
Appendix A {Module 2.8 Pre-work} 
Gospel Theology 
For an expanded explanation see The Prodigal God and Reason for God by 
Timothy Keller 

What is the Gospel? 

“Through the person and work of Jesus Christ on our behalf, God saves sinners 
by grace, rescuing them from judgment for their sin into fellowship with him now 
in the church and ultimately in the new heavens and new earth. To receive this 
salvation, we must repent and believe this gospel. 

Ever since reading J. I. Packer’s famous essay introducing John Owen’s Death 
of Death in the Death of Christ, I have liked “God saves sinners” as a phrase 
expressing the heart of the gospel: 

God saves sinners. God—the Triune Jehovah, Father, Son and Spirit; three 
Persons working together in sovereign wisdom, power and love to achieve the 
salvation of a chosen people, the Father electing, the Son fulfilling the Father’s 
will by redeeming, the Spirit executing the purpose of Father and Son by 
renewing. Saves—does everything, first to last, that is involved in bringing 
humankind from death in sin to life in glory: plans, achieves and communicates 
redemption, calls and keeps, justifies, sanctifies, glorifies. Sinners—humans as 
God finds them, guilty, vile, helpless, powerless, unable to lift a finger to do God’s 
will or better their spiritual lot.”  Tim Keller 

Not everything the Bible teaches however can be considered, the gospel.  
Primarily the gospel is about the historical events of Jesus’ life. The word literally 
means good news about something that has already happened. It is not about 
anything we do, but rather something that has been done for us and that we must 
respond to. But what does this have to do with the rest of the Bible? How do we 
read scripture in light of the fact that God saves sinners by grace apart from their 
efforts. What do we do with the Old Testament stories of great heroes and fallen 
renegades?   

The following article explains two common views used when approaching 
scripture. As you read this article you may recognize your view being described 
or you may notice you have been taught another way that has not been 
mentioned. (We will discuss other views during our intensive.)  

Our purpose in looking at different frameworks is to identify our default method of 
reading the bible. Why? If we only use one lens when reading the bible, it will 
more than likely skew our understanding, interpretation and application of 
scripture.  



TWO BASIC ‘THEOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS 

CONTEXTUALIZATION AND THEOLOGY 
Tim Keller, April 2004 
 
WHAT IS THE BIBLE ALL ABOUT? 
There are two basic approaches to answering the question: "What is the Bible all about?” One 
approach is the Systematic-Theological method (STM) which tends to deal with the Scripture 
topically. It organizes what the Bible says by asking: "What does the whole Bible teach about God? 
Sin? The Holy Spirit? The Church? Marriage and family? Prayer?" It looks at every text on a particular 
topic and then synthesizes them all into a set of statements or principles. Another approach is 
the 'Redemptive-Historical' method (RHM) which tends to deal with the Scripture historically. 
(It deals with the Bible "diachronically" rather than just "synchronically".) It sees the Bible less as 
a depository of individual pieces of data that must be summarized and more as a history of how 
God is saving the world in stages—a redemption-history.  
 
There is no ultimate reason why these two approaches have to contradict! Since the 
Bible is coherent and does not contradict itself—you can always get an answer to the question, 
“What does the Bible teach about topic X?” Having said that, the STM (carried out in isolation 
from the RHM) tends to produce a legalistic, individualistic mindset that undermines the full 
Biblical understanding of mission. How? 
 
The STM tends to see the Bible as a repository of dos and don’ts. Ask it, ‘What is the Bible all 
about?’ and the answer is: ‘It’s about believing and practicing the right things.’ But the RHM sees 
the Bible as mainly about God’s saving activity in stages through history. If we ask the RHM—
‘What is the Bible all about?’, the answer comes: ‘It is about the true story of how:  
1) God initiates a saving work that we cannot do for ourselves  
2) in order to a) create a new people for himself out of lost humanity and b) a new creation out 
of a marred and broken world.  
To do this takes justice and power on God's part, but also love and mercy. Only in Jesus Christ 
is it ultimately revealed how God's holiness and love can work together for saving purposes. 
Only in Christ do we see how disparate parts of the human race can become one again—
through his Body.  
 
In other words, the gospel is—GOD HAS ENTERED THE WORLD IN JESUS CHRIST TO ACHIEVE A SALVATION 
THAT WE COULD NOT ACHIEVE FOR OURSELVES AND THEREBY RENEW THE WHOLE WORLD.  
• This understanding of the good news is first of all grace-centered. The Bible is not 

primarily or just about how to live right. It is about grace and rescue. Jesus has come to live 
the life we should live but won’t, and he has come to pay the penalty we owe for the life we 
do live but shouldn’t. So we are not reconciled to God through our efforts and record (as in 
all other religions) but through his efforts and record.  

