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In this essay, I will attempt to identify a roadmap that leads from the exegetical task to an 

exegetical theology. It is a road that is traveled countless of times by biblical preachers and 
academics—through sermons, papers, and dissertations in biblical studies. Yet it is a road that is 
often left uncharted, except when a theology professor requires it as part of the grade. The 
roadmap begins with a picture of theology, followed by an attempt to discern the patterns of 
doctrine in light of the perspective of the whole of Scripture, while consulting the perceptions of 
the past and present interpretive communities.  

 
The Picture of Theology  

If the goal is to develop a theology out of Scripture, we need to draw a picture of 
theology first. We must decide what it looks like. In its simplest definition, theology is the study 
of God. The concepts that encompass it are called doctrines. I define biblical doctrines in the 
traditional view, in that they are truth claims backed up by objective evidence in the biblical text, 
yet interpreted through the lens of the community of faith. They are therefore interpretive 
conceptual propositions gleaned from the objective data of Scripture.  

If the Bible is God’s revealed Word in propositional form, then theology must find its 
primary source on it. The scriptural narrative is narrative that is conveyed in Scripture. The root 
source of theology therefore is Scripture in that it conveys God’s Word to us.1 Doctrines are 
“conceptual frameworks” that are indicated by Scripture itself. Since it is Scripture that indicates 
it, doctrines are to be discerned from within it, not imposed on it.2 Because these theological 
frameworks are interpreted from Scripture itself, theology therefore entails the complementary 
tasks of exegesis and exposition, in that theology requires explanation. The science of drawing 
out the meaning of the biblical text is called exegesis. The task of presenting the text clearly to 
its contemporary readers as opposed to its original readers is called exposition. Exposition 
explains in clear and systematic form to the modern listeners the analysis of the exegesis of the 
text that was intended to its original hearers. Exposition then is a translation of the there and then 
to the here and now. The exposition of doctrine can take the negative form of exposing false 
teaching (e.g. open theism) or the positive form of affirming the truth (e.g. Trinity). Exegesis 
without exposition is mere running after the wind. Exposition without exegesis is wind itself. 
Theology that is built on exegesis and exposition is what may be called, exegetical theology.  

What is distinct with exegetical theology is that in contrast to speculative, extra-biblical 
theology, its principles and procedures are drawn from the canonical text itself. It is biblicist in 
that it derives its theology from Scripture alone, as its supreme authority, over the thoughts of 
modern philosophers, although not discounting interaction with them. Thus, rather than add to 
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the content of Scripture, the goal of a exegetical theology is to clarify the substance of that 
content; or in formulating doctrines, to make explicit what is already implicit in Scripture.3 

 
The Patterns of Scripture  

 After laying down the exegetical foundation and drawing a picture of what theology 
looks like, the next step is to advance toward making theological propositions which express the 
larger biblical-theological truths.4 The exegetical framework provides the context for drawing a 
“meta-narrative.” A meta-narrative is a grand statement of transcendent reality that is both 
absolute and objective.  

Unfortunately, we are doing theology in a post-modern age that rejects any notion of 
meta-narratives. But contrary to the notion of postmodernists that everything we perceive is 
colored by our own gender, class, culture, and self-interests, the biblical story is the grand story 
of God, having a divine dimension that transcends human selfishness. Although this grand story 
is written through subjective human experience in history, it reveals the objective meaning of 
history from the viewpoint of God. Thus, God’s Word is not a copy of some other human source, 
but an original copy of divine intent. We insist on the divine story of Scripture that provides a 
divine-human account of history and reality. A meta-narrative, biblicist theology that seeks to 
engage the post-modern mind should therefore assert and demonstrate the integrity, authenticity, 
and relevance of the inspired, inerrant Scriptures.  

In moving from exegesis to a meta-narrative theology, we apply the principles of biblical 
theology in comparing the terms, allusions, motifs, themes and patterns of a given text, writer, 
and period and connecting them with the larger pattern of the progress of biblical revelation, 
which clarifies its meaning.5 In this case, we separate the permanent truth from its historical 
context. For example, in explaining a theology of tongues, I note that the coming of the Spirit 
was accompanied by tongues, but not tongues only. There was also the rushing mighty wind and 
the tongues of fire. That was the historical context. The enduring truth is not whether these signs 
should accompany any manifestation of the Spirit however, but that the gift of tongues signaled 
the pouring of the Spirit, which was long ago the eschatological hope of the OT. Like the coming 
of the Spirit in the OT upon the prophets and leaders of Israel in theocratic and powerful fashion, 
Luke relates the pouring of the Spirit at Pentecost as a continuity, in that it also happened with 
charismatic power and meaning, which the tongues at Pentecost signified.  

