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BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AS AN HISTORICAL-THEOLOGICAL AND 

ANALYTIC-SYNTHETIC DISCIPLINE

I. Introduction

Biblical Theology (BT) is a highly contested discipline. While some people view it as 

illegitimate, others view it as crucial to a right interpretation of the Bible. Even those within the 

discipline find it difficult to come to an agreement about the nature of it. Since BT is a significant

aspect of the biblical disciplines, it will be profitable to consider the nature of the discipline 

itself. 

BT is a historical and synthetic discipline. However, it is difficult to talk about BT as a 

historical discipline without at the same time talking about the fact that it is a theological 

discipline. Similarly, it is difficult to talk about the synthetic nature of the discipline without 

addressing its analytic dimension. Consequently, this essay will examine BT as a historical-

theological and analytic-synthetic discipline. It is hoped that this will help illuminate the 

historical and synthetic nature of BT.

II. BT as a Historical-theological Discipline

BT is a primarily a historical discipline. James Barr helpfully highlights this dimension of BT 

when he says that BT is “theology as it existed or was thought or believed within the time, 

languages and cultures of the Bible itself.”1 This is the main difference he sees between BT and 

1 James Barr, The Concept of Biblical Theology: An Old Testament Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress 
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Systematic Theology (ST).2

Many people raise the question of whether it is appropriate to think of the theology of the 

Bible this way. For example, Barr quotes James Sanders as saying that this approach “locks the 

Bible into the past.”3 Sanders is apparently concerned that to conceive of BT as a historical task 

would somehow separate Scripture from modern day people and mute God’s words for today. 

While this is a worthy concern, there is a good reason for the emphasis on the historical nature of

BT, namely the historical distance that separates modern readers from the ancient text.

Historical Distance

Historical distance is the reason that the historical dimension of BT is so important. This concept 

was not always part of the interpreters’ understanding. Krister Stendahl argues that in the past, 

both liberal and conservative Protestants misunderstood the degree of historical distance between

the ancient and modern.4 On the one hand, the liberals interpreted the Bible in such a way that it 

might be acceptable to people who have a modern worldview.5 On the other hand, the 

conservatives used the Bible as a source for proof-texts in order to support traditional doctrinal 

systems.6 Both of these errors developed because both liberals and conservatives wanted to view 

the Bible as directly relevant within their own framework.

Stendahl says that it was the emergence of the religionsgeschichtliche Schule (“history-

of-religions school,”) that overcame classic liberal theology by demonstrating that the picture of 

Press, 1999), 4.
2 Barr, Concept of Biblical Theology, 4. ST is also referred to as dogmatic theology in some older works. 

Barr refers to it as “doctrinal theology.”
3 Ibid., 15.
4 Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary” in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible (ed. 

George Arthur Buttrick; 4 vols; New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), 1:418–19.
5 Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” 419. He points out that they were largely motivated by an 

attempt to see Christianity survive in the modern age.
6 Ibid., 419.
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Jesus and the OT prophets that the liberals had presented 

“was totally impossible from a historical point of of view and that it told more about the 
ideals of bourgeois Christianity in the late nineteenth century than about the carpenter 
from Nazareth or the little man from Tekoa. What emerged out of the studies of the 
religionsgeschichtliche Schule was a new picture of the men, the ideas, and the 
institutions of biblical history. Those elements and traits, which did strike modern man as 
crude, primitive, cultic, and even magical, were now given equal and often greater 
emphasis than those which happened to appeal to enlightened Western taste.”7  

In other words, what the history-of-religions school (hereafter HOR) contributed was the idea of 

historical distance. It highlighted the degree to which modern theologians (both liberal and 

conservative) had largely read their own ideas into Jesus and the biblical writers. It is in this 

context that Albert Schweitzer had complained that the liberal re-constructions of “the historical 

Jesus” were much like a man who peers down into a deep well and sees his own reflection 

staring back at him.