• This understanding of the good news is also kingdom-centered. The Bible is not primarily 
about how the individual can escape this material world. Jesus is not ultimately only saving 
individual souls by removing them from the world, but rather he is bringing the life and 
power of God—the kingdom of God—down into the material world to eventually renew 
and restore it completely (Rev 21-22; cf. Is 1:10-17, 11:1-10, 61:1-11). The kingdom of God 
broke into the world partially with the death and resurrection of Christ (Luke 4:16-21). 
Now the Spirit indwells the church (1 Peter 2:4-10) and is at work in the world through the 



gospel (John 16:8-10). But eventually the kingdom and power of God will come fully (Rom 
8:18-25). 

 
THE GOSPEL OF THE KINGDOM AND THE MISSION OF GOD 
The implications of this view of the Bible’s theme are quite enormous.  
 
First, it means mission is primary in the church’s and the Christian’s life. Think! If the Bible is 
mainly about the mission of God, then “missions” cannot be just a department of ministry or 
one topic under the heading of Christian living. Mission is what God is all about, what life is all 
about. God sends his Spirit and his Son into the world to save it. Bringing God’s love, peace, and 
justice to a broken world is what we all must live for. 
 
Second, it means that mission includes not only evangelism but also seeking peace and 
justice in the city. The goal of salvation history is not simply a 'right relationship' with God and 
living in heaven forever, but rather the 're-creation' of the whole material world.  
 
The STM approach to the Bible tends to see Christianity in completely individualistic terms. So 
from the STM perspective, the gospel is: “I sinned and turned from God but Christ has died so I 
can be forgiven and taken to heaven.” (Sin-Cross-Faith-Heaven)  From the RHM perspective, the 
gospel is: “God created the world to be a paradise, but when we turned from him the whole 
world fell into brokenness, but through Christ God has redeemed the world and will some day 
restore it completely.” (Creation-Fall-Redemption-Restoration) 
 
If the goal of salvation is not just individual renewal but creation renewal, then we do not (in our 
mission) only call individuals to conversion (though we certainly do that!) but also embody the 
gospel through sacrificial service for the common good, to those in need, and to the poor. 
God’s kingdom will eventually overcome hunger, poverty, and injustice. Those of us who are 
agents of that kingdom must seek to do the same. Grace-centeredness leads us to love the city, 
not despise it. Kingdom-mindedness leads citizens of the ‘city of God’ to be very best citizens of 
their earthly city.  
 
Third, it means that mission is through counter-cultural communities of Christians. Without 
an understanding of the gospel of the kingdom the church is seen mainly as a supportive place of 
inspiration and fellowship. But if we understand the gospel of the kingdom, the church becomes 
not just an aggregation of people who help one another find God, but a sign in this present age 
of the coming new creation. We are to embody the 'new humanity' that Christ is creating as a 
counter-culture where money, sex, power, race-relations, business-practices, and art are used in 
distinctive, life-giving, non-idolatrous ways. While the STM approach points us more to how we 
as individuals get peace with God and 'live right', the RHM framework calls us to live our lives 
out as a 'counter-culture,' a new nation. 
Fourth, it means that mission includes our secular vocations, not just church ministry. Most 
American Christians ‘seal off’ their faith-beliefs from the way they work in their vocation. They 
see real ‘Christian service’ as going in to full-time Christian work. Why? 
• Without a ‘grace-orientation’ a legalistic Christianity is much more likely to see the secular 

world as a ‘polluted’ place to flee from. When you don’t grasp the gospel of grace, you tend 
toward a Pharisaical obsession with ‘ritual purity’ or ‘cleanness.’ Since we are saved by the 
purity and rightness of our lives, it encourages people to stay very much within the church 
where we don’t have to deal with unbelievers.  

• Without a ‘kingdom-orientation’ the gospel is seen as a means of finding individual peace and 
not as a ‘world-view’-- a comprehensive interpretation of reality that effects all we do. But 



the gospel has a deep and vital impact on how we do art, business, government, media, and 
scholarship. Therefore Redeemer is highly committed to support Christians' engagement 
with culture, helping them work with excellence, distinctiveness, and accountability in their 
professions and in ‘secular work.’ Developing humane yet creative and excellent business 
environments out of our understanding of the gospel can be part of the work of restoring 
creation in the power of the Spirit. Bringing Christian joy, hope, and truth to embodiment in 
the arts is also part of this work. 