The goal then is to discover what theologians call, the “patterns” of Scripture. The 
patterns of Scripture are the different parts and indicators, or what Alister McGrath calls 
“scriptural hints, markers and signposts”6 that draw together to make a whole doctrine or 
theology. For example, the infamous Arius argued that the Son of God was divine but created by 
God the Father, as “the firstborn of all creation” (Col. 1:15). However, Athanasius asserted the 
theology of the co-eternality and co-equality of the Son, because He is “of one substance” 
(humoousios) with the Father. If only God can save, then Christ must be fully God while fully 
man, yet sinless, in order to save humankind from sin. He must be God or there is no Trinity at 
all. Ultimately, Athanasius’s Christology defines the doctrine of the deity of Christ. It affirms the 
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biblical pattern of God who redeems sinners through Christ, which is the predominant theme of 
Scripture.7 Thus, it is through discerning the preponderance of patterns in Scripture that we 
determine meaning and do theology. 

 
The Perspective of the Whole 

 If revelation is given in all of Scripture, then we are to develop a theology that goes 
beyond the units of meaning of single texts or groups of relevant texts, by seeing each text in 
light of the whole of Scripture. I proceed in a dual way to this kind of theologizing—systematical 
and canonical. If exposition is the bridge between exegesis and homiletics, biblical theology is 
the bridge between exegesis and systematic theology. If biblical theology defines theological 
truth according to a given author, period, genre, or theme, systematic theology arranges them 
according to logical categories. Systematic theology thus builds on biblical theology. Biblical 
theology is an exercise of comparison and connection. Systematics is an exercise of coherence, 
comprehensiveness, and consistency.8 Going back to a theology of tongues, for instance, one 
theological proposition is that the nature of the Corinthian tongues most likely refers to 
intelligible, human languages. Does it match the biblical data? I would assert the Pauline use of 
the term with the Corinthians against the context of the pagan practice of unintelligible, ecstatic 
gibberish in Corinth, the linguistic meanings of glossa, the Pauline stress on intelligibility and 
the Assyrian languages as an illustration, the revelatory intent of “mysteries,” and its semantic 
field, which implies “cognitive content,” as D. A. Carson argues.9 Does the thesis jibe with the 
biblical data as a whole? I would present Luke’s use of the word in Acts, how the Jews at 
Pentecost understood it,10 the equivalent Hebrew word, and the OT sources of Paul’s use of the 
word in First Corinthians, among others. Does it give a more solid exegetical, historical, and 
theological explanation than the other competing options? I would tackle this by exploring the 
relevant data. 
 There is also the canonical way of detecting patterns of doctrine in Scripture. By 
canonical, I mean that behind the writer’s intent in the text is the divine intent in all of Scripture. 
Thus, the context of the individual text is the entire canon of Scripture. The reason is that the 
canon works within itself. The NT cites the OT almost 300 times.11 Later writers refer to the 
themes of earlier writers (e.g. Synoptic Gospels). The biblical books, as Frank Kermode notes, 
are “interrelated like the parts of a single book.”12 Thus, we are to understand parts of Scripture 
in the context of the whole. For instance, a canonical theology of atonement is based on the use 
of blood of sacrificial animals throughout the OT (Lev. 8:15; 17:11). In the NT, it is the shed 
blood of Christ (Heb. 9:12). In the limited context of the Levitical priest, blood sacrifices are 
necessary for the ritual cleansing of their sins. But in the larger canonical context of atonement, 
blood points to the atonement of Christ, which was made once for all, not for purposes of ritual 
cleansing, but for the forgiveness of sins. Only in the whole canon of Scripture can we possibly 
understand God’s intent in every single part.  
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 In this sense, systematic theology is limited in that the trajectory of forming convenient, 
Aristotelian categories of Scriptural subjects limits the boundaries of the interpreter. It would 
give the interpreter a false sense of comprehensibility. If the categories are limited, so would be 
the comprehension of the whole canon. However, it can be balanced by a canonical trajectory of 
discerning a predominant pattern of doctrine in Scripture, in the same way that the Emmaus 
disciples were taught by Jesus to see it (Luke 24:25-27). 
 By implication, if the whole canon of Scripture is the context of a single text, then no 
single text or sole point of a text can be made the basis of a whole theology, unless it is verified 
by the rest of the canon. Conversely, no doctrine should be built on a single, obscure text. Many 
a cult and denomination has been built otherwise.  

