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Abstract: 

This study is an inquiry into the concept of “relationship” (specifically “intimate positive 
experiential bi-directional relationship”) being the central focal point of the whole Bible. It seeks 
to show that it is God’s desire for this type of relationship (between himself and human beings, 
and between human beings and other human beings) which is the impetus and purpose behind 
the Bible. In considering this idea, this paper we will look at other different organizational 
centers that have been proposed and offer this relational focus as one which might unite many 
other proposed centers showing itself as a common denominator. In addition, perhaps at its core, 
since the term “relationship” is not clearly a term specifically found in the Bible, I will attempt to 
show how Yada’/Ginosko Theology can be one of the undergirding scriptural facets and definers 
of the above mentioned desired “relationship.” If accepted, then this focus would create an 
overarching framework for reading the Bible and hopes to help answer the question “What is the 
Bible all about?” 
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I. Introduction: The Quest: Proposals, Definitions, Impetus, Conceptualizations, and  
Thesis 

 
 In recent decades there has been a substantial amount of discussion on what is called a 

quest for finding a “theological center” of the Bible. The idea and search of a “center” (also 

called a “focal point,” “integrative motif,” or “central organizational motif”) running throughout 

the Bible has spawned a plethora of proposals. These include but are not exhausted in the 

following:1 

  1. Martin Luther: “Justification by faith” 
  2. John Calvin: Election for the glory of God 
  3. John Wesley: “Responsible grace” 
  4. Karl Barth: “The self-disclosure of the triune God to the human person” 
  5. C. I. Scofield and other Dispensationalists: “Dispensations of salvation history” 
  6. Gustavo Gutierrez, James H. Cone, Rosemary Radford Ruether, all can be  

classified in as liberation theologians where “liberation” is the central 
theme, including liberation of blacks, Latin Americans, and women. 

  7. Emilio Castro, Jurgen Moltman, Wolfart Pannenberg: “The Kingdom of God” 
  8. Stanley J. Grenz: “The eschatological community” 
  9. Walther Eichrodt, Herman Ridderbos: “Covenant” 
  10. Walter Kaiser: “Eschatological hope” or “Promise theology” 
  11. Gerhard von Rad, Oscar Cullman, George Eldon Ladd: “Salvation history”. 
  12. G. K. Beale, “The Kingdom of the New Creation” and “Story Line” 
  13. James M. Hamilton, Jr, “The Glory of God in Salvation through Judgment” 
  14. Duvall and Hays, “God’s Relational Presence” 
 

There have also been many definitions as to what this idea of “center” might entail when 

looking at the Bible. These include it being a motif which “serves as a systematic theology’s 

central organizational feature, the theme around which it is structured”.2 Grenz gives the 

 
1 On 1-7, see Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 21-25. For 9-
11, see Grant R. Osborne, s.v. “New Testament Theology” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2017), 591-95. For 12, see G. K. Beale, Beale, “The New Testament and New Creation” in 
Biblical Theology: Retrospect and Prospect. Edited by Scott J. Hafemann. Downers Grove: IVP, 2002. For #13, see 
James M. Hamilton, Jr. “The Glory of God in Salvation through Judgment: The Center of Biblical Theology?” 
Tyndale Bulletin 57 (2006):57-84. For #14, see J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays. God’s Relational Presence: The 
Cohesive Center of Biblical Theology. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019. For a recent discussion of the “current 
proposals for the central theme” see and G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old 
Testament in the New (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 161-185, and Trent A. Rogers, “Song, Psalm, and Sermon: 
Toward a Center of Biblical Theology.” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 64.1 (2021): 129-135. 
2 Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 20. 
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following as his definition of integrative motif: “In short, the integrative motif is the central idea 

that provides the thematic perspective in light of which all other theological concepts are 

understood and given their relative meaning or value.”3 Rogers ascribes the following as the 

definition of the quest as “a concerted effort in the field of biblical theology to locate a central 

theme, idea, or phrase that accurately describes the Bible’s overarching message or story. It is an 

effort to articulate the Bible’s unity while recognizing its diversity.”4 James Hamilton, Jr., gives 

the following as his definition and reasoning as the following: 

. . . the centre of biblical theology is defined as the concept to which the biblical authors 
point as the ultimate reason God creates, enters into relationship with his image-bearers, 
judges them when they do wrong, saves them by his mercy, and renews the creation at 
the consummation of history. Moreover, the centre of biblical theology is the theme 
which all of the Bible’s other themes serve to exposit.5 
 

Duvall and Hays state with respect to biblical narrative:  
 

. . . the cohesive center of biblical theology must be that megatheme that drives the plot 
of the story from beginning to end . . . the center of biblical theology is that prevalent 
theme that is continually advancing the plot forward and interconnecting the other 
themes.6 

 
Though, while definitions of the concept of “center” are similar, there had been so many 

different center proposals, none upon of which scholars had agreed, that around the turn of the 

present millennium some concluded that the quest was something “impossible,”7 a “tour de 

 
3 Ibid., 21. 
4 Rogers, 129. 
5 James M. Hamilton, Jr. “The Glory of God,” 61. 
6 “God’s Relational Presence,” 5. 
7 See Rogers, 130. 
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force”,8  had “failed,”9 “should be abandoned,”10 or had “been largely abandoned.”11 This 

sentiment has not seemed to stop scholars from pursuing this quest, however, as can be seen 

from the articles and books that have come out since around the turn of this last century whether 

in pursuing a single center or several centers working together.12  

What is the impetus behind the continuation of the quest by so many? Brendsel argues, I 

think plausibly, that there is a good rationale for and a resulting pastoral benefit from the quest in 

understanding and communicating the “whole counsel” or “purpose” or “will of God” as Paul 

stated he had done in Acts 20:27.13 Brandsel holds that discovering the Bible’s “center would 

provide us with a better grasp not only of the work as a whole, but also of the various individual 

parts. If a center exists, it holds massive heuristic value.”14 Secondly, the quest “for a center is 

driven by a prior conviction concerning the unity of Scripture.”15 Unity even amidst diversity 

would seem to indicate that there is some cohesive thread or threads that constitute that unity. 

Brandsel continues by stating that, pastorally, “[t]he search for a center is the search to provide 

heuristic lenses for the people of God in their interaction with Scripture (and the world).”16 In his 

 
8Gerhard F. Hasel, Old Testament Theology: Basic Issues in Current Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 158, 
quoted in Daniel J. Brendsel, “Plots, Themes, and Responsibilities: The Search for a Center of Biblical  
Theology Reexamined.” Themelios 35.3 (2010): 402, note 11. 
9 Charles H. H Scobie, in The Ways of our God: An Approach to Biblical Theology, (Grand Rapids:  
Eerdmans, 2003), 87, states, “It is widely held today that the quest for a single center has failed.” Yet he also notes 
there that it has not been unfruitful as it has “demonstrated . . . that there is not one but rather a number of major 
themes along with more numerous minor ones, that pervade the biblical material.” 
10 James. M. Hamilton, Jr., quoting Andreas Kostenberger, states that “It seems more promising to search for a 
plurality of integrative motifs” (God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology.  
Wheaton: Crossway, 2010, 52). 
11Craig L. Blomberg, “The Unity and Diversity of Scripture”, in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology 
edited by T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner, (Downers Grove: IVP, 2000), 64. 
12 For instance the following pursue a center or various centers associated together: Brendsel, Hamilton, Rogers, 
Beale, J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays, Matthew Y. Emerson (The Story of Scripture: An Introduction to Biblical 
Theology (Nashville: N & H, 2017)), Peter John Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum (God’s Kingdom through God’s 
Covenants: A Concise Biblical Theology, (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), and Thomas R. Schreiner, The King in His 
Beauty: A Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments, (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014). 
13 Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture Quotations will be from the NIV, 2011 translation. 
14“Plots, Themes, and Responsibilities,” 400. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 401. 



