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7

Preface

i	have	not	written	this	book	for	other	teachers	of	theology	(though	i	hope	many	of	
them	will	read	it).	i	have	written	it	for	students—and	not	only	for	students,	but	also	for	
every	christian	who	has	a	hunger	to	know	the	central	doctrines	of	the	bible	in	greater	
depth.

i	have	tried	to	make	it	understandable	even	for	christians	who	have	never	studied	
theology	before.	i	have	avoided	using	technical	terms	without	first	explaining	them.	and	
most	of	the	chapters	can	be	read	on	their	own,	so	that	someone	can	begin	at	any	chapter	
and	grasp	it	without	having	read	the	earlier	material.

introductory	studies	do	not	have	to	be	shallow	or	simplistic.	i	am	convinced	that	most	
christians	are	able	to	understand	the	doctrinal	teachings	of	the	bible	in	considerable	
depth,	provided	that	they	are	presented	clearly	and	without	the	use	of	highly	technical	
language.	therefore	i	have	not	hesitated	to	treat	theological	disputes	in	some	detail	where	
it	seemed	necessary.

Yet	this	book	is	still	an	introduction to	systematic	theology.	entire	books	have	been	
written	about	the	topics	covered	in	each	chapter	of	this	book,	and	entire	articles	have	
been	written	about	many	of	the	verses	quoted	in	this	book.	therefore	each	chapter	is	
capable	of	opening	out	into	additional	study	in	more	breadth	or	more	depth	for	those	
who	are	interested.	the	bibliographies	at	the	end	of	each	chapter	give	some	help	in	that	
direction.

the	following	six	distinctive	features	of	this	book	grow	out	of	my	convictions	about	
what	systematic	theology	is	and	how	it	should	be	taught:

1. A Clear Biblical Basis for Doctrines.	because	i	believe	that	theology	should	be	
explicitly	based	on	the	teachings	of	scripture,	in	each	chapter	i	have	attempted	to	show	
where	the	bible	gives	support	for	the	doctrines	under	consideration.	in	fact,	because	i	
believe	that	the	words	of	scripture	themselves	have	power	and	authority	greater	than	any	
human	words,	i	have	not	just	given	bible	references;	i	have	frequently	quoted	bible	pas-
sages	at	length	so	that	readers	can	easily	examine	for	themselves	the	scriptural	evidence	
and	in	that	way	be	like	the	noble	bereans,	who	were	“examining	the	scriptures	daily	to	
see	if	these	things	were	so”	(acts	17:11).	this	conviction	about	the	unique	nature	of	the	
bible	as	God’s	words	has	also	led	to	the	inclusion	of	a	scripture	memory	passage	at	the	
end	of	each	chapter.

2. Clarity in the Explanation of Doctrines.	i	do	not	believe	that	God	intended	the	
study	of	theology	to	result	in	confusion	and	frustration.	a	student	who	comes	out	of	a	
course	in	theology	filled	only	with	doctrinal	uncertainty	and	a	thousand	unanswered	
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questions	is	hardly	“able	to	give	instruction	in	sound	doctrine	and	also	to	confute	those	
who	contradict	it”	(titus	1:9).	therefore	i	have	tried	to	state	the	doctrinal	positions	of	
this	book	clearly	and	to	show	where	in	scripture	i	find	convincing	evidence	for	those	
positions.	i	do	not	expect	that	everyone	reading	this	book	will	agree	with	me	at	every	
point	of	doctrine;	i	do	think	that	every	reader	will	understand	the	positions	i	am	arguing	
for	and	where	scripture	can	be	found	to	support	those	positions.

this	does	not	mean	that	i	ignore	other	views.	Where	there	are	doctrinal	differences	
within	evangelical	christianity	i	have	tried	to	represent	other	positions	fairly,	to	explain	
why	i	disagree	with	them,	and	to	give	references	to	the	best	available	defenses	of	the	oppos-
ing	positions.	in	fact,	i	have	made	it	easy	for	students	to	find	a	conservative	evangelical	
statement	on	each	topic	from	within	their	own	theological	traditions,	because	each	chap-
ter	contains	an	index	to	treatments	of	that	chapter’s	subject	in	thirty-four	other	theology	
texts	classified	by	denominational	background.	

3. Application to Life.	i	do	not	believe	that	God	intended	the	study	of	theology	to	be	
dry	and	boring.	theology	is	the	study	of	God	and	all	his	works!	theology	is	meant	to	be	
lived	and	prayed	and	sung!	all	of	the	great	doctrinal	writings	of	the	bible	(such	as	Paul’s	
epistle	to	the	romans)	are	full	of	praise	to	God	and	personal	application	to	life.	for	this	
reason	i	have	incorporated	notes	on	application	from	time	to	time	in	the	text,	and	have	
added	“Questions	for	Personal	application”	at	the	end	of	each	chapter,	as	well	as	a	hymn	
related	to	the	topic	of	the	chapter.	true	theology	is	“teaching	which	accords	with	godli-
ness”	(1	tim.	6:3),	and	theology	when	studied	rightly	will	lead	to	growth	in	our	christian	
lives,	and	to	worship.

4. Focus on the Evangelical World. i	do	not	think	that	a	true	system	of	theology	can	
be	constructed	from	within	what	we	may	call	the	“liberal”	theological	tradition—that	
is,	by	people	who	deny	the	absolute	truthfulness	of	the	bible,	or	who	do	not	think	the	
words	of	the	bible	to	be	God’s	very	words.	for	this	reason,	the	other	writers	i	interact	
with	in	this	book	are	mostly	within	what	is	today	called	the	larger	“conservative	evangeli-
cal”	tradition—from	the	great	reformers	John	calvin	and	Martin	Luther,	down	to	the	
writings	of	evangelical	scholars	today.	i	write	as	an	evangelical	and	for	evangelicals.	this	
does	not	mean	that	those	in	the	liberal	tradition	have	nothing	valuable	to	say;	it	simply	
means	that	differences	with	them	almost	always	boil	down	to	differences	over	the	nature	
of	the	bible	and	its	authority.	the	amount	of	doctrinal	agreement	that	can	be	reached	
by	people	with	widely	divergent	bases	of	authority	is	quite	limited.	i	am	thankful	for	my	
evangelical	friends	who	write	extensive	critiques	of	liberal	theology,	but	i	do	not	think	
that	everyone	is	called	to	do	that,	or	that	an	extensive	analysis	of	liberal	views	is	the	
most	helpful	way	to	build	a	positive	system	of	theology	based	on	the	total	truthfulness	
of	the	whole	bible.	in	fact,	somewhat	like	the	boy	in	Hans	christian	andersen’s	tale	who	
shouted,	“the	emperor	has	no	clothes!”	i	think	someone	needs	to	say	that	it	is	doubtful	
that	liberal	theologians	have	given	us	any	significant	insights	into	the	doctrinal	teachings	
of	scripture	that	are	not	already	to	be	found	in	evangelical	writers.

it	is	not	always	appreciated	that	the	world	of	conservative	evangelical	scholarship	is	so	
rich	and	diverse	that	it	affords	ample	opportunity	for	exploration	of	different	viewpoints	
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and	insights	into	scripture.	i	think	that	ultimately	we	will	attain	much	more	depth	of	
understanding	of	scripture	when	we	are	able	to	study	it	in	the	company	of	a	great	num-
ber	of	scholars	who	all	begin	with	the	conviction	that	the	bible	is	completely	true	and	
absolutely	authoritative.	the	cross-references	to	thirty-four	other	evangelical	systematic	
theologies	that	i	have	put	at	the	end	of	each	chapter	reflect	this	conviction:	though	they	
are	broken	down	into	seven	broad	theological	traditions	(anglican/episcopalian,	armin-
ian/Wesleyan/Methodist,	baptist,	Dispensational,	Lutheran,	reformed/Presbyterian,	and	
renewal/charismatic/	Pentecostal),	they	all	would	hold	to	the	inerrancy	of	the	bible	and	
would	belong	to	what	would	be	called	a	conservative	evangelical	position	today.	(in	addi-
tion	to	these	thirty-four	conservative	evangelical	works,	i	have	also	added	to	each	chapter	
a	section	of	cross-references	to	two	representative	roman	catholic	theologies,	because	
roman	catholicism	continues	to	exercise	such	a	significant	influence	worldwide.)

5. Hope for Progress in Doctrinal Unity in the Church. i	believe	that	there	is	still	
much	hope	for	the	church	to	attain	deeper	and	purer	doctrinal	understanding,	and	
to	overcome	old	barriers,	even	those	that	have	persisted	for	centuries.	Jesus	is	at	work	
perfecting	his	church	“that	he	might	present	the	church	to	himself	in	splendor,	without	
spot	or	wrinkle	or	any	such	thing,	that	she	might	be	holy	and	without	blemish”	(eph.	
5:27),	and	he	has	given	gifts	to	equip	the	church	“until	we	all	attain	to	the	unity	of	the	
faith	and	of	the	knowledge	of	the	son	of	God”	(eph.	4:13).	though	the	past	history	of	
the	church	may	discourage	us,	these	scriptures	remain	true,	and	we	should	not	abandon	
hope	of	greater	agreement.	in	fact,	in	this	century	we	have	already	seen	much	greater	
understanding	and	some	greater	doctrinal	agreement	between	covenant	and	Dispen-
sational	theologians,	and	between	charismatics	and	noncharismatics;	moreover,	i	think	
the	church’s	understanding	of	biblical	inerrancy	and	of	spiritual	gifts	has	also	increased	
significantly	in	the	last	few	decades.	i	believe	that	the	current	debate	over	appropriate	
roles	for	men	and	women	in	marriage	and	the	church	will	eventually	result	in	much	
greater	understanding	of	the	teaching	of	scripture	as	well,	painful	though	the	contro-
versy	may	be	at	the	present	time.	therefore,	in	this	book	i	have	not	hesitated	to	raise	
again	some	of	the	old	differences	(over	baptism,	the	Lord’s	supper,	church	government,	
the	millennium	and	the	tribulation,	and	predestination,	for	example)	in	the	hope	that,	
in	some	cases	at	least,	a	fresh	look	at	scripture	may	provoke	a	new	examination	of	these	
doctrines	and	may	perhaps	prompt	some	movement	not	just	toward	greater	understand-
ing	and	tolerance	of	other	viewpoints,	but	even	toward	greater	doctrinal	consensus	in	
the	church.