Stendahl, while admitting that proponents of BT largely felt uncomfortable with much of 

the history-of-religions school (for good reason), credits that very approach with laying the 

foundation upon which BT would later rest:

. . . it remains a fact that modern biblical theology would be quite inexplicable were it not
for the fact that the religionsgeschichtliche Schule had drastically widened the hiatus 
between our time and that of the Bible, between West and East, between the questions 
self-evidently raised in modern minds and those presupposed, raised, and answered in the
Scriptures. Thereby a radically new stage was set for biblical interpretation. The question 
of meaning was split up in two tenses: “What did it mean?” and “What does it mean?” 
These questions were now kept apart long enough for the descriptive task to be 
considered in its own right.8

This awareness of historical distance allows the text to be heard on its own terms. On the other 

hand, it also allows the reader to become aware of his own historical situation as well. Adolf 

Schlatter argued along these lines when he suggested that 

7 Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” 418.
8 Ibid., 419.
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The distinction between these two activities [perceiving what the NT writers meant and 

appropriating it for ourselves] thus turns out to be beneficial for both. Distortions in the 

perception of the subject also harm its appropriation, just as conversely improper procedures in 

the appropriation of the subject muddy its perception.”9

Distinction between BT and the HOR School

While the HOR school may have paved the way for BT, proponents of BT are generally (and in 

my opinion, rightly) negative about HOR. Barr sees the differences as follows: “‘history of 

religion’ is concerned with all the forms and aspects of all human religions, while theology tends 

to be concerned with the truth-claims of one religion and especially with its authoritative texts 

and traditions and their interpretation.”10 In other words, the HOR religions school takes as its 

starting point a comparative approach to religion.11 The religion of the ancient Jewish people or 

early Christianity is a topic of interest because it can be compared and contrasted with other 

religions to see similarities and differences. Because of the comparative approach, most 

advocates of HOR do not see Christianity as any more normative than other religions. 

Proponents of BT have recognized that “parallels and similarities” exist between Israel’s 

religion and that of neighboring ANE peoples.12 However they tend to view these parallels and 

similarities in terms of their place in biblical religion and faith, rather than viewing them as 

evidence of the equivalence of biblical and extra-biblical religion.13 As a matter of fact, BT is 

virtually impossible without a commitment to the Christian faith.14

9 Adolf Schlatter, The History of the Christ: The Foundation for New Testament Theology (trans. Andreas J. 
Köstenberger; Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1997), 18.

10 Barr, Concept of Biblical Theology, 100–101.
11 Ibid., 9.
12 Ibid., 10.
13 Ibid., 10–11. 
14 At the very least in terms of the object of study. While it is possible to do BT and not be a Christian 
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In addition, while HOR is interested in the historical religion of the ancient Israelites or 

early Christians, only some of which is codified in Scripture, BT is not primarily concerned with 

the historical religion, but in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament.15 As Charles H. H. 

Scobie says, 

If BT is to be truly “biblical” it will be based on the canon of Christian Scripture. This is 
precisely what differentiates it from the history of religion (Relisionsgeschichte). 
Historians of religion, quite legitimately in accordance with their own terms of reference, 
are interested in tracing the development of Judaism from its origins all the way up to the 
present day; they are likewise interested in tracing the origins and development of 
Christianity not only in the first but also in succeeding centuries. Their subject matter is 
religion, their approach is descriptive or phenomenological, and they seek to trace a 
continuous if complex process of change and development. Hence any writings produced 
within these communities during the periods under study are valid sources of data. BT, 
however, has different aims and a different methodology. It deals only with those books 
recognized as normative by the Christian community. . . . [It] is the theology of the 
canonical books alone that remains the true subject matter of BT.16

In other words, while BT is historical, and so shares in some of the characteristics of a HOR 

approach, what makes it different is the theological assumption that its task is limited by the 

canon and directed toward theology. This is what makes BT a historical-theological discipline. It

is historical in the sense that it seeks to understand the historical meaning of the texts and the 

theology of the authors as they understood it in their context, but on the other hand, its 

commitment to and interest in the Christian Scripture is shaped by theology. Moreover, BT is 

interested in the historical dimension, not for its own sake, but because of what it can contributed

to the theological enterprise. It is historical study that is shaped and motivated by theology.

oneself, by definition, BT has to do with one particular religion and not religion generally.
15 Carson says that there are several reasons that a person might limit themselves to the Christian canon. In 

addition to the more obvious reason (personal faith and commitment to the Christian Scriptures), one might limit 
themselves to the canon for professional reasons (i.e., because of interest in participating in BT as a discipline), or 
for historical reasons (because the canon is the traditional boundary, or because they adhere to a confession that 
marks the canon as Scripture). See D. A. Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” in New Dictionary 
of Biblical Theology (eds. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner; Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 2000), 
95–97.

