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While r ecently engaged in some care-
ful consideration of my own sanctification, 

or ongoing maturity in the Christian faith, I turned 
to the apostle John’s affirmation: 
“We know that everyone who has 
been born of God does not keep 
on sinning, but he who was born 
of God protects him, and the evil 
one does not touch him” (1 John 
5:18).1 I experienced a deep sense 
of joy as I contemplated the protec-
tion promised in this verse, while 
at the same time I puzzled over the 
evident discrepancy between the 
clause “does not keep on sinning” 
and my own propensity to “keep on 
sinning.” Beyond this unresolved 
tension in my own personal life, I 
was drawn to the interesting paral-
lel between Christians, described 
as the group “who has been born 

of God,” and Christ, described as the one “who 

was born of God.”2 Reading this parallel as the 
systematic theologian that I am, I gave attention 
to the theological truth embedded here that the 
Son of God is eternally begotten, or generated, 
of the Father—that is, the Second Person of the 
Trinity eternally depends on the First Person for 
his Sonship.3 Ever since the Creed of Nicea (325 
A.D.), the church has formally confessed its belief 
“in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten 
of the Father, only-begotten….”4 And my theological 
interpretation of this passage focused my attention 
on this great biblical truth and creedal confession. 
This illustration serves as an example of “theologi-
cal interpretation of Scripture” (henceforth, TIS), 
the topic of this issue of SBJT.

Over the course of the last several decades, a 
new approach to the interpretation of Scripture 
has come into vogue.5 Called “theological inter-
pretation” or “theological exegesis” of Scripture, 
this movement may be characterized as a matrix of 
interpretative approaches, all of which bear some 
familial resemblances while exhibiting important 
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differences as well. In this article I will first present 
a definition of TIS; second, I will discuss several 
common characteristics of TIS; and third, I will 
advance some benefits that TIS offers while urging 
caution with regard to several pitfalls it may entail. 

Definition of tiS 
Kevin Vanhoozer, a major contributor to the 

development of TIS, distances TIS from possible 
(mis)understandings, noting “it is easier to say 
what theological interpretation of the Bible is not 
rather than what it is.”6 First, TIS “is not an impo-
sition of a theological system or confessional grid 
onto the biblical text.”7 In other words, TIS is 
not confessional theology as done by Lutheran, 
Reformed, Baptist, and other theological per-
suasions. Second, TIS “is not an imposition of a 
general hermeneutic or theory of interpretation 
onto the biblical text.”8 That is, TIS stands against 
reading the Bible “like any other book” and insists 
instead that it must be read theologically.9 Indeed, 
TIS must be theologically grounded and not just 
a theological veneer painted over an otherwise 
non-theological exegesis.10 Third, TIS “is not a 
form of merely historical, literary, or sociologi-
cal criticism preoccupied with (respectively) the 
world ‘behind,’ ‘of,’ or ‘in front of ’ the biblical 
text.”11 While advocates of TIS may profitably use 
various critical means to ascertain the meaning of 
biblical texts, they must go beyond these measures 
to detect divine action as affirmed in and through 
those texts. 

Due to its newness, TIS continues to be rather 
difficult to define, and while no consensus defini-
tion exists, I offer the following: TIS is a family of 
interpretive approaches that privileges theologi-
cal readings of the Bible in due recognition of the 
theological nature of Scripture, its ultimate theo-
logical message, and/or the theological interests of 
its readers. This definition is similar to John Web-
ster’s notion of TIS as “interpretation informed 
by a theological description of the nature of the 
biblical writings and their reception, setting them 
in the scope of the progress of the saving divine 

Word through time.”12 
These definitions acknowledge several key ele-

ments for TIS, elements that are thematized alone 
or in various combinations by different propo-
nents of TIS. One element is the text of Scripture. 
“Textual-theological” interpretations of Scripture 
(T-TIS) “consciously seek to do justice to the per-
ceived theological nature of the texts.”13 Fore-
most in T-TIS is the conviction that “appropriate 
interpretation of Scripture can only be guided by 
a correct understanding of what Scripture is, as 
defined by the doctrine of Scripture.”14 Canoni-
cal Scripture is inspired by God (and written by 
human authors), wholly true in all that it affirms, 
the ultimate authority because of its divine 
Author, sufficient for all things concerning life and 
godliness, necessary for salvation, perspicuous, 
and powerful; therefore, its interpretation is and 
must be ruled by its nature as the Word of God.15 
For some proponents of TIS, this textual element 
alone drives their biblical interpretation; others 
prioritize this textual element while linking it with 
one or both of the remaining elements.