6. A Sense of the Urgent Need for Greater Doctrinal Understanding in the Whole 
Church.	i	am	convinced	that	there	is	an	urgent	need	in	the	church	today	for	much	greater	
understanding	of	christian	doctrine,	or	systematic	theology.	not	only	pastors	and	teach-
ers	need	to	understand	theology	in	greater	depth—the	whole	church	does	as	well.	one	
day	by	God’s	grace	we	may	have	churches	full	of	christians	who	can	discuss,	apply,	and	
live	the	doctrinal	teachings	of	the	bible	as	readily	as	they	can	discuss	the	details	of	their	
own	jobs	or	hobbies—or	the	fortunes	of	their	favorite	sports	team	or	television	pro-
gram.	it	is	not	that	christians	lack	the	ability	to	understand	doctrine;	it	is	just	that	they	
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must	have	access	to	it	in	an	understandable	form.	once	that	happens,	i	think	that	many	
christians	will	find	that	understanding	(and	living)	the	doctrines	of	scripture	is	one	of	
their	greatest	joys.

“O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures for 
ever!” (Ps. 118:29).

“Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name give glory” (Ps. 115:1).

Wayne Grudem	
Phoenix	seminary		
4222	e.	thomas	road/suite	400		
Phoenix,	arizona	85018	
Usa
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JSOT Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 
kjv King	James	version	(authorized	version)
LsJ	 A Greek-English Lexicon, ninth	edition.	Henry	Liddell,	robert	scott,	

H.	s.	Jones,	r.	McKenzie.	oxford:	clarendon	Press,	1940.
lxx	 septuagint
mg.	 margin	or	marginal	notes
n.	 note
n.d.	 no	date	of	publication	given
n.p.	 no	place	of	publication	given
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chapter	1
Introduction to  
Systematic Theology
What is systematic theology?  
Why should Christians study it?  
How should we study it?

ExPlAnATIon And SCRIPTuRAl BASIS

A. Definition of Systematic Theology

What	is	systematic	theology?	Many	different	definitions	have	been	given,	but	for	the	
purposes	of	this	book	the	following	definition	will	be	used:	Systematic theology is any 
study that answers the question, “What does the whole Bible teach us today?” about any 
given topic.1

this	definition	indicates	that	systematic	theology	involves	collecting	and	understand-
ing	all	the	relevant	passages	in	the	bible	on	various	topics	and	then	summarizing	their	
teachings	clearly	so	that	we	know	what	to	believe	about	each	topic.

1. Relationship to Other Disciplines.	the	emphasis	of	this	book	will	not	therefore	be	on	
historical theology (a	historical	study	of	how	chris	tians	in	different	periods	have	under-
stood	various	theological	topics)	or	philosophical theology (studying	theological	topics	
largely	without	use	of	the	bible,	but	using	the	tools	and	methods	of	philosophical	rea-
soning	and	what	can	be	known	about	God	from	observing	the	universe)	or		apologetics 

1this	definition	of	systematic	theology	is	taken	from	Pro-
fessor	John	frame,	now	of	Westminster	seminary	in	escon-
dido,	california,	under	whom	i	was	privileged	to	study	 in	
1971	–	73	(at	Westminster	seminary,	Philadelphia).	though	
it	 is	 impossible	to	acknowledge	my	indebtedness	to	him	at	
every	point,	it	is	appropriate	to	express	gratitude	to	him	at	

this	 point,	 and	 to	 say	 that	 he	 has	 probably	 inf luenced	 my	
theological	 thinking	 more	 than	 anyone	 else,	 especially	 in	
the	crucial	areas	of	the	nature	of	systematic	theology	and	the	
doctrine	of	the	Word	of	God.	Many	of	his	former	students	
will	recognize	echoes	of	his	teaching	in	the	following	pages,	
especially	in	those	two	areas.
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(	providing	 a	 defense	 of	 the	 truthfulness	 of	 the	 chris	tian	 faith	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	
	convincing	unbelievers).	these	three	subjects,	which	are	worthwhile	subjects	for	chris-
tians	to	pursue,	are	sometimes	also	included	in	a	broader	definition	of	the	term	system-
atic theology. in	fact,	some	consideration	of	historical,	philosophical,	and	apologetic	
matters	will	be	found	at	points	throughout	this	book.	this	is	because	historical	study	
informs	us	of	the	insights	gained	and	the	mistakes	made	by	others	previously	in	under-
standing	scripture;	philosophical	study	helps	us	understand	right	and	wrong	thought	
forms	common	in	our	culture	and	others;	and	apologetic	study	helps	us	bring	the	teach-
ings	of	scripture	to	bear	on	the	objections	raised	by	unbelievers.	but	these	areas	of	study	
are	not	the	focus	of	this	volume,	which	rather	interacts	directly	with	the	biblical	text	in	
order	to	understand	what	the	bible	itself	says	to	us	about	various	theological	subjects.

if	someone	prefers	to	use	the	term	systematic theology in	the	broader	sense	just	men-
tioned	instead	of	the	narrow	sense	which	has	been	defined	above,	it	will	not	make	much	
difference.2	those	who	use	the	narrower	definition	will	agree	that	these	other	areas	of	
study	definitely	contribute	in	a	positive	way	to	our	understanding	of	systematic	theology,	
and	those	who	use	the	broader	definition	will	certainly	agree	that	historical	theology,	
philosophical	theology,	and	apologetics	can	be	distinguished	from	the	process	of	col-
lecting	and	synthesizing	all	the	relevant	scripture	passages	for	various	topics.	Moreover,	
even	though	historical	and	philosophical	studies	do	contribute	to	our	understanding	
of	theological	questions,	only	scripture	has	the	final	authority	to	define	what	we	are	to	
believe,3	and	it	is	therefore	appropriate	to	spend	some	time	focusing	on	the	process	of	
analyzing	the	teaching	of	scripture	itself.

systematic	theology,	as	we	have	defined	it,	also	differs	from	Old Testament theology, 
New Testament theology, and	biblical theology. these	three	disciplines	organize	their	top-
ics	historically	and	in	the	order	the	topics	are	presented	in	the	bible.	therefore,	in	old	
testament	theology,	one	might	ask,	“What	does	Deuteronomy	teach	about	prayer?”	or	
“What	do	the	Psalms	teach	about	prayer?”	or	“What	does	isaiah	teach	about	prayer?”	
or	even,	“What	does	the	whole	old	testament	teach	about	prayer	and	how	is	that	teach-
ing	developed	over	the	history	of	the	old	testament?”	in	new	testament	theology	one	
might	ask,	“What	does	John’s	gospel	teach	about	prayer?”	or	“What	does	Paul	teach	
about	prayer?”	or	even	“What	does	the	new	testament	teach	about	prayer	and	what	is	
the	historical	development	of	that	teaching	as	it	progresses	through	the	new	testament?”

“biblical	theology”	has	a	technical	meaning	in	theological	studies.	it	 is	the	larger	
category	that	contains	both	old	testament	theology	and	new	testament	theology	as	
we	have	defined	them	above.	biblical	theology	gives	special	attention	to	the	teachings	of	
individual authors and sections of	scripture,	and	to	the	place	of	each	teaching	in	the	his-
torical development of	scripture.4	so	one	might	ask,	“What	is	the	historical	development	

2Gordon	 Lewis	 and	 bruce	 Demarest	 have	 coined	 a	 new	
phrase,	“integrative	theology,”	to	refer	to	systematic	theology	
in	this	broader	sense:	see	their	excellent	work,	Integrative Theol-
ogy (Grand	rapids:	Zondervan,	1996).	for	each	doctrine,	they	
analyze	historical	alternatives	and	relevant	biblical	passages,	
give	a	coherent	summary	of	the	doctrine,	answer	philosophical	
objections,	and	give	practical	application.

3charles	Hodge	says,	“the	scriptures	contain	all	the	facts	
of	theology”	(section	heading	in	Systematic Theology, 1:15).	
He	argues	that	ideas	gained	from	intuition	or	observation	or	
experience	are	valid	in	theology	only	if	they	are	supported	by	
the	teaching	of	scripture.

4the	 term	 “biblical	 theology”	 might	 seem	 to	 be	 a	
natural	 and	 appropriate	 one	 for	 the	 process	 i	 have	 called	
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of	the	teaching	about	prayer	as	it	is	seen	throughout	the	history	of	the	old	testament	and	
then	of	the	new	testament?”	of	course,	this	question	comes	very	close	to	the	question,	
“What	does	the	whole	bible	teach	us	today	about	prayer?”	(which	would	be	systematic 
theology by	our	definition).	it	then	becomes	evident	that	the	boundary	lines	between	
these	various	disciplines	often	overlap	at	the	edges,	and	parts	of	one	study	blend	into	the	
next.	Yet	there	is	still	a	difference,	for	biblical	theology	traces	the	historical	development	
of	a	doctrine	and	the	way	in	which	one’s	place	at	some	point	in	that	historical	develop-
ment	affects	one’s	understanding	and	application	of	that	particular	doctrine.	biblical	
theology	also	focuses	on	the	understanding	of	each	doctrine	that	the	biblical	authors	and	
their	original	hearers	or	readers	possessed.

systematic	theology,	on	the	other	hand,	makes	use	of	the	material	of	biblical	theology	
and	often	builds	on	the	results	of	biblical	theology.	at	some	points,	especially	where	great	
detail	and	care	is	needed	in	the	development	of	a	doctrine,	systematic	theology	will	even	
use	a	biblical-theological	method,	analyzing	the	development	of	each	doctrine	through	
the	historical	development	of	scripture.	but	the	focus	of	systematic	theology	remains	
different:	its	focus	is	on	the	collection	and	then	the	summary	of	the	teaching	of	all	the	
biblical	passages	on	a	particular	subject.	thus	systematic	theology	asks,	for	example,	
“What	does	the	whole	bible	teach	us	today	about	prayer?”	it	attempts	to	summarize	the	
teaching	of	scripture	in	a	brief,	understandable,	and	very	carefully	formulated	statement.

2. Application to Life.	furthermore,	systematic	theology	focuses	on	summarizing	each	
doctrine	as	it	should	be	understood	by	present-day	chris	tians.	this	will	sometimes	involve	
the	use	of	terms	and	even	concepts	that	were	not	themselves	used	by	any	individual	bibli-
cal	author,	but	that	are	the	proper	result	of	combining	the	teachings	of	two	or	more	bibli-
cal	authors	on	a	particular	subject.	the	terms	Trinity, incarnation, and	deity of Christ, for	
example,	are	not	found	in	the	bible,	but	they	usefully	summarize	biblical	concepts.

Defining	 systematic	 theology	 to	 include	“what	 the	whole	bible	 teaches us today”	
implies	that	application	to	life	is	a	necessary	part	of	the	proper	pursuit	of	systematic	
theology.	thus	a	doctrine	under	consideration	is	seen	in	terms	of	its	practical	value	for	
living	the	chris	tian	life.	nowhere	in	scripture	do	we	find	doctrine	studied	for	its	own	
sake	or	in	isolation	from	life.	the	biblical	writers	consistently	apply	their	teaching	to	life.	
therefore,	any	chris	tian	reading	this	book	should	find	his	or	her	chris	tian	life	enriched	
and	deepened	during	this	study;	indeed,	if	personal	spiritual	growth	does	not	occur,	then	
the	book	has	not	been	written	properly	by	the	author	or	the	material	has	not	been	rightly	
studied	by	the	reader.

