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SCRIPTURE AS CANON AND THEOLOGICAL METHOD 

Introduction 

Christian theological method in general is concerned with how to approach 

Scripture. Defined broadly, method in theology is the system or framework that has been 

shaped by one’s presuppositions from which he or she interprets Scripture.
1
 According to 

Dan Stiver, modernity experienced an “eclipse” of Scripture as theological method 

became foundational for Christian theology.
2
 He warns that this reversal does not reflect 

the first-order claims of Scripture which ought to be the guiding presuppositions for 

developing an appropriate method of its interpretation. Instead, theological method 

should serve the interpreter and submit to the text. Moreover, method should guide, not 

hinder, the biblical reader towards the theological interpretation of Scripture.  

David Clark adds that evangelical theology which subscribes to sola scriptura 

must have a method that is “biblically controlled”.
3
 Scripture, therefore, should inform 

and govern theological method.  In this way, theologians will prevent themselves from 

                                                 

1
Dan R. Stiver, “Method,” in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, eds. Kevin 

J. Vanhoozer, Craig G. Bartholomew, Daniel J. Treier, and N. T. Wright (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2005), 510. 

2
Ibid. Here Stiver is borrowing the language of Hans W. Frei’s similar critique in The Eclipse 

of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1972).  

3
David K. Clark, To Know and Love God: Method for Theology, Foundations of Evangelical 

Theology (Wheaton: Crossway, 2003), 98. 
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partaking in Anthony Thiselton’s critique that “Work on method can often seem like an 

overture without an opera.”
4
 To use a contextually similar scriptural quote, “[Scripture] 

must increase, but [method] must decrease.”
5
  

If method is to serve one’s interpretation of Scripture, then Christians need a 

theological method that faithfully represents the total dimensions of the biblical text. The 

canonical approach as a mode of biblical theology provides such a method that seeks to 

enable readers to do biblical interpretation within the full scope of the nature and 

character of Scripture as canon. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to propose the 

canonical approach as an appropriate theological method that is informed and governed 

by both the form and content of Scripture. This paper will unfold this proposal in two 

main sections. First, a theological understanding of Scripture as canon will be given. 

Second, Scripture as canon will be shown to be the primary and exclusive context for 

theological interpretation. Within this second section, methodological principles and 

presuppositions will be derived from the understanding of canon as the locus of Scripture.  

A High View of Canon 

In Biblical Theology: Issues, Methods, and Themes, James Mead maps three 

major approaches associated with biblical-theological method: content, shape, and 

perspective.
6
 Mead then surveys various manners of expression for each approach.

7
 Of 

                                                 

4
Anthony C. Thiselton, The Hermeneutics of Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), xx.  

5
Adapted from John 3:30. Theological method, like John the Baptist, can be seen as “preparing 

the way” for one to faithfully interpret the written Word of God. Methodology, however, must never take 

priority as the key foundation for Christian theology just as John would not let anyone mistake him to be 

the Christ.  A true Christian theological method should humble itself before Scripture and cry, “Behold, the 

Word of God!”  

6
James K. Mead, Biblical Theology: Issues, Methods, and Themes (Louisville, KY: 
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the three options, this paper suggests the focus of “shape” as it is expressed through the 

canonical approach to be the superior method that is most faithful to the totality of 

Scripture, particularly with reference to its formal nature as canon. The canonical 

approach is the sole method that places due emphasis upon Scripture as canon; therefore, 

the theological interpretation of the Bible is not only based upon its content, but rather 

recognizes that the parts of Scripture have come to the church in a unified whole shaped 

and codified by theological motivations. This preference for the canonical approach, 

however, will be of no consequence without a high view of Scripture as canon, namely, 

one that provides a robust theological understanding of canon beyond its traditional 

formulation. This is a crucial point because it is precisely a high view of Scripture as 

canon that is the impetus for giving the canonical approach priority over and above other 

biblical-theological methodologies.  

The traditional outlook on Scripture as canon appears in a twofold set of 

affirmations. First, “canon” is the title for the collection of the sixty-six books the church 

recognizes as the inspired and divinely revealed written Word of God. Second, “canon” 

signifies that the church understands these sacred writings to be normative and divinely 

                                                 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 124.  

7
The major foci and their respective expressions are categorized as follows: (1) Content: 

Systematic/doctrinal, Cross-section/central theme/topics, Story/Narrative; (2) Shape: Tradition history, 

Canonical authority, Witness/testimony; and (3) Perspective: Existential, Experiential, and 

Social/communal. Ibid. For other surveys of methods of biblical theology that give special attention to the 

canonical approach see Gerhard F. Hasel, “Biblical Theology: Then, Now, and Tomorrow,” Horizons in 

Biblical Theology 4 (1982): 61-93; idem, “Recent Models of Biblical Theology: Three Major 

Perspectives,” Andrews University Seminary Studies 33 (1995): 55-75; Richard Schultz, “What is 

‘Canonical’ about a Canonical Biblical Theology?,” in Biblical Theology: Retrospect and Prospect, ed. 

