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Preface
S T A N L E Y  E .  P O R T E R  A N D  

S T E V E N  M .  S T U D E B A K E R

This volume directly emerges from the kinds of discussions that 
theologians of all affiliations should be having among themselves and with 
their students regarding questions of theological method. The editors are 
thankful to the McMaster Divinity College faculty for providing an atmo-
sphere in which we are able both to be reminded (sometimes gently and 
sometimes not so gently) of the importance of theological method and to 
test various methods and witness their vital role in the theological task as 
we discuss projects together. We also wish to thank our numerous students, 
who through the years have responded to our constant exhortations re-
garding method as they prepare their thesis and dissertation proposals and 
then execute this important work. We firmly believe that having an appro-
priate theological method is essential to the theological task. In fact, we 
believe that having a viable method is the first step in helping to ensure that 
one can determine what counts as evidence and that one has a means of 
evaluating this evidence to form coherent theological findings. Without a 
method, it is only an accident if one arrives at important or viable conclu-
sions (and how would you know anyway?). There have been many theo-
logical accidents that we hope this book will help to correct.

Besides our colleagues and students at McMaster Divinity College, we 
wish to thank the contributors to this volume for their willingness to par-
ticipate. One of the great strengths of a multiple-views book is that it enlists 
the participation of those who hold to the various positions represented, 
rather than depending on a single author to put forward a range of differing 
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and even contradictory positions with equal plausibility. Even within the 
evangelical theological world, there are sufficiently diverse opinions to merit 
and support a book with a number of strikingly different methodological 
positions. In such a book, however, there is also heightened risk of some-
thing going wrong, as one puts forward one’s best ideas with both boldness 
and temerity in light of the possible responses that it will garner. In fact, in 
this book each proposal solicits numerous responses. We are thankful that 
our five different theological methodologists have more than risen to the 
occasion and produced essays that have well captured each method and have 
withstood the scrutiny of their peers. Their responses make clear that there 
is justifiable critical appreciation among the participants. We thank all of 
them for their efforts toward this project.

We are grateful to InterVarsity Press for recognizing the value of this 
project and supporting it, and to David McNutt for his editorial work 
throughout the process.

On behalf of all of the contributors, ourselves included, we wish to thank 
our supporting academic and other institutions for providing theological 
homes for us to do our collective and individual theological work. We also 
wish to thank those people closer to us even than our colleagues—our 
spouses and friends—who also have provided encouragement in all of our 
theological endeavors. We trust that the results in this volume will provide 
both intellectual and academic challenge and useful methodological in-
sights in our common theological cause.



Method in  
Systematic Theology

A N  I N T R O D U C T I O N

S T A N L E Y  E .  P O R T E R  A N D  

S T E V E N  M .  S T U D E B A K E R

This volume is born out of the realities of actual academic expe-
rience. One of the regular tasks of faculty members at most graduate-level 
institutions, including seminaries that support thesis and dissertation re-
search, is the review of dissertation and thesis proposals. Such review is a 
regular part of McMaster Divinity College faculty meetings. Discussions of 
proposals from systematic theology students invariably revolve around issues 
of methodology. What method is this student using? What is the procedure 
for gathering and assessing the data? What counts for evidence that supports 
the thesis being argued? Who are the key representatives of this method, and 
how does this project contribute to, use and/or challenge the approach? 

When such proposals have been discussed at McMaster Divinity College, 
most of these questions have come from biblical studies colleagues. Al-
though never rancorous (or at least hardly ever), the ritual regularity of these 
conversations grew vexatious for everyone involved. The concerns con-
fronting the faculty as they reviewed theology proposals came down to three 
questions. What is the task of theology? Why does one do theology—is 
theology our attempt to understand God and his revelation, our response 
to God, or maybe both? How does one do theology? Most proposals in 
theology focus on the “what” and “why” of theology but give less attention 
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to the “how” of theology. In other words, they often do not address questions 
of theological method.

The “what” and “why” questions are vital, but the “how” question is no 
less so. This book addresses all three questions in respect to method in 
evangelical theology. It provides both a practical guide to the major ap-
proaches to theological method among evangelical theologians and a 
useful resource for students, theologians and professors that illustrates 
the application of these methods. Accordingly, this book presents five 
methods of doing theology in the global, pluralistic and postmodern 
landscape of contemporary evangelical theology in North America. Each 
author has been assigned three tasks: first, to describe what their theo-
logical method is; second, to explain why their orientation to theology is 
important; and third, to show how to do their approach to theology. Each 
essay outlines the application of its method to the theological topic of 
Christology and thus provides a concrete example of what the model 
looks like in action.