3. Systematic Theology and Disorganized Theology.	if	we	use	this	definition	of	sys-
tematic	theology,	it	will	be	seen	that	most	chris	tians	actually	do	systematic	theology		
(or	at	least	make	systematic-theological	statements)	many	times	a	week.	for	example:	
“the	bible	says	that	everyone	who	believes	in	Jesus	christ	will	be	saved.”	“the	bible	says	

“systematic	theology.”	However,	its	usage	in	theological	stud-
ies	to	refer	to	tracing	the	historical	development	of	doctrines	
throughout	the	bible	is	too	well	established,	so	that	starting	now	

to	use	the	term	biblical	theology	to	refer	to	what	i	have	called	
systematic	theology	would	only	result	in	confusion.
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that	Jesus	christ	is	the	only	way	to	God.”	“the	bible	says	that	Jesus	is	coming	again.”	
these	 are	 all	 summaries	 of	 what	 scripture	 says	 and,	 as	 such,	 they	 are	 systematic-	
theological	statements.	in	fact,	every	time	a	chris	tian	says	something	about	what	the	
whole	bible	says,	he	or	she	is	in	a	sense	doing	“systematic	theology”	—	according	to	our	
definition	—	by	thinking	about	various	topics	and	answering	the	question,	“What	does	
the	whole	bible	teach	us	today?”5

How	then	does	this	book	differ	from	the	“systematic	theology”	that	most	chris	tians	
do?	first,	it	treats	biblical	topics	in	a	carefully organized way to	guarantee	that	all	impor-
tant	topics	will	receive	thorough	consideration.	this	organization	also	provides	one	
sort	of	check	against	inaccurate	analysis	of	individual	topics,	for	it	means	that	all	other	
doctrines	that	are	treated	can	be	compared	with	each	topic	for	consistency	in	methodol-
ogy	and	absence	of	contradictions	in	the	relationships	between	the	doctrines.	this	also	
helps	to	ensure	balanced	consideration	of	complementary	doctrines:	christ’s	deity	and	
humanity	are	studied	together,	for	example,	as	are	God’s	sovereignty	and	man’s	respon-
sibility,	so	that	wrong	conclusions	will	not	be	drawn	from	an	imbalanced	emphasis	on	
only	one	aspect	of	the	full	biblical	presentation.

in	fact,	the	adjective	systematic in	systematic	theology	should	be	understood	to	mean	
something	like	“carefully	organized	by	topics,”	with	the	understanding	that	the	topics	
studied	will	be	seen	to	fit	together	in	a	consistent	way,	and	will	include	all	the	major	
doctrinal	topics	of	the	bible.	thus	“systematic”	should	be	thought	of	as	the	opposite	of	
“randomly	arranged”	or	“disorganized.”	in	systematic	theology	topics	are	treated	in	an	
orderly	or	“systematic”	way.

a	second	difference	between	this	book	and	the	way	most	chris	tians	do	systematic	
theology	is	that	it	treats	topics	in	much more detail than	most	chris	tians	do.	for	example,	
an	ordinary	chris	tian	as	a	result	of	regular	reading	of	the	bible	may	make	the	theologi-
cal	statement,	“the	bible	says	that	everyone	who	believes	in	Jesus	christ	will	be	saved.”	
that	is	a	perfectly	true	summary	of	a	major	biblical	teaching.	However,	it	can	take	several	
pages	to	elaborate	more	precisely	what	it	means	to	“believe	in	Jesus	christ,”	and	it	could	
take	several	chapters	to	explain	what	it	means	to	“be	saved”	in	all	of	the	many	implica-
tions	of	that	term.

third,	 a	 formal	 study	 of	 systematic	 theology	 will	 make	 it	 possible	 to	 formu-
late	summaries	of	biblical	teachings	with	much more accuracy than	chris	tians	would	
normally	arrive	at	without	such	a	study.	in	systematic	theology,	summaries	of	biblical	
teachings	must	be	worded	precisely	to	guard	against	misunderstandings	and	to	exclude	
false	teachings.

fourth,	a	good	theological	analysis	must	find	and	treat	fairly	all the relevant Bible 
passages for	each	particular	topic,	not	just	some	or	a	few	of	the	relevant	passages.	this	

5robert	 L.	 reymond,	 “the	 Justification	 of	 theology	
with	a	special	application	 to	contemporary	christology,”	
in	 nigel	 M.	 cameron,	 ed.,	 The Challenge of Evangelical 
Theology: Essays in Approach and Method (edinburgh:	
rutherford	House,	1987),	pp.	82	–	104,	cites	several	examples	
from	the	new	testament	of	this	kind	of	searching	through	

all	of	scripture	to	demonstrate	doctrinal	conclusions:	Jesus	
in	Luke	24:25	–	27	 (and	elsewhere);	apollos	 in	acts	18:28;	
the	Jerusalem	council	in	acts	15;	and	Paul	in	acts	17:2	–	3;	
20:27;	and	all	of	romans.	to	this	list	could	be	added	Heb.	1	
(on	christ’s	divine	sonship),	Heb.	11	(on	the	nature	of	true	
faith),	and	many	other	passages	from	the	epistles.
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often	means	that	it	must	depend	on	the	results	of	careful	exegesis	(or	interpretation)	of	
scripture	generally	agreed	upon	by	evangelical	interpreters	or,	where	there	are	significant	
differences	of	interpretation,	systematic	theology	will	include	detailed	exegesis	at	certain	
points.

because	of	the	large	number	of	topics	covered	in	a	study	of	systematic	theology	and	
because	of	the	great	detail	with	which	these	topics	are	analyzed,	it	is	inevitable	that	some-
one	studying	a	systematic	theology	text	or	taking	a	course	in	systematic	theology	for	the	
first	time	will	have	many	of	his	or	her	own	personal	beliefs	challenged	or	modified,	
refined	or	enriched.	it	is	of	utmost	importance	therefore	that	each	person	beginning	such	
a	course	firmly	resolve	in	his	or	her	own	mind	to	abandon	as	false	any	idea	which	is	found	
to	be	clearly	contradicted	by	the	teaching	of	scripture.	but	it	is	also	very	important	for	
each	person	to	resolve	not	to	believe	any	individual	doctrine	simply	because	this	textbook	
or	some	other	textbook	or	teacher	says	that	it	is	true,	unless	this	book	or	the	instructor	in	
a	course	can	convince	the	student	from	the	text	of	scripture	itself.	it	is	scripture	alone,		
not	 “conservative	 evangelical	 tradition”	 or	 any	 other	 human	 authority,	 that	 must		
function	as	the	normative	authority	for	the	definition	of	what	we	should	believe.

4. What Are Doctrines?	in	this	book,	the	word	doctrine will	be	understood	in	the	fol-
lowing	way:	A doctrine is what the whole Bible teaches us today about some particular 
topic. this	definition	is	directly	related	to	our	earlier	definition	of	systematic	theology,	
since	it	shows	that	a	“doctrine”	is	simply	the	result	of	the	process	of	doing	systematic	
theology	with	regard	to	one	particular	topic.	Understood	in	this	way,	doctrines	can	be	
very	broad	or	very	narrow.	We	can	speak	of	“the	doctrine	of	God”	as	a	major	doctrinal	
category,	including	a	summary	of	all	that	the	bible	teaches	us	today	about	God.	such	
a	doctrine	would	be	exceptionally	large.	on	the	other	hand,	we	may	also	speak	more	
narrowly	of	the	doctrine	of	God’s	eternity,	or	the	doctrine	of	the	trinity,	or	the	doctrine	
of	God’s	justice.6

Within	the	major	doctrinal	category	of	this	book,	many	more	specific	teachings	
have	been	selected	as	appropriate	for	inclusion.	Generally	these	meet	at	least	one	of	the	
following	three	criteria:	(1)	they	are	doctrines	that	are	most	emphasized	in	scripture;	
(2)	they	are	doctrines	that	have	been	most	significant	throughout	the	history	of	the	
church	and	have	been	important	for	all	chris	tians	at	all	times;	(3)	they	are	doctrines	
that	have	become	important	for	chris	tians	in	the	present	situation	in	the	history	of	the	
church	(even	though	some	of	these	doctrines	may	not	have	been	of	such	great	interest	
earlier	in	church	history).	some	examples	of	doctrines	in	the	third	category	would	be	
the	doctrine	of	the	inerrancy	of	scripture,	the	doctrine	of	baptism	in	the	Holy	spirit,	
the	doctrine	of	satan	and	demons	with	particular	reference	to	spiritual	warfare,	the	
doctrine	of	spiritual	gifts	in	the	new	testament	age,	and	the	doctrine	of	the	creation	
of	man	as	male	and	female	in	relation	to	the	understanding	of	roles	appropriate	to	men	
and	women	today.	

6the	word	dogma is	an	approximate	synonym	for	doctrine, 
but	i	have	not	used	it	in	this	book.	Dogma is	a	term	more	often	
used	by	roman	catholic	and	Lutheran	theologians,	and	the	

term	frequently	refers	 to	doctrines	 that	have	official	church	
endorsement.	Dogmatic theology is	another	term	for	systematic 
theology.
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finally,	what	 is	 the	difference	between	systematic	 theology	and	Chris tian ethics? 
although	there	is	inevitably	some	overlap	between	the	study	of	theology	and	the	study	
of	ethics,	i	have	tried	to	maintain	a	distinction	in	emphasis.	the	emphasis	of	systematic	
theology	is	on	what	God	wants	us	to	believe and	to	know, while	the	emphasis	in	chris-
tian	ethics	is	on	what	God	wants	us	to	do and	what	attitudes he	wants	us	to	have.	such	
a	distinction	is	reflected	in	the	following	definition:	Chris tian ethics is any study that 
answers the question, “What does God require us to do and what attitudes does he require 
us to have today?” with regard to any given situation. thus	theology	focuses	on	ideas	while	
ethics	focuses	on	situations	in	life.	theology	tells	us	how	we	should	think	while	ethics	
tells	us	how	we	should	live.	a	textbook	on	ethics,	for	example,	would	discuss	topics	such	
as	marriage	and	divorce,	lying	and	telling	the	truth,	stealing	and	ownership	of	property,	
abortion,	birth	control,	homosexuality,	the	role	of	civil	government,	discipline	of	chil-
dren,	capital	punishment,	war,	care	for	the	poor,	racial	discrimination,	and	so	forth.	
of	course	there	is	some	overlap:	theology	must	be	applied	to	life	(therefore	it	is	often	
ethical	to	some	degree).	and	ethics	must	be	based	on	proper	ideas	of	God	and	his	world	
(therefore	it	is	theological	to	some	degree).

this	book	will	emphasize	systematic	theology,	though	it	will	not	hesitate	to	apply	
theology	to	life	where	such	application	comes	readily.	still,	for	a	thorough	treatment	of	
chris	tian	ethics,	another	textbook	similar	to	this	in	scope	would	be	necessary.

