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THE BIBLE AND DOCTRINE:
THE RELATIONSHIP



Exegesis ≠ Theology/Doctrine



Exegesis ≠ Theology/Doctrine

Exegesis = Theology/Doctrine



Exegesis ≠ Theology/Doctrine

Exegesis = Theology/Doctrine

Exegesis -> Theology/Doctrine



THE BIBLE AND DOCTRINE:
A BETTER WAY

Understanding the Integrated Disciplines



▶ D. A. Carson addresses the gap that exists between exegesis and doctrine in Jesus the Son 
of God: A Christological Title Often Overlooked, Sometimes Misunderstood, and Currently 
Disputed (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012), 11: “Moreover, for some time I have been thinking 
through the hiatus between careful exegesis and doctrinal formulations. We need both, of 
course, but unless the latter are finally controlled by the former, and seen to be controlled 
by the former, both are weakened. The ‘Son of God’ theme has become one of several test 
cases in my own mind.”

▶ The intimate connection between exegesis and doctrine is critical. In a previous day, 
there was such an emphasis on propositional truth scientifically determined that it came 
at the expense of the story. Moreover, one’s doctrinal formulations were equated with 
Scripture. In our present day, related to the postmodern turn and in response to 
modernism, there is such an emphasis on the story experientially determined that it 
comes at the expense of propositional truth, such that the discipline of theology or 
formulating doctrine is called into question, by some, and by others it becomes 
relativized such that the best one can do is simply refer to theologies (plural).



▶ Though a focus on the story is a helpful corrective in many ways, it is my 
concern with the postliberal reading of Scripture, i.e. an emphasis on the story 
(that consists of historical events that may or may not be true) that has 
affected/influenced Evangelicals. This emphasis on story has come 
simultaneously with the rise of the Theological Interpretation of Scripture 
(TIS), a necessary corrective to the historical-critical method of exegesis, which 
places the Scriptures back in the church with the people of God, not only in the 
academy. But for some this has become an over-corrective such that ultimate 
authority resides in the church not the biblical text. With these helpful moves, 
it is necessary to affirm that the ultimate authority resides in the Scriptures, 
along with some clear hermeneutical guidelines, as, for example, those 
espoused by Kevin J. Vanhoozer in many of his works, cf. e.g., “Introduction: 
What Is Theological Interpretation of the Bible?,” in Dictionary of Theological 
Interpretation of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005).



One of the 28 essays included in the excellent NIV Zondervan Study Bible, based on the most 
recent NIV version (2011), is “The Bible and Theology” (2633-2636), written by D. A. Carson, 
the general editor. This was recently published as a stand-alone essay entitled How to Read 
the Bible and Do Theology Well

The essay begins as follows: 

▶ It’s been said that the Bible is like a body of water in which a child may wade and an 
elephant may swim. The youngest Christian can read the Bible with profit, for the Bible’s 
basic message is simple. But we can never exhaust its depth. After decades of intense 
study, the most senior Bible scholars find that they’ve barely scratched the surface. 
Although we cannot know anything with the perfection of God’s knowledge (his 
knowledge is absolutely exhaustive!), yet because God has disclosed things, we can know 
those things truly.

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/the-bible-and-theology-don-carson-nivzsb


▶ Trying to make sense of parts of the Bible and of the Bible as a whole can be challenging. 
What kind of study should be involved when any serious reader of the Bible tries to make 
sense of the Bible as a whole? Appropriate study involves several basic interdependent 
disciplines, of which five are mentioned here: careful reading, biblical theology (BT), 
historical theology (HT), systematic theology (ST), and pastoral theology (PT). What 
follows looks at each of these individually and shows how they interrelate—and how 
they are more than merely intellectual exercises. (emphasis mine)



From here, Carson further addresses the five interdependent disciplines 
associated with the study of the Bible. He explains them through the 
questions they answer. I include pertinent excerpts, not the complete 
explanation.

Careful Reading: “‘Exegesis’ is the word often used for careful reading. 
Exegesis answers the questions, What does this text actually say? and, 
What did the author mean by what he said? We discover this by applying 
sound principles of interpretation to the Bible.”



▶ Biblical Theology: “BT answers the question, “How has God revealed his 
word historically and organically.” 



