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What is “biblical theology”? 
 
The term “biblical theology” can be used in two ways: 
 
1. Sound doctrine 
 
The term can mean what the average person would think it means: theology that is biblical, or theology that 
accurately reflects what God has revealed of himself in his Word. Church leaders are often tempted to teach what’s 
popular, what won’t offend, and what people’s “itching ears want to hear.” They’re tempted to do things for tradition’s 
sake. A healthy church, however, places a premium on sound doctrine. 
 
2. A way of interpreting the Bible 
 
But the term “biblical theology” also has a second, more technical meaning. It describes a “hermeneutical discipline” 
(or way of interpreting the Bible). Specifically, it’s a discipline that attempts to trace the Bible’s one main storyline 
through all of the Bible’s different books and genres. Biblical theology in this sense looks at: 

● how certain themes develop throughout all of Scripture 
● how the Old and New Testaments relate to each other 
● and how all of Scripture, in one way or another, points to the saving work of Jesus 

 
Definition from Biblical Theology by Nick Roark & Robert Cline 
 
Biblical theology attempts to read the whole story of the Bible and asks how each part relates to the whole. Biblical 
theology is a way of reading the Bible as one story by one divine author that culminates in who Jesus Christ is and 
what he has done, so that every part of Scripture is understood in relation to him. Biblical theology helps us 
understand the Bible as one big book with lots of little books that tell one big story. The Hero and centerpiece of that 
story, from cover to cover, is Jesus.  
 
Why is biblical theology essential for a Christian’s discipleship and growth? 
 
1. Biblical theology teaches a Christian to understand his or her own story in light of God’s story. When a Christian 
understands that God is sovereign over all of history and has been working out one sweeping plan of salvation for 
thousands of years, it helps put his own story in perspective. 
 
2. Biblical theology teaches a Christian where he’s from and where he’s going. Biblical theology puts together the 
whole story of the Bible, from creation to the new creation. When a Christian understands that he began in sin like the 
rest of humankind but is now headed toward an eternity of joyful fellowship with God and God’s people it will inspire 
endurance, hope, and joy in the midst of struggles. 
 
3. Biblical theology teaches a Christian how the whole Bible fits together. If you just drop into a book in the Bible 
without knowing where it’s set in redemptive history you’re likely to become confused and discouraged. But biblical 
theology helps Christians understand how the whole Bible fits together, which illumines our understanding of each 
individual part. 
 
4. Biblical theology teaches a Christian how to apply all the different parts of the Bible to his or her life. What on earth 
do Levitical sacrifices have to do with a Christian? What about the Israelite conquest of Canaan? Or the kingship of 
David and Solomon? Biblical theology helps Christians understand all of these portions of Scripture in light of the 
work of Christ to which they point, and it helps Christians see how they are relevant for their lives today. 



How can I grow in my understanding of biblical theology? 
 
1. Study the Scriptures thematically. While you should study all of Scripture both deeply and broadly, it can be 
especially helpful to read through the Scriptures in order to trace themes that run throughout the Bible. If you study 
how themes like creation and new creation, Sabbath rest, kingship, covenant, and God’s dwelling place with his 
people develop throughout Scripture you will gain a panoramic view of the glory of God and the wonder of salvation. 
 
2. Adopt the New Testament’s attitude toward the Old Testament. As you study the New Testament, pay close 
attention to how it fulfills, clarifies, amplifies, and sometimes replaces something in the Old Testament. As you do you 
will come to understand the unity of Scripture, the unity of God’s saving purposes throughout history, and the 
multifaceted richness of the saving work of Christ. 
 
3. Study the Old Testament with Jesus and the New Testament in view. As you read the Old Testament ask 
questions like, “Where does this passage fit in the timeline of redemptive history? How does this passage point to 
Jesus? How does this passage form the foundation for what Christians believe? What New Testament passages 
shed light on these questions?” 
 
4. Study the books of prophecy in the Old Testament. The Old Testament books of prophecy contain some of the 
Bible’s richest teaching on the life, ministry, and supremacy of Jesus Christ. They also deepen our knowledge of God 
and point toward the consummation of God’s saving work. 
 