Before introducing the five theological methods detailed in this volume, 
we first consider: (1) the meaning of the term evangelicalism, (2) the problem 
of theological method, (3) the history of theological method in evangelical 
theology, (4) the contemporary state of theological method, and (5) the 
sources of theology.

WHAT IS EVANGELICALISM?

Evangelicalism is notoriously difficult to define and appears to be getting 
more difficult all the time. In this volume, evangelicalism describes a 
movement in North American Protestant Christianity that is the heir to 
New England Puritanism, the revival movements of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, fundamentalism of the early twentieth century, and 
neo-evangelicalism that emerged in the mid-twentieth century.1 During the 
1Evangelicalism includes movements in British Protestant Christianity as well. Through the nine-
teenth century evangelicalism in North America and the UK were more or less common movements, 
sharing leaders such as John Wesley, George Whitefield and D. L. Moody, and enjoying widespread 
popular support. In the twentieth century, however, the movements began to diverge. During the 
twentieth century, evangelical Christianity in the United States became an increasingly popular form 
of Christianity, whereas in Britain it did not. For the evangelical movement in Britain, see David 
W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: 
Unwin Hyman, 1989).
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latter half of the twentieth century, evangelicalism’s chief public represen-
tative was probably Billy Graham. More contemporary iconic public figures 
include Tim Keller, Max Lucado and Rick Warren. Key graduate educa-
tional institutions in the movement are Fuller Theological Seminary, Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School and Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, as 
well as undergraduate schools such as Wheaton College, Westmont College 
and Bethel University. The National Association of Evangelicals is the 
public and political voice of evangelicalism’s myriad constituencies, and the 
Evangelical Theological Society is the chief scholarly professional society 
for evangelicals. 

Influential evangelical theologians of this time period include Francis 
Schaeffer (1912–1984), Carl F. H. Henry (1913–2003), Bernard Ramm 
(1916–1992), John Stott (1921–2011), J. I. Packer (1926–), Millard Erickson 
(1932–), Clark Pinnock (1937–2010) and Stanley J. Grenz (1950–2005). 
Some of the common beliefs that typically characterize many (though cer-
tainly not all) evangelicals are the deity and virgin birth of Christ, the Trinity, 
the authority (i.e., inerrancy or infallibility) of the Bible, the importance of 
a personal conversion experience and relationship with Jesus Christ, and 
premillennial eschatology.2 Culturally, evangelicalism for the most part has 
avoided the shrillness and separatism of fundamentalism. Evangelicals are 

“postfundamentalists,” according to Roger E. Olson. Theologically, evan-
gelicalism rejects liberal theology and maintains traditional evangelical the-
ology. In this respect, it is “conservative.”3

Although sharing a common theological and religious heritage, evan-
gelicals are far from being monochromatic. Today, two groups vie for the 
title of “the theological leaders of evangelicalism.” According to Olson, the 
conservatives seek to define the boundaries in terms of a “fairly aggressive 
form of Reformed theology.” Key figures in the neo-Reformed conservative 
camp are D. A. Carson, John Piper, R. C. Sproul and Bruce Ware. The 

2For accounts of evangelicalism, see Garry J. Dorrien, The Remaking of Evangelical Theology (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1998); George M. Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangeli-
calism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991); Mark A. Noll, American Evangelical Christianity: An Intro-
duction (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001); and Roger E. Olson, The Westminster Handbook to Evangelical 
Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2004). For a comprehensive and detailed history, see 
the four-volume History of Evangelicalism series by InterVarsity Press.