7 
 

concluding remarks, Brandsel states, “. . . the search for a ‘center’ to biblical theology is, at least, 

a pastoral concern. It is rooted in the desire to communicate to the church the whole counsel of 

God for their profit and benefit.”17 Finding a center would help in giving people a summary of 

the will and purpose of God found in the Bible. This is not perhaps unlike Jesus’ answer when 

asked “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” (Mt. 22:36) to which Jesus 

made a concise summary, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: 

‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 

commandments” (Mt. 22:37-40). 

 In considering all of the above, I would like to add the following from a pastoral and 

heuristic perspective as to the benefit of discovering a central motif in the Bible: 

1. A central organizational motif would give a focus on what is all important in the  
Bible, giving a context within which everything else in the Bible can be 
understood. 

2. A central organizational motif would give a big picture focus on the themes so it can  
be seen how they all work together in unity. 

3. A central organizational motif could help one develop his or her own overarching  
priorities in life and thus help one know how to respond to issues he or she faces 
in life or in the life of the church. 

4. A central organizational motif could help guide the church as to where it should be  
focused and what is most important in doing its work. 

 5. A central organizational motif can help give balance to everything Christian. 
 6. A central organizational motif can potentially help interpreters have a central locus  

from which to better understand difficult passages in the Bible. 
 
Conceptualizations of the idea of “center” can also be helpful when attempting to 

discern a center. Since there are “numerous pervasive themes running throughout the Bible”18 

how they are intertwined with a center may help in determining the center and evaluating 

whether or not a proposed center can be seen as cohesive, and how it might be overarching or the 

 
17 Ibid. 411. 
18 Duvall and Hays, 4. 
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focus with respect to the Bible. If there is a center, how do all the other themes come together? 

How is can everything be seen as a unity? How can they have a center as their hub?  

Duval and Hays have, I think, made a good suggestion proposing conceptualizing this 

concept of center and its relationship with the other Bible themes as a spiderweb rather than a 

wheel.  

 

  
          Wheel                        Spiderweb 

 
Duval and Hays state: 

. . . instead of using the analogy of a wheel, which has a hub (the center) and equally 
balanced spokes (the central themes) connected to the hub, to describe the center of 
biblical theology, we prefer the analogy of a spiderweb. The major themes of biblical 
theology would be like the main threads in the web, connected in one way or another to 
the center, but not always directly (some go radially and some go in concurrent circles). 
In the wheel analogy, everything must connect directly to the hub of the wheel, which 
can result, theologically speaking, in forcing artificial orderliness onto the diversity of the 
Bible. The center of the web, on the other hand, conveys a sense of interconnectedness 
that still allows for canonical flexibility. All of the central themes and subthemes in 
biblical theology would ultimately depend on the center for structural integrity and 
cohesion, even while the specific manner of interconnection both historically and 
theologically, can be complex.19 

 
In this paper I will favor the spiderweb analogy over the wheel analogy for connectivity and 

cohesivity of Bible themes. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
19 Ibid., 4-5. 
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Thesis: 
 
In this paper I will attempt to argue that the center of biblical theology involves the 

concept of “relationship” and that God’s overarching desire and impetus for writing the Bible is 

to have an intimate (personal), positive, experiential, bi-directional, relationship between himself 

and human beings, and between human beings and other human beings. This is too massive20 of 

an undertaking to do in one article or presentation since, as noted above, it would involve 

looking at all the themes of the Bible. Therefore, I wish to give an overview of why I think this 

concept of “relationship” has potential to be an overarching center or motif and then look at one 

defining theology of the God-desired “relationship” (i.e., yada’/ginosko theology) which seems 

to give an important undergirding for this center and its impetus. My definition for the idea of 

“center” is a combination and adaptation of those mentioned above: “The center or integrative 

motif of the Bible is one which gives the overarching focus, reason, impetus, and cohesion for all 

other themes in the Bible.” 

 

II. The Concept of “Relationship” 

 The idea of “relationship” can be defined as “the way in which two or more people, 

groups, countries, etc., talk to, behave toward, and deal with each other.”21 In this paper, I will 

modify this definition slightly and define “relationship” as “the way in which two or more people 

and/or God, groups, countries, etc., talk to, behave toward, are connected with, and deal with 

each other.”   

 
20 Rogers, 134, calls it a “monumental” task. 
21 From Mirriam-Webster’s online Dictionary at: https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/relationship  
accessed 1.19.21. 
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 When one surveys the use of this term “relationship” in English translations of the Bible, 

one finds it occurs only very rarely.  In addition, one does not normally find an individual word 

in Greek or Hebrew translates this concept with this English term. Rather it is translated 

normally from a combination of other concepts in the passage.22 It would seem that the English 

term “relationship” is a broad term and has no exact equivalent in biblical Hebrew or Greek. 

That does not mean that the idea of our broader more encompassing English term “relationship” 

was not present in the ancient world but only that it was perhaps expressed incompletely or less 

broadly by more specific terms of the day. Some of those biblical terms could include love, hate, 

trust, distrust, faithfulness, unfaithfulness, friend, master, slave, husband, wife, child, nation, 

covenant, etc. Basically the English term includes all connections, actions, and even attitudes 

(inward heart ones as well as outward ones) toward and with God and other human beings. This 

idea of “relationship” as a concept in the Bible is defined by various combinations of different 

biblical terms and concepts conveying different angles on this overarching notion of 

“relationship.”23  

 If this incredibly broad term “relationship” is to be considered the center of biblical 

theology, it would of necessity be very broad as it must (by our definition above) be able to 

 
22For instance, in the NIV it is only appears 4 times in 4 passages:  In Jdg 18:7 the NIV has “had no relationship 
with anyone else” while more literally it is translated in the NASB as “for there was no oppressive ruler humiliating 
them for anything in the land”; in the NIV Jdg 18:28 is translated “had no relationship with anyone”  while it is 
translated in the NASB as “they had no dealings with anyone”;  in the NIV 1 Ki 10:1 is translated “the fame of 
Solomon and his relationship to the LORD” whereas it is translated in the NASB as “the fame of Solomon in 
relation to the name of the LORD;” and 1 Jn 1:18 the NIV has “closest relationship with the Father,” the NASB has 
“who is in the arms of the Father.” The NASB only has “relationship” as a translation once and it occurs in Mt. 
19:10: “The disciples said to Him, ‘If the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not to marry,’” 
whereas the NIV has “The disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not 
to marry.” Occurrences of this word in other translations include 11 times in the NLT, none in the KJV, 4 in the 
CSB, 8 times in the NET, and not once in the ESV (from www.blueletterbible.org). 
23Brian S. Rosner, “Biblical Theology,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Edited by T. Desmond Alexander 
and Brian S. Rosner (Downers Grove: IVP, 2000), 6-7, rightly argues that biblical theology cannot be formulated 
only on individual word studies saying, “Concepts rather than words are a surer footing on which to base thematic 
study such as that involved in biblical-theological synthesis.” As such while I will here include word studies, we will 
also include overall concepts in evaluating this center. 
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include all other themes in the Bible in some way using the spiderweb conceptuality.24 As such, 

the immense enormity of the task of showing this or any other center is evident indeed as a tour 

de force. Thus, in this paper, I will not attempt to note all the defining elements (all the themes of 

the Bible) of this concept. Rather I will look very broadly at the concept and then more 

specifically at one potentially defining concept in this beginning inquiry of “relationship” as the 

Bible’s central motif. 