 
Fifth, it means that we are actually in the Biblical story of redemption still. The STM 
approach tends to think of Biblical truth in a-historical categories of doctrine which we now 
have to “apply” to our lives today. But the RHM approach--of Creation-Fall-Redemption-
Restoration-- puts us right into the very story-line. The RHM tells that we are now in a 
particular period of redemptive history (between the first and second coming of Christ). This is 
the period of the “already-but-not-yet” of the kingdom of God, which sets us apart from the 
epoch previous to and following this one.  
 
The massive importance of the 'already-but-not-yet-kingdom' for both faith and practice is 
largely missed by those steeped in the STM approach. Christ as died, risen, and ascended has 
put us in a particular, current, dynamic relationship to God, our sin, our past, the Spirit, the world, 
and to the assembly of heaven itself. It tells us about this new relationship and status we have 
now, and how to live it out as the people of God in this entire epoch.  
 
John Stott, in a very interesting and easy-to-understand chapter called “The Now and the Not 
Yet” in The Contemporary Christian (IVP, 1992) shows what a powerful effect this theological 
understanding of the present-but-still-future kingdom has on our practice. This understanding of 
our place in redemptive history keeps us from fundamentalism (the “not yet Christians”), 
Pentecostalism (the “already” Christians), and Liberalism (in some ways too “not yet” and in 
other ways too “already”). It keeps us from over -or under-discipline, from over- or under-
emphasis on evangelism or social concern, from over-optimism or under-optimism about 
revival, and so on. A-historical (STM) understandings of the Bible lead constantly to these 
extremes. By the way, Jonathan Edwards noted these same three enemies of true revival—Dead 
orthodoxy, Enthusiasm, and Heterodoxy.  
 
 
 
THEOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS COMPARED 
 
a. The RHM gives us a dynamic view of our place in redemptive history. The RHM 
tells that we are now in a particular period of redemptive history (between the first and second 
coming of Christ). This is the period of the “already-but-not-yet” of the kingdom of God, which 
sets us apart from the epoch previous to and following this one. The STM model has little 
concept of the all-pervasiveness of the kingdom of God. It tends to see the kingdom mainly in 
terms of one of the traditional 'millennial' positions.  
 
The massive importance of the 'already-but-not-yet-kingdom' for both faith and practice is 
largely missed by those steeped in the STM approach. It tends to think of Biblical truth in a-
historical categories of doctrine which we now have to “apply” to our lives today. It tends to 
rely mainly on “correctness” or technique (“5 principles for overcoming worry”). The RHM 
avoids over optimism or pessimism or legalism by focusing always on the dynamic kingdom-
epoch lifestyle we live out now. The City of God and the City of Man are present realities. 



Christ as died, risen, and ascended has put us in a particular, current, dynamic relationship to God, 
our sin, our past, the Spirit, the world, and to the assembly of heaven itself. It tells us about this 
new relationship and status we have now, and how to live it out as the people of God in this 
entire epoch. This is a far more “organic” way to think out Christianity.  
 
John Stott, in a very interesting and easy-to-understand chapter called “The Now and the Not 
Yet” in The Contemporary Christian (IVP, 1992) shows what a powerful effect this theological 
category has on our practice. This understanding of our place in redemptive history keeps us 
from fundamentalism (the “not yet Christians”), Pentecostalism (the “already” Christians), and 
Liberalism (in some ways too “not yet” and in other ways too “already”). It keeps us from over 
-or under-discipline, from over- or under-emphasis on evangelism or social concern, from over-
optimism or under-optimism about revival, and so on. A-historical (STM) understandings of the 
Bible lead constantly to these extremes. By the way, Jonathan Edwards noted these same three 
enemies of true revival--Dead orthodoxy, Enthusiasm, and Heterodoxy.  
 
b. The RHM gives us a more Biblical and less “western” framework. Harvie Conn in 
Eternal Word and Changing Worlds (Zondervan, 1984) points out that the highly rational, scientific 
approach of STM is difficult for people of non-Western cultures to enjoy or grasp. Many are 
now pointing out that many of the formulators of STM were unwittingly shaped and affected by 
the Enlightenment, its detached rationality and its mistrust of history. Harvie notes that the 
RHM gives much more weight to the fact that the Bible is filled with narrative. The gospel itself 
is a true story, not a set of ‘principles’ or ‘laws’. The STM approach has 'de-storied' the gospel. 
Harvie also points out that RHM understands that all God’s truth is covenantal truth, never 
abstract from history and life. (See pp.225-234). Thus preaching and teaching from the RHM 
tends to be much less pietistic and abstract from life. All of this means that RHM is a vastly 
better vehicle for spreading the gospel through and to all people groups.  
 