Scott J. Hafemann (Downers Grove: IVP, 2002), 83-99; for an excellent survey of recent “canon” studies, 

see Brevard S. Childs, “The Canon in Recent Biblical Studies: Reflections on an Era,” Pro Ecclesia 14 

(2005): 26-45. 
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authoritative for Christian faith and practice.
8
 Although this twofold definition is correct, 

it does not communicate a theological understanding of the formal nature of the biblical 

canon other than that the individual writings are divinely inspired, and therefore, are 

bound together perhaps for nothing more than economic reasons. In this sense, Scripture 

as canon is a loose-collection of authoritative works without logic to its arrangement and 

a theologically ordered shape.
9
 From this perspective one is ultimately forced to 

acknowledge that Scripture becomes canon by the historical designation and 

collaboration of the post-apostolic church. 

For scholars like Albert Sundberg, Jr., a sharp distinction between Scripture 

and canon must be made. According to Sundberg, “Scripture” should be defined as a 

religion’s authoritative writings while “canon” ought to be understood as a defined 

collection of these authoritative works.
10
 The problem with this view is that canon is 

perceived only as a formal response to the rise of the multiplicity of sacred writings 

within the Christian community. Proponents of this approach make the fundamental 

mistake of primarily defining “canon” as a formal principle rather than a material one.  

                                                 

8
John Webster, “Canon” in Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, eds. Kevin 

J. Vanhoozer, Craig G. Bartholomew, Daniel J. Treier, and N. T. Wright (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2005), 97. 

9
Christopher R. Seitz, The Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets: The Achievement of Association 

in Canon Formation, Acadia Studies in Bible and Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 32. 

10
Albert C. Sundberg, Jr., “Towards a Revised History of the New Testament Canon,” Studia 

Evangelica 4 (1968): 453-54. cf. Craig D. Allert, A High View of Scripture? The Authority of the Bible and 

the Formation of the New Testament Canon, Evangelical Ressourcement (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 

2007), 45-48. An extremist position on the implications of a sharp distinction between “Scripture” and 

“canon” can be seen in the comments of Harry Y. Gamble: “Examined within the full context of early 

Christian literature, the documents which came to constitute the NT canon are not, as a group, recognizably 

unique” (ital. mine). Gamble, The New Testament Canon: Its Making and Meaning (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1985), 13. 
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Herman Ridderbos, in Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures, 

points out that it is precisely the material authority of the NT writings that reveals them to 

be canonical.
11
 Scripture functions canonically prior to its closure by means of its 

ontological nature and its stable associations.
12
 To regard Scripture as canon based upon 

only its closure fails to grasp what Scripture is in its essence, even throughout its 

development towards a final form.
13
 For instance, Christopher Seitz argues that the Law 

and the Prophets functioned as “the fundamental grammar” for the formation of the OT. 

They served as a stable witness prior to closure that aided in the establishment of the third 

division of the Writings.
14
 Furthermore, Seitz suggests that one can see not only the 

material, but also the formal influence of the OT exerted upon the formation of the NT 

canon.
15
 Therefore, the OT itself plays a figural role for a new canon which prevents one 

                                                 

11
Herman N. Ridderbos, Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures, Biblical and 

Theological Studies, trans. H. De Jongste, rev. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 

1988), 3. 

12
Seitz says that it is meaningful to speak of an “open canon” prior to closure inasmuch as a 

collection of writings take shape into arrangements and develop inter-relationships that form a stable, 

ordered body of authoritative literature. Seitz, The Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets, 54-55. Childs also 

suggests that it is “semantically meaningful to speak of an ‘open canon’” in Brevard S. Childs, Introduction 

to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), 58. 

13
Ibid., 55.  

14
Ibid., 33. Defining his concept of the grammatical function of the Law and Prophets, Seitz 

states, “this literary conjunction is the means (rule and syntax) by which the language of Israel’s scriptures 

makes its voice most fundamentally heard, and hearing that rightly is unaffected by the existence of 

additional writings.” 

15
Ibid., 103. Seitz presents a provocative thesis in this section that merits pursuing: “In its 

formal and material givenness, the Law and the Prophets pattern has influenced the formal and material 

development of the NT as canon. Here Deuteronomy’s function finds a correlate in John’s relationship to 

the Synoptics, which shows concern for the post-Easter appropriation of the heart of Jesus’s message by the 

apostolic generation inspired by the Holy Spirit, who are enabled to remember Jesus’s words and to 

understand the witness to Jesus accomplished by the OT. The individual and associative aspects of the 