A. Relationship as Integral to Center Proposals 

To initially inquire about the viability of this concept being a center, I want to begin with 

looking briefly at some of the already proposed “centers” and very briefly see if this concept of 

“relationship” can be seen as integral to each of them.25 If so, this would seem to give support for 

“relationship” being a common denominator and giving unity among several major biblical 

themes. Here are a few of the proposals that have been put forward (as noted above on pages 1-

2) and my brief evaluation of how they all involve “relationship”: 

  1. Martin Luther: “Justification by Faith.” Here the two terms “justification” and  
“faith” are both relational terms that define, in part, a good relationship 
with God and resulting good relationship with humanity. Without the idea 
of relationship, this possible center would not be possible.  

  2. John Calvin: “Election for the Glory of God.” Election definitely describes, in  

 
24 The criticisms of Carson (D. A. Carson, “New Testament Theology” in Dictionary of Later New Testament and 
Its Developments, edited by Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids (Downers Grove, InterVarsity, 1997), 810) and 
others of selecting an idea that is too general or reductionistic (See Rogers, 130, note 3 for additional criticisms) 
would seem to be nullified if the term is comprehensive enough in depth and scope to include and embrace all the 
other themes of the Bible in some way. Rogers states (130-131) concerning the search for a center, “Two of the 
challenges of proposing a central theme for the whole Bible are that it must have sufficient specificity to 
communicate something in particular while also having sufficient breadth to describe diverse texts throughout the 
canon. The central theme must be somewhat elastic to be inclusive, but still rigid enough to be defining.” I believe 
the concept of “relationship” when defined by the themes of the Bible becomes specific at those different defining 
points of “relationship” yet the concept itself is broad enough to be inclusive of the diverse texts of the canon. Any 
criticism of the idea of this proposed center as being too broad would seem to thus dissolve when seen in this light.  
25 I will do this at the risk of being somewhat superficial since all of these themes listed are highly developed by 
their proponents. I am simply looking to see if “relationship” is involved in any way in these proposals and if the 
idea is indispensable to them. Also, at a risk of being charged with circular reasoning, I will simply be looking to see 
if the idea of “relationship” can be a common denominator for each theme. Rogers, 133, states that at least some 
“circularity is unavoidable as a theme is proposed and then either proven or disproven to be the center.”  
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part, what is considered a good relationship with God whether or not the 
doctrine of Calvinism is embraced. Again without the idea of relationship, 
this possible center would not be viable. 

3. John Wesley: “Responsible Grace.” Again, this too describes, in part, what is  
considered a good relationship with God. The very ideas of 
“responsibility” and “grace” innately involve some type of relationship. 

  4. Karl Barth: “The self-disclosure of the triune God to the human person.” This  
again describes “relationship” with God. Without the idea of relationship, 
this proposed center would not be possible. 

5. C. I. Scofield and other Dispensationalists: “Dispensations of Salvation  
History.” The idea of how God is bringing salvation through history  
indeed has “relationship” as its goal. “Salvation” itself has to do with good 
relationship with God that produces fruitful relationships with fellow 
human beings, here at different times in history. Without some type of 
salvific relationship this proposed center would not be achievable. 

  6. Gustavo Gutierrez, James H. Cone, Rosemary Radford Ruether, all can be  
classified in as liberation theologians where “liberation” is the central 
theme, including liberation of blacks, Latin Americans, and women. This 
theme as well is definitely in the relationship camp as it traces and upholds 
the need for justice between people according to God’s will, developing 
positive relationships among humankind. Without embracing 
“relationship,” this proposed center would be achievable. 

7. Emilio Castro, Jurgen Moltman, Wolfart Pannenberg: “The Kingdom of God.”  
The kingdom is basically God’s rule, or divine reign and how it is 
manifested, looking toward the final consummation of this age with Jesus’ 
return. This reign, however interpreted, would not be possible without 
involvement with humankind, illustrating a relationship here, to be sure, 
that is indispensable.    

8. Stanley J. Grenz: “The Eschatological Community.” This has to do with God’s  
people living in harmony in community, a definite relational idea. Without 
the idea of relationship, this proposed center would not be possible. 

9. Walther Eichrodt, Herman Ridderbos: “Covenant.” Covenant is the idea of  
ordering relationship depending on what type of covenant is being 
presented. But in the end, it still is speaking of some type of relationship 
with God and includes responsibility of humans in that relationship. 
Covenants can include blessings and cursings, with God desiring the 
former. Without some type of relationship involved, there could be no 
covenant of any type. 

10. Walter Kaiser: “Eschatological Hope” or “Promise Theology.” This also has  
to do with “relationship.” The very idea of “promise” involves a relational 
idea as well as the idea of giving hope. People trust in promises and yearn 
for a hope, a hope of better things at the end of the age which involves 
God acting and bring about those hopes and promises. Giving hope to 
someone initiates and involves relationship. Without the idea of 
relationship, this proposed center would not be viable. 

11. Gerhard von Rad, Oscar Cullman, George Eldon Ladd: “Salvation History”.  
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Again, the idea of God’s planning for salvation historically through the 
ages with the final revelation of Jesus Christ bringing salvation to the 
world involves the restoration of good relationship with God and between 
human beings. Without the idea of relationship, this proposed center 
would not be attainable. 

12. G. K. Beale, “The Kingdom of the New Creation” and “Story Line.” Not  
totally unlike number 7 and 11 above, this works toward the New Creation 
where there is relational bliss with God and people. The idea of “Story 
Line” highlights God’s work in history toward the goal of the Kingdom of 
the New Creation. God is providing a way for humans to experience this 
future glorious existence. Hence relationship is very much involved. 
Again, without the idea of relationship, this proposed center would not be 
possible. 

13. James M. Hamilton, Jr, “The Glory of God in Salvation through Judgment.”  
This concept is interesting in that it posits the glory of God as the ultimate 
goal or impetus of the Bible. Yet Hamilton sees it through the personal 
relational terms of “salvation” and “judgment” showing that this center 
indeed also depends on the idea of “relationship.” My question is whether 
God’s glory is the goal or merely the outcome (or possibly enmeshed 
within both) of the relational out-working of “salvation” and “judgment?” 
God’s glory stands on its own without need of anyone or anything else to 
contribute to it. However, I am thinking that the impetus for the writing of 
the Bible is not just God’s glory but for us, as created beings, to “give” 
God glory. Giving God glory would seem to require some relational 
response to Him (probably not limited to salvation and judgment as even 
praise gives God glory, e.g., Ps. 66:2). Again, is God’s glory the ultimate 
goal or is it the response of man that results in God getting glory that is the 
impetus of the Bible? If one embraces the former, then God’s glory would 
seem to be the center of biblical theology as it would involve the outcome 
of an expression of a relationship between himself and human beings for 
the purpose of God gaining glory. If one embraces the latter, then it would 
involve a relationship expression between God and human beings which 
results in God receiving glory but for which the expression was the goal, 
not glory which results from the expression. In the latter case, the center 
would be “relationship.” Perhaps if these two go hand in hand, the center 
could then be stated as “God’s relationship of glory.” But in all cases the 
center here proposed integrally involves “relationship.” 

  14. Duvall and Hays, “God’s Relational Presence.” Duvall and Hays have given  
us one of the most recent and comprehensive proposals for a center of 
biblical theology. In the first sentence of their book they state, “Our basic 
thesis is that the Triune God desires to have a personal, encountering 
relationship with his people and enters into his creation in order to 
facilitate that relationship” (italics mine).26 This thesis is very close, and 
perhaps the closest of all I have encountered to date, to my own thesis in 
this paper. In developing their thesis, however, Duvall and Hays focus on 

 
26 Duvall and Hays, 1. 



14 
 

only one aspect of that “relationship” (“relational presence”) and seem to 
define it (though I do not remember seeing anywhere that they specifically 
give a definition of the term “relationship”) through the idea of “God’s 
presence.” This they do very well and comprehensively tracing that idea 
throughout the Bible. What I would like to add to this is that focusing on 
this one aspect of “relationship” may not be comprehensive enough. There 
are other themes that contribute to and broaden and enrich, the concept of 
biblical “relationship” including man’s presence with each other.  I 
applaud their effort and only ask that all scholarship in general continue to 
look into the idea of “relationship” as integral to all biblical themes to 
verify whether or not “relationship” in general can qualify as the center for 
biblical theology. 