3Olson, Westminster Handbook to Evangelical Theology, 56. 
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second group is what Olson calls—and counts himself among—the post-
conservatives. This group is diverse. It includes Arminian and Wesleyan 
evangelicals. Many Pentecostals would also identify with this trajectory 
within evangelicalism. It consists, moreover, not only of emerging church 
leaders, such as Brian McLaren, Doug Pagitt, Tony Jones and Eddie Gibbs, 
but more importantly of theologians such as Stanley Grenz, Clark Pinnock 
and John Franke.4 However, the theological landscape of evangelicalism is 
probably even more complex than Olson’s bifurcation indicates. The di-
versity of perspectives on theological method presented by the five authors 
in this book indicates that this binary paradigm of evangelicalism is be-
coming unstable, if it were ever representative. Although diverse in many 
respects, evangelicals share an emphasis in their theology and spirituality on 
the Bible, a reconciled relationship with God based on Jesus Christ’s atoning 
work on the cross, personal conversion and dynamic spiritual formation 
facilitated by the Holy Spirit, and service and ministry to others.5

DEFINITIONS AND ORIENTATIONS, BUT WHITHER 
THEOLOGICAL METHOD?

Returning to the faculty discussion of dissertation proposals, over several 
years the chasm between biblical and theological studies on the issue of 
method has seemed to widen. Biblical studies has defined and developed 
methods in a way that theology has not. Methodology often drives disserta-
tions in biblical studies. Indeed, they often consist in showing how the ap-
plication of a different method to a text yields new insights. Method is front 
and center. For instance, one of our students wrote a thesis that argued that 
a Ricoeurean reading of Job provides insight not found in alternative ap-
proaches and interpretations of Job. Another student developed a complex 
theory of metaphor drawing on cognitive linguistics, classical studies and 
systemic functional linguistics to examine various metaphors for kingship 
in the Bible, especially Jesus as king in John’s Gospel. Yet another student 
utilized cognitive frame theory to describe the interaction between Jesus 
4Roger E. Olson, Reformed and Always Reforming: The Postconservative Approach to Evangelical The-
ology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 7-31. 

5Timothy Larsen, “Defining and Locating Evangelicalism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Evan-
gelical Theology, ed. Timothy Larsen and Daniel J. Treier (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 1-14.
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and his disputants in Mark’s Gospel. Other examples could easily be pro-
vided. Church history seems to fall somewhere between theological and 
biblical studies. In some respects, with its application of “secular” or “scien-
tific” methods to historical documents and contexts, it is closer to biblical 
than theological studies.

Theological studies are altogether different. This is not to say that the-
ology is without method. Biblical theology, historical theology, systematic 
theology, constructive theology and theological ethics are all different ways 
that theologians practice their craft. None of these methods, however, 
reaches the precision of the methods applied by their Old Testament and 
New Testament colleagues. Many students and scholars, for example, study 
the theology of Thomas Aquinas. But have you ever heard of anyone applying 
the linguistic method of discourse analysis to yield a new and improved 
understanding of Aquinas’s thought? Applying the method of canonical 
criticism, for instance, would not illuminate Augustine’s thought, especially 
as Augustine’s thought changed and developed in significant ways over time. 
Reading it as a consistent and progressive whole would distort it. Yet these 
sorts of procedures are the stock in trade of biblical studies. This book is not 
a call to colonize the field of theology with the programs and methods of 
biblical studies. Theology is a distinct discipline from biblical studies. Theology, 
never theless, can achieve more clarity and intentionality in its use of methods. 
The essays in this volume are an attempt to help reach that goal.

Theological method is—at least as it currently stands—murky. In fact, 
most theological methodology is not method at all. Theological methods 
usually offer orientations to theology, not precise procedures for working 
out theology. What counts as theological method frequently articulates the 

“what” and “why” but not the “how” of theology. Reinhard Hütter raises this 
concern as well. In Suffering Divine Things: Theology as Church Practice, he 
laments that “an increasing lack of clarity also attaches to the question of 
what it means to engage in ‘theology’ in the first place, or, expressed in what 
has become the virtually ‘canonical’ expression in American English, ‘how 
to do theology.’”6 Hütter’s vision that theology is a response to the Spirit 
that draws on Scripture and the tradition of Christian dogma in order to 
6Reinhard Hütter, Suffering Divine Things: Theology as Church Practice, trans. Doug Stott (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 2.
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serve the church is superb. It does not, however, articulate a method for 
doing theology. It sets forth a theology of theology. It describes what the-
ology is. It defines theology. Theology is a Spirit-shaped reflection on church 
doctrine and practice. Beyond the broad orientation and approach of devel-
oping theology in light of doctrine and tradition, Hütter’s proposal does not 
develop a theological method.