▶ Historical Theology: “HT answers the questions, How have people in 
the past understood the Bible? What have Christians thought about 
exegesis and theology? and, more specifically, How has Christian 
doctrine developed over the centuries, especially in response to false 
teachings. HT is concerned primarily with opinions in periods other 
than our own. But we may also include under this heading the 
importance of reading the Bible globally – that is, finding out how 
believers in some other parts of the world read the text.”



▶ Systematic Theology: “ST answers the question, What does the whole 
Bible teach about certain topics? or put another way, What is true 
about God and his universe?”



▶ Pastoral Theology: “PT answers the question, How should humans 
respond to God’s revelation. Sometimes that is spelled out by Scripture 
itself; other times it builds on inferences of what Scripture says. PT 
practically applies the other four disciplines – so much so that the 
other disciplines are in danger of being sterile and even dishonoring to 
God unless tied in some sense to the responses God rightly demands of 
us.”



▶ Although each of these disciplines can be a stand-alone discipline, they must be 
integrated, so not only is it important to understand the foundation but also the 
interrelationship between them. Exegesis is the ground, which forms and shapes, 
influences, each of the other disciplines. As Carson notes, “The final authority is the 
Bible and the Bible alone.” 

▶ After explaining how exegesis relates to the disciplines of biblical, historical, and 
systematic theology, he then delineates how the various disciplines relate to one 
another. 

▶ Carson concludes this essay with a reminder that although the study of the Bible is 
something to which we diligently give ourselves, the goal is not to master it but 
rather to be mastered by it. That is a mark of growing maturity, and one who rightly 
understands his relationship to God through his Word.



▶ Since God created the universe, we are accountable to him, and he has 
authoritatively spoken in the Bible. Even if we earnestly try to 
understand God’s gracious self-disclosure on its own terms, that is 
insufficient if we do not respond to God as he has disclosed himself. 
Interpreters are inseparable from the interpretive process, and our 
attitude toward the text is important. Desiring merely to master the 
text is not enough; we must desire to be mastered by it. For one day we 
will give an account to the one who says, “These are the ones I look on 
with favor: those who are humble and contrite in spirit, and who 
tremble at my word” (Isa. 66:2).



AN ILLUSTRATION OF THE 
INTEGRATION





Exegesis



Biblical Theology Exegesis



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology
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Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology
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Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology
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Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic Theology



Biblical Theology Historical TheologyExegesis Systematic 
Theology

Preunderstanding/
Presuppositions



Atonement Theology ExegesisPreunderstanding/Presupposition



Atonement Theology ExegesisPreunderstanding/Presupposition



Atonement Theology ExegesisPreunderstanding/Presupposition



Doctrine of God and Divine Justice ExegesisAtonement Theology



HERMENEUTICS



“Whereas Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss, today we betray 
him with a hermeneutic.” 

▶ Graham Cole, speaking at Ridley College on “The 
Ordination of Women and Practicing Homosexuals,” July 
21, 2000.



Hermeneutics: Eight Principles of Interpretation (Draft)

▶ 1. Authorial Intent/Grammatico-Historical - A commitment to a literal understanding of 
the Bible is rooted in a literal understanding of the authorial intent. If we separate 
meaning from authorial intent in the Scripture, we end up with reader-centered 
hermeneutic, and that means the reader determines the meaning of the Text divorced 
from the A/author, both divine and human. So when we seek to understand a biblical text 
literally, the first question we ask is what did the A/author intend/mean (what it “meant” 
is foundational for what it “means,” for a text will never mean what it never meant)?

▶ This is rooted in a commitment to grammatico-historical interpretation, viz. we interpret 
using the conventions of the grammar and syntax of the day, of Hebrew and Aramaic in 
the Old Testament, and Greek in the New Testament, and we are sensitive to the context 
and history. I will come back to the history again below. As Christians, grammatico-
historical exegesis is essential. But it is not all that can or should be said. There is much 
more we embrace (cf. below). This was the church’s response to allegory in the second 
century.



▶ 2. Canonical – We are committed to the biblical canon – the 66 books of 
the Bible (39 books of the OT and 27 books of the New 
Testament). The canon is the scope of our biblical interpretation. Thus 
we are also canonical in our interpretation.