16 Charles H. H. Scobie, The Ways of Our God: An Approach to Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2003), 58.
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III. BT as an Analytic-synthetic Discipline

The historical nature of BT means that it is focused, not on the questions that we have, but on the

questions and answers provided in the text of Scripture. However, when the exegete comes to the

Bible, it quickly becomes obvious that not every author or book says the same thing in the same 

way. This raises two issues related to the nature of BT. The first is the reality of diversity and 

unity within the Bible. What flows from that is an emphasis in BT on both analysis and 

synthesis.

Unity and Diversity

Andreas J. Köstenberger says that “the diversity and unity of the NT is one of the most 

frequently discussed topics in NT theology.”17 There is good reason for this. Through the history 

of the church, Christians had generally recognized the Bible to be a coherent whole that was the 

work of one divine author. However, in especially the past two or more centuries the divine 

authorship of the Bible was severely questioned, with the result that scholars focused on the 

diversity of human authors and the various situation from which individual writings originated.18 

This focus has been exaggerated to the point that many within the scholarly community believe 

that “the NT consists of a variety of theologies that, if not irreconcilable, at least stand in 

considerable tension with one another.”19

Of course, there are problems with an overemphasis on either unity or diversity of the 

Bible. Wenham lists three problems that have traditionally accompanied the overemphasis on the 

17 Andreas J. Köstenberger, “Diversity and Unity in the New Testament,” in Biblical Theology: Retrospect 
and Prospect (ed. Scott J. Hafemann; Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2002), 144.

18 David Wenham, “Appendix: Unity and Diversity in the New Testament,” in George Eldon Ladd, A 
Theology of the New Testament (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 685.

19 Köstenberger, “Diversity and Unity,” 144.
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unity of Scripture. He says that Christians who have overemphasized the unity of Scripture have 

tended 

(1) to use the Bible as a quarry of prooftexts, drawing on different parts of Scripture 
indiscriminately to establish a doctrine or illustrate a point, (2) to respond to tensions and 
apparent contradictions within the Bible by harmonizing them, i.e., by finding a way of 
explaining the apparent discrepancy, and (3) to interpret biblical passages in the light of 
Christian doctrine as we know it.20

On the other hand, an overemphasis on the diversity of Scripture will tend to obscure the unity of

divine authorship, which effectively disintegrates the canon and robs the church of God’s 

authoritative speech to his people. 

Various authors have highlighted different aspects of the unity/diversity issue. 

Köstenberger highlights the diversity of theologies in the NT.21 He mentions the differences in 

the theologies of Jesus and Paul, the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John, the portrayal of 

Paul in Acts and the portrayal of Paul in his letters, the possibility of development in Paul’s 

theology, and the theology of Paul in distinction from the theologies of Peter, James, and John.22 

Köstenberger insists that when these diverse theologies are examined, “none of the alleged 

contradictions in NT theology can be substantiated.”23 Instead, he suggests that there many be 

“integrating motifs” that provide a sense of unity among diversity.24 The three integrating motifs 

he suggests are “that there is one God, that Jesus is the Christ and the exalted Lord, and that the 

Christian community has been entrusted with the proclamation of the gospel, the message of 

salvation in Jesus Christ.”25

George Eldon Ladd used the concept of salvation history as the way to integrate the unity 

20 Wenham, “Unity and Diversity,” 685.
21 Köstenberger, “Diversity and Unity,” 145.
22 Ibid., 145–153.
23 Ibid., 153.
24 Ibid., 154.
25 Ibid., 157.
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and diversity of Scripture.26 According to Ladd, the “various stages of the prophetic 

interpretation of redemption history are equally inspired and authoritative, but they embody 

differing degrees of apprehension of the meanings involved.”27 He highlights three such distinct 

perspectives: the perspective of the OT, the perspective of the Christ’s earthly ministry, and the 

perspective of the early church.28 This diversity of perspectives is unified by their participation 

in, and focus on, the unified history of redemption that finds its climax in Christ. Similarly, 

David Wenham sees the diversity and unity of Scripture based on the human and divine 

authorship of Scripture.29 

All of these scholars highlight the need to understand and come to terms with both the 

unity and diversity of Scripture. It is this fact that makes BT both an analytic and synthetic 

discipline.