Twelve find analogies in the Pauline-Letter collection, where both the individual and the associative 

aspects must be carefully handled. Hebrews, the Catholic Epistles, and Revelation occupy a similar 

hermeneutical position to the Writings of the OT canon.”  
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from regarding the Christian canon as a forced composite of two unrelated bodies of 

work. In agreement with this outlook, Charles E. Hill sees the formation of the NT canon 

as an anticipated development based upon the accomplished work of Jesus Christ as the 

Messiah promised in the OT. Hence, the NT canon is an “organic development . . . fully 

consistent with, and in fact authorized by, the OT expectation.”
16
  

As one begins to see the intricately interwoven character of the Christian 

canon, then Scripture as such bears immense implications for theological method, and 

subsequently, biblical interpretation. According to Seitz, the labors of canon formation 

and canonical association “are prodigious and effective; there is nothing casual or 

happenstance about it.”
17
 When one realizes the intertextual layers to Scripture across the 

canonical horizon as well as perceiving theological intentionality behind canonical 

arrangement, then the canonical approach becomes a holistic account of biblical theology 

that consists of more than simply synthesizing its content. Thus, borrowing Seitz’s thesis, 

one could describe how two testaments exist as a single canon of Christian Scripture as 

its own theological achievement of association.  

                                                 

16
Charles E. Hill, “God’s Speech in These Last Days: The New Testament Canon as an 

Eschatological Phenomenon,” in Resurrection and Eschatology: Theology in Service of the Church: Essays 

in Honor of Richard B. Gaffin Jr., eds. Lane G. Tipton and Jeffrey C. Waddington (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R 

Publishing, 2008), 207. See also a modified version of this essay in Charles E. Hill, “The New Testament 

Canon: Deconstructio ad Absurdum?,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 52 (2009): 101-19. 

Hill owes much to Ridderbos regarding the OT anticipation of a NT canon. According Ridderbos, the 

proper historical setting for understanding the NT as canon is the history of redemption, not the history of 

the church. When the latter forms the primary context, then it is no wonder that canonization appears to be 

purely a historical phenomenon. However, if the history of redemption is given priority, then it becomes 

clear that the Holy Spirit is the author of the canon, and the church merely responds in faith as God 

providentially manifests the writings’ canonical status to them (Ridderbos, Redemptive History and the 

New Testament Scriptures, 12).  

17
Seitz, The Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets, 91; cf. idem, Prophecy and Hermeneutics: 

Towards a New Introduction to the Prophets, Studies in Theological Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2007).  
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Canonical Context 

In his essay, “The Meaning of ‘Biblical Theology’,” Gerhard Ebeling submits 

two possible definitions for the discipline’s methodological task. First, “biblical 

theology” can be understood as the study of the Bible’s theology; or second, it alludes to 

one’s theology that is in agreement with the Bible.
18
 The former consisting of descriptive 

analysis and the latter pertaining to dogmatic theology. The canonical approach embraces 

both definitions as viable and necessary components of a biblical-theological method 

insofar as it is Scripture itself that calls for this comprehensive account. Either way, the 

biblical canon is the foundational context and/or source for theological interpretation of 

Christian Scripture. 

Canon as the Locus of Scripture 

Despite numerous concerns with Gamble’s approach to the formation of the 

NT canon, his final chapter, “The Interpretation of the New Testament as Canon,” 

acknowledges that Scripture in canonical form is nonetheless the hermeneutical context 

for biblical interpretation. With respect to the NT, he writes, “The NT is a canon, and 

though its contents are necessarily and usefully studied independently of this fact, the NT 

will not be fully understood until it is also understood as a canon.”
19
 In other words, 

applying this principle to the NT as well as to the OT, any interpreter of Christian 

Scripture can access the written Word of God only by means of entrance into the canon. 

Hence, the canon is the locus of God’s divinely revealed and inspired Word.  

                                                 

18
Gerhard Ebeling, “The Meaning of ‘Biblical Theology’,” in Word and Faith, trans. James W. 

Leitch (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1963), 79. 

19
Gamble, The New Testament Canon, 73. 
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Evangelical theological method must be constructed based upon the doctrine of 

Scripture as the special revelation of God.  When interpreters overlook or reject Scripture 

as divine revelation, they permit themselves to determine the meaning of the biblical texts 

from what lies behind or outside Scripture. In contrast, John Sailhamer promotes a “text-

oriented approach” that allows the self-attestation of Scripture to inform his own 

methodological presuppositions.
20
 Sailhamer takes 2 Timothy 3:16 seriously when Paul 

says, “All Scripture is breathed out by God . . . .”
21
 Thus Scripture is the locus of God’s 

inspired written revelation.
22
 This fact binds the biblical interpreter to the text, not what 

lies behind it, in order to determine the meaning of God’s divine authorship. Sailhamer 

admits that this evangelical commitment is not held by the majority of those in modern 

biblical theology which has caused scholars to reconstruct scriptural texts based upon 

their prehistory, working from a view where Scripture is a witness to God’s revelation in 

salvation-history (Heilsgeschichte).
23
 From this standpoint, the events recorded in the 

Bible are the locus of God’s revelation which removes the focus of biblical interpretation 

away from the final form of the text of Scripture.  