B. Initial Assumptions of This Book

We	begin	with	two	assumptions	or	presuppositions:	(1)	that	the	bible	is	true	and	that	
it	is,	in	fact,	our	only	absolute	standard	of	truth;	(2)	that	the	God	who	is	spoken	of	in	the	
bible	exists,	and	that	he	is	who	the	bible	says	he	is:	the	creator	of	heaven	and	earth	and	
all	things	in	them.	these	two	presuppositions,	of	course,	are	always	open	to	later	adjust-
ment	or	modification	or	deeper	confirmation,	but	at	this	point,	these	two	assumptions	
form	the	point	at	which	we	begin.

C. Why Should Chris tians Study Theology?

Why	should	chris	tians	study	systematic	theology?	that	is,	why	should	we	engage	
in	the	process	of	collecting	and	summarizing	the	teachings	of	many	individual	bible	
passages	on	particular	topics?	Why	is	it	not	sufficient	simply	to	continue	reading	the	
bible	regularly	every	day	of	our	lives?

1. The Basic Reason.	Many	answers	have	been	given	to	this	question,	but	too	often	they	
leave	the	impression	that	systematic	theology	somehow	can	“improve”	on	the	bible	by	
doing	a	better	job	of	organizing	its	teachings	or	explaining	them	more	clearly	than	the	
bible	itself	has	done.	thus	we	may	begin	implicitly	to	deny	the	clarity	of	scripture		or	
the	sufficiency	of	scripture.

However,	 Jesus	 commanded	 his	 disciples	 and	 now	 commands	 us	 also	 to	 teach 
believers	to	observe	all	that	he	commanded:

Go	therefore	and	make	disciples	of	all	nations,	baptizing	them	in	the	name	of	
the	father	and	of	the	son	and	of	the	Holy	spirit,	teaching them to	observe	all	
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that	i	have	commanded	you;	and	lo,	i	am	with	you	always,	to	the	close	of	the	
age.	(Matt.	28:19	–	20)

now	to	teach	all	that	Jesus	commanded,	in	a	narrow	sense,	is	simply	to	teach	the	con-
tent	of	the	oral	teaching	of	Jesus	as	it	is	recorded	in	the	gospel	narratives.	However,	in	a	
broader	sense,	“all	that	Jesus	commanded”	includes	the	interpretation	and	application	
of	his	life	and	teachings,	because	in	the	book	of	acts	it	is	implied	that	it	contains	a	nar-
rative	of	what	Jesus	continued to	do	and	teach	through	the	apostles	after	his	resurrection	
(note	that	1:1	speaks	of	“all	that	Jesus	began to	do	and	teach”).	“all	that	Jesus	com-
manded”	can	also	include	the	epistles,	since	they	were	written	under	the	supervision	of	
the	Holy	spirit	and	were	also	considered	to	be	a	“command	of	the	Lord”	(1	cor.	14:37;	
see	also	John	14:26;	16:13;	1	thess.	4:15;	2	Peter	3:2;	and	rev.	1:1	–	3).	thus	in	a	larger	
sense,	“all	that	Jesus	commanded”	includes	all	of	the	new	testament.

furthermore,	when	we	consider	that	the	new	testament	writings	endorse	the	abso-
lute	confidence	Jesus	had	in	the	authority	and	reliability	of	the	old	testament	scriptures	
as	God’s	words,	and	when	we	realize	that	the	new	testament	epistles	also	endorse	this	
view	of	the	old	testament	as	absolutely	authoritative	words	of	God,	then	it	becomes	
evident	that	we	cannot	teach	“all	that	Jesus	commanded”	without	including	all	of	the	
old	testament	(rightly	understood	in	the	various	ways	in	which	it	applies	to	the	new	
covenant	age	in	the	history	of	redemption)	as	well.

the	task	of	fulfilling	the	Great	commission	includes	therefore	not	only	evangelism	
but	also	teaching. and	the	task	of	teaching	all	that	Jesus	commanded	us	is,	in	a	broad	
sense,	the	task	of	teaching	what	the	whole	bible	says	to	us	today.	to	effectively	teach	
ourselves	and	to	teach	others	what	the	whole	bible	says,	it	is	necessary	to	collect and	
summarize all	the	scripture	passages	on	a	particular	subject.

for	example,	if	someone	asks	me,	“What	does	the	bible	teach	about	christ’s	return?”	i	
could	say,	“Just	keep	reading	your	bible	and		you’ll	find	out.”	but	if	the	questioner	begins	
reading	at	Genesis	1:1	it	will	be	a	long	time	before	he	or	she	finds	the	answer	to	his	ques-
tion.	by	that	time	many	other	questions	will	have	needed	answers,	and	his	list	of	unan-
swered	questions	will	begin	to	grow	very	long	indeed.	What	does	the	bible	teach	about	
the	work	of	the	Holy	spirit?	What	does	the	bible	teach	about	prayer?	What	does	the	bible	
teach	about	sin?	there	simply	is	not	time	in	our	lifetimes	to	read	through	the	entire	bible	
looking	for	an	answer	for	ourselves	every	time	a	doctrinal	question	arises.	therefore,	for	
us	to	learn	what	the	bible	says,	it	is	very	helpful	to	have	the	benefit	of	the	work	of	others	
who	have	searched	through	scripture	and	found	answers	to	these	various	topics.

We	can	teach	others	most	effectively	if	we	can	direct	them	to	the	most	relevant	pas-
sages	and	suggest	an	appropriate	summary	of	the	teachings	of	those	passages.	then	the	
person	who	questions	us	can	inspect	those	passages	quickly	for	himself	or	herself	and	
learn	much	more	rapidly	what	the	teaching	of	the	bible	is	on	a	particular	subject.	thus	
the	necessity	of	systematic	theology	for	teaching	what	the	bible	says	comes	about	pri-
marily	because	we	are	finite	in	our	memory	and	in	the	amount	of	time	at	our	disposal.

the	basic	reason	for	studying	systematic	theology,	then,	is	that	it	enables	us	to	teach	
ourselves	and	others	what	the	whole	bible	says,	thus	fulfilling	the	second	part	of	the	
Great	commission.
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2. The Benefits to Our Lives.	although	the	basic	reason	for	studying	systematic	theol-
ogy	is	that	it	is	a	means	of	obedience	to	our	Lord’s	command,	there	are	some	additional	
specific	benefits	that	come	from	such	study.

first,	studying	theology	helps	us	overcome our wrong ideas. if	there	were	no	sin	in	
our	hearts,	we	could	read	the	bible	from	cover	to	cover	and,	although	we	would	not	
immediately	learn	everything	in	the	bible,	we	would	most	likely	learn	only	true	things	
about	God	and	his	creation.	every	time	we	read	it	we	would	learn	more	true	things	and	
we	would	not	rebel	or	refuse	to	accept	anything	we	found	written	there.	but	with	sin	in	
our	hearts	we	retain	some	rebelliousness	against	God.	at	various	points	there	are	—	for	
all	of	us	—	biblical	teachings	which	for	one	reason	or	another	we	do	not	want	to	accept.	
the	study	of	systematic	theology	is	of	help	in	overcoming	those	rebellious	ideas.

for	example,	suppose	there	is	someone	who	does	not	want	to	believe	that	Jesus	is	
personally	coming	back	to	earth	again.	We	could	show	this	person	one	verse	or	perhaps	
two	that	speak	of	Jesus’	return	to	earth,	but	the	person	might	still	find	a	way	to	evade	the	
force	of	those	verses	or	read	a	different	meaning	into	them.	but	if	we	collect	twenty-five	
or	thirty	verses	that	say	that	Jesus	is	coming	back	to	earth	personally	and	write	them	all	
out	on	paper,	our	friend	who	hesitated	to	believe	in	christ’s	return	is	much	more	likely	
to	be	persuaded	by	the	breadth	and	diversity	of	biblical	evidence	for	this	doctrine.	of	
course,	we	all	have	areas	like	that,	areas	where	our	understanding	of	the	bible’s	teaching	
is	inadequate.	in	these	areas,	it	is	helpful	for	us	to	be	confronted	with	the	total weight of 
the teaching of Scripture on	that	subject,	so	that	we	will	more	readily	be	persuaded	even	
against	our	initial	wrongful	inclinations.

second,	studying	systematic	theology	helps	us	to	be	able to make better decisions later 
on	new	questions	of	doctrine	that	may	arise.	We	cannot	know	what	new	doctrinal	con-
troversies	will	arise	in	the	churches	in	which	we	will	live	and	minister	ten,	twenty,	or	
thirty	years	from	now,	if	the	Lord	does	not	return	before	then.	these	new	doctrinal	con-
troversies	will	sometimes	include	questions	that	no	one	has	faced	very	carefully	before.	
chris	tians	will	be	asking,	“What	does	the	whole	bible	say	about	this	subject?”	(the		
precise	 nature	 of	 biblical	 inerrancy	 and	 the	 appropriate	 understanding	 of	 biblical		
teaching	on	gifts	of	the	Holy	spirit	are	two	examples	of	questions	that	have	arisen	in	
our	century	with	much	more	forcefulness	than	ever	before	in	the	history	of	the	church.)