 
 From this very brief look at 14 centering proposals, one can see that the idea of 

“relationship” is integral and indispensable to all of them. Without some type of “relationship” 

those centers would not exist. From this perspective, there would seem to be some great support 

for “relationship” being a center for biblical theology as it is a concept comprehensive enough to 

include all of the above proposed themes as a center of biblical theology. In addition, it should be 

noted that, although the English concept of “relationship” includes both positive and negative 

elements, that all of the above would seem to point toward God’s desire for a positive 

relationship between himself and humankind, and/or humans with other humans. 

B. The Tripartate Relational Formula Statement  

 In addition to the above themes having “relationship” as integral to themselves and thus 

supporting my thesis, in the Scripture one finds what is called a “tripartite formula statement”27 

throughout which seems to highlight God’s relational desire. This is the idea expressed by God 

that he wants to be the God of people, they be his people, and his desire to dwell in their midst. 

This concept of God seeking relationship with people actually begins in Genesis 2-3 where 

Adam and Eve were in perfect relationship with God and each other and then, with the Fall, that 

 
27 Duvall and Hays, 33, and other places. 
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relationship being broken. God, however, is shown to still be seeking relationship with Adam 

and Eve, as even after the first sin, as he was found “walking in the garden in the cool of the 

day” seeking them out (Gen. 3:8). This seeking of people by God does not stop here in Genesis 

but begins to build through God’s plan revealed to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3) and becomes even 

more fully developed with God bringing his people Israel out of slavery in Egypt. This seeking 

by God continues throughout the rest of the Old Testament into the New Testament. God is thus 

shown throughout the Bible as seeking people to be reconciled to and in relationship with him, 

such that he becomes their God, they his people, with him dwelling in their midst. This desire of 

God throughout Bible history is first expressed in tripartite form in Ex. 29:45-46. Duvall and 

Hays state, “Throughout much of the OT, God’s covenant relationship with Israel will be defined 

by a tripartite formula statement: ‘I will be your God; you will be my people. I will dwell in your 

midst.’” This formula is repeated in the Pentateuch, the Prophets and the NT.28 It is a theme 

which seems to have its climax in Rev. 21:3 where it states, “And I heard a loud voice from the 

throne saying, ‘Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with 

them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.’” It seems 

here to be an age-old longing of God fulfilled, thus highlighting the desire of God throughout the 

canon and history in the Bible of His desire for an intimate, personal, encountering, positive 

relationship with humankind.  

C. Every Book of the Bible and Its Overarching Story Is About “Relationship” 

Duvall and Hays, have successfully shown that relationship, in the sense of God’s 

relational presence, permeates the entire canon of the Bible. They have done this through tracing 

this “megatheme” through the Pentateuch, the Historical Books, Psalms, Wisdom Books, and the 

 
28See for example, see, Lev 26:12; Deut 29:12-15; Jer 24:7; 31:33; 32:38, Eze 11:20; 14:11; 37:23; 37:27; 2 Co 
6:16; Heb 8:10; Rev 21:3, 7.  
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books of the New Testament.29 After discussing the fall of mankind and their banishment from 

the Garden of Eden, Duvall and Hays state, “. . . God in his grace will continue to work outside 

of the garden to restore humankind to relationship with him. This is the story of the rest of the 

Bible. At the center of this story about restoring the relationship between God and humanity is 

God’s relational presence.”30  This theme of God’s relational presence is indeed pervasive and 

overarching, and I will not attempt in this short paper to redevelop or trace it here. Duvall and 

Hays have argued this well. Nearly every book of the Bible does seems to involve God’s 

relational presence. Duvall and Hays have successfully shown that this aspect of “relationship” 

(i.e., “God’s relational presence”) is present throughout the Bible. This fact would also support 

my idea in this paper of a the more general concept of “relationship” as a viable center of biblical 

theology. Their thesis (“. . . that the Triune God desires to have a personal, encountering 

relationship with his people and enters into his creation in order to facilitate that relationship”),31 

I believe, is indeed sustainable. The concept of “God’s relational presence,” while indeed a 

facilitator of relationship God desires, is perhaps not comprehensive enough, however, to 

adequately answer the question of what is more fully involved in what God desires and what 

constitutes having a “personal, encountering relationship.” I want to suggest that embracing the 

broader idea of “relationship” and all that it entails in the Bible rather than entertaining a limited 

focus of “God’s relational presence” might help develop, deepen, and expand their thesis to be 

find a more comprehensive biblical theological center.  

The above observations that (1) the idea of “relationship” is integral to and a common 

denominator of all the 14 proposed centers considered above, (2) the tripartite relational formula 

 
29Duvall and Hays, 59-336. 
30 Duvall and Hays, 20. 
31 Duvall and Hays, 1 
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statement and concept spanning the entire Bible from beginning to end, and (3) Duvall and Hays 

showing that “relationship” through the lens of “God’s relational presence” as pervasive, 

overarching and a facilitator of God’s desire for relationship, all support my thesis for the center 

of Biblical Theology being “relationship,” where God’s overarching desire and the impetus for 

writing the Bible is to secure a “personal, encountering relationship” with humankind. 

However, to show conclusively that “relationship” (specifically “positive, personal, encountering 

relationship”) is the center and impetus of biblical theology would potentially require us to 

evaluate all the different themes of the Bible showing them as upholding this “relationship” 

center.32 Just finding one major theme of the Bible which has nothing to do with the concept of 

“relationship” either radially or concurrently using the spiderweb conceptualization would seem 

to invalidate my proposal. Obviously looking at all themes is not possible in this paper. That is 

something for further scholarly investigation.  

As noted above in footnote 23, Rogers states that a center  

. . . must have sufficient specificity to communicate something in particular while also 
having sufficient breadth to describe diverse texts throughout the canon. The central 
theme must be somewhat elastic to be inclusive, but still rigid enough to be defining. 
 
In what I have presented thus far, I believe I have shown the breadth of the idea of 

“relationship” as being “elastic” enough to able to encompass many major biblical themes as 

well as able to shoulder the impetus behind the writing of the various texts in the canon. What I 

want to move to now is, in keeping with Hays’ statement, to begin to build support for 

“specificity,” particularity, and depth for what “relationship” in the Bible is to entail.  This will, I 

believe, make this concept “rigid enough to be defining” throughout the Bible. I wish to do this, 

 
32 This is in keeping with my definition: “The center or integrative motif of the Bible is one which gives the 
overarching focus, reason, impetus, and cohesion for all other themes in the Bible.” 
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as a beginning, by looking at yada’/ginosko theology. I have found that this helps define and 

undergird the type and characteristics of what God desires in what is involved in “relationship” 

throughout the Bible.  This will hopefully contribute to and give more depth and definition to my 

thesis here of “relationship” as the proposed center and impetus for the Bible.33 

 