                                                 

20
John H. Sailhamer, Introduction to Old Testament Theology: A Canonical Approach (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 84. Sailhamer summarizes his “text-oriented approach” into six key factors: (1) 

the text of Scripture and authorial intent are “the first and primary goal”; (2) Scripture is the only access to 

God’s special revelation; (3) there must be a careful distinction between the final form of Scripture and its 

prehistory. It is Scripture in its final form that evangelicals affirm to be inspired by the Holy Sprit; (4) the 

socio-religious role of Scripture in its ancient context must not be understood as its inspired meaning; (5) 

reason and personal experience must not determine Scripture’s meaning; rather, Scripture must be allowed 

to speak on its own; and (6) although a text’s history of interpretation has immense value for discernment 

of meaning, priority must exclusively be given to textual meaning in terms of original authorial intent. 

21
Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from the The Holy Bible, English 

Standard Version. 

22
Ibid., 42. 

23
Ibid., 39. 
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Frances Young critiques the Biblical Theology Movement (BTM)
24
 for placing 

revelation in history, that is, in the events behind the text. According to Young, this 

doctrinal stance would have been unimaginable for the early church.
25
 That Christianity 

is a “religion of the book” in its truest sense finds support in Paul’s kerygmatic summary 

in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4.
26
 Reflecting upon this passage, John Behr emphasizes the textual 

relationship (i.e. “in accordance with the Scriptures”) of the gospel of Christ to the OT as 

the necessary perquisite for its verification as being from God.
27
 Behr points outs that this 

creedal confession focuses not upon “the historicity of the events behind their reports, but 

that the reports are continuous with, in accordance with, Scripture; it is a textual, or more 

accurately an “intertextual” or interpretive confession.”
28
 Therefore, Christianity, as a 

result of its doctrine of revelation, is a text-based faith where its authoritative source for 

life and practice comes from the written Word of God.  

The canonical approach acknowledges this fact and identifies the canon as the 

locus of Christian Scripture. In his landmark work, Biblical Theology in Crisis, Brevard 

                                                 

24
For a brief history of the BTM, see Craig G. Bartholomew’s, “Biblical Theology,” in 

Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, eds. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Craig G. Bartholomew, 

Daniel J. Treier, and N. T. Wright (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 84-90. 

25
Frances M. Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 2002; reprint, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 167. She writes, 

“For them scripture was the Word of God, an unproblematic account of what had happened which pointed 

to the truths of Christian dogma.” 

 
26
“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our 

sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance 

with the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3-4). 

27
John Behr, “Scripture, the Gospel, and Orthodoxy,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 43 

(1999): 230. cf. Christopher R. Seitz, “‘In Accordance with the Scriptures’: Creed, Scripture, and 

‘Historical Jesus’,” in Word without End: The Old Testament as Abiding Theological Witness (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 51-60. 

28
Ibid. 
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Childs proposes a remedy to the failed BTM by arguing for the canon as “the proper 

context for interpreting the Bible theologically.”
29
 Childs is quick to qualify his usage of 

“context” by stating that one should not understand it as merely “perception” but rather as 

“the environment” of interpretation.
30
 The canon serves as the “space” and “place” of 

theological interpretation.
31
 Paul Fiddes says that the canon sets the boundaries of 

Christian Scripture, thereby creating spatial territory for interpreting divine revelation. As 

“place,” the canonical text functions as a localized point of encounter with the written 

Word of God. Within the marked-out “space” of the canon, the biblical interpreter 

engages “places” (i.e. scriptural texts) for the sake of knowing and communing with the 

Triune God.
32
 In support of the exclusivity of the canon as the locus of Christian 

Scripture, and therefore, the textual source of Christian theology, Fiddes comments that 

because the church finds its identity in God’s special revelation, the Christian community 

has an obligation to engage the canonical space where “no corner of human life can 

                                                 

29
Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974), 

97. Other proposals for a canonical approach to biblical theology can be found in Rolf Rendtorff, 

“Canonical Interpretation: A New Approach to Biblical Texts,” Pro Ecclesia 3 (1994): 141-51; Gerhard F. 

Hasel, “Proposals for a Canonical Biblical Theology,” Andrews University Seminary Studies 34 (1996): 23-

33; Paul R. House, “Biblical Theology and the Wholeness of Scripture: Steps towards a Program for the 

Future,” in Biblical Theology: Retrospect and Prospect, ed. Scott J. Hafemann (Downers Grove: IVP, 

2002), 267-79; Charles H. H. Scobie, The Ways of Our God: An Approach to Biblical Theology (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003); for dogmatic theology, see Paul C. McGlasson, Invitation to Dogmatic 

Theology: A Canonical Approach (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006). 