Whatever	the	new	doctrinal	controversies	are	in	future	years,	those	who	have	learned	
systematic	theology	well	will	be	much	better	able	to	answer	the	new	questions	that	arise.	
the	reason	for	this	is	that	everything	that	the	bible	says	is	somehow	related	to	every-
thing	else	the	bible	says	(for	it	all	fits	together	in	a	consistent	way,	at	least	within	God’s	
own	understanding	of	reality,	and	in	the	nature	of	God	and	creation	as	they	really	are).	
thus	the	new	question	will	be	related	to	much	that	has	already	been	learned	from	scrip-
ture.	the	more	thoroughly	that	earlier	material	has	been	learned,	the	better	able	we	will	
be	to	deal	with	those	new	questions.

this	benefit	extends	even	more	broadly.	We	face	problems	of	applying	scripture	to	
life	in	many	more	contexts	than	formal	doctrinal	discussions.	What	does	the	bible	teach	
about	husband-wife	relationships?	about	raising	children?	about	witnessing	to	a	friend	
at	work?	What	principles	does	scripture	give	us	for	studying	psychology,	or	economics,	
or	the	natural	sciences?	How	does	it	guide	us	in	spending	money,	or	in	saving,	or	in	tith-
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ing?	in	every	area	of	inquiry	certain	theological	principles	will	come	to	bear,	and	those	
who	have	learned	well	the	theological	teachings	of	the	bible	will	be	much	better	able	to	
make	decisions	that	are	pleasing	to	God.

a	helpful	analogy	at	this	point	is	that	of	a	jigsaw	puzzle.	if	the	puzzle	represents	
“what	the	whole	bible	teaches	us	today	about	everything”	then	a	course	in	systematic	
theology	would	be	like	filling	in	the	border	and	some	of	the	major	items	pictured	in	
the	puzzle.	but	we	will	never	know	everything	that	the	bible	teaches	about	every-
thing,	so	our	jigsaw	puzzle	will	have	many	gaps,	many	pieces	that	remain	to	be	put	
in.	solving	a	new	real-life	problem	is	analogous	to	filling	in	another	section	of	the	
jigsaw	puzzle:	the	more	pieces	one	has	in	place	correctly	to	begin	with,	the	easier	it	is	
to	fit	new	pieces	in,	and	the	less	apt	one	is	to	make	mistakes.	in	this	book	the	goal	is	
to	enable	chris	tians	to	put	into	their	“theological	jigsaw	puzzle”	as	many	pieces	with	
as	much	accuracy	as	possible,	and	to	encourage	chris	tians	to	go	on	putting	in	more	
and	more	correct	pieces	for	the	rest	of	their	lives.	the	chris	tian	doctrines	studied	here	
will	act	as	guidelines	to	help	in	the	filling	in	of	all	other	areas,	areas	that	pertain	to	all	
aspects	of	truth	in	all	aspects	of	life.

third,	studying	systematic	theology	will	help us grow as Chris tians. the	more	we	
know	about	God,	about	his	Word,	about	his	relationships	to	the	world	and	mankind,	the	
better	we	will	trust	him,	the	more	fully	we	will	praise	him,	and	the	more	readily	we	will	
obey	him.	studying	systematic	theology	rightly	will	make	us	more	mature	chris	tians.	
if	it	does	not	do	this,	we	are	not	studying	it	in	the	way	God	intends.

in	fact,	the	bible	often	connects	sound	doctrine	with	maturity	in	chris	tian	living:	
Paul	speaks	of	“the teaching which accords with godliness”	(1	tim.	6:3)	and	says	that	his	
work	as	an	apostle	is	“to	further	the	faith	of	God’s	elect	and	their	knowledge	of	the truth 
which accords with godliness”	 (titus	1:1).	by	contrast,	he	 indicates	 that	 all	kinds	of	
disobedience	and	immorality	are	“contrary	to	sound	doctrine”	(1	tim.	1:10).

in	connection	with	this	idea	it	is	appropriate	to	ask	what	the	difference	is	between	
a	“major	doctrine”	and	a	“minor	doctrine.”	chris	tians	often	say	 they	want	 to	 seek	
agreement	in	the	church	on	major	doctrines	but	also	to	allow	for	differences	on	minor	
doctrines.	i	have	found	the	following	guideline	useful:

a	major	doctrine	is	one	that	has	a	significant	impact	on	our	thinking	about	
other	doctrines,	or	that	has	a	significant	impact	on	how	we	live	the	chris	tian	
life.	a	minor	doctrine	is	one	that	has	very		little	impact	on	how	we	think	about	
other	doctrines,	and	very	little	impact	on	how	we	live	the	chris	tian	life.

by	this	standard	doctrines	such	as	the	authority	of	the	bible,	the	trinity,	the	deity	of	
christ,	justification	by	faith,	and	many	others	would	rightly	be	considered	major	doc-
trines.		People	who	disagree	with	the	historic	evangelical	understanding	of	any	of	these	
doctrines	will	have	wide	areas	of	difference	with	evangelical	chris	tians	who	affirm	these	
doctrines.	by	contrast,	it	seems	to	me	that	differences	over	forms	of	church	government	
or	some	details	about	the	Lord’s	supper	or	the	timing	of	the	great	tribulation	concern	
minor	doctrines.	chris	tians	who	differ	over	these	things	can	agree	on	perhaps	every	
other	area	of	doctrine,	can	live	chris	tian	lives	that	differ	in	no	important	way,	and	can	
have	genuine	fellowship	with	one	another.
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of	course,	we	may	find	doctrines	that	fall	somewhere	between	“major”	and	“minor”	
according	to	this	standard.	for	example,	chris	tians	may	differ	over	the	degree	of	sig-
nificance	that	should	attach	to	the	doctrine	of	baptism	or	the	millennium	or	the	extent	
of	the	atonement.	that	is	only	natural,	because	many	doctrines	have	some influence	
on	other	doctrines	or	on	life,	but	we	may	differ	over	whether	we	think	it	to	be	a	“sig-
nificant”	influence.	We	could	even	recognize	that	there	will	be	a	range	of	significance	
here	and	just	say	that	the	more	influence	a	doctrine	has	on	other	doctrines	and	on	life,	
the	more	“major”	it	becomes.	this	amount	of	influence	may	even	vary	according	to	
the	historical	circumstances	and	needs	of	the	church	at	any	given	time.	in	such	cases,	
chris	tians	will	need	to	ask	God	to	give	them	mature	wisdom	and	sound	judgment	as	
they	try	to	determine	to	what	extent	a	doctrine	should	be	considered	“major”	in	their	
particular	circumstances.

D. A Note on Two Objections to the Study of Systematic Theology

1. “The Conclusions Are ‘Too Neat’ to be True.”	some	scholars	look	with	suspicion	at	
systematic	theology	when	—	or	even	because	—	its	teachings	fit	together	in	a	noncontra-
dictory	way.	they	object	that	the	results	are	“too	neat”	and	that	systematic	theologians	
must	therefore	be	squeezing	the	bible’s	teachings	into	an	artificial	mold,	distorting	the	
true	meaning	of	scripture	to	get	an	orderly	set	of	beliefs.

to	this	objection	two	responses	can	be	made:	(1)	We	must	first	ask	the		people	making	
the	objection	to	tell	us	at	what	specific	points	scripture	has	been	misinterpreted,	and	
then	we	must	deal	with	the	understanding	of	those	passages.	Perhaps	mistakes	have	been	
made,	and	in	that	case	there	should	be	corrections.

Yet	it	is	also	possible	that	the	objector	will	have	no	specific	passages	in	mind,	or	no	
clearly	erroneous	interpretations	to	point	to	in	the	works	of	the	most	responsible	evan-
gelical	theologians.	of	course,	incompetent	exegesis	can	be	found	in	the	writings	of	the	
less	competent	scholars	in	any field	of	biblical	studies,	not	just	in	systematic	theology,	
but	those	“bad	examples”	constitute	an	objection	not	against	the	scholar’s	 field	but	
against	the	incompetent	scholar	himself.

it	is	very	important	that	the	objector	be	specific	at	this	point	because	this	objection	
is	sometimes	made	by	those	who	—	perhaps	unconsciously	—	have	adopted	from	our	
culture	a	skeptical	view	of	the	possibility	of	finding	universally	true	conclusions	about	
anything,	even	about	God	from	his	Word.	this	kind	of	skepticism	regarding	theological	
truth	is	especially	common	in	the	modern	university	world	where	“systematic	theol-
ogy”	—	if	it	is	studied	at	all	—	is	studied	only	from	the	perspectives	of	philosophical	the-
ology	and	historical	theology	(including	perhaps	a	historical	study	of	the	various	ideas	
that	were	believed	by	the	early	chris	tians	who	wrote	the	new	testament,	and	by	other	
chris	tians	at	that	time	and	throughout	church	history).	in	this	kind	of	intellectual	cli-
mate	the	study	of	“systematic	theology”	as	defined	in	this	chapter	would	be	considered	
impossible,	because	the	bible	would	be	assumed	to	be	merely	the	work	of	many	human	
authors	who	wrote	out	of	diverse	cultures	and	experiences	over	the	course	of	more	than	
one	thousand	years:	trying	to	find	“what	the	whole	bible	teaches”	about	any	subject	
would	be	thought	nearly	as	hopeless	as	trying	to	find	“what	all	philosophers	teach”	
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about	some	question,	for	the	answer	in	both	cases	would	be	thought	to	be	not	one	view	
but	many	diverse	and	often	conflicting	views.	this	skeptical	viewpoint	must	be	rejected	
by	evangelicals	who	see	scripture	as	the	product	of	human	and divine	authorship,	and	
therefore	as	a	collection	of	writings	that	teach	noncontradictory	truths	about	God	and	
about	the	universe	he	created.

(2)	second,	it	must	be	answered	that	in	God’s	own	mind,	and	in	the	nature	of	reality	
itself,	true facts	and	ideas	are	all	consistent	with	one	another.	therefore	if	we	have	accu-
rately	understood	the	teachings	of	God	in	scripture	we	should	expect	our	conclusions	
to	“fit	together”	and	be	mutually	consistent.	internal	consistency,	then,	is	an	argument	
for,	not	against,	any	individual	results	of	systematic	theology.