Consider two more examples. Radical orthodoxy endeavors to reinterpret 
the domains of human thought and life through Christian theological cat-
egories without kneeling before the reigning “secular” orthodoxies.7 An ex-
cellent agenda, but beyond basic methodological movements (critique and 
ressourcement are detailed below), it does not lay out a pathway for Christian 
leaders to consider theological questions and their relationship to life and 
ministry, a student to write a paper or a scholar to write an essay in theology. 
Theological interpretation of Scripture is another case in point. It wants to 
recover and read the Bible as the Word of God. In place of the (ostensive) 
lab-like sterility of modern biblical studies and the ideological self-projection 
of postmodern biblical interpretation, theological interpretation takes 
Scripture as a theological text. Scripture is a collection of writings about God, 
God’s work in the world, and the way people should live in relationship with 
God and one another.8 In the end, however, it provides more of an inspiring 
orientation to various ways of reading the Bible than it does a theological 
method.9 Highlighting its self-conscious diversity, J. Todd Billings points out 
that theological interpretation is not a “discrete method or discipline.”10

The recurring problem is that proposals on theological method, though 
strong on defining what theology is and why it is important, are weak on 
7James K. A. Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy: Mapping a Post-Secular Theology (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2004), 63-80. 

8Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Introduction: What Is the Theological Interpretation of the Bible?,” in 
Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, general ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2005), 19-23. 

9Wesley Hill’s trinitarian reading of Paul is an important advance in developing the methodology 
of theological interpretation. See Hill, Paul and the Trinity: Persons, Relations, and the Pauline Let-
ters (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015).

10J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People of God: An Entryway to the Theological Interpretation 
of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), xii. For a critique of some of these recent efforts, see 
Stanley E. Porter, “What Exactly Is Theological Interpretation of Scripture and Is It Hermeneu-
tically Robust Enough for the Task to Which It Has Been Appointed?,” in Horizons in Herme-
neutics: A Festschrift in Honor of Anthony C. Thiselton, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Matthew R. Mal-
colm (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 234-67.
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saying how to apply the method. They do not say how it is that a student or 
theologian should perform the theological task. They may provide a theory 
of theology, but they do not stipulate how to apply their theological method 
in concrete terms for others to examine and possibly emulate. Kevin Van-
hoozer’s The Drama of Doctrine, for instance, may be an excellent presen-
tation of his canonical-linguistic theory, but why would one want to take 
this approach? What does it look like to employ this method when actually 
doing theology? How is a pastor, a seminarian, a thesis writer or a professor 
to apply this method? How does one do canonical-linguistic theology on a 
particular topic such as Christology? Moreover, books on theological 
hermeneutics and method often advance a particular approach (e.g., Hüt-
ter’s Suffering Divine Things) or examples from within a theological genre 
(e.g., Vanhoozer’s The Cambridge Companion to Postmodern Theology), but 
they neither provide students and professors with a more comprehensive 
orientation to the field of theological method nor give specific guidance on 
the application of their particular theological approach.11

This problem is endemic in the literature on theological method. How 
did we get here? The following section briefly charts the history of modern 
theological method and its loss of clear methods.

THEOLOGICAL METHOD IN THE MODERN 
EVANGELICAL TRADITION

The theological methods that dominated the evangelical mind for most of 
the twentieth century were evangelical propositionalism, the various forms 
of liberal theology, and the vision of theology articulated by Karl Barth, 
called neo-orthodoxy.12 The primary influence of Barth on evangelical the-
ology, however, was not so much to impart a method but to shape basic 
discussions about theology. This grew out of the belief that all good the-
ology derives directly from the Bible and is Christocentric, along with 
being suspicious of anything that smacks of natural theology. Although 
Barth and neo-orthodoxy were central to twentieth-century theology, they 
11Kevin J. Vanhoozer, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Postmodern Theology (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003).
12A number of these approaches are placed within their wider hermeneutical context in Stanley E. 

