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AND THE TWO-TESTAMENT WITNESS TO THE TRIUNE GOD

The Transfiguration of the Lord
0.

Introduction

1.

The Two Testament Witness to the Triune God

1.1.

Why Two Testaments?
Christian Scripture is unique in that it is composed of two testaments, and any careful study of it is
obliged to reflect on why this is so. Why are there two testaments, rather than one, or three?
a.

Clearly, the Bible is preoccupied with history—the people(s), places, and events within which
and among whom God’s involvement may be seen. And yet history is one long unfolding flow
of experience. If history, then, was the ground and orientation for the formation of the Christian
Bible, one would expect the New Testament’s books simply to be appended onto the collection
of Old Testament books, such that there would be only one long, unfolding Testament to God’s
actions in history.
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b.

1.2.

Alternatively, one might wonder why it is the case—since Christians worship a triune God:
Father, Son, Holy Spirit—that Christian Scripture is not composed of three testaments,
especially if it is a fundamental Christian conviction (and it is) that the Bible is preoccupied
with revealing God in three persons.

Consider the following:
a.

The Bible opens with the claim that “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth”
(Gen 1:1). The very first sentence of Christian Scripture discloses a number of things, one of
which is the following datum: that reality is composed of two realms, and thus that all existence
—as well as all human experience of it—entails some sort of inherent “twofoldness”: one
heavenly or spiritual, and thus immaterial; the other earthly or physical, and thus material.

b.

The human person is thus a composite whole of body and soul (not, as in some popular
conceptions, a body that has a soul, or a soul that has a body).

c.

The human experience, likewise, does not terminate when we die. There is both this life, and
the next.

d.

Even this life, we confess, is not merely one of physical matter bouncing around randomly in a
closed universe, but rather bears the mark of divine interaction from beyond itself, reaching in
to act upon it.

e.

From the fact that the opening foray into the biblical revelation of God indicates from what is
created that “twofoldness” shall be the context for understanding everything that follows, we
rightly wonder—after that first sentence—whether God himself is creating “according to his
kind.” That is, when Genesis says, ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,’ and
St. John says, ‘In the beginning was the word,’ and goes on to identify that ‘word’ as Christ, and
then St. Paul says ‘by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and
for him’ (Col 1:16), we might conceive it thusly:
The divine words [i.e., the two testaments of Christian Scripture] that reveal who God
is and what God is like are spoken from the Father, through the Word [who is the Son],
by the Holy Spirit—the breath that breathes the words of the Word into our hearts.

1.3.

The perspective of the apostles and the early Church
a.

On the one hand, the invisible God of creation was understood to have revealed himself
in the visible man, Jesus of Nazareth. And yet those who believed this testimony
believed two others things just as strongly:
•

That they were not the first or only ones to whom the same God had revealed himself—even if
the nature of that revelation to others was different; and

•

That their own writings were not the first to bear witness to such revelation. The ‘oracles of God
entrusted to the Jews’ (Rom 3:2)—what we now call ‘Old Testament’ (which wasn’t old enough
at that time to be called ‘old’)—functioned in fact as a prior witness to the same God’s other
revelation.
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b.

This perspective—that the scriptures of Israel belong together in one twofold collection with the
writings of the Church—is well-attested in the early Church. St. Augustine’s famous dictum
was that: “The New is in the Old concealed, the Old is in the New revealed.” His point (put less
poetically) is that the message of the New Testament is hidden in the Old Testament, while the
message of the Old Testament is revealed in the New Testament.

c.

This means that both testaments are getting at the same message—the substance of which,
according to Jesus himself, is him (Luke 24:44; cf. John 1:45; Acts 28:23).

d.

So then, we may say—extending Augustine’s dictum explicitly to the substance of the message
he (rightly) says is the preoccupation of both testaments—that:
The New Testament’s concern is to show how the God who created heaven and earth is revealed
in Jesus Christ, while the Old Testament’s concern is to show how Jesus Christ is hidden in
God.
Put slightly differently: The New Testament’s concern is to show that the God of all creation is
present among us in Christ, while the Old Testament’s concern is to show that Christ is present
in God.

e.

In both Testaments of Christian Scripture, at any rate, Christ is present.

•

Who are the three men Abraham entertained as guests in Genesis 18?

•

With what ‘man’ did Jacob wrestle in Genesis 32:24, who then renames him ‘Israel’ in verse 28
(which means ‘contends with/against God’), explaining that he (Jacob/Israel) has ‘striven with
God and with men’?

•

Whose voice did Moses hear from the burning bush (Exod 3:4)? With whom did he speak in the
‘tent of meeting’ while he led the Israelites through the wilderness after the exodus from Egypt
(Exod 33:8-9)? And whose back did he see on Mt. Sinai, after requesting to see his glory, and
having it explained to him that no one could God’s face and live (Exod 33:23)?

•

When only three men—Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego—had been thrown into the fiery
furnace by Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 3:25, who was the fourth man—“like a son of the
gods”—who appeared with them, walking around unsinged?
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2.

THE SHAPE OF THE BIBLE

2.1.