III. Yada’/Ginosko Theology: Deepening and Further Refining God’s Desired Relationships 

 In this section, I will attempt to show how yada’/ginosko theology undergirds and 

contributes to the definition of what is involved in the concept of a “relationship” center. I have 

found and will try to show here that this theology, based on the use of the Hebrew word yada’ 

and the Greek word ginosko (as well as oida), in their relational nuance, expresses and helps 

define the type of “relationship” God wants which involves manifesting the characteristics of 

being intimate (personal), positive, experiential, and bi-directional.34 

A. The Relational/Experiential Dimension of Yada’/Ginosko Theology 

Yada’ ( ) and ginosko ) are the terms used overwhelmingly in the OT (Old 

Testament and NT (New Testament) for the idea of “to know.” The NT Greek words for “to 

know” (  (ginosko) as well as (oida)) have deep roots in the OT as both ginosko

 
33I have chosen this theme to review here having studied it for almost two decades. It was a major part of my PhD 
Thesis (“An Investigation of the Contribution of Matthew 7:21-23 to the Obedience Theology of Matthew’s Gospel” 
at https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/b84509ac/files/uploaded/GlennGilesPhDThesis.pdf) which stemmed from a 
doctoral assignment investigating the “Most Frequently Used Hebrew Words for Teaching and Learning” (see 
https://www.douglasjacoby.com/wp-content/uploads/2005/04/HebrewWords.pdf pages 31-39). It was during 
studying this concept that I came to see, in a much deeper fashion, what God wants relationally from humankind, 
i.e., how God’s overarching desire and impetus for creating the Bible was to have an intimate positive experiential 
bi-directional relationship between himself and human beings, and between human beings and other human beings. 
On this concept, see also my article “Yada’: The Unique Heart of True Christianity” at https://irp.cdn-
website.com/b84509ac/files/uploaded/YADA%27THEUNIQUEHEART.pdf . 
34 The following discussion in this section takes much from my unpublished PhD Thesis on Matthew 7:21-23 noted 
in the previous footnote, pages 156-166 and my “Yada’” article noted above. 
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and oida are used profusely in the LXX (Septuagint) to translate the Hebrew term yada’, “to 

know”. This Hebrew form of “to know” occurs around 947 times in the Hebrew OT35  and has 

the basic meanings of “to perceive, know.”36 Its semantic range, however, is broad and embraces 

definitions such as “find out,” “know by experience,” “recognize,” “acknowledge,” “know a 

person, be acquainted with,” “be skillful,” “teach,” “make known,”37 as well as “to notice,” 

“learn,” “to know sexually, have intercourse with, copulate,” “to have experience,” and “to take 

care of someone.”38 

The action of knowing or perceiving embraced by this Hebrew word includes more than 

mere objective knowledge which the Greeks tended to conceive of in their term ginosko.39  

Although ginosko translates yada’ 490 times in the LXX,40 yada’ does not designate 

predominately an intellectual concept.41  Its major emphases include subjective dimensions of 

knowing not just the objective.42  Thomas Groome states,   

. . . in Greek philosophy ginoskein has a predominant meaning of ‘intellectual looking at’ 
an object of scrutiny and strongly connotes objectivity . . . For the Hebrews yada’ is more 
by the heart than by the mind, and the knowing arises not by standing back from in order 
to look at, but by active and intentional engagement in lived experience . . .  the Hebrews 
had no word that corresponds exactly to our words mind or intellect.43

 
35 John R. Kohlenberger III and James A. Swanson, The Hebrew-English Concordance to the Old Testament With 
the New International Version (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 617, hereafter cited as HECOT. This term is used 
in every genre of the OT and is only absent from the books of Lamentations, Obadiah, and Haggai. 
36 Ernst Jenni and Claus Westermann, Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, trans. Mark E. Biddle (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 1997), vol. 2, 508, hereafter cited as TLOT. 
37 Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and C. A. A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament, (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1976), 393-94, hereafter cited as BDB. 
38 TLOT, vol. 2, 390-92. Cf. Willem A. VanGemeren, ed., The New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), vol. 2, 409, hereafter designated as NIDOTTE. 
39 Thomas H. Groome, Christian Religious Education (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980), 141. 
40 TDOT, 453. Cf., Edwin Hatch and Henry A. Redpath, A Concordance to the Septuagint, vol. 1, (Baker: Grand 
Rapids), 267-70. Hatch and Redpath, Vol. 1, 374-37,  also show that oida (eidein) translates yada’ in the LXX 191 
times. 
41 Groome, 141. 
42 Groome, 141. 
43 Groome, 141. W. Schottroff  (TLOT, vol. 2, 514) concurs stating:  

. . . the meaning of yd’ in Hebr. would be insufficiently stated if one were to limit it strictly to the cognitive 
aspect . . . without simultaneously taking into account the contractual aspect of the meaning, e.g., the fact 
that yd’ does not merely indicate a theoretical relation, a pure act of thought, but that knowledge, as yd’ 
intends it, is realized through practical involvement with the obj. of knowledge. 
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Yada’, thus, for the most part, involves knowledge gained through experience44 and the senses.45  

E. Schütz also sustains this definition by noting the difference between the Greek concept of 

knowledge and the Hebrew in the following statement: 

While the Gks. were concerned with detached knowledge and a speculative interest in the 
metaphysical nature of things, the OT regards knowledge as something which continually 
arises from personal encounter.46 
 

This OT Hebrew concept of “knowing” is dissimilar to much of our modern day understanding 

of knowledge and its acquisition, an understanding which largely involves pure thought by one’s 

own contemplation or mere verbal transmission of information from one person to another.  That 

is not to say that the semantic range of yada’ does not include this type of knowledge47 but that it 

has as its major dimension experientially gained as opposed to ethereal knowledge. In studying 

the 947 occurrences of yada’ in the OT, I have found, in the vast majority of its occurrences, it 

stands for knowledge that is gained through the experience of life whether relationally acquired 

by interaction with other persons or interaction with one’s environment.48 Hence the relational 

aspect of this word.  

 
NIDOTTE, vol. 2, 410, also concurs stating, “The fundamentally relational character of knowing (over against a 
narrow intellectual sense) can be discerned, not the least in that both God and human beings can be subject and 
object of the vb.” 
44 Lawrence O. Richards, Christian Education: Seeking to Become Like Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1975), 33. 
45 Laird R. Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr, and Bruce K. Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, 
(Chicago: Moody, 1980), vol. 1, 366, hereafter cited as TWOT. 
46 E. Schütz, The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 3 vols., ed. Colin Brown (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), s.v. “Knowledge.” 
47 Indeed it does. Examples of the use of  (yada’) as purely intellectual knowledge are found in (but are not 
exhausted in) Jo 8:14; I Sm 21:11; Jb 21:27; Ps 74:9; Eccl 9:1; Jer 29:11; Ez 11:5, 37:3; Dn 10:20; Jl 2:14; Na 3:17; 
and Zec 4:5, 13. It must be admitted that even purely intellectual knowledge can be personally “experienced” 
through such means as “thinking” but it does not become relational unless another person or God is involved.  
48 Examples of this word indicating experiential/relational knowledge include (but are far from exhausted in) Gn 
3:22; 4:1, 17, 25; 9:24; 22:12; 45:1; Ex 2:25; 4:14; 6:3, 7; 14:4; 16:12; Ru 3:18; Est 4:5; Jb 21:19; Ps 56:9; Prv 
31:23; Is 41:20; 47:8; 53:3; 60:16; Jer 6:18; Ez 2:5, 6:13; 11:10; 12:16, 20; 23:49; 30:25; Mi 6:5; Mal 2:4; etc. In 
this paper I am focusing only on person-to-person or God-person relationships not environmental interaction or 
experience with non-person aspects of creation in line with our definition of “relationship.” Inanimate or animal or 
plant interactions/experience with humans/God do exist in the Bible and in the world and are considered under some 
definitions of “relationship,” however, I am defining the term here in this paper to focus only on relationships 
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 This Hebrew relational experiential knowledge aspect of yada’ spilled over into the NT 

through the LXX49 in the use of the terms ginosko and oida in its personal people-to-people 

aspect For instance, note the use of ginosko in Mt 1:25 where Joseph did not “know” Mary 

(i.e., have intimate relations with her) until after Jesus was born and 12:33 compared with, Adam 