This raises the issue of proof-texts. There is value in using proof-texts, in the same way 
that every scholar uses footnotes in his dissertation! The great confessions of faith in church 
history attest to it (e.g. Reformed Westminster Confession of Faith; Lutheran Confession of 
Augsburg; and Faith Statements of virtually all contemporary evangelical churches). Proof-texts 
are invalid when used as pretext. Yet they are valid when they are used to mean what they say 
and not out of context. Proof-texts are a method of doctrinal formulation, and not necessarily 
biblical interpretation. As the footnotes are used for reference, proof-texts are meant to give the 
evidence to the theological claim. Again, the canonical context must control the use of the proof-
texts. 

 
The Preemption of Pre-understandings 

 Every reader is bound to look at the text through the lens of his own pre-understandings 
or what Moises Silva terms, “a set of prior commitments.”13 These “presuppositions” or 
“assumptions” are latent in every reader, which may be drawn from prior interpretation (e.g. 
seeing the OT through the eyes of the NT), prevalent theology (e.g. Arminian or Calvinist, 
Covenantal or Dispensational), or preconceived historical, cultural, or rationalistic ideologies 
(e.g. a history of religion approach to the Pentateuch), among others. As Hans-Georg Gadamer 
argues, “prejudices” (pre-understandings) move the interpreter to pursue the task of 
understanding.14 We cannot deny or suppress them for they come with the interpretive process. 
But we can do one of two things, or even both—suspend them and better, be honest about them. 
We can suspend them during the exegetical process, while letting the text speak for itself, though 
this may sound unrealistic to some. While doing so, we identify our pre-understandings honestly 
and when we encounter in the biblical data a marker that challenges those presuppositions, we 
must be willing to wrestle with our prejudices and allow the text to reform them.  

At the very least, we cannot impose our pre-understandings to the biblical text. This of 
course presupposes an authorial meaning of the text, as opposed to a reader-response model. Pre-
understandings that put up premature signs on the roadmap must be identified while exploring 
the text. Perhaps an effective way of identifying our prior judgments is to distinguish what the 
text meant from what it means today, whether theologically, culturally, or historically. For 
example, Paul tells us that if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to 
Christ (Rom. 8:9). Yet, while interpreting the coming of the Spirit upon David and departing 
from Saul (1 Sam. 16:13-14), I cannot conclude that the writer teaches that Saul does not belong 
to Christ. Such pre-understanding will have to wait until the canonical context validates or 
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contradicts it. On this note, the NT may clarify and deepen the meaning of the OT, but the 
former cannot speak for the latter. We must let each canon speak for itself. The reason is that the 
progressive nature of revelation requires it. Each canon fully expresses what the Holy Spirit 
wanted it to express for a particular people and period.  

The paradox is that while one looks out for patterns of doctrine in the text, he should also 
defer his pattern of judgment so that his pre-understanding of the text will not color the exegesis 
of the point of the text. In this sense, the horizon of both the author and textual context control 
the horizon of the reader while exegeting the text and formulating theology. 

 
The Perception of the Past and the Present 

 Finally, all contemporary theology is linked with the knowledge of the past. Today’s 
theologians are but builders of the foundation that was laid by the previous generation. We 
actually stand on the shoulders of giants who have gone before us. The doctrines that we hold as 
dear today are the beliefs expounded by theologians of yesterday. This is what I mean by the 
perception of the past—a knowledge of the development and doctrines of dogma.  