30
Ibid. 

31
Paul S. Fiddes, “The Canon as Space and Place,” in Die Einheit der Schrift und die Vielfalt 

des Kanons, eds. John Barton and Michael Wolter (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), 127. Fiddes’ imagery 

is helpful for picturing canon as context; however, he promotes a Barthian stance on revelation and the 

Word of God which causes him to apply the concepts of “space” and “place” in ways that reflect his view 

of the Bible as a witness to God’s revelation. Nevertheless, for the sake of this paper’s thesis, it is not 

necessary to follow Fiddes in his neo-orthodox positions in order to retrieve the value of his images for 

understanding the relationship between the canon and biblical theology.  

32
Ibid., 132. 
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escape from the judgment of the Word.”
33
 However, Scripture as canon is more than a 

boundary marker for biblical interpretation. A high theological view of canon bears 

hermeneutical significance for scriptural meaning. As mentioned at the outset, one’s 

theological method is informed and governed by his or her presuppositions; hence, the 

canonical approach is a “biblically controlled” method with its key principles derived 

from the totality of Scripture, formally and materially. To give a full listing and treatment 

of methodological aspects requisite for a canonical approach is beyond the scope of this 

paper. Therefore, a sketch of three central factors for a theological method that does 

justice to the fullness of Scripture as canon will be provided. 

Methodological Presuppositions for a Canonical Approach 

Canonical Singularity: Two Testaments in One Canon. The problem of the 

Christian Bible for interpreters is the juxtaposition of two testaments which forms a 

single canonical Word of God. One must admit that there is both great unity and great 

diversity within the biblical canon as a result of joining the Hebrews scriptures with the 

NT. Nevertheless, exegesis of each testament cannot be done in isolation from the other 

precisely because of the hermeneutical context of their association. Theological method 

must do biblical interpretation within the full scope of the entire Bible, not just with 

respect to its collective theology, but also reflecting upon its canonical presentation and 

                                                 

33
Ibid., 136-37. In conjunction with Fiddes’ metaphor, Kevin Vanhoozer offers another helpful 

motif which views the canon as a “script”. Instead of merely using the Bible as a container of propositional 

information for the assimilation of theological data, Vanhoozer suggests that the canon functions as a 

“script” which calls for “creative performance”. He goes on to say that his “Canonical-linguistic” approach 

“takes it primary bearings from the Scriptures themselves, making what we shall call canonical practices 

the norm for the church’s speech and thought of God” (Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A 

Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 

22; see especially the chapter, “Word and Church: The Canon as Covenant Document,” 115-50.).  
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relationships.
34
  

Gerhard Hasel proposes that biblical-theological method should be equipped 

with a “hermeneutic which is informed by Scripture, faithful to Scripture, and can 

account for all the dimensions of reality present in Scripture.”
35
 This point is why, for 

instance, Christopher Seitz rejects the tradition-history approach to biblical theology. The 

material form of the biblical canon will not allow an underlying single history of tradition 

to serve as the linkage between the two testaments.
36
 In this way, the NT comes alongside 

the OT as if it were an unstable testimony on its own without any type of finality. From 

this viewpoint, the OT becomes Christian Scripture at the bestowal of the NT.
37
 The 

biblical canon constitutes that two testaments have each reached a fixed, final form, not 

only in arrangement, but also in terms of message. Moreover, their inter-relationship does 

not entail the collapse of their respective identities or that one is subsumed into the other. 

Seitz notes, “The Bible is not a continuous tradition history, like a novel with a 

beginning, a middle and an end. Something stops, and a history of effects is set in motion 

that testifies to the form of the original canon and the differentiation of traditions, of 

various sorts, from it.”
38
 The canon presents Christian Scripture to the biblical reader as a 

                                                 

34
Hasel, “Proposals for a Canonical Biblical Theology,” 25-26. 

35
Ibid., 28. 

36
Christopher R. Seitz, “Two Testaments and the Failure of One Tradition History,” in Biblical 

Theology: Retrospect and Prospect, ed. Scott J. Hafemann (Downers Grove: IVP, 2002), 201. 

37
Ibid. 

38
Ibid., 205. Seitz’s critique also overlaps into the problem of narrative theology and the 

possibility of it serving as the primary approach to the canon. Narrative theology is a viable method with its 

own benefits; however, Childs warns that the highlighting of “story” as a motif for viewing and interpreting 

Scripture must not take precedence over the biblical genres where forms such as law, wisdom, and the 

psalms become neglected. Because the OT in its canonical form consists of diverse genres, a single “story” 

analysis will not do justice to the full dimensions of the canonical text. Brevard S. Childs, Biblical 
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unified two testament whole, thereby affecting how interpreters understand the parts of 

Scripture in congruence with their canonical context.
39
  

The Christian canon signifies that both testaments in essence are recognized as 

witnesses to Jesus Christ. If this fact were not the case, particularly for the identity of the 

OT, then the canonization process would not have set the NT in unified relation to the 

Hebrew Bible. Childs’ emphasis on the final form of Scripture as the basis for Christian 

theology supports this claim since there is no apparent redactional attempt to “christianize 

the Old Testament”.
40
 In other words, the OT was not edited by the church in order to 

redeem its literature for Christian usage. Instead, the NT recognized that the OT in its 

own canonical form spoke of the Messiah of whom the NT reveals to be Jesus Christ. 