Porter and Jason C. Robinson, Hermeneutics: An Introduction to Interpretive Theory (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2011).
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were not readily embraced by mainstream evangelical theology. Donald 
Bloesch and Bernard Ramm drew on Barth, but they were exceptions. 
Neo-orthodoxy arose in mainline church circles as a self-critical form of 
liberal theology (e.g., H. Richard Niebuhr and Reinhold Niebuhr). Many 
evangelicals, moreover, although appreciating Barth’s critique of liberal 
theology and focus on Christ, remained apprehensive about his view  
of the Bible as the Word of God. This section, therefore, outlines the  
two primary influences on twentieth-century evangelical theology— 
propositional and liberal theology. 

Propositional theology. Charles Hodge (1797–1878) is the father of evan-
gelical propositionalism.13 A nineteenth-century theologian at Princeton 
Theological Seminary, Hodge articulated a modern adaptation of the older 
scholastic method of theology. Theology is a science, Hodge believed. The 
Bible is to the theologian what the world is to the scientist. The Bible is a field 
of data waiting to be scrutinized and understood. The Bible is the theologian’s 

“store-house of facts,” according to Hodge.14 Theology is a science because it 
follows an inductive, investigative approach that yields indubitable facts and 
statements that one must believe. The task of theology, therefore, is to collect 
the biblical data and formulate theological principles from these data. 

Contemporary and influential evangelical theologian Wayne Grudem 
carries on Hodge’s theological method. He delineates three steps for doing 
systematic theology. First, find and assemble all the relevant passages on 
the selected topic of study. Second, read, study and articulate the teachings 
of these passages. Third, summarize the teachings into theological state-
ments and correlate them with the other teachings of Scripture on the 

13Notwithstanding different emphases within the spectrum of evangelicalism, Hodge’s theology 
shaped the method of theology from the fundamentalists to the Wesleyan-Holiness and Pente-
costal movements in the twentieth century. Widely popular Wesleyan theologian H. Orton Wiley 
takes Hodge as a paradigm for his systematic theology: Christian Theology, 3 vols. (Kansas City, 
MO: Beacon Hill, 1940–1943). For the influence of the propositional approach to theology on 
Pentecostalism, see L. William Oliverio Jr., Theological Hermeneutics in the Classical Pentecostal 
Tradition: A Typological Account (Leiden: Brill, 2012).

14Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003), 1:10, cf. 1-17. Still 
used is the similar theology of Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1939). 
The method is well displayed in his Summary of Christian Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1938). Exemplifying the neo-evangelical movement and the propositional approach to theology 
of the mid- and late twentieth century is Carl F. H. Henry’s God, Revelation, and Authority, 6 vols. 
(Waco, TX: Word, 1976–1983).
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topic.15 Theology is a process of gathering information and evidence from 
the Bible and articulating these data in doctrinal statements. This approach 
is called “propositional” because it believes that the task of theology is to 
expound the doctrinal content of Scripture. Theology articulates the 
teachings of the Bible in propositions or doctrines. Theology relates to the 
data of the Bible the way theory and data do in other fields of science. A 
Christian doctrine is, therefore, the theological equivalent of Newton’s 
theory of gravity. A doctrine is a theological proposition derived from the 
field of biblical data.

Why do theology in the propositional way? Answering this question gets 
to the basic assumption of the propositional method about the nature of 
Christianity and a person’s relationship with God. Propositional theology 
believes that authentic Christianity consists in doctrinal fidelity. Hodge’s 
differentiation from nonpropositional theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher 
makes this point clear:

Religion (subjectively considered) is the reception of certain doctrines as 
true, and a state of heart and course of action in accordance with those 
doctrines. The Apostles propounded a certain system of doctrines; they pro-
nounced those to be Christians who received those doctrines so as to de-
termine their character and life. They pronounced those who rejected those 
doctrines, who refused to receive their testimony, as antichristian; as having 
no part or lot with the people of God. . . . Those who deny Theism as a doc-
trine are atheists. Those who reject Christianity as a system of doctrine, are 
unbelievers. They are not Christians.16

Hodge does not deny the importance of the “heart” (orthopathy) and 
“action” (orthopraxy), but he insists that believing the right doctrines 
(orthodoxy) is the essence of true Christian faith. Today, few evangelical 
theologians would put the case in terms as starkly as Hodge did. Nev-
ertheless, proponents of propositional theology still place primacy on 
right doctrine.17 Criticizing the propositional method for uncritically 

15Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1994), 36-37. For the same but more detailed articulation of this method, see Millard J. Er-
ickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985), 59-80. 

16Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1:176-77.
17David K. Clark, To Know and Love God: Method for Theology (Wheaton: Crossway, 2003), 232, 

221-32.
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adopting a modernist approach to Scripture (i.e., a Baconian or in-
ductive scientific method) and a rationalist view of theology and faith is 
fashionable today.18 This method’s strength, however, is the possession of 
a clear method.19

Liberal theology. Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) is the “father” of 
liberal theology. Paul Tillich (1886–1965) and David Tracy (1939–) are rep-
resentatives of twentieth-century liberal theology.20 The task of liberal the-
ology was to reinterpret Christian belief within the cultural values and intel-
lectual trends of modernism. It has two basic commitments. On the one 
hand, liberal theology explicitly embraces the rational and scientific assump-
tions of modernism. On the other hand, liberal theology retains allegiance 
to Christianity. Schleiermacher designed his On Religion: Speeches to Its 
Cultured Despisers (1799) to resuscitate, not impugn, Christianity. Irre-
spective of the way evangelicals regard his influence, his intention was to 
promote the cause of the Christian faith.21

Like its twentieth-century evangelical counterpart, liberal theology assumes 
universal principles. Instead of in Scripture and metaphysical doctrines, it lo-
cates these fundamentals in the realm of human experience.22 Making theology 
the rational description and interpretation of human religious experience gives 
it legitimacy as a science, or at least as a social science. Theology is not a meta-
physical flight of fancy but an investigation dealing with the world of human 
experience, just as are other scientific disciplines. Whether in terms of Schlei-
ermacher’s “God-consciousness” or Paul Tillich’s “ultimate concern,” theology 
and religion reduce to expressions of an underlying and essential reality of 
human experience. The chief project of the liberal tradition, whether in its 
18For a sustained critique of and creative alternative to propositionalism, see James K. Smith, Desir-

ing the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, vol. 1 of Cultural Liturgies (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009).

19A fine survey of the history of fundamentalist and evangelical theology is Dorrien’s Remaking of 
Evangelical Theology.

20Although this discussion focuses on key features of liberal theology’s method, especially as it re-
lates to twentieth-century evangelical theology, it also recognizes the diversity of approaches 
within the larger movement. For the history of liberal theology and its varied figures and empha-
ses, see Gary Dorrien’s three-volume work The Making of American Liberal Theology (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2001–2006).

21Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, trans. John Oman (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1958). See also his Brief Outline of Theology as a Field of Study, 3rd ed., trans. 
Terrence N. Tice (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011). 

22John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1966), 5-7.
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modern or postmodern form, is to correlate “philosophical reflection upon the 
meanings present in common human experience and meanings present in the 
Christian tradition.”23 Theology is essentially religious psychology.

The purpose of liberal theology is to explore and understand human re-
ligious experience. Doctrine is not important as such, but the underlying 
religious experience that it expresses is. For example, the Calvinist doctrines 
of God’s glory and predestination are not true per se for liberal theology. 
The notion that an omnipotent deity decrees all things to glorify itself does 
not describe anything in or even about God (at the least in any direct sense). 
These doctrines do, however, express the common human religious expe-
rience or spiritual sense that a benevolent God watches over the world and 
individual lives.

Though criticized by many evangelicals for compromising the Christian 
faith, theological liberals believe they are correlating Christianity with modern 
life, science and society.24 They endeavor to reconcile the values and intellectual 
claims of modernism and Christianity. Philip Clayton’s Transforming Christian 
Theology: For Church and Society is a recent example of how to do liberal theology. 
Calling for a new theology that transcends the bipolar thought world of liberal 
and conservative theology, Clayton nevertheless uses the liberal theological 
method of correlation. He calls denominational leaders to embrace the need 
to change their organizational structures and to do so in light of the “best 
practices” of the latest change managers. He cites a canon of contemporary 
managers of change in support of his call.25 Clayton’s call for denominational 
leaders to consult the theories of change management is probably good advice. 
But it is not a new approach to theology. It is traditional liberal theology en-
deavoring to correlate Christianity with the leading edge of modern society 

23David Tracy, Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology (New York: Seabury, 1975), 34; for 
a full account of Tracy’s revisionist model, which he describes as a continuation of the liberal tradition 
for a postmodern context, see 43-56. This program is continued in Tracy’s The Analogical Imagination: 
Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (London: SCM Press, 1981) and Plurality and Ambigu-
ity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope (New York: Harper & Row, 1987).