A second element is the message of Scripture.16 
“Message-theological” interpretations of Scripture 
(M-TIS) acknowledge the thoroughgoing theo-
logical locution of the Bible. Foremost in M-TIS 
is the predominance of the gospel of redemp-
tion wrought by God the Father through the life, 
sacrificial death, and resurrection of the Son of 
God, which good news is applied savingly by God 
the Holy Spirit and proclaimed in Scripture.17 
Accordingly, all other readings of Scripture—e.g., 
liberationist, socio-rhetorical, evolutionary, psy-
chological—while not necessarily illegitimate in 
and of themselves, must play a secondary role to 
a theological reading of Scripture.18 Scripture is 
divine speech-act; therefore, M-TIS gives priority 
to a theological reading so as to discover the words 
and works of God as disclosed in Scripture.19 For 
some proponents of TIS, this message element 
alone drives their biblical interpretation; others 
prioritize this message element while linking it 
with one or both of the remaining elements.
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A third element is the reading of Scripture. 
“Interest-theological” interpretations of Scrip-
ture (I-TIS) “embrace the influence of theology 
(corporate and personal; past and present) upon 
the interpreter’s inquiry, context, and method.”20 
Foremost in I-TIS is the recognition that the inter-
preter (or interpretative community) brings theo-
logical concerns and commitments to the Bible; 
accordingly, these theological interests strongly 
influence, and are influenced by, its interpretation. 
As Fowl underscores, “In this respect, throughout 
Christian history it has been the norm for Chris-
tians to read their scripture theologically. That is, 
Christians have generally read their scripture to 
guide, correct, and edify their faith, worship, and 
practice as part of their ongoing struggle to live 
faithfully before the triune God.”21 For some pro-
ponents of TIS, this reading element alone drives 
their biblical interpretation;22 others prioritize 
this reading element while linking it with one or 
both of the remaining elements.

Accordingly, TIS a family of interpretive 
approaches that privileges theological readings 
of the Bible, and these approaches are in part dif-
ferentiated by the priority that their proponents 
assign to the three elements of text, message, and 
reading. 

Common Char aCteriStiCS of 
tiS 

TIS is also a family of interpretive approaches 
because of other common characteristics. First, 
TIS is commonly advocated over against, or as 
an advance beyond, historical-critical approaches 
to Scripture.23 As Trier explains, the critical 
approach to interpreting Scripture

meant focusing on the historical, exploring the 
cause-and-effect relationships behind events 
and actions. The causes that we can explore 
critically, however, seem to be human—natural 
or social—not divine. Historical criticism of the 
Bible, therefore, meant focusing on the times and 
places of the texts’ production as well as their 

historical references, and doing so objectively: 
seeking results to share with everyone, unbiased 
by personal experience or perspective. What 
would such objectivity exclude? It would rule 
out interpreting the Bible as Scripture, with a 
positive reference to beliefs in or encounters 
with God.24

According to Vanhoozer, advocates of TIS “should 
not abandon scholarly tools and approaches in 
order to interpret the Bible theologically,” as 
long as they employ these critical methods criti-
cally25 and as a means toward the ultimate end 
of explicating the meaning of Scripture.26 Even 
if TIS deals responsibly with critical approaches, 
it moves and must move theologically beyond 
them. Such theological, even doctrinal, orienta-
tion is “not a moldering scrim of antique prejudice 
obscuring the Bible, but instead a clarifying agent, 
an enduring tradition of theological judgments 
that amplifies the living voice of Scripture.”27

Second, and related to the first point, TIS is 
commonly viewed as a self-conscious effort to 
take back the interpretation of Scripture from 
the academy and (re)situate this endeavor in the 
church. As Francis Watson describes TIS: “It must 
be ‘ecclesial,’ ecclesialy responsible exegesis. It 
must reckon with a context in which the scriptural 
texts are not read like other books, since issues of 
ultimate concern are uniquely and definitively 
articulated in them.”28 Fowl concurs, insisting 
that TIS “will shape and be shaped by the con-
cerns of Christian communities seeking to live 
faithfully before the triune God rather than by the 
concerns of a discipline whose primary allegiance 
is to the academy.”29 While agreeing that “reading 
Scripture must be ecclesialy located,” Joel Green 
offers a sadly necessary clarification: the ecclesial 
location must be “a church that engages the Bible 
as Christian Scripture,” a specification that is woe-
fully untrue of many churches today.30