Therefore, theological method must engage in a unitary reading of the OT and the NT as 

a canonical whole, allowing each testament to have its own discrete voice, but also 

understanding that they are in unison insofar as they equally stand as one Word of God 

bearing witness to Jesus Christ by the inspiration and illuminating work of the Holy 

Spirit.
41
 

Intertextuality. A second central tenant for a canonical approach is the literary 

                                                 

Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1993), 81; cf. Carl F. H. Henry, “Narrative Theology: An Evangelical Appraisal,” Trinity 

Journal 1 (1987): 9-10. 

39
Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments, 71; cf. Gamble, The New 

Testament Canon, 73-82. 

40
Ibid., 75. Childs says this is demonstrated by the omission of “bracketing the Old Testament 

books with parts of the Gospels, or by adding Christian commentary, features which are present in both the 

apocryphal and pseudepigraphical literature. Rather the collection of Jewish scriptures was envisioned as 

closed and a new and different collection began which in time evolved into the New Testament.” 

41
House, “Biblical Theology and the Wholeness of Scripture,” 271. 
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theory of intertextuality. Although its definition reaches into many different directions, 

intertextuality is broadly understood as the notion of textual interdependence.
42
 In his 

essay, “Biblical Theology and the Wholeness of Scripture,” House sees intertextuality as 

fundamental towards a canonical approach to biblical theology.
43
 A high theological 

conception of canon acknowledges that texts influenced the composition of other texts. 

Thus, certain biblical texts assume the reader is familiar with other texts of Scripture 

which then creates a scenario where the expected textual acquaintance becomes essential 

for the interpreter in order to avoid the loss of meaning in a passage.
44
 In addition, when 

the canon serves as the hermeneutical lens for reading Christian Scripture, arrangement 

and ordering create intertextual relationships that have bearing for book by book or even 

synchronic/thematic analysis.
45
 

Intertextual examples that contain hermeneutical significance for their 

interpretation can be demonstrated in a variety of ways (e.g. allusions, direct quotations, 

typologies, allegory, or contextual reading). For instance, the Apostle Paul creates a NT 

                                                 

42
Jeannine K. Brown, Scripture as Communication: Introducing Biblical Hermeneutics (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 225. See also Paul E. Koptak, “Intertexuality,” in Dictionary for 

Theological Interpretation of the Bible, eds. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Craig G. Bartholomew, Daniel J. Treier, 

and N. T. Wright (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 332-34. 

43
House, “Biblical Theology and the Wholeness of Scripture,” 276-77. 

44
Sailhamer, Introduction to Old Testament Theology, 213. 

45
Ibid., 277. House submits a definition of canonical intertextuality which recognizes that “the 

canon presents some material that was likely written later than subsequent portions of the canon but that the 

later material serves as an introduction or theological foundation for what follows.” In his Introduction to 

Old Testament Theology, Sailhamer prescribes four levels to biblical modes of intertextuality: in-textuality, 

inner-textuality, inter-textuality, and con-textuality (Sailhamer, Introduction to Old Testament Theology, 

206-15.); Notwithstanding the concrete canonical examples that Sailhamer gives in his “Introduction,” one 

will find him execute his “compositional criticism” (which includes all four levels of his intertextuality) 

specifically on the Pentateuch in his recent work, John H. Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch: 

Revelation, Composition, and Interpretation (Downers Grove: IVP, 2009).  
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intertextual relationship in 1 Corinthians 7:10-12 when he sets in distinction what he is 

teaching about marriage from what Jesus has already taught, presumably located in the 

Gospels. Therefore, a canonical understanding of Paul’s discourse on marriage in 1 

Corinthians 7 builds upon the foundation of Jesus’ teaching found in other canonical 

texts. Another clear occurrence can be seen from the OT in God’s charge for Israel to 

“Remember the law of my servant Moses, the statues and rules that I commanded him at 

Horeb for all Israel” (Mal 4:4). Here is a clear intertextual link showing the OT’s use of 

the OT as the Prophets stand upon the Pentateuch.  

