanding

       of the Old Testament as well as the New.

(This study is drawn particularly from parts of Gospel and Kingdom by Graeme Goldsworthy, Lancer Books [1990] pp.39-42)
© Geoff Wilson  2007