Third, and one of the chief ways to accomplish 
the second point, TIS is commonly oriented to 
a “Rule of Faith” or “Nicene tradition” reading 
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of Scripture. By the “Rule of Faith” is meant the 
early church’s theological consensus regarding 
the crucial doctrines of Christianity; besides exer-
cising a catechetical function, the “Rule” was also 
instrumental in debating with and condemning 
heretics. While certainly part of the oral tradition 
of the early church, the “Rule of Faith” was occa-
sionally written down.31 By “Nicene tradition” is 
meant the trinitarian and Christological ortho-
doxy hammered out by the “one, holy, catholic, 
and apostolic” church in the context of heretical 
challenges.32 Proponents of TIS champion read-
ing Scripture within this theological framework.33

Fourth, and building off of David Steinmetz’s 
important proposal, “The Superiority of Pre-
Critical Exegesis,”34 TIS is commonly slanted to 
“‘recovering the past’ by imitating elements of 
pre-critical exegesis.”35 These elements are beliefs 
in the accessibility of the original intent of the 
(human) biblical author as that intent is expressed 
in his text, the applicability of the hermeneutical 
principle that Scripture interprets Scripture, the 
unity of Scripture such that its various diverse 
writings are ultimately non-contradictory, the 
typological character of (much of) the Old Testa-
ment (which is considered Christian Scripture), 
the self-involving nature of the biblical narra-
tive, the seamless relationship between exegesis 
and theology, and the like.36 While proponents 
of TIS advocate something of a recovery of these 
pre-critical elements, they do not pine for a past 
golden age of biblical interpretation; indeed, they 
hold that such pre-critical exegesis, forever ren-
dered obsolete by historical criticism, cannot be 
recovered. Thus, the phrase “postcritical doctrinal 
interpretation” may well represent what is envi-
sioned by TIS.37 

Benefits and Pitfalls of tis
One benefit of TIS is that it makes explicit and 

takes seriously the theological nature of Scrip-
ture. Though its interpreters may take an agnostic 
stance toward or even ridicule what Scripture 
claims for itself, they may not doubt that it makes 

theological claims for itself: to be the Word of 
God; to narrate the mighty acts of Yahweh on 
behalf of Israel and the church; to be inspired by 
the Holy Spirit; to preach the gospel of the once 
humiliated and crucified but now resurrected/
ascended/exalted Son of God made human; to 
command faith and obedience with divine author-
ity; and the like. Interpretations that dismiss such 
claims and “that remain on the historical, literary, 
or sociological levels cannot ultimately do justice 
to the subject matter of the texts.”38

Another benefit of TIS is that it elevates what 
interpreters of Scripture do (often) subcon-
sciously to the level of consciousness and frames 
what is done instinctually in terms of a princi-
pled approach. Specifically, all interpreters come 
to the Bible with a preunderstanding, a (often 
subconscious, sometimes conscious) matrix of 
experience, tradition, religious influence, world-
view, and theological persuasion that influence 
for better or for worse their interpretation of the 
Bible. As Vanhoozer explains, “If exegesis without 
presuppositions is impossible, and if some of these 
presuppositions concern the nature and activity 
of God, then it would appear to go without say-
ing that biblical interpretation is always/already 
theological.”39 

A third benefit of TIS is that it may help to 
bridge the gap between the interpretation of bib-
lical texts (particularly employing critical meth-
ods) and theology, especially in academic circles. 
If theology has been marginalized or banished 
from university biblical studies departments in 
order to rescue those studies from the imposi-
tion of dogmatic interpretations by confessional 
theologians and/or for the sake of pursuing (a 
phantom ideal of) scientific objectivity in those 
departments, then TIS may offer a way to (re)
introduce theology (especially in terms of a faith 
commitment to the essentials of Christianity) 
into these programs. Allegedly, “spirituality” is 
on the rise in our society, and if academic insti-
tutions hope to connect with this rising tide of 
spiritual interest (even if for nothing other than 
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pragmatic [i.e., tuition money] reasons), some 
type of theological engagement with the Bible 
seems necessary. 