▶ 3. Redemptive-Historical – We are also rooted in a redemptive-historical 
understanding of the Scripture, viz. the progressive unfolding of God's 
plan which finds its climax in Jesus. If we are not sensitive to this 
reality in our interpretation, we will misunderstand much of Scripture. 
For Paul, many of his major arguments center on this very fact (cf. Gal. 
3:10-14 for one example).



▶ 4. Christological (or Christo-centric or Christo-telic) – Since Christ is the 
climax of Scripture, we are, as Christians, committed to a Christological 
hermeneutic, i.e. Christ is the One who enables us as Christians to 
understand the Bible as Christians. We read, interpret and understand 
the Bible through a Christological lens, through Christ, or we 
misunderstand the Bible, or we read it as Jew (particularly the Old 
Testament) not a Christian. Consider these many passages that address 
this: Matt. 5:17-20; Lk. 24:25-27; Jn. 12:41; Acts 28:23; Rom. 10:4; 2 
Cor. 1:20; etc.



▶ 5. Pneumatological – We are committed to the pneumatological in our 
interpretation, the Holy Spirit. If Christ is the focus of the Bible, the 
Holy Spirit is the One alone who enables us to see, know and 
understand Christ (Jn. 16:14), the Word incarnate (Jn. 1:1, 14, 18), and 
also to read and understand the Bible, the Word inscripturated (1 Cor. 
2:6-16).



▶ 6. Soteriological – We are committed to two aspects of this. The most 
important is that one is born again, i.e. one is a Christian. Apart from 
this, though one can read and understand the historical aspects of the 
Bible, to read it for information, one is unable to understand the Bible 
in and for it was given (1 Cor. 2; 2 Cor. 3). The second is that spiritual 
growth aids in our understanding, faith is foundational to this in one’s 
initial salvation, and faith is critical to this as one lives coram Deo, life 
before the face of God. And since one of the principles upon which we 
are committed is the analogy of faith, we need faith in order to read 
and understand the parts of the Bible in its wholeness, its totality. This 
is connected with Christ and the Spirit, previously mentioned, and also 
the church, which follows. 



▶ 7. Ecclesiological –There is an important corporate component to the 
reading and interpreting of Scripture. This also focuses on the fact that 
the reading (information) and living (transformation) of Scripture is 
best done in an ecclesial context (Neh. 8; 1 Tim. 4:13-16; Rev. 1:1-3). 
Our individual reading is the basis for our ecclesial reading. And 
catholic reading – Vincentian Canon, that which has been believed 
“everywhere, always and by all.” Furthermore, we are committed to 
understand how the church has understood the Bible through the 
years (tradition, not Tradition).  Bible reading and engaging in the task 
of theology is best done in community, including the living and the 
dead.



▶ 8. Eschatological – We are committed to understanding God’s ultimate 
end goal, and that affects how we approach the hermeneutical task in 
the present. Promise (prophetic) and fulfillment (in Christ and at the 
end of the ages in the new heavens and new earth). This means we 
engage in a hermeneutic of hope (2 Cor. 4; Heb. 6:11-20).



THE GOSPEL

Doctrinal and Functional Centrality of the Gospel



▶ “Taken together we can infer from I Corinthians 15:3 – 5, Romans 1:1-4 and II 
Timothy 2:8, that the gospel is both about the person and work of Christ.

▶ “God promised in the scriptures that He would renew creation and restore 
Israel. The gospel is the good news that God has made these promises good in 
Jesus, the Messiah and Lord. Jesus died and rose for the purpose of atoning for 
sins, and through faith in Him and His work believers are reconciled to God.

▶ “The new age has been launched and God has revealed His saving righteousness 
in the gospel so that He justifies and delivers persons from the penalty and 
power of sin and death.”

▶ - Michael Bird, Introducing Paul: The Man, His Mission and His Message



D.A. Carson, from “What is the Gospel?” (Gospel Coalition 
Address, 2007): Summarizing 1 Corinthians 15

1. The gospel is Christological.
2. The gospel is theological.
3. The gospel is biblical.
4. The gospel is apostolic.



5. The gospel is historical.
6. The gospel is personal.
7. The gospel is universal.
8. The gospel is eschatological.



D. A. Carson. “The Biblical Gospel.” Pages 75–85 in For Such a Time as This: 
Perspectives on Evangelicalism, Past, Present and Future. Edited by Steve Brady and 
Harold Rowdon. London: Evangelical Alliance, 1996.