Quotations from the OT are self-evident and are replete despite that they are 

used in different ways throughout the NT writings. Allusions to motifs, images, concepts, 

or other texts can be demonstrated in passages such as Jesus’ self-identification as the 

“Good Shepherd” in John 10 which clearly takes an OT concept and expands it with 

reference to himself. Moreover, although the “shepherd” imagery spans the entire OT, it 

is likely that Jesus’ OT referent is more textually-centered than conceptual as found in 

Ezekiel 34 when God promises to be Israel’s shepherd and to rescue his sheep from the 

shepherds who have scattered and fed upon them: “I myself will be the shepherd of my 

sheep, and I myself will make them like down, declares the Lord GOD” (Ezek 34:15).
46
 

An occurrence of intertextuality in canonical ordering may be found in the 

separation of Luke-Acts within the NT. What is the interpretive significance of 

dislocating a two-volume work and inserting John’s Gospel in between? As demonstrated 

                                                 

46
The Christological overtones are undeniable, especially when read in conjunction with John 

10, when God declares, “And I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed 

them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant David 

shall be prince among them. I am the LORD; I have spoken” (Ezek 34:23-24). 
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above from Seitz’s work in The Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets, canonical 

associations are purposeful and should not be reduced to historical accidents. The 

canonical approach not only seeks to understand the meaning of Acts on its own, but also 

investigates into the hermeneutical significance of its placement within the canon. When 

speaking of giving an account of the total dimensions of the canonical text, here is where 

the canonical approach enables the interpreter to make sense of these “canonical 

conversations” as Robert Wall has labeled them.
47
 Because Acts is dissected from Luke 

in sequence, one must immediately beg the question of the canonical role of an 

uninterrupted four-fold Gospel as well as how Acts serves as an entry point for the 

apostolic mission and the rest of the NT.
48
 Do the Epistles assume a knowledge of the 

beginnings of the apostolic mission in Acts? Furthermore, from a broad viewpoint, the 

very juxtaposition of the OT and NT is an intertextual association in its own right insofar 

as the NT manifestly presupposes a faithful and extensive reading of the OT.
49
 

In sum, the relevance of intertextuality for a canonical approach is that the 

canon itself constitutes and creates these intertextual realities. This is not to say that 

intertextuality cannot occur outside of a canonical context, yet for interpretation of the 

                                                 

47
Robert W. Wall, “Canonical Context and Canonical Conversations,” in Between Two 

Horizions: Spanning New Testament Studies and Systematic Theology, eds. Joel B. Green and Max Turner 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 179-80. 

48
Childs attempts to demonstrate what a “canonical reading” would look like when applied to 

the Pauline letters in his posthumously published book, Brevard S. Childs, The Church’s Guide for Reading 

Paul: The Canonical Shaping of the Pauline Corpus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008); see especially his 

final chapter for a summary of his methodological approach, “Theological Implications of the Pauline 

Corpus for Interpretation,” 253-59. 

49
A practical example of this reality can be seen in a conversation I had with a friend about 

Bible translation. His desire was to become a linguist so that he could translate the OT into indigenous 

languages. At the time, he was remarking how Bible translation organizations were calling for Hebrew 

linguists to help them translate the OT because people groups who only had the NT were wanting to know 

who Abraham, Moses, and all of the other OT occurrences in the NT were.  
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Christian Bible, the canon understands the intertextual relationships existent within its 

boundaries as a testimony to the unity of its two testaments which find ultimate 

agreement and coherence in Jesus Christ as the central theme of the canon’s message.  

Canonical Unity. A third key element for a canonical approach is the unity of 

the canon. This topic has already been briefly discussed in various places above; 

however, the primary goal at this juncture is to provide a sketch of the Christological 

constitution of canonical unity. “Unity” within the context of this discussion ought to be 

understood in terms of what brings coherence to the two testaments, thus forming a single 

Christian Bible. What would ultimately function as the unifying theme between the OT 

and NT that would in turn give cause to canonizing them together into an inseparable 

canonical association? Although many concepts and doctrines transcend the entire 

Christian Bible in theological unity, only one can bear the weight of explaining why the 

church would see fit to bind together the Hebrew Bible with the NT, both of them as the 

inspired, written Word of God, into one canon: Jesus Christ.  

Even though the two testaments differ in various ways, the church’s 

recognition of the OT as Christian Scripture was because they understood it to be overall 

a witness to Christ. Thus the NT writings and the Hebrew Scriptures were by the Holy 

Spirit providentially shown to the Christian community to be the only inspired and 

divinely revealed written documents testifying to the manifestation of God in Jesus 

Christ.
50
 In other words, the OT is Christian Scripture ontologically without having to be 

                                                 

50
Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments, 74. 



  18 

 

“christianized”.
51
 Do NT Christians re-read the OT with a sharper focus regarding its 

meaning? Yes, but a NT reading of the OT ought to reveal what is already present in the 

OT texts rather than understanding its message to be headed on a trajectory other than 

one that would ultimately end in the Christian faith.  