5. Read a good book on biblical theology. Start with Nick Roark & Robert Cline’s Biblical Theology or Graeme 
Goldsworthy’s The Goldsworthy Trilogy. 
 
When churches/christians miss the point 
 
The bottom line is this: missing the point of the Bible’s story produces false gospels and false churches. Let’s 
consider a few examples of this kind of error that biblical theology helps us to avoid. 
 
1. The Prosperity-Gospel Church  
 
Let us introduce you to Jonathan. He reads his Bible daily and prays often but has never read through a complete 
book of the Bible. Look in his Bible and you’ll find circled verses in the Old Testament and underlined pages in the 
New.  
 
His wife, Rebekah, has memorized quite an impressive array of Bible verses and is teaching these verses to her 
children, one by one. Jonathan, Rebekah, and their young family are part of a local church in their city in Africa 
(though this could be Asia, Europe, or America, for that matter). When I asked to hear some of Rebekah’s memorized 
verses, she recited Mark 11: 24: “Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, 
and it will be yours.”Then she said, “That’s what Abraham did, so that’s what I do.” 
 
A bit disturbed, I (Robert) decided to reach out to one of her pastors. When I asked him what he thought the main 
message the Bible might be, he said: “Oh, that’s easy. God sent Jesus to give the abundant life by faith to all who 
believe. God will give us this life now with all the riches and blessings that Jesus deserves if only we have faith. We 
can create our own blessings, when we pray in faith like Abraham did.” 
 
2. The Civil-Gospel Church  
 

Visiting some believers in another city, this time in the United States, I (Robert) asked them to tell me what 
the message of the Bible is. Their answers went something like this:  



 
Well, America is a Christian nation, God’s chosen nation like Israel, a city on a hill. God has blessed this 
nation, but like it says in 2 Chronicles 7: 14, “If my people who are called by my name humble themselves, 
and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and will forgive 
their sin and heal their land.” 

 
They continued:  
 

God and country, that’s what my church is all about. This is supposed to be a Christian nation, but now 
we’re told we can’t have the Ten Commandments on the walls of our public schools! If Americans would just 
be good, moral people like Abraham, Moses, or David, then we’d all prosper and enjoy the safety and 
comfort of God’s blessing.  

 
3. The Soup-Kitchen Church  
 
John has recently moved to the city and is part of a network of churches aimed at serving the poor. His primary job is 
managing a food bank. John’s church desires to obey the Bible’s command to seek justice, to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with God (Mic. 6: 8). John admits that the “accent”of his church’s teaching is definitely more about mobilizing 
for what we should do for God than about the message of what God has done for us in Christ. “We ought to be all 
about relieving suffering wherever we are,”John says. “Feeding ‘the least of these’ is what we’re known for as a 
church. What could possibly be wrong with that?” 
 
4. The Immorality-Affirming Church  
 
Fundamentally, biblical theology assists faithful Christ followers in recognizing and refuting erroneous interpretations 
of Scripture that conflict with the overall narrative of the Bible. Cynthia is a young college student from a Christian 
home. She’s always been taught the Bible and knows its big-picture story well. She has even completed a year’s 
worth of New Testament Greek studies. Her worldview is solidly Christian, but lately she’s been confused as she 
meets professing Christians who are openly gay and also very kind, generous, and loving. “How could the Bible be 
against such people?”she wonders.  
 
She’s read articles by biblical scholars who question the English translation of key texts traditionally used to explain 
why homosexual practice is sinful. At this point, she can’t help but ask, “Since there are no verses in the Bible 
explicitly forbidding same-sex marriage, what if two women really love each other?” 
 
These are but a few problems biblical theology will help Christians and local churches address. There are others as 
well. As this book progresses, we’ll see how biblical theology helps us get the story right by putting King Jesus at the 
start, in the center, and at the end of the Bible’s one true story.  
 
 
Cohort Questions 
 
1. What stuck out to you from tonight? 
2. How have you missed the point in the past?  
3. How have churches you’ve been a part of previously missed the point? 
4. How does this affect/change the way you read the Bible/think about yourself? (for help read section on page 1: 
“Why is biblical theology essential for a Christian’s discipleship and growth?”) 
 