Thus the gospel is integrally tied to the Bible’s story-line. Indeed, it is 
incomprehensible without understanding that story-line. God is the sovereign, 
transcendent and personal God who has made the universe, including us, his image-
bearers. Our misery lies in our rebellion, our alienation from God, which, despite his 
forbearance, attracts his implacable wrath. But God, precisely because love is of the 
very essence of his character, takes the initiative and prepared for the coming of his 
own Son by raising up a people who, by covenantal stipulations, temple worship, 
systems of sacrifice and of priesthood, by kings and by prophets, are taught 
something of what God is planning and what he expects. In the fullness of time his 
Son comes and takes on human nature. 



He comes not, in the first instance, to judge but to save: he dies the death of his 
people, rises from the grave and, in returning to his heavenly Father, bequeaths 
the Holy Spirit as the down payment and guarantee of the ultimate gift he has 
secured for them—an eternity of bliss in the presence of God himself, in a new 
heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. The only alternative is to 
be shut out from the presence of this God forever, in the torments of hell.6 
What men and women must do, before it is too late, is repent and trust Christ; 
the alternative is to disobey the gospel (Romans 10:16; 2 Thessalonians 1:8; 1 
Peter 4:17). This story-line, and its connection with the gospel, could be 
fleshed out in a number of ways. But the point is simply this: the good news of 
[p. 81] salvation through Jesus Christ makes sense in the context of this story-
line and in no other.



Ray Ortlund, Gospel Doctrine, Gospel Culture

▶ Gospel doctrine creates a gospel culture. The doctrines of grace create a 
culture of grace, as Jesus himself touches us through his truths. Without 
the doctrines, the culture alone is fragile. Without the culture, the 
doctrines alone appear pointless.

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/rayortlund/2013/05/02/gospel-doctrine-gospel-culture-2/


For example:

▶ The doctrine of regeneration creates a culture of humility (Ephesians 2:1-
9).

▶ The doctrine of justification creates a culture of inclusion (Galatians 2:11-
16).

▶ The doctrine of reconciliation creates a culture of peace (Ephesians 2:14-
16).

▶ The doctrine of sanctification creates a culture of life (Romans 6:20-23).

▶ The doctrine of glorification creates a culture of hope (Romans 5:2).

▶ The doctrine of God creates a culture of honesty (1 John 1:5-10). And what 
could be more basic than that?



▶ If we want this culture to thrive, we can’t take doctrinal short 
cuts. If we want this doctrine to be credible, we can’t disregard the 
culture. But churches where the doctrine and culture converge bear 
living witness to the power of Jesus.

▶ Churches that do not exude humility, inclusion, peace, life, hope and 
honesty — even if they have gospel doctrine on paper, they lack that 
doctrine at a functional level, where it counts in the lives of actual 
people. Churches that are haughty, exclusivistic, contentious, 
exhausted, past-oriented and in denial are revealing a gospel deficit.



▶ The current rediscovery of the gospel as doctrine is good, very 
good. But a completely new discovery of the gospel as culture —
the gospel embodied in community — will be infinitely better, filled 
with a divine power such as we have not yet seen.

▶ Is there any reason not to go there? Is the status quo all that 
great? Doesn’t the gospel itself call for a new kind of community?



▶ Our spiritual lives originate in the gospel.

▶ Our local churches exist because of the gospel and is a 
manifestation of the gospel.

▶ Our EFCA movement exists because of and for the gospel 
of Jesus Christ.

▶ Our EFCA Statement of Faith is framed around the gospel.



The gospel – central message of Jesus (Mk. 1:14-15): 

“Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, 
proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying, "The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and 
believe in the gospel."



▶ Small gospel = born again



▶ Large Gospel = everything



Paul’s Nuances of the gospel

▶ “the gospel . . . as of first importance (1 Cor. 15:1-3)

▶ “sound doctrine, in accordance with the glorious gospel” of the 
blessed God with which I have been entrusted” (1 Tim. 1:10-11).

▶ “only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 
1:27).

▶ “conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel (Gal. 2:14).



The biblical gospel

▶ Doctrinal centrality 
• belief and proclamation

▶ Functional centrality 
• life and ministry



Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Doctrinal Centrality 
of the Gospel 



Doctrinal and Functional Centrality of the 
Gospel 
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Doctrinal and Functional Centrality of the 
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Gospel Assumed, 
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