“knowing” (yada’) Eve in Gen. 4:1. Oida also carries this connotation as is seen especially in the 

use of this term with Peter’s denial at Mt 26:70, 72, 74 and its use at Mt 25:12 where the 

bridegroom tells the unprepared virgins, “I don’t know you.” This relational experiential 

knowledge seems also to be what is involved in Mt 7:23 when Jesus says, “I never knew you”50 

as Jesus, in his divine omniscience, most certainly “knows” these petitioners in vs. 21-22 

intellectually. He is not saying that he has never known these petitioners intellectually or even in 

some relational way.  Rather, he has not experienced them in a relationally positive manner as 

depicted contextually in the Sermon on the Mount (cf., Mt. 7:21-23).51 This would mean that in 

order for Jesus to “know” someone he would have to experience that person in some positive 

relational manner. This positive experience here in Matthew is connected with that person doing 

the will of God (see vs. 21).  

 
involving persons. Creation is a huge theme in the Bible and must be considered as a major theme. I am seeing it 
and God’s commands about it to be part of God/human or human/human relationships perhaps as one of the 
concentric or concurrent aspects of the spiderweb conceptualization. So this theme is not left out of this proposed 
center. 
49 See, Schütz, s.v. “Knowledge.” Schütz notes that, with respect to the NT concept of knowledge, “Where it 
expresses a personal relationship between one who knows and the one known, the NT concept of knowledge is 
clearly taken from the OT.” 
50 That the concept of “know” here refers to “relationship,” see France, 295, Turner, Matthew, 220, and Nolland, 
341. 
51 I determined in my PhD Thesis, 155, that this positive manner of Jesus’ relational “knowing” contextually was “in 
a way that involves doing the will of his Father in heaven, i.e., inferentially, a way that exhibits the “greater 
righteousness.” John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew  (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 341, agrees and states that 
Jesus’ phrase here is “a denial of relationship: no link of any significance exists . . . To lack a relationship with Jesus 
is not to be seen as different from failure to do the will of the Father. Nor does it identify an underlying reason for 
the failure. One’s relationship with Jesus is seen as established in the readiness to do the will of his Father, as 
articulated in his (Jesus’) teaching.” 
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The above brief introduction to the biblical concept of “knowing” (yada’ and 

ginosko/oida) show that its semantic range involves an experiential relational component of 

“knowing” someone through experience. 

B. God Desires Experiential Relationship with Humankind to be Intimate, Personal  
and Positive.  

 
Yada’/Ginosko Theology further shows that (1) God wants or desires this relational 

experience with people and that (2) it is to be intimate, personal, and positive.52 God’s desire for 

this type of relationship is shown by many passages in the Bible which describe his bringing 

about “tests” to acquire this relational experience, “tests” which deal with what is in the heart of 

human beings. One’s personal heart and action responses to these tests seem to permit God to 

know (“experience”) a person intimately and thus relationally.53 Note the following examples 

(emphases in bold are mine and the words translated “know” are the Hebrew yada’): 

1. “Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the desert these  
forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know (yada’) what was in 
your heart whether or not you would keep his commands” (Dt 8:2).  

 
2. “The LORD your God is testing you to find out (yada’) whether you love him  
      with all your heart and with all your soul” (Dt. 13:3). 
 
3. “They (nations) were left to test the Israelites to see (yada’) whether they would obey  
       The LORD’s commands” (Jgs 3:4). 
 
4. “But when the envoys were sent by the rulers of Babylon to ask him about the    

miraculous sign that had occurred in the land, God left him to test him and to know 
(yada’) everything that was in his heart (2 Chr 32:31). 

 
5. “But he knows (yada’) the way that I take; when he has tested me, I will come forth as  
      gold” (Jb 23:10). 

 
52 I am defining the idea of “intimate” as “marked by very close association, contact, or familiarity” (from 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intimate  accessed 1.31.22) but also including ones heart, i.e., one’s 
inner attitude and desires. 
53 See Terence E. Fretheim, NIDOTTE, vol. 2, 412, concerning the use of yada’ where he indicates that “God tests in 
order to know, both Israel (Deut 8:2; 13:3(4); Judg 3:4) and individuals (Abraham, Gen 22:1, 12; Hezekiah, 2 Chron 
32:31; Jeremiah, Jer 12:3, . . .). God needs no teacher . . . but such texts suggest that God’s knowledge of future 
human actions is not absolute . . .” It would seem that God wants to “experience” individuals not just intellectually 
know. 
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6. “Search me, O God, and know (yada’) my heart; test me and know (yada’) my  

anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting.” (Ps 139: 23-24). 

 
7. “Well do I know (yada’) how treacherous you are; you were called a rebel from birth.    

For my own name’s sake I delay my wrath; for the sake of my praise I hold it back 
from you, so as not to cut you off. See, I have refined you though not as silver; I have 
tested you in the furnace of affliction” (Is 48:8-10). 

 
8. “Yet you know (yada’) me, O LORD; you see me and test my thoughts about you”  

                   (Jer 12:3). 
 

 The above tests by God/Yahweh are performed to gain experiential intimate knowledge 

of individuals. Most of these tests explicitly involve the “heart” or “thoughts” of individuals (five 

of the eight). It would seem from at least these examples that God puts a premium on knowing or 

experiencing the inner person when he tests him. It is important to note that many of these tests 

also have to do with “obedience” or the concept of “loyalty” or “covenantal love.”54 In other 

words, God comes to know someone intimately through acts and thoughts (heart desires) of 

love/loyalty and obedience. Indeed, God tests people in order to know them personally through 

experiencing their heart or inner intimate desires. He further wants to experience individuals’ 

hearts in their response of obedience (e.g., Deut 8:2). This desired experiential (relationship) for 

God thus needs to positive, proceeding from a genuine, loving, obedient heart.55  

Hence, God has not only a desire to know (experience relationally) a person but he 

desires that experience to be intimate, personal, and positive. 

 

 
54 It is important to note that the idea of “love” in the Bible has to do with affectionate loyalty and faithfulness, 
where loyalty is the primary element. There is thus a personal intimate aspect indicated here. See my article “Love: 
What Does It Mean?” at https://irp.cdn-
website.com/b84509ac/files/uploaded/LOVE%20IN%20THE%20GREATEST%20COMMAND.pdf. Obedience is 
an expression of love. See also my discussion of this in “The Shema’: The Faithfulness of God as the Ground for the 
Faithfulness of Man: An Exegetical Exposition of Deuteronomy 6:4-9” at https://irp.cdn-
website.com/b84509ac/files/uploaded/THE%20SHEMApdffinal.pdf.  
55 It scarcely needs to be noted that “obedience” and “love” to God are positive things. 
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C. The Bi-Directional Aspect of “Knowing” 

 Yada’/ginosko theology also supports a bi-directional aspect of relationships as these 

terms are used in the Bible both subjectively (God or humankind being known) and objectively 

(God or humankind knowing others). This can be seen, for example, from Gal. 4:9 which states, 

“But now that you know God—or rather are known by God—how is it that you are turning 

back to those weak and miserable forces?” (bold emphases mine).  Another example is in John 

10:14-15 which Jesus states, ““I know my sheep and my sheep know me—just as the Father 

knows me and I know the Father” (bold emphases mine). While my above section (“B. God’s 

Desire for Intimate/Personal Relationship with Humankind”) mainly focused on God knowing 

(relationally experiencing) humankind, there are also many passages in which God wants us to 

know (experience) him.  

Note the following from the OT (bold emphases are mine):  

1. Jer. 16:21 states,   
"Therefore I will teach (yada’) them--this time I will teach (yada’) them my 
power and might.  Then they will know (yada’) that my name is the LORD”.  
-Here knowing God comes from God causing individuals to experience his power 
and might. 