Christian doctrine is not so much concerned with the thoughts of theologians, but with 
the thoughts of the theological community of faith concerning the thought of Scripture. We are to 
do theology today on the basis of Scripture alone as our final authority, but we do so in the 
context of the historical, biblical, and systematic theologies and theologians that shaped them. In 
this sense, no theology is really original, but reformulations of old ingredients. With some 
exceptions, virtually every theologian is indebted to somebody else.15 
 Having established the exegetical framework of the text, discerning patterns of Scripture 
in the text, and comparing it with the established orthodox doctrines of the Christian faith in 
general and my interpretive tradition in particular, the next logical step then is to consult 
conservative evangelical commentaries, theological dictionaries, biblical and systematic 
theologies and confessions of faith about the text at hand. Yet if I consult the interpretive 
commentaries and confessions as interpretive frameworks, I ought to converse with the 
interpretive community as well. They include the pastors and lay teachers who have read their 
Bibles more than I have done, the professors of theological schools, and those who have gained 
the skills in theology. As iron sharpens iron, healthy theologizing requires interacting with 
people who will perceive the things that I have ignored, who will raise the questions that I have 
failed to ask, and who will pursue routes that I have left unexplored (1 Tim. 2:2). There is the 
risk, however, of inverting the exegetical process by doing theology first within these 
interpretive frameworks, and then using it to make the biblical text say what it does not say, 
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thereby committing the grievous error of going beyond the evidence of Scripture. I must guard 
against it.  

If the goal is a biblicist theology, then the valid route is to interact with those of the same 
camp, without of course neglecting to be informed about competing views from the other side. 
This way, theology is more enlightened, but sharpened. This brings me to the genesis of 
Christian doctrine. Practically all of the great creeds and confessions of Christian history were 
forced by-products of confronting the damaging doctrines of the day. The doctrinal decision of 
the Jerusalem council concerning Gentile believers was borne out of internal conflict with those 
who wanted the latter to follow Mosaic law for salvation (Acts 15:1-29). The Nicene Creed (3rd 
Century) asserted the deity of Christ as opposed to the Arian error. The Athanasian Creed (6th 
Century) affirmed the Trinity, thus denying “subordinationism,” while stressing the humoousios 
of the Son with the Father, thereby combating the Arian, Sabellian, and Nestorian heresies. 
Luther’s “Ninety-Five Theses” (1517) confronted the grave errors of the viewing of relics, the 
sale of indulgences, and purgatory, among others, of the “infallible” Roman Catholic Church. 
The Canons of Dordt (1618) dealt directly with the Arminian controversy in creative tension. A 
modern development is the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (1978), which defended the 
position of the inerrancy of Scriptures as opposed to the views of errant liberal theologians.  

What this all means is that in the history of dogma, Christian thought has developed more 
distinct ways of defining doctrine and developing its theology. More precisely, past theologians 
have developed more nuanced formulations of doing theology. A case in point is the doctrine of 
the plenary, verbal, inerrant inspiration of the Scriptures. At first, it was enough to affirm the 
inspiration of the Scriptures. Then some theologians posited that inspiration applies only to its 
concepts, but not to the words of the biblical text. Thus, conservative theologians moved to a 
more precise definition of inspiration—the verbal inspiration of the Scriptures. Then some 
opposing views stated that inspiration may apply to every word, but not every part. Hence, the 
definition of inspiration became more precise to counter it—the plenary (all parts), verbal (all 
words) inspiration of the Scriptures. As if that were not enough, some liberal and neo-orthodox 
theologians, influenced heavily by the historical-critical presuppositions, came along and 
asserted that the Bible contains errors. Thus, conservative evangelical Christian theology refined 
the statement further by affirming the verbal, plenary, infallible, and inerrant Scriptures in their 
original autographs. 

If we disregard the theological battles of the past, and if we ignore the refined theological 
declarations that grew out of it, then we are condemned to repeat the very controversies that fed 
it. That is the reason why the task of theology goes beyond exegesis. Like the pilgrim in 
Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress” who meets obstacles on the road to the celestial city, biblicist 
theology seeks the hard but rewarding path of discerning the patterns of doctrines against the 
context of the whole of Scripture, while preventing pre-understandings to get in the way, and 
interacting with the nuanced ways of both the present and past interpretive communities, but 
without saying more than Scripture says. To fail to do so would be to write a second edition 
called, “Theologian’s Regress.” 
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