A fourth benefit of TIS is its articulation of 
the explicit telos, or end, of biblical study: “Chris-
tians must remember that they are called to inter-
pret and embody Scripture as a way of advancing 
toward their true end of ever deeper love of God 
and neighbor. Scripture is chief among God’s 
providentially offered vehicles that will bring us 
to our true home.”40 Coupled with this emphasis is 
TIS’s insistence on a “ruled” reading of Scripture. 
The “Rule of faith” or the Nicene tradition pro-
vide biblically warranted and historically tested 
guardrails or tracks leading Bible readers to their 
proper end. 

While the promise of TIS is apparent, we must 
also be aware of its potential pitfalls. One prob-
lem is its definition. When some of its key propo-
nents falter at offering a clear, succinct definition, 
a major weakness of TIS is exposed. Some of this 
weakness may be mitigated by recalling that the 
movement is fairly young and recognizing that 
players from many disparate viewpoints are join-
ing in and shaping the game. For TIS to move 
forward, however, some kind of consensus, even 
if quite broad, will need to be achieved. 

A second problem is the lack of concrete results 
by which to evaluate TIS. To date, most of the 
discussion about TIS has been scholarly and theo-
retical; little has been done in terms of actual 
theological interpretation of Scripture. Interest-
ingly, John Webster, in the recent International 
Journal of Theological Interpretation (April, 2010), 
notes that “the most fruitful way of engaging in 
theological interpretation of Scripture is to do it” 
and pleads, “We do not need much more by way of 
prolegomena [preliminary, programmatic work] 
to exegesis; we do need more exegesis.”41 

The above point should not be taken to mean 
that no concrete examples of TIS exist. In the 
Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible 
(DTIB), a theological interpretation of each book 
of the Bible does appear. Following the pattern 

of (1) the history of interpretation, (2) hearing 
the message, (3) the book in the canon, and (4) 
its theology or theological significance, these 
examples of TIS leave one wondering about its 
payoff. If these are representative samplings of 
TIS, then one questions how it is different from 
other, earlier interpretive approaches that to one 
degree or another incorporated some theological 
reflection with biblical interpretation. Of course, 
the extremely short limits placed on these DTIB 
expositions may account in large measure for their 
weakness; certainly, more substantive TIS works 
(e.g., Brazos Theological Commentary on the 
Bible) offer greater hope.

A third problem is the generic theological ori-
entation to which TIS may lead. When Joel Green 
explains that this approach “aims for its readers 
to embark on a journey of theological formation 
bounded only by the character and purpose of 
God,” some concern is provoked by wondering 
to what “the character and purpose of God” may 
refer.42 Moreover, while many may be sympathetic 
to TIS’s emphasis on the “Rule of Faith” or Nicene 
tradition as a theological framework within which 
to work, evangelicals cannot restrict themselves to 
that doctrinal formulation. After all, we are heirs 
not only of the great early church consensus but 
also of the theological legacy of the Reformation 
(e.g., justification on the basis of Christ’s work 
alone, by grace alone, through faith alone [the 
material principle of Protestantism]; Scripture 
alone [the formal principle of Protestantism]) 
and of evangelical theological distinctives (e.g., 
gospel-centeredness, conversionism, and mis-
sionality; the inerrancy of Scripture). While the 
centripetal force toward ecumenical dialog in 
biblical interpretation is greatly aided by concen-
tration on the “Rule of Faith” or Nicene tradition, 
evangelicals (must) experience the opposite cen-
trifugal force by concentration on our Protestant 
and evangelical inheritance. To be true to our 
theological selves, evangelicals (must) bring a 
robust theological framework beyond the early 
church consensus to our TIS.
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Finally, the main problem with which the 
majority of readers of this journal will be con-
cerned is the hesitancy of many proponents of 
TIS to affirm a traditional, conservative view of 
Scripture. While TIS is certainly not inimical to a 
“high view” of Scripture (indeed, one could argue 
that, if space were accorded it, such a view would 
be at home in the movement), readers must bear 
in mind that it is not the domain of traditional 
conservatives; indeed, the movement does not 
have its roots in familiar territory. By recogniz-
ing that one of the currents contributing to the 
development of TIS was that of biblical scholars 
tired of the unsatisfying results of their critical 
approaches to Scripture, readers may be more able 
to appreciate what is for them the hesitant affirma-
tion of, or even disconcerting silence regarding, a 
traditional, conservative view of Scripture. 
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