 
2. Ezek. 30:8 states  

“Then they will know (yada’) that I am the LORD, when I set fire to Egypt and 
all her helpers are crushed”. 
-Here knowledge of God comes through experiencing his character of justice and 
wrath. This concept of “knowing that I am the LORD” occurs over 65 times in 
Ezekiel alone indicating relational knowledge coming through experiencing his 
judgments.56 

 
 3. Hosea 2:19-20 states: 

"And I will betroth you to Me forever; Yes, I will betroth you to Me in 
righteousness and in justice, in loving kindness and in compassion, And I will 
betroth you to Me in faithfulness. Then you will know (yada’) the Lord” 
(NASB).  

 
56 Compare this passage here in Ezek. With how God expresses over and over in Exodus that the plagues would 
cause Pharoah, all Egypt, and even the Israelites to “know” him. See Ex. 6:3, 7; 7:5, 17; 8:10, 22; 9:14, 29; 10:2; 
11:17. 
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-Here one sees that knowing the Lord is a result of experiencing his righteousness, 
justice, loving kindness, compassion, and faithfulness. 

 
4. Hosea 6:2-3 states, 

 “He will revive us after two days; He will raise us up on the third day that we 
may live before Him. So let us know (yada’), let us press on to know (yada’) 
the Lord. His going forth is as certain as the dawn; And He will come to us like 
the rain, like the spring rain watering the earth” (NASB).  
-Here knowledge of God is obtained through experiencing Him reviving them and 
giving them rain. They would not know God however if they did not press on in 
faithfulness to experience his character. Knowing God comes from experiencing 
God’s faithfulness, mercy, and provision. 

 
 5. One of the most important passages in the OT speaking of the New Covenant is    
                Jer.31:34. It reads,  

“No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know 
(yada’) the LORD,’ because they will all know (yada’) me, from the least of 
them to the greatest”, declares the LORD.  "For I will forgive their wickedness 
and will remember their sins no more." (emphases mine). 
-The word “For” here indicates that knowing the LORD comes about as a result 
of a person experiencing the LORD’s forgiveness and his forgetting their sins.  
Knowing God thus comes by experiencing his grace.57 

  

The above shows the bi-directional contribution of Yada’/Ginosko Theology to the 

proposed “relational” center of the Bible. God wants to us to “know” him and he wants to 

“know” us. Without two active sides of a relationship (by my definition given above that the 

term “includes all connections, actions, and even attitudes (inward heart ones as well as outward 

ones) toward and with God and other human beings”) there can be no bonafide relationship. The 

Bible supports both as necessary and desired by God. 

As I have touched on above, yada’/ginosko theology shows that there is a desire of God 

for our relationship with him to be bi-directional. On the one hand, Deut 8:2 shows that God 

wants to experience (“know”) our hearts through a person’s obedience and 1 Cor 8:3 (which 

states, “. . . whoever loves God is known by God”) shows that it is through our love (heart-felt 

 
57To know God, as Terence E. Fretheim states, “is to be in a right relationship with him, with characteristics of love, 
trust, respect, and open communication”, NIDOTTE, vol. 2, 413.  
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loyalty) that we are “known by God.” On the flip side of that relationship, God also wants us to 

“know” him through experiencing (as noted above) his righteousness, justice, loving-kindness, 

compassion, and faithfulness. From the human perspective, then for God to know us it would 

seem that we need to lift up to him a soft heart of love and obedience, and communicate to him a 

desire for his will to be done.  For us to know him, we need to have a heart that desires to 

experience and receive his goodness, righteousness, justice, loving-kindness, compassion, and 

faithfulness.  

In summary, not only is the theme of Yada’/Ginosko Theology itself, bi-directionally 

relational thus supporting the proposal of “relationship” being a center, but it also helps give 

more depth to the idea of and define the concept of “relationship.” Relationship desired by God 

in the Bible is to be understood as  

1. Experiential  
2. Personal/intimate involving the heart/inner person/thoughts 
3. Positive 
4. Bi-directional 
 

IV. Humankind’s Responsibility in Relationship with One Another 

Yada’/ginosko theology also speaks of “knowing” relationships between humans and 

other humans. For example, one finds the following: 

1. Sexual intimacy: “Adam made love (yada’) to his wife Eve, and she became pregnant”  
(Gen 4:1. See also Gen. 4:17, 25 and the ginosko equivalent in Mt. 1:25). This, of 
course, is restricted to the marriage relationship as directed by other Bible 
passages. 
 

2. Passages showing an expectation of or the goodness of being known in a  
positive way58 relationally by others:  
a. “Her husband is respected (yada’) at the city gate, where he takes his seat  

among the elders of the land.” (Prov. 31:23; cf. also Gen 30:29) 
  b. “Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit  

 
58 There are also passages where this theology shows a negative experience or “knowing” of someone, for example, 
see Gen. 19:5, 8, 33; Mt. 25:24; Rom 3:17; 1 Cor. 8:2a. 
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will be bad, for a tree is recognized (ginosko) by its fruit” (Jesus, Mt. 
12:33). 
 

 3. One knows and is known by good personal experience with another:  
  a. “You yourselves know (ginosko) that these hands of mine have supplied my  

own needs and the needs of my companions” (Paul, Acts 20:35) 
  b. “For I wrote you out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears,  

not to grieve you but to let you know (ginosko) the depth of my love for 
you” (Paul, here wanting disciples to know his heart, 2 Cor. 2:4). 
 

 4. One knows another by their going through a test of obedience or faithfulness: 
  a. “Another reason I wrote you was to see (ginosko) if you would stand the test  

and be obedient in everything” (Paul, 2 Cor 2:9). 
  b. “But you know (ginosko) that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son  

with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 
 

 5. The expectation of being known by others in a good intimate way: 
  a. “You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known (ginosko) and read  

by everyone” (Paul, 2 Cor 3:2). 
  b. “By this everyone will know (ginosko) that you are my disciples, if you love  

one another” (Jesus, Jn. 13:35). 
 

The above sampling of passages gives examples and exhortations showing that person-

to-person “knowing” is desired by God, and is to be bi-directional, intimate (involving the 

heart), experiential (through the experience of love,59 faithfulness, and obedience), and positive, 

similar to the “knowing” desired by God with humanity.  

In looking at the God/human dynamic of knowing there is a difference however to be 

noted in that the relationship of God with humans is not totally similar with all human/human 

relationships as not all humans are in authority over other all other humans. There are, rather, at 

least two aspects of the “knowing” relationships among humans that are seen: One in which 

there are humans in authority over other humans and a second one in which humans are not in an 

authoritative relationship with other humans but more in a peer relationship. 

 
59 Note again how 1Co 8:3 establishes a principle of love facilitating one person being known by another. 
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 Authoritative human/human relationships would seem to be what is behind passages such 

as Romans 13:1-5 where we are directed by God to obey our governing authorities and that 

“anyone who rebels against authority is rebelling against what God has instituted.” This is also 

true with respect to spiritual leaders such as is noted in Heb. 13:17 which states, “Obey your 

spiritual leaders, and do what they say. Their work is to watch over your souls, and they are 

accountable to God. Give them reason to do this with joy and not with sorrow. That would 

certainly not be for your benefit.” It is also seen in passages that speak of children obeying their 

parents as found in Eph 6:1 or slaves obeying their masters as is found in Eph 6:5. God seems to 

be desirous of developing yada’/ginosko bonds in these authoritative situations at least in part 

through the practice of willing “obedience.”60   As such, it would seem plausible that when there 

is a situation in which human persons are in authority over other human persons, that the 

facilitating of this “knowing” between humans would involve the willing giving of one’s heart in 

obedience. It is important to note here, though, that there are two sides to these authoritative 

relationships (i.e., a “bi-directional knowing”) that are desired by God. Note, for example, how 

fathers are to love their children by not provoking their children to anger by the way they treat 

them (Eph 6:4) and masters are to treat their slaves with love by not threatening them (Eph 6:9; 

compare also how Philemon is to treat Onesimus his runaway slave as a “dear brother” in 

Phil.1:16). So, in hierarchical type relationships where humans are in authority over other 

humans, the direction given by God facilitates a “yada’/ginosko” relationship similar (although 

not equal) to the one between God and human beings through the practice of obedience. Those in 

authority are to “know” those they are in authority over, at least in part, through obedience of 

 
60Note again how obedience is a way of allowing another person to “know” your heart (Deut. 8:2) 
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those over whom they have authority, and those who are under authority are to “know” those in 

authority over them through loving treatment of them by their superior. 