c. The RHM gives us a more corporate and less individualistic approach to ministry.  
The RHM understands that the goal of salvation history is not simply a 'right relationship' with 
God and live in heaven forever. The goal of redemption is really 're-creation'. God's saving 
purposes culminate in a new creation, not a disembodied eternal state. The gospel is not that 
we get to escape earth into heaven, but that heaven is ‘come down’ to transform the earth. The 
church, then, is not simply an aggregation of people who help one another find God, but it is 
called to be in this world a sign of the coming new creation. We are to embody the 'new 
humanity' that Christ is creating.  
 
All of this drastically undermines the pietistic, individualistic, privatistic Christianity that can be 
the result of the STM approach. While the STM approach points us more to how we as 
individuals get peace with God and ‘live right’, the RHM framework calls us to live our lives out 
as a ‘counter-culture’, a new nation, in which our business practices, race relations, artistic 
expressions, family life, etc., show the world what humanity could be like under the Lordship of 
Christ. And the RHM emphasis on 'new creation' calls us to be concerned for the social and 
material world, since God's ultimate salvation will not only redeem the soul but the body and 
the physical world as well.  
 
d. The RHM gives a much more relevant approach to ‘post-modern’ times. This point 
is closely connected to the previous one. “Post-modern” times are characterized by a rejection 
of the Enlightenment worship of rationality and technique, and is much more devoted to 
narrative and story as ways to find meaning. Also, post-modernity rejects the Enlightenment's 
emphasis on the individual and stresses the importance of community. As we have just seen, the 



RHM shows us all those resources in Biblical theology that the STM approach has tended to 
overlook. It breaks the Bible into stages of a Story--the story of Jesus and his salvation--while 
the STM breaks the Bible into logical categories. More than that, the RHM actually puts us into 
the story, showing us our place and stage in the unfolding of the kingdom of God. The RHM 
approach also shows concern for the regeneration of human community and even the physical 
environment, not just individual, interior happiness. In all these ways, RHM is much more 
relevant to post-modern sensibilities. 
 
e. The RHM gives us a more Christ-centered understanding of the Bible. The RHM 
sees the purpose of each epoch of redemptive history as being the progressive revealing of 
Christ. God could have poured our judgment on mankind in the Garden, therefore the only 
reason there is any history is because God has purposed to send his Son into the world, to pour 
out judgment on him and thereby bring salvation. Jesus is the only reason there is human 
history, and therefore he is goal of human history. Thus everything God says and does in history 
explain and prepare for the salvation of his Son. The STM, on the other hand, will examine the 
Law, the prophets, and history of Abraham, Moses, David, etc. for information about the various 
doctrinal topics--what we learn about how to live, what to believe. But the RHM sees every 
story and law and piece of wisdom literature as pointing to Christ and his work. Preaching and 
teaching from an STM framework tends to be much more moralistic and legalistic. 
 
f. The RHM gives us a more organic way of reading Biblical texts. The RHM works at 
understanding the differences between stages in redemptive history, while the STM largely 
ignores such study. But many disputes over the application of the Old Testament laws are really 
based on a lack of understanding of the role which the Mosaic regulations played in that time in 
redemptive history (i.e. how they helped us look to and prepare for God’s coming salvation) and 
of how that role is fulfilled in Christ.  
 
Maybe even more fundamentally, the RHM really leads us to see the very purpose of each 
Biblical passage differently. We have said that RHM understands God’s revelation never comes 
in the form of textbook type information, but in the form of covenant. Why? Because the 
purpose of God’s truth is never to merely inform, but to know God in a relationship of love and 
service. For example, if we read Genesis 1-2 with an STM mind-set, expecting “naked 
information” about how the world was created, we will see it differently than those who read 
with a RHM mind-set, expecting knowledge of who are Creator is and how we are to relate to 
him and to his creation.  
 
Concluding Note: Do not read the above as pitting Systematic Theology per se against 'Biblical 
Theology'. There have been many proponents of the Redemptive-Historical approach that 
virtually deny the ability to do coherent Systematics at all. This is going too far by far, and such a 
denial ultimately undermines the concept of a single divine author of the whole Bible. 

 
	  