Analysis and Synthesis

Overview

Because Scripture is one divine word from God given in the polyphonic words of diverse men, 

the task of BT is both analytic and synthetic.30 Brian S. Rosner says that these two activities are 

“distinct but related” in BT.31 This double task for BT can be seen as far back as J.P. Gabler, who 

described two aspects of BT: the first is the “legitimate interpretation” of relevant passages; “the 

26 George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 27–28.
27 Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 27.
28 Ibid., 27–28.
29 Wenham, “Unity and Diversity,” 684. Thus he says that “the historic Christian conviction has been that 

the human authors of the Bible were all inspired by one divine author, with the result that the diverse books of the 
Old and New Testaments present in different ways a coherent and divinely inspired message.”

30 Ladd helpfully says that “the Bible is the word of God given in the words of men in history.” (George 
Eldon Ladd, The New Testament and Criticism [Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1967], 12.)

31 Brian S. Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (eds. T. Desmond 
Alexander and Brian S. Rosner. Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 2000), 6.
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other is in the careful comparison of the ideas [i.e., the ‘theologies’] of all the sacred authors 

among themselves.”32 

Analysis

At the stage of analysis, the key is the individual contributions obtained by listening for the 

“distinctive voice” of the book or author being studied.33 At this stage it “is more accurate and 

productive first to let James be James and Mark be Mark and so on, thus appreciating their 

particular colours and hues, before going on to see how their perspectives look on the larger 

canonical canvas.”34 

This analysis consists of two steps. The first is exegeting the relevant passages.35 D. A. 

Carson says that it “is impossible to have any sort of responsible biblical theology apart from 

careful, responsible exegesis.”36 This exegesis provides the data from which the biblical 

theologian attempts the second step, which is to describe “the theologies of the several New 

Testament writers individually and sympathetically in all their difference and variety.”37 

I. Howard Marshall provides helpful guidance for the latter part of the analytic task. He 

says that the occasional nature of the NT means that we need to distinguish between the 

“underlying beliefs” (i.e., the theology) of the author and the particular applications of them that 

are the result of the particular situation that provided the occasion for writing.38 “We can read the 

32 Johann Philipp Gabler, De justo discrimine theologiae biblicae et dogmaticae regundisque recte 
utriusque finibus, Translated in John Sandys-Wunsch and Laurence Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction 
between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology: Translation, Commentary, and Discussion of His Originality,” Scottish 
Journal of Theology 33 (1980), 140.

33 Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” 6.
34 Ibid., 6.
35 Gabler, De justo discrimine, 140; Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” 91.
36 Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” 91.
37 I. Howard Marshall, New Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, One Gospel (Downers Grove: Inter-

Varsity Press, 2004), 30.
38 Marshall, New Testament Theology, 32.
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particular teaching and instruction that is given in the various books, and we can try to work back

from that to the underlying body of belief and the ways in which it is being used. We can see 

which applications are occasional and which are so frequent and consistent that they are 

manifestly basic.”39 While some might consider this speculative, it should be obvious that 

constructing an author’s theology is more that merely compiling a list of their statements or 

commands—rather it consists in showing the underlying structure of their thought that gave rise 

to the particular statements and commands.40

The result of the exegesis of the relevant texts and the construction of the book or 

author’s theology is the understanding of the particular contribution of each book or author. The 

analytic stage of BT therefore highlights the diversity of the Scriptures, and increases our 

appreciation of each particular book or author. However, BT also moves on to the synthetic 

stage, which addresses the unity of the canon.

Synthesis

Once analysis of the individual book or author has been carried out, BT moves on to the 

synthetic stage.  At this stage, BT is concerned more with how the parts fit together into a unified

whole.41 If the analytic stage is concerned with hearing the individual voices of the book or 

author, the synthetic stage is concerned with the harmony of the many voices. This takes place at 

various levels. As D. A. Carson puts it, BT has as its goal “the theology of the book, the corpus, 

39 Marshall, New Testament Theology, 32.
40 Schlatter says this well: “Therefore the task of New Testament theology is not exhausted with statistics 

which produce lists of the teachings of Jesus and of his disciples. This kind of procedure would predictably lead to a 
historically distorted picture, a compendium of abstract, timeless “doctrines” presented as the contents of a 
consciousness that was cut off from choices and actions. Jesus and his disciples, however, did not bear and transmit 
their ideas in this way. In order to observe rightly we must illumine the context which generated their thoughts and 
into which their thoughts immediately reentered as the basis of their work. To that extent the historian also has the 
task to explain, not just to report” (Schlatter, The History of the Christ, 19).