The second type of human/human relationship is one in which humans relate on more of 

a peer level. This relationship is one in which “obedience to another human” is not to be part of 

the “knowing” relationship. This relationship is however still to be to be bi-directional, intimate 

(involving the heart), experiential, and positive. This is shown through the “one-another” 

commands in Scripture61 including loving one another (1 Pet 1:22),62 being devoted and 

honoring one another (Rom. 12:10), living in harmony with one another (Rom 12:16), serving 

one another humbly (Gal. 5:13), being kind and compassionate toward one another (Eph 4:32), 

and so forth. It must be noted that all these “one another” passages indicate ways to help one 

“know” another’s heart for both authoritative and non-authoritative relationships. In other words, 

those in authoritative relationships are to practice these “one another” passages as well and 

facilitate the “knowing” relationship between all other human beings and themselves. These 

commands all depict opportunities for us as humans to create good mutually enriching, positive, 

bi-directional, personal, encountering, relationships with one another, i.e., relationships 

exhibiting knowing of one another of the yada’/ginosko type that was found in our study above 

with respect to God/human relationships. It is thus our responsibility, as humans, to offer our 

hearts to be “known” by other human beings as well as to seek to “know” the hearts of other 

 
61 The phrase “one another” occurs 83 times in the Bible: 
 (https://www.blueletterbible.org/search/search.cfm?Criteria=one+another&t=NIV#s=s_primary_0_1 accessed 
2.1.22). It should be reiterated that loving someone causes a person to “know” them (see 1 Cor. 8:3). 
62 See also John 13:34-45; Rom. 13:8; 1 Pet 3:8; 1 Jn 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11-12; 2 Jn 1:5. Compare Jesus’ teaching on the 
two greatest commandments to love God with all one’s heart, mind and soul (Mt. 22:37 (compare Deut 6:5)) and to 
love one’s neighbor as oneself (Mt 22:39 (compare Lev. 19:18)), as well as 1 Cor 13:4-7. In essence, these two 
greatest commands are commands to acts in such a way that one person can “know” another in a good way. 
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human beings whether in human/human authoritative or human/human non-authoritative 

relationships. 

All of the one another commands and other human/human directives from God, by their 

very nature, are relational and purposively relational showing themselves to be part of the reason 

for God’s giving these human/human directives in the Bible.   

All the above is supportive of and undergirds my thesis in this paper that the center of 

Biblical Theology involves the concept of “relationship” and that God’s overarching desire and 

impetus for writing the Bible is to have an intimate (personal) positive experiential bi-directional 

relationship between himself and human beings, and that that same type of relationship is 

desired between human beings and other human beings. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 Although far from investigating all the themes of the Bible with respect to their relational 

nature, I believe this paper has given some good support for the concept of “relationship” being 

the central focal point and organizational center of biblical theology with the impetus of its 

writing being God’s desire for God/human and human/human relationships to be intimate 

(personal), positive, experiential, and bi-directional. This center is proposed to be conceptualized 

as functioning more in a spiderweb format than a wheel to attempt to keep from “forcing 

artificial orderliness upon the unity of the Bible.”63 Not all themes need to bear directly on the 

hub but can concurrently support the hub.  

Support for my above thesis involved (1) examining 14 major themes that have been put 

forward as centers showing all of those themes to have “relationship” as integral to each one, (2) 

 
63This is Duvall and Hays wording, 4-5. 
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noting the overarching canonical biblical tripartite relational formula expressed by God showing 

that he wants to be the God of people, they his people, and his desire to dwell in their midst 

throughout the Bible, (3) discussing briefly how Duvall and Hays’ successfully defend their 

thesis “. . . that the Triune God desires to have a personal, encountering relationship with his 

people and enters into his creation in order to facilitate that relationship”64 showing  

“relationship” (through the lens of “God’s relational presence”) to be pervasive, overarching (it 

is found in nearly every book of the Bible) showing God’s desire for “relationship” between 

himself and humankind, and (4) examining yada’/ginosko theology in its undergirding and 

deepening contribution to the definition of what is involved in the concept of a “relationship” 

center. It was found that God desires both the God/human and human/human relationships to be 

relationships characterized by bi-directionality, personal intimacy involving the heart/inner 

person/thoughts, and to be positive and experiential in nature. It was also posited that this desire 

of God is the impetus and purpose for his authorship of the Bible. Hence, if this inquiry and 

thesis is accepted, then “relationship,” as defined by God in his word, could be the hub of the 

spiderweb, i.e., what the Bible is all about. 

 

VI. Potential Application: 

 Assuming that “relationship,” (specifically the positive, bi-directional, intimate, 

experiential type) is accepted as the theological center of the Bible, there could be several 

practical outcomes supporting Brandsel’s argument that the search for a center is a pastoral 

concern and that such a search would “provide heuristic lenses for the people of God in their 

 
64Duvall and Hays, 1. 



32 
 

interaction with Scripture (and the world).”65 As such, one can posit the following potential 

applications: 

1. Good, bi-directional, intimate, experiential, positive relationship between God and  
humans, and human with other humans would be the ultimate focus on what is all 
important in the Bible. This makes this “relationship” the context within which 
everything else in the Bible can be understood. 
 

 2. Good, bi-directional, intimate, experiential, positive relationship between God and  
humans, and human with other humans gives big picture focus on the purpose of 
all other biblical themes and helps one understand how they all work together in 
unity.  It is all about “relationship.” 
 

 3. Good, bi-directional, intimate, experiential, positive relationship between God and  
humans, and human with other humans can help one develop his or her own 
personal overarching priorities and thus help one know how to respond to issues 
or situations he or she faces in life or in the life of the church. “Good relationship” 
can help guide a person’s whole life and life goals. 
 

 4. Good, bi-directional, intimate, experiential, positive relationship between God and  
humans, and humans with other humans can help guide the church as to where it 
should be focused and what is most important in doing its work. “Good 
relationship” with God and humans, and humans with other humans is to be the 
highest priority in all that the church works toward. This might, for instance, 
guide the church in evangelistic Bible studies to teach such things as belief, 
confession, repentance, baptism, and the reception of the Holy Spirit, and one’s 
Christian walk to be intimate relational experiences with God. 
 

 5. Good, bi-directional, intimate, experiential, positive relationship between God and  
humans, and human with other humans can potentially help interpreters better 
understand difficult passages in the Bible as it gives a framework in which to 
understand those passages. All passages need to be understood from some type of 
relational aspect as opposed to a purely intellectual or ethereal perspective. 
 

 6. In applying good, bi-directional, intimate, experiential, positive relationship between  
God and humans, and human with other humans, one will seek ways to personally 
and intimately experience God and ways to let God intimately experience oneself 
in a good positive manner. One will also seek to intimately experience other 
humans in a good positive manner as well as offer oneself in a way that other 
humans can intimately experience him or herself in a good positive manner. 
 

 7. This Center can help give balance to everything Christian. 
 

 
65 “Plots, Themes, and Responsibilities,” 401. 
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