In his article, “Must ‘Biblical Theology’ be Christian Theology?,” Rolf 

Rendtorff strives for a non-confessional reading of the OT. He asks, “Can there be a 

theological interpretation of the Old Testament or Hebrew Bible that is not linked to, nor 

evaluated from, the point of view of the New Testament or Christian theology?”
52
 He 

argues for his methodology based upon the reality that the Hebrew Bible preceded the 

emergence of Christianity. Rendtorff critiques those interpreters who would use Christian 

criteria for doing OT theology.
53
 Finally, he describes this treatment of the Hebrew Bible 

on its own as the attempt “to read the Hebrew Bible in its given form as a theological 

book.”
54
 The irony of Rendtorff’s methodology is that it poses as a “canonical approach,” 

but seeks to interpret the OT as if it were not part of the Christian canon. His position is 

an extreme case of trying to preserve the “discrete voice” of the OT; however, 

Rendtorff’s comments sound as if the Hebrew Bible’s “discrete voice” is not a 

distinctively Christian one. A non-confessional approach to the OT is impossible for 

Christians insofar as the canon itself is a confession. Rendtorff refuses to evaluate the OT 

                                                 

51
See n. 38. 

52
Rolf Rendtorff, “Must ‘Biblical Theology’ be Christian Theology?,” Bible Review 4 (1988):  

42. 

53
Ibid., 42-43. 

54
Ibid., 43. 
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from “theological conceptions that came into being only after it.”
55
 The problem with this 

stance is that it presupposes that NT theological conceptions were not influenced by or 

grounded in the OT. Ultimately, a theological method such as Rendtorff’s does not 

configure the canon’s unity centered in Jesus Christ. Instead, Rendtorff would regard a 

christocentric canonical unity as interpreting the Hebrew Bible according to something 

external to itself.  

Unlike Rendtorff, Sailhamer posits that “the books of the OT are messianic in 

the full NT sense of the word.”
56
 He even goes so far as to say, “I believe the messianic 

thrust of the OT was the whole reason the books of the Hebrew Bible were written”.
57
 In 

this way, a canonical approach allows the interpreter not only to read the OT in light of 

the NT, but also insists that the OT explains the NT.
58
 In other words, when the NT 

identifies Jesus of Nazareth to be the Messiah, the biblical interpreter is required to 

investigate messianism in the OT in order to explicate what and who the messiah was 

promised to be. Because Jesus is the Jewish Messiah and the Son of the God of Israel, he 

becomes the basis of the Christian canon.
59
 

                                                 

55
Ibid., 42. 

56
John H. Sailhamer, “The Messiah and the Hebrew Bible,” Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society 44 (2001): 23; for a brief, but excellent study on Jewish messianism and NT 

Christology, see Richard Bauckham, God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 

57
Ibid. 

58
Cf. the dialectical method articulated Childs in Brevard S. Childs, “Interpretation in Faith: 

The Theological Responsibility of an Old Testament Commentary,” Interpretation 18 (1964): 437-49. 

59
Alan G. Padgett, “The Canonical Sense of Scripture: Trinitarian or Christocentric?,” Dialog: 

A Journal of Theology 45 (2006): 37. With respect to the question posed in his article’s title, Padgett argues 

that a right understanding of the messianic intent of the whole canon will result in a trinitarian theology of 

the God of Christian Scripture. He stakes his case upon the understanding that one cannot make sense of 

the doctrine of the incarnation apart from a doctrine of the Trinity (Ibid., 38, 40.); for additional exposition 
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Further demonstration of Jesus Christ functioning as the unifying theme of the 

Christian canon would require extensive argumentation outside of the breadth of this 

paper. Steps forward in that direction would require significant biblical exegesis and 

theological interpretation of the wholeness of Scripture as canon. The aim of this section, 

however, is not to provide such an examination as it is to submit methodological 

presuppositions with plausible reasoning for the sake of showing the validity and the 

focus of a canonical approach for theological method. Finally, when one approaches 

Christian Scripture with Christ as the constitution of canonical unity, hermeneutical 

implications abound, yet the interpreter will strive towards the same goal of bringing 

every theological interpretation of the Bible into congruence with the confession that 

Jesus Christ is Lord. 

Conclusion 

The aim of this paper is to propose the canonical approach as an appropriate 

theological method for doing justice to the totality of Scripture, both formally and 

materially. Scripture as canon upholds the traditional stance of the Christian canon as 

normative and a closed collection of the sixty-six books of the Bible. This thesis also 

wishes to support a high theological view of canon which carries with it hermeneutical 

significance for biblical interpretation. While theological method must correspond to its 

subject matter, it must also faithfully account for its source. It seems that the canonical 

approach is sufficient for both.  

                                                 

of Padgett’s canonical hermeneutic, see Alan G. Padgett, “The Three-fold Sense of Scripture: An 

Evangelical Grammar for Theological Hermeneutics,” in Semper Reformandum: Studies in Honour of 

Clark H. Pinnock, eds. Stanley E. Porter and Anthony R. Cross (Great Britain: Paternoster Press, 2003), 

275-88. 
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