2. “The Choice of Topics Dictates the Conclusions.”	another	general	objection	to	sys-
tematic	theology	concerns	the	choice	and	arrangement	of	topics,	and	even	the	fact	that	
such	topically	arranged	study	of	scripture,	using	categories	sometimes	different	from	
those	found	in	scripture	itself,	is	done	at	all.	Why	are	these theological	topics	treated	rather	
than	just	the	topics	emphasized	by	the	biblical	authors,	and	why	are	the	topics	arranged in 
this way rather	than	in	some	other	way?	Perhaps	—	this	objection	would	say	—	our	tradi-
tions	and	our	cultures	have	determined	the	topics	we	treat	and	the	arrangement	of	topics,	
so	that	the	results	of	this	systematic-theological	study	of	scripture,	though	acceptable	in	
our	own	theological	tradition,	will	in	fact	be	untrue	to	scripture	itself.

a	variant	of	this	objection	is	the	statement	that	our	starting	point	often	determines	
our	 conclusions	 on	 controversial	 topics:	 if	 we	 decide	 to	 start	 with	 an	 emphasis	 on	
the	divine	authorship	of	scripture,	for	example,	we	will	end	up	believing	in	biblical	
in	errancy,	but	if	we	start	with	an	emphasis	on	the	human	authorship	of	scripture,	we	
will	end	up	believing	there	are	some	errors	in	the	bible.	similarly,	if	we	start	with	an	
emphasis	on	God’s	sovereignty,	we	will	end	up	as	calvinists,	but	if	we	start	with	an	
emphasis	on	man’s	ability	to	make	free	choices,	we	will	end	up	as	arminians,	and	so	
forth.	this	objection	makes	it	sound	as	if	the	most	important	theological	questions	
could	probably	be	decided	by	flipping	a	coin	to	decide	where	to	start,	since	different and	
equally valid conclusions	will	inevitably	be	reached	from	the	different	starting	points.

those	who	make	such	an	objection	often	suggest	that	the	best	way	to	avoid	this	prob-
lem	is	not	to	study	or	teach	systematic	theology	at	all,	but	to	limit	our	topical	studies	
to	the	field	of	biblical	theology,	treating	only	the	topics	and	themes	the	biblical	authors	
themselves	emphasize	and	describing	the	historical	development	of	these	biblical	themes	
through	the	bible.

in	response	to	this	objection,	much	of	the	discussion	in	this	chapter	about	the	neces-
sity	to	teach	scripture	will	be	relevant.	our	choice	of	topics	need	not	be	restricted	to	the	
main	concerns	of	the	biblical	authors,	for	our	goal	is	to	find	out	what	God	requires	of	us	
in	all	areas	of	concern	to	us	today.

for	example,	it	was	not	the	main concern	of	any	new	testament	author	to	explain	
such	topics	as	“baptism	in	the	Holy	spirit,”	or	women’s	roles	in	the	church,	or	the	doc-
trine	of	the	trinity,	but	these	are	valid	areas	of	concern	for	us	today,	and	we	must	look	
at	all	the	places	in	scripture	that	have	relevance	for	those	topics	(whether	those	specific	
terms	are	mentioned	or	not,	and	whether	those	themes	are	of	primary	concern	to	each	
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passage	we	examine	or	not)	if	we	are	going	to	be	able	to	understand	and	explain	to	others	
“what	the	whole	bible	teaches”	about	them.

the	only	alternative	—	for	we	will think	something about	those	subjects	—	is	to	form	our	
opinions	haphazardly	from	a	general	impression	of	what	we	feel	to	be	a	“biblical”	position	
on	each	subject,	or	perhaps	to	buttress	our	positions	with	careful	analysis	of	one	or	two	
relevant	texts,	yet	with	no		guarantee	that	those	texts	present	a	balanced	view	of	“the	whole	
counsel	of	God”	(acts	20:27)	on	the	subject	being	considered.	in	fact	this	approach	—	one	
all	too	common	in	evangelical	circles	today	—	could,	i	suppose,	be	called	“unsystematic	
theology”	or	even	“disorderly	and	random	theology”!	such	an	alternative	is	too	subjective	
and	too	subject	to	cultural	pressures.	it	tends	toward	doctrinal	fragmentation	and	wide-
spread	doctrinal	uncertainty,	leaving	the	church	theologically	immature,	like	“children,	
tossed	to	and	fro	and	carried	about	with	every	wind	of	doctrine”	(eph.	4:14).

concerning	the	objection	about	the	choice	and	sequence	of	topics,	there	is	nothing	
to	prevent	us	from	going	to	scripture	to	look	for	answers	to	any doctrinal	questions,	
considered	in	any sequence. the	sequence	of	topics	in	this	book	is	a	very	common	one	
and	has	been	adopted	because	it	is	orderly	and	lends	itself	well	to	learning	and	teaching.	
but	the	chapters	could	be	read	in	any	sequence	one	wanted	and	the	conclusions	should	
not	be	different,	nor	should	the	persuasiveness	of	the	arguments	—	if	they	are	rightly	
derived	from	scripture	—	be	significantly	diminished.	i	have	tried	to	write	the	chapters	
so	that	they	can	be	read	as	independent	units.	

E. How Should Chris tians Study Systematic Theology?

How	then	should	we	study	systematic	theology?	the	bible	provides	some	guidelines	
for	answering	this	question.

1. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Prayer.	if	studying	systematic	theology	is	
simply	a	certain	way	of	studying	the	bible,	then	the	passages	in	scripture	that	talk	about	
the	way	in	which	we	should	study	God’s	Word	give	guidance	to	us	in	this	task.	Just	as	the	
psalmist	prays	in	Psalm	119:18,	“open	my	eyes,	that	i	may	behold	wondrous	things	out	
of	your	law,”	so	we	should	pray	and	seek	God’s	help	in	understanding	his	Word.	Paul	tells	
us	in	1	co	rin	thi	ans	2:14	that	“the	unspiritual	man	does	not	receive	the	gifts	of	the	spirit	
of	God,	for	they	are	folly	to	him,	and	he	is	not	able	to	understand	them	because	they	are	
spiritually	discerned.”	studying	theology	is	therefore	a	spiritual	activity	in	which	we	need	
the	help	of	the	Holy	spirit.

no	matter	how	intelligent,	if	the	student	does	not	continue	to	pray	for	God	to	give	
him	or	her	an	understanding	mind	and	a	believing	and	humble	heart,	and	the	student	
does	not	maintain	a	personal	walk	with	the	Lord,	then	the	teachings	of	scripture	will	be	
misunderstood	and	disbelieved,	doctrinal	error	will	result,	and	the	mind	and	heart	of	the	
student	will	not	be	changed	for	the	better	but	for	the	worse.	students	of	systematic	theol-
ogy	should	resolve	at	the	beginning	to	keep	their	lives	free	from	any	disobedience	to	God	
or	any	known	sin	that	would	disrupt	their	relationship	with	him.	they	should	resolve	to	
maintain	with	great	regularity	their	own	personal	devotional	lives.	they	should	continu-
ally	pray	for	wisdom	and	understanding	of	scripture.
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since	it	is	the	Holy	spirit	who	gives	us	the	ability	rightly	to	understand	scripture,	we	
need	to	realize	that	the	proper	thing	to	do,	particularly	when	we	are	unable	to	understand	
some	passage	or	some	doctrine	of	scripture,	is	to	pray	for	God’s	help.	often	what	we	need	
is	not	more	data	but	more	insight	into	the	data	we	already	have	available.	this	insight	is	
given	only	by	the	Holy	spirit	(cf.	1	cor.	2:14;	eph.	1:17	–	19).

2. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Humility.	Peter	tells	us,	“clothe	your-
selves,	all	of	you,	with	humility	toward	one	another,	for	‘God	opposes	the	proud,	but	
gives	grace	to	the	humble’	”	(1	Peter	5:5).	those	who	study	systematic	theology	will	learn	
many	things	about	the	teachings	of	scripture	that	are	perhaps	not	known	or	not	known	
well	by	other	chris	tians	in	their	churches	or	by	relatives	who	are	older	in	the	Lord	than	
they	are.	they	may	also	find	that	they	understand	things	about	scripture	that	some	of	
their	church	officers	do	not	understand,	and	that	even	their	pastor	has	perhaps	forgotten	
or	never	learned	well.

in	all	of	these	situations	it	would	be	very	easy	to	adopt	an	attitude	of	pride	or	superi-
ority	toward	others	who	have	not	made	such	a	study.	but	how	ugly	it	would	be	if	anyone	
were	to	use	this	knowledge	of	God’s	Word	simply	to	win	arguments	or	to	put	down	a	fel-
low	chris	tian	in	conversation,	or	to	make	another	believer	feel	insignificant	in	the	Lord’s	
work.	James’	counsel	is	good	for	us	at	this	point:	“Let	every	man	be	quick	to	hear,	slow	
to	speak,	slow	to	anger,	for	the	anger	of	man	does	not	work	the	righ	teousness	of	God”	
(James	1:19	–	20).	He	tells	us	that	one’s	understanding	of	scripture	is	to	be	imparted	in	
humility	and	love:

Who	is	wise	and	understanding	among	you?	by	his	good	life	let	him	show	his	
works	in	the	meekness	of	wisdom.		.		.		.	but	the	wisdom	from	above	is	first	pure,	
then	peaceable,	gentle,	open	to	reason,	full	of	mercy	and	good	fruits,	without	
uncertainty	or	insincerity.	and	the	harvest	of	righ	teousness	is	sown	in	peace	by	
those	who	make	peace.	(James	3:13,	17	–	18)

systematic	 theology	 rightly	 studied	 will	 not	 lead	 to	 the	 knowledge	 that	 “puffs	 up”		
(1	cor.	8:1)	but	to	humility	and	love	for	others.

3. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Reason.	We	find	in	the	new	testament	
that	Jesus	and	the	new	testament	authors	will	often	quote	a	verse	of	scripture	and	then	
draw	logical	conclusions	from	it.	they	reason from	scripture.	it	is	therefore	not	wrong	to	
use	human	understanding,	human	logic,	and	human	reason	to	draw	conclusions	from	
the	statements	of	scripture.	nevertheless,	when	we	reason	and	draw	what	we	think	to	
be	correct	logical	deductions	from	scripture,	we	sometimes	make	mistakes.	the	deduc-
tions	we	draw	from	the	statements	of	scripture	are	not	equal	to	the	statements	of	scrip-
ture	themselves	in	certainty	or	authority,	for	our	ability	to	reason	and	draw	conclusions	
is	not	the	ultimate	standard	of	truth	—	only	scripture	is.

What	then	are	the	limits	on	our	use	of	our	reasoning	abilities	to	draw	deductions	from	
the	statements	of	scripture?	the	fact	that	reasoning	to	conclusions	that	go	beyond	the	mere	
statements	of	scripture	is	appropriate	and	even	necessary	for	studying	scripture,	and	the	
fact	that	scripture	itself	is	the	ultimate	standard	of	truth,	combine	to	indicate	to	us	that	we 
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are free to use our reasoning abilities to draw deductions from any passage of Scripture so long 
as these deductions do not contradict the clear teaching of some other passage of Scripture.7

this	principle	puts	a	safeguard	on	our	use	of	what	we	think	to	be	logical	deductions	
from	scripture.	our	supposedly	logical	deductions	may	be	erroneous,	but	scripture	
itself	cannot	be	erroneous.	thus,	for	example,	we	may	read	scripture	and	find	that	God	
the	father	is	called	God	(1	cor.	1:3),	that	God	the	son	is	called	God	(John	20:28;	titus	
2:13),	and	that	God	the	Holy	spirit	is	called	God	(acts	5:3	–	4).	We	might	deduce	from	
this	that	there	are	three	Gods.	but	then	we	find	the	bible	explicitly	teaching	us	that	God	
is	one	(Deut.	6:4;	James	2:19).	thus	we	conclude	that	what	we	thought to	be	a	valid	logi-
cal	deduction	about	three	Gods	was	wrong	and	that	scripture	teaches	both	(a)	that	there	
are	three	separate	persons	(the	father,	the	son,	and	the	Holy	spirit),	each	of	whom	is	
fully	God,	and	(b)	that	there	is	one	God.