41 Marshall, New Testament Theology, 31.
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the canon, constructed out of the detailed exegesis of the book, the corpus, the canon.”42 

However, Rosner points out that BT “is concerned ultimately to construct one single theology for

the Bible in its entirety.”43

This focus on how the parts fit together to form a whole builds on the results of analytic 

study by means of comparative study.44 I Howard Marshall asks,

[Is] a theology of the New Testament or of the early church simply a collection of studies 
of the theologies of different believers brought together within the covers of one book, or 
must there not be some comparison between them to establish whether the several 
theologies form a unity, sharing the same basic understanding, however much they may 
differ in the ways in which they express it or in the details of the content? It is surely the 
duty of the New Testament theologian to attempt some comparison of the outlooks of the 
writers in order to ascertain how far there is such an entity as the theology of the New 
Testament, and if so what this entity might be.45

This comparative study has as its goal to identify how the diverse ideas of the various authors 

relate to one another.46 On the one hand, it is concerned to highlight areas of commonality 

between the various parts.47 It seeks to understand if there is some kind of underlying “theology 

of the Gospels” or “theology of the New Testament,” for example. What might make up the 

underlying structures of thought for these books? How might both James and Paul testify to such 

an underlying structure in their own ways? Establishing the nature of the common witness is one 

part of the synthetic stage.

The other part of the synthetic stage is handling differences and tensions among the 

42 Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” 91.
43 Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” 6.
44 J. P. Gabler stated that after we “draw out the true sacred ideas typical of each author . . . we must pass on

to the other part of the task, namely to a careful and sober comparison of the various parts attributed to each 
testament” (Gabler, De justo discrimine, 141). In other words, he recognized that after distinguishing the individual 
authors’ theologies, there was the need for comparing them to one another in order to find out what among them was
universally applicable. While to some degree this reflects a less-than-conservative view of Scripture, my point is to 
highlight the fact that the synthetic task is essentially a comparative one.

45 Marshall, New Testament Theology, 29.
46 Ibid., 30.
47 Ibid., 31. For a good example of this, see the discussion above on Köstenberger’s “Diversity and Unity,” 

in which he posits three integrating motifs that draw the whole NT together.
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various witnesses. One way to deal with these differences is to study them to “determine 

whether, when properly understood, they are in harmony with one another in what they affirm.”48

In other words, there may be situations in which it could be shown that the alleged conflict is not 

truly a conflict after all. Another way to handle these differences is to “determine whether, 

despite differences on the surface, there may be an underlying unity on a different level of 

perception.”49 While many critical scholars argue that there are conflicts and contradictions 

among the diverse theologies, often there are plausible explanations that show that the diversity 

of the Scripture is a beautiful harmony of diverse witnesses rather than an unruly and chaotic 

mob of voices arguing with one another.50

Conclusion

The unity and diversity of Scripture means that BT will be a discipline characterized by both 

analysis and synthesis. Rosner uses the following analogy from civil engineering: “if analysis 

involves the individual tradespeople working from their own plans on different parts of the 

project, synthesis recalls the work of the site architect or foreman who is responsible for the 

overall structure. Both have a necessary function to perform.”51

IV. Conclusion

The preceding essay has argued that BT is a historical-theological discipline, as well as one that 

is characterized by both analysis and synthesis. Because of the historical distance between the 

ancient text and the modern reader, BT is concerned to understand the theology of Scripture first 

48 Marshall, New Testament Theology, 30.
49 Ibid., 30. Marshall also says that one response is to argue that they are totally opposed to one another and 

that no resolution is possible (ibid.). This seems unlikely to be a useful approach for Evangelical Christians.
50 Köstenberger, “Diversity and Unity,” 153.
51 Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” 6.
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on its own terms, and only then in terms of significance for contemporary readers. However, BT 

is not merely historical, because it is historical study that is shaped and motivated by theology.

Similarly, when the reader of Scripture begins to look at what is there in the text, it 

becomes obvious that the Scripture is characterized by both diversity and unity. Because of this, 

BT is analytic in the sense that it is concerned with hearing the individual voices of Scripture in 

terms of their unique contributions, but also synthetic in terms of working to understand how the 

diverse voices of Scripture come together to form a unified and harmonious choir of witnesses.
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