The Structural Shape of the Bible: How It Is Assembled
JEWISH CANON
The Hebrew Bible (TaNaK)

CHRISTIAN CANON
Old Testament/New Testament
Old Testament

Torah (Law/Instruction)–Gen, Exod, Lev,
Num, Deut

Pentateuch–Gen, Exod, Lev, Num, Deut

History–Josh, Judg, Ruth, 1-2 Sam, 1-2 Kgs,
Nebi’im (Prophets)
1-2 Chron, Ezra, Neh, Tob, Jdt, Esth, 1-2 Macc
Former–Josh, Jdg, 1-2 Sam, 1-2 Kgs
Latter–Isa, Jer, Ezek, The Twelve (Hos-Mal) Psalms & Wisdom–Job, Pss, Prov, Eccl, Song,
Wis, Sir
Ketubim (Writings)–Pss, Job, Prov, Ruth,
Song, Eccl, Lam, Esth, Dan, Ezra-Neh, 1-2
Prophets
Chron
Major–Isa, Jer, Lam, Bar, Ezek, Daniel
Minor–Hos-Mal
New Testament
Gospels–Matt, Mark, Luke, John
Acts
Letters
Pauline–Rom, 1-2 Cor, Gal, Eph, Phil, Col,
1-2 Thess, 1-2 Tim, Titus, Phlm
Hebrews and Catholic–Heb, Jas, 1-2 Pet, 1-3
John, Jude
Apocalypse (Revelation)

a.

In both Old and New Testaments, including both shapes of the former, all the books are
positioned intentionally in meaningful locations. They did not randomly fall into place, nor
were they simply arranged in chronological order, the way we modern Westerners might have
done it. In some cases historical chronology seems to have factored, but in other instances the
placement was influenced by “author” association, by genre considerations, and especially by
word links and common themes.

b.

Whatever the specific factor(s) accounting for a book’s canonical location, the driving
motivation in both Jewish and Christian Old Testament canons was to gather books and to join
them together in a way that bore witness to God’s person, program, and people, centered in a
messianic hope. In other words, each of the two arrangements of the Old Testament books, and
each in its own way, tells the story of God as a grand “theo-drama” focused on a coming
messiah-figure.
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2.2.

c.

The respective canonical communities (Jewish and Christian) intended these books to be read
and understood sequentially, somewhat like 73 “chapters” in one large volume. This is
obviously the case with the main divisions (except perhaps for the Psalms & Wisdom division
in the Christian canon), and to a considerable extent with all the books that make up each
division. In other words, the location of biblical books provides a context in which they are best
read and understood. This, we could say, is their actual historical context–the only real context
in which we have access to them. Even if individual books once enjoyed a life independent of
the others, as biblical books they reside in the setting of a shaped canon and are best read in that
canonical home.

d.

Although there is some evidence that Jesus read the Old Testament in the arrangement of the
Jewish/Hebrew Bible (see Luke 24:27, 44-45), the Church adopted the Christian canon,
complete with 46 Old Testament and 27 New Testament books. Accordingly, this is the shape of
the Bible that appears in Catholic Bibles today, and so forms the canonical structure for our
course.

e.

Books of the Bible drill ☺

The Thematic Shape of the Bible: How Its Message Unfolds
a.

The biblical story in one long sentence (!) is the story of God’s universal blessing-plan in
CREATION, which, having suffered CORRUPTION in the Fall, will be restored through God’s
COVENANT program with specially called persons (notably, Abraham, Moses, David) and
people (Israel), a program ultimately embodied and fulfilled in the redemptive mission of
CHRIST JESUS, Israel’s Messiah, who, by the Holy Spirit, continues his mission in the world
through the CHURCH, and who, by his own glorious return, brings the cosmic spiritual drama
played out on the stage of heaven and earth to a just and final CONSUMMATION, culminating
in a renewed CREATION in an everlasting kingdom–“on earth as it is in heaven.”

b.

The biblical story visualized in a chiasm/palistrophe
a CREATION (Genesis 1-2)
b CORRUPTION (Genesis 3-11)
c COVENANT (Genesis 12–Malachi [2 Maccabees])
d CHRIST (Matthew–John)
c' CHURCH (Acts–Jude)
b' CONSUMMATION (Revelation 1-20)
a' CREATION RESTORED (Revelation 21-22)

c.

The biblical storyline in a thematic progression

CREATION → CORRUPTION → COVENANT → CHRIST → CHURCH → CONSUMMATION → CREATION RESTORED
(Gen 1-2)
(Gen 3-11)
(Gen 12–Mal) (Matt-John) (Acts-Jude)
(Rev 1-20)
(Rev 21-22)
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2.3.

2.4.

The Shape of the Bible, and the Revelation of the Triune God: Some Examples from Genesis 1-3
a.

Creation (Gen 1-2) to New Creation (Rev 21-22)

b.

‘God’ (Elohim) (Gen 1:1ff.)

c.

‘The Spirit of God’ (ruah Elohim) (Gen 1:2)

d.

“Let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (Gen 1:26; cf. 11:7)

e.

The Protoevangelium (Gen 3:15)

f.

The “In the beginning” (bere’shit) → “In the end” (be’aharit) shape of the Pentateuch, on which
the rest of the Old Testament builds

g.

New Testament confirmation–e.g., Lk 24:25-27, 44-49; Jn 1:1-18; 5:46; Acts 28:23; Rom
1:1-6; 1 Cor 15:3-4; 1 Pet 1:10-12; et al.

Some Further Implications and Clarifications
a.

The logic behind the Liturgical (Mass) Readings

b.

A biblical-canonical model vs. a linear-chronological model