We	cannot	understand	exactly	how	these	two	statements	can	both	be	true,	so	together	
they	constitute	a	paradox (“a	seemingly	contradictory	statement	that	may	nonetheless	be	
true”).8	We	can	tolerate	a	paradox	(such	as	“God	is	three	persons	and	one	God”)	because	
we	have	confidence	that	ultimately	God	knows	fully	the	truth	about	himself	and	about	
the	nature	of	reality,	and	that	in	his	understanding	the	different	elements	of	a	paradox	are	
fully	reconciled,	even	though	at	this	point	God’s	thoughts	are	higher	than	our	thoughts	
(isa.	55:8	–	9).	but	a	true	contradiction	(such	as,	“God	is	three	persons	and	God	is	not	
three	persons”)	would	imply	ultimate	contradiction	in	God’s	own	understanding	of		
himself	or	of	reality,	and	this	cannot	be.

7this	guideline	is	also	adopted	from	Professor	John	frame	
at	Westminster	seminary.

8the	American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 
ed.	William	Morris	(boston:	Houghton-Mifflin,	1980),	p.	950	
(first	definition).	essentially	the	same	meaning	is	adopted	by	
the	Oxford English Dictionary (1913	ed.,	7:450),	the	Concise 
Oxford Dictionary (1981	ed.,	p.	742),	the	Random House Col-
lege Dictionary (1979	ed.,	p.	964),	and	the	Chambers Twentieth 
Century Dictionary (p.	780),	though	all	note	that	paradox can	
also	mean	“contradiction”	(though	less	commonly);		compare	
the	Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed.	Paul	edwards	(new	York:	
Macmillan	and	the	free	Press,	1967),	5:45,	and	the	entire	
article	“Logical	Paradoxes”	by	John	van	Heijenoort	on	pp.	
45	–	51	 of	 the	 same	 volume,	 which	 proposes	 solutions	 to	
many	of	the	classical	paradoxes	in	the	history	of	philosophy.	
(if	paradox meant	“contradiction,”	such	solutions	would	be	
impossible.)

When	i	use	the	word	paradox in	the	primary	sense	defined	
by	these	dictionaries	today	i	realize	that	i	am	differing	some-
what	with	the	article	“Paradox”	by	K.	s.	Kantzer	in	the	EDT, 
ed.	Walter	elwell,	pp.	826	–	27	(which	takes	paradox to	mean	
essentially	“contradiction”).	However,	i	am	using	paradox in	
an	ordinary	english	sense	and	one	also	familiar	in	philosophy.	
there	seems	to	me	to	be	available	no	better	word	than	paradox 
to	refer	to	an	apparent	but	not	real	contradiction.

there	 is,	 however,	 some	 lack	 of	 uniformity	 in	 the	 use	
of	 the	 term	paradox and	a	related	 term,	antinomy, in	con-

temporary	evangelical	discussion.	the	word	antinomy has	
sometimes	been	used	to	apply	to	what	i	here	call	paradox, 
that	is,	“seemingly	contradictory	statements	that	may	none-
theless	both	be	true”	(see,	for	example,	John	Jefferson	Davis,	
Theology Primer [Grand	rapids:	baker,	1981],	p.	18).	such	
a	sense	for	antinomy gained	support	in	a	widely	read	book,	
Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, by	J.	i.	Packer	(Lon-
don:	inter-varsity	Press,	1961).	on	pp.	18	–	22	Packer	defines	
antinomy as	“an	appearance	of	contradiction”	(but	admits	
on	p.	18	that	his	definition	differs	with	the	Shorter Oxford 
Dictionary).	My	problem	with	using	antinomy in	this	sense	
is	that	the	word	is	so	unfamiliar	in	ordinary	english	that	it	
just	increases	the	stock	of	technical	terms	chris	tians	have	to	
learn	in	order	to	understand	theologians,	and	moreover	such	
a	sense	is	unsupported	by	any	of	the	dictionaries	cited	above,	
all	of	which	define	antinomy to	mean	“contradiction”	(e.g.,	
Oxford English Dictionary, 1:371).	the	problem	is	not	serious,	
but	it	would	help	communication	if	evangelicals	could	agree	
on	uniform	senses	for	these	terms.

a	paradox	is	certainly	acceptable	in	systematic	theology,	
and	paradoxes	are	in	fact	inevitable	so	long	as	we	have	finite	
understanding	of	any	theological	topic.	However,	it	is	impor-
tant	to	recognize	that	chris	tian	theology	should	never	affirm	
a	contradiction (a	set	of	two	statements,	one	of	which	denies	
the	other).	a	contradiction	would	be,	“God	is	three	persons	
and	God	is	not	three	persons”	(where	the	term	persons has	the	
same	sense	in	both	halves	of	the	sentence).
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When	the	psalmist	says,	“the	sum	of	your	word	is	truth;	and	every	one	of	your	righ-
teous	ordinances	endures	for	ever”	(Ps.	119:160),	he	implies	that	God’s	words	are	not	
only	true	individually	but	also	viewed	together	as	a	whole.	viewed	collectively,	their	
“sum”	is	also	“truth.”	Ultimately,	there	is	no	internal	contradiction	either	in	scripture	
or	in	God’s	own	thoughts.

4. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Help From Others.	 We	 need	 to	 be	
thankful	that	God	has	put	teachers	in	the	church	(“and	God	has	appointed	in	the	church	
first	apostles,	second	prophets,	third	teachers .		.		.”	[1	cor.	12:28].	We	should	allow	those	
with	gifts	of	teaching	to	help	us	understand	scripture.	this	means	that	we	should	make	
use	of	systematic	theologies	and	other	books	that	have	been	written	by	some	of	the	teach-
ers	that	God	has	given	to	the	church	over	the	course	of	its	history.	it	also	means	that	our	
study	of	theology	should	include	talking with other Chris tians about	the	things	we	study.	
among	those	with	whom	we	talk	will	often	be	some	with	gifts	of	teaching	who	can	
explain	biblical	teachings	clearly	and	help	us	to	understand	more	easily.	in	fact,	some	
of	the	most	effective	learning	in	systematic	theology	courses	in	colleges	and	seminaries	
often	occurs	outside	the	classroom	in	informal	conversations	among	students	who	are	
attempting	to	understand	bible	doctrines	for	themselves.

5. We Should Study Systematic Theology by Collecting and Understanding All the  
Relevant Passages of Scripture on Any Topic.	this	point	was	mentioned	in	our	defini-
tion	of	systematic	theology	at	the	beginning	of	the	chapter,	but	the	actual	process	needs	
to	be	described	here.	How	does	one	go	about	making	a	doctrinal	summary	of	what	all	
the	passages	of	scripture	teach	on	a	certain	topic?	for	topics	covered	in	this	book,	many	
	people	will	think	that	studying	the	chapters	in	this	book	and	reading	the	bible	verses	
noted	in	the	chapters	is	enough.	but	some		people	will	want	to	do	further	study	of	scrip-
ture	on	a	particular	topic	or	study	some	new	topic	not	covered	here.	How	could	a	student	
go	about	using	the	bible	to	research	its	teachings	on	some	new	subject,	perhaps	one	not	
discussed	explicitly	in	any	of	his	or	her	systematic	theology	textbooks?

the	process	would	look	like	this:	(1)	find	all	the	relevant	verses.	the	best	help	in	
this	step	is	a	good	concordance,	which	enables	one	to	look	up	key	words	and	find	the	
verses	in	which	the	subject	is	treated.	for	example,	in	studying	what	it	means	that	man	
is	created	in	the	image	and	likeness	of	God,	one	needs	to	find	all	the	verses	in	which	
“image”	and	“likeness”	and	“create”	occur.	(the	words	“man”	and	“God”	occur	too	
often	to	be	useful	for	a	concordance	search.)	in	studying	the	doctrine	of	prayer,	many	
words	could	be	looked	up	(pray, prayer, intercede, petition, supplication, confess, confes-
sion, praise, thanks, thanksgiving, et	al.)	—	and	perhaps	the	list	of	verses	would	grow	too	
long	to	be	manageable,	so	that	the	student	would	have	to	skim	the	concordance	entries	
without	looking	up	the	verses,	or	the	search	would	probably	have	to	be	divided	into	
sections	or	limited	in	some	other	way.	verses	can	also	be	found	by	thinking	through	the	
overall	history	of	the	bible	and	then	turning	to	sections	where	there	would	be	informa-
tion	on	the	topic	at	hand	—	for	example,	a	student	studying	prayer	would	want	to	read	
passages	like	the	one	about	Hannah’s	prayer	for	a	son	(in	1	sam.	1),	solomon’s	prayer	at	
the	dedication	of	the	temple	(in	1	Kings	8),	Jesus’	prayer	in	the	Garden	of	Gethsemane	

9780310493167_MSense_Church_int_CS4.indd   27 11/23/10   9:12 AM



28

Making Sense of the Church

(in	Matt.	26	and	parallels),	and	so	forth.	then	in	addition	to	concordance	work	and	
reading	other	passages	that	one	can	find	on	the	subject,	checking	the	relevant	sections	
in	some	systematic	theology	books	will	often	bring	to	light	other	verses	that	had	been	
missed,	sometimes	because	none	of	the	key	words	used	for	the	concordance	were	in	
those	verses.9

(2)	the	second	step	is	to	read,	make	notes	on,	and	try	to	summarize	the	points	made	
in	the	relevant	verses.	sometimes	a	theme	will	be	repeated	often	and	the	summary	of	
the	various	verses	will	be	relatively	easy.	at	other	times,	there	will	be	verses	difficult	
to	understand,	and	the	student	will	need	to	take	some	time	to	study	a	verse	in	depth	
(just	by	reading	the	verse	in	context	over	and	over,	or	by	using	specialized	tools	such	as		
commentaries	and	dictionaries)	until	a	satisfactory	understanding	is	reached.

(3)	finally,	the	teachings	of	the	various	verses	should	be	summarized	into	one	or	
more	points	that	the	bible	affirms	about	that	subject.	the	summary	does	not	have	to	
take	the	exact	form	of	anyone	else’s	conclusions	on	the	subject,	because	we	each	may	see	
things	in	scripture	that	others	have	missed,	or	we	may	organize	the	subject	differently	
or	emphasize	different	things.

on	the	other	hand,	at	this	point	it	is	also	helpful	to	read	related	sections,	if	any	can	be	
found,	in	several	systematic	theology	books.	this	provides	a	useful	check	against	error	
and	oversight,	and	often	makes	one	aware	of	alternative	perspectives	and	arguments	
that	may	cause	us	to	modify	or	strengthen	our	position.	if	a	student	finds	that	others	
have	argued	for	strongly	differing	conclusions,	then	these	other	views	need	to	be	stated	
fairly	and	then	answered.	sometimes	other	theology	books	will	alert	us	to	historical	or	
philosophical	considerations	that	have	been	raised	before	in	the	history	of	the	church,	
and	these	will	provide	additional	insight	or	warnings	against	error.

the	process	outlined	above	is	possible	for	any	chris	tian	who	can	read	his	or	her	
bible	and	can	look	up	words	in	a	concordance.	of	course		people	will	become	faster	and	
more	accurate	in	this	process	with	time	and	experience	and	chris	tian	maturity,	but	it	
would	be	a	tremendous	help	to	the	church	if	chris	tians	generally	would	give	much	more	
time	to	searching	out	topics	in	scripture	for	themselves	and	drawing	conclusions	in	the	
way	outlined	above.	the	joy	of	discovery	of	biblical	themes	would	be	richly	rewarding.	
	especially	pastors	and	those	who	lead	bible	studies	would	find	added	freshness	in	their	
understanding	of	scripture	and	in	their	teaching.

6. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Rejoicing and Praise.	the	study	of	
theology	is	not	merely	a	theoretical	exercise	of	the	intellect.	it	is	a	study	of	the	living	
God,	and	of	the	wonders	of	all	his	works	in	creation	and	redemption.	We	cannot	study	
this	subject	dispassionately!	We	must	love	all	that	God	is,	all	that	he	says	and	all	that	he	
does.	“You	shall	love	the	lord	your	God	with	all	your	heart”	(Deut.	6:5).	our	response	
to	the	study	of	the	theology	of	scripture	should	be	that	of	the	psalmist	who	said,	“How	
precious	to	me	are	your	thoughts,	o	God!”	(Ps.	139:17).	in	the	study	of	the	teachings	of	

9i	have	 read	a	number	of	 student	papers	 telling	me	 that	
John’s	gospel	says	nothing	about	how	chris	tians	should	pray,	for	
example,	because	they	looked	at	a	concordance	and	found	that	
the	word	prayer was	not	in	John,	and	the	word	pray only	occurs	

four	times	in	reference	to	Jesus	praying	in	John	14,	16,	and	17.	
they	overlooked	the	fact	that	John	contains	several	important	
verses	where	the	word	ask rather	than	the	word	pray is	used	
(John	14:13	–	14;	15:7,	16,	et	al.).
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God’s	Word,	it	should	not	surprise	us	if	we	often	find	our	hearts	spontaneously	breaking	
forth	in	expressions	of	praise	and	delight	like	those	of	the	psalmist:

the	precepts	of	the	lord	are	right,
	 rejoicing	the	heart.	(Ps.	19:8)

in	the	way	of	your	testimonies	i	delight
	 as	much	as	in	all	riches.	(Ps.	119:14)

How	sweet	are	your	words	to	my	taste,
	 sweeter	than	honey	to	my	mouth!	(Ps.	119:103)

Your	testimonies	are	my	heritage	for	ever;
	 yea,	they	are	the	joy	of	my	heart.	(Ps.	119:111)

i	rejoice	at	your	word
	 like	one	who	finds	great	spoil.	(Ps.	119:162)

often	in	the	study	of	theology	the	response	of	the	chris	tian	should	be	similar	to	that	
of	Paul	in	reflecting	on	the	long	theological	argument	that	he	has	just	completed	at	the	
end	of	romans	11:32.	He	breaks	forth	into	joyful	praise	at	the	richness	of	the	doctrine	
which	God	has	enabled	him	to	express:

o	the	depth	of	the	riches	and	wisdom	and	knowledge	of	God!	How	unsearch-
able	are	his	judgments	and	how	inscrutable	his	ways!

“for	who	has	known	the	mind	of	the	Lord,
or	who	has	been	his	counselor?”
“or	who	has	given	a	gift	to	him
that	he	might	be	repaid?”

for	from	him	and	through	him	and	to	him	are	all	things.	to	him	be	glory	
for	ever.	amen.	(rom.	11:33	–	36)

QuESTIonS FoR PERSonAl APPlICATIon
these	questions	at	the	end	of	each	chapter	focus	on	application	to	life.	because	i	think	

doctrine	is	to	be	felt	at	the	emotional	level	as	well	as	understood	at	the	intellectual	level,	
in	many	chapters	i	have	included	some	questions	about	how	a	reader	feels regarding	a	
point	of	doctrine.	i	think	these	questions	will	prove	quite	valuable	for	those	who	take	the	
time	to	reflect	on	them.

	 1.	 in	what	ways	(if	any)	has	this	chapter	changed	your	understanding	of	what	system-
atic	theology	is?	What	was	your	attitude	toward	the	study	of	systematic	theology	
before	reading	this	chapter?	What	is	your	attitude	now?

	 2.	 What	is	likely	to	happen	to	a	church	or	denomination	that	gives	up	learning	sys-
tematic	theology	for	a	generation	or	longer?	Has	that	been	true	of	your	church?

	 3.	 are	there	any	doctrines	listed	in	the	contents	for	which	a	fuller	understanding	
would	help	to	solve	a	personal	difficulty	in	your	life	at	the	present	time?	What	

9780310493167_MSense_Church_int_CS4.indd   29 11/23/10   9:12 AM



30

Making Sense of the Church

are	the	spiritual	and	emotional	dangers	that	you	personally	need	to	be	aware	of	in	
studying	systematic	theology?

	 4.	 Pray	for	God	to	make	this	study	of	basic	chris	tian	doctrines	a	time	of	spiritual	
growth	and	deeper	fellowship	with	him,	and	a	time	in	which	you	understand	and	
apply	the	teachings	of	scripture	rightly.

SPECIAl TERMS

apologetics	 minor	doctrine
biblical	theology	 new	testament	theology
chris	tian	ethics	 old	testament	theology
contradiction	 paradox
doctrine	 philosophical	theology
dogmatic	theology	 presupposition
historical	theology	 systematic	theology
major	doctrine
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SCRIPTuRE MEMoRy PASSAgE

students	have	repeatedly	mentioned	that	one	of	the	most	valuable	parts	of	any	of	
their	courses	in	college	or	seminary	has	been	the	scripture	passages	they	were	required	
to	memorize.	“i	have	hidden	your	word	in	my	heart	that	i	might	not	sin	against	you”	(Ps.	
119:11	niv).	in	each	chapter,	therefore,	i	have	included	an	appropriate	memory		passage	
so	that	instructors	may	incorporate	scripture	memory	into	the	course	requirements	
wherever	possible.	(scripture	memory	passages	at	the	end	of	each	chapter	are	taken	
from	the	rsv.	these	same	passages	in	the	niv	and	nasb	may	be	found	in	appendix	2.)

Matthew 28:18 – 20:	And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.”
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hyMn
systematic	theology	at	its	best	will	result	in	praise.	it	is	appropriate	therefore	at	the	end	

of	each	chapter	to	include	a	hymn	related	to	the	subject	of	that	chapter.	in	a	classroom	
setting,	the	hymn	can	be	sung	together	at	the	beginning	or	end	of	class.	alternatively,	an	
individual	reader	can	sing	it	privately	or	simply	meditate	quietly	on	the	words.

for	almost	 every	 chapter	 the	words	of	 the	hymns	were	 found	 in	Trinity Hymnal 
(Philadelphia:	Great	commission	Publications,	1990),10	the	hymnal	of	the	Presbyterian	
church	in	america	and	the	orthodox	Presbyterian	church,	but	most	of	them	are	found	
in	many	other	common	hymnals.	Unless	otherwise	noted,	the	words	of	these	hymns	are	
now	in	public	domain	and	no	longer	subject	to	copyright	restrictions:	therefore	they	may	
be	freely	copied	for	overhead	projector	use	or	photocopied.

Why	have	i	used	so	many	old	hymns?	although	i	personally	like	many	of	the	more	
recent	worship	songs	that	have	come	into	wide	use,	when	i	began	to	select	hymns	that	
would	correspond	to	the	great	doctrines	of	the	chris	tian	faith,	i	realized	that	the	great	
hymns	of	the	church	throughout	history	have	a	doctrinal	richness	and	breadth	that	is	
still	unequaled.	for	several	of	the	chapters	in	this	book,	i	know	of	no	modern	worship	
song	that	covers	the	same	subject	in	an	extended	way	—	perhaps	this	can	be	a	challenge	to	
modern	songwriters	to	study	these	chapters	and	then	write	songs	reflecting	the	teaching	
of	scripture	on	the	respective	subjects.

for	this	chapter,	however,	i	found	no	hymn	ancient	or	modern	that	thanked	God	for	
the	privilege	of	studying	systematic	theology	from	the	pages	of	scripture.	therefore	i	
have	selected	a	hymn	of	general	praise,	which	is	always	appropriate.

“O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing”

this	hymn	by	charles	Wesley	(1707	–	88)	begins	by	wishing	for	“a	thousand	tongues”	
to	sing	God’s	praise.	verse	2	is	a	prayer	that	God	would	“assist	me”	in	singing	his	praise	
throughout	the	earth.	the	remaining	verses	give	praise	to	Jesus	(vv.	3	–	6)	and	to	God	
the	father	(v.	7).

o	for	a	thousand	tongues	to	sing
My	great	redeemer’s	praise,
the	glories	of	my	God	and	King,
the	triumphs	of	His	grace.

My	gracious	Master	and	my	God,
assist	me	to	proclaim,
to	spread	through	all	the	earth	abroad,
the	honors	of	thy	name.

Jesus!	the	name	that	charms	our	fears,
that	bids	our	sorrows	cease;

10this	hymn	book	is	completely	revised	from	a	similar	hym-
nal	of	the	same	title	published	by	the	orthodox	Presbyterian	
church	in	WW	1961.

9780310493167_MSense_Church_int_CS4.indd   32 11/23/10   9:12 AM



33

Chapter 1 • Introduction to Systematic Theology 

’tis	music	in	the	sinner’s	ears,
’tis	life	and	health	and	peace.

He	breaks	the	pow’r	of	reigning	sin,
He	sets	the	prisoner	free;
His	blood	can	make	the	foulest	clean;
His	blood	availed	for	me.

He	speaks	and,	list’ning	to	His	voice,
new	life	the	dead	receive;
the	mournful,	broken	hearts	rejoice;
the	humble	poor	believe.

Hear	him,	ye	deaf;	his	praise,	ye	dumb,
Your	loosened	tongues	employ,
Ye	blind,	behold	your	savior	come;
and	leap,	ye	lame,	for	joy.

Glory	to	God	and	praise	and	love
be	ever,	ever	giv’n
by	saints	below	and	saints	above	—	
the	church	in	earth	and	heav’n.

aUtHor:	cHarLes	WesLeY,	1739,	aLt.
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