24Paul Tillich, Reason and Revelation, Being and God, vol. 1 of Systematic Theology (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1951), 59-66.

25Philip Clayton, Transforming Christian Theology: For Church and Society (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2010), 49-50. For change managers, see John Hayes, The Theory and Practice of Change Management 
(London: Palgrave, 2002), and Esther Cameron and Mike Green, Making Sense of Change Man-
agement: A Complete Guide to the Models, Tools and Techniques of Organizational Change (London: 
Kogan, 2004).
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and culture. In the case of Clayton, adapting church leadership practices to the 
latest insights from the field of institutional leadership is the correlational goal.

Both evangelicals and liberals have sought the same results—timeless 
truths. The difference between them lies in what they have taken as foun-
dational. Evangelicals mine Scripture for timeless doctrines.26 Using the 
tools of grammar and historical analysis, they endeavor to extract the doc-
trinal deposit of Scripture. David K. Clark describes the method this way: 
“Principlizing sees doing good theology as a process of abstracting from the 
Bible certain general theological truths called ‘principles.’”27 Rather than the 
Bible, liberals start with human religious experience. Their goal is to strip 
away the historical husk of the biblical stories and identify their tran-
scendent truths.28 According to Adolf Harnack, “There are only two pos-
sibilities here: either the Gospel is in all respects identical with its earliest 
form, in which case it came with its time and has departed with it; or else 
it contains something which, under differing historical forms, is of per-
manent validity. The latter is the true view.”29 Harnack wanted to discover 
the kernel of truth that spoke across time and space to the common religious 
dimension of human life. Essential religious truths were evangelicals’ and 
liberals’ shared goal. Both groups also used fairly straightforward methods. 
Evangelicals endeavored to collate encyclopedias of biblical doctrines. Lib-
erals sought to correlate the Bible and Christian doctrines with the universal 
phenomena of human experience and the various fields of modern science.

THE STATE OF CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGICAL METHOD

Up to the midpoint of the last century, liberal theology, evangelical propo-
sitionalism (even if ignored by mainstream liberal theologians), and neo- 
orthodoxy were the major theological methods. By the end of the century, 
that was no longer the case. In the 1981 publication of The Shattered 

26Erickson, Christian Theology, 64, 73. 
27Clark, To Know and Love God, 91.
28This approach would evolve into Rudolf Bultmann’s project of demythologizing, which sought to 

capture the existential meaning of the gospel for modern people. See Bultmann, “New Testament 
and Mythology,” in Kerygma and Myth: A Theological Debate, ed. Hans Werner Bartsch, trans. 
Reginald H. Fuller (London: SPCK, 1953), 1-44 (a lecture originally delivered in 1941) and his 
later Jesus Christ and Mythology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958).

29Adolf Harnack, What Is Christianity?, trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1986), 13-14.
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Spectrum: A Survey of Contemporary Theology, Lonnie D. Kliever assessed 
the situation: “The revered traditions and towering giants of the theological 
past have been supplanted by a bewildering variety of theological programs 
and pundits.”30 At the close of the century, Hütter issued a similar lament, 
describing the contemporary theological landscape as an “increasingly . . . 
expanding ‘market of possibilities.’”31 Feminist, womanist, mujerista, eco-
logical, political, analytic, philosophical, postmodern, postcolonial, tran-
scendental, liberation, narrative, process and progressive theologies are 
some of the new players in that market. The more or less binary (or trinary) 
world of modern theology is gone. Not only have types of theology prolif-
erated, but ways of doing theology have as well. The following describes 
the major approaches to theological method that have influenced and 
shaped contemporary evangelical theology.

Postliberal theology. Postliberal theology (also called “the Yale School” 
and narrative theology) was the first to break open the world of modern 
theology. Of the panoply of postmodern theologies to emerge in the past 
several decades, it is also the most relevant for discussing theological method 
in the evangelical tradition. George A. Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine is 
the foundational source for this theological approach.32

Postliberalism understands doctrine in terms of a cultural-linguistic 
system. Culture delineates appropriate ways to live in society. Grammar 
imparts proper ways to speak. In a similar fashion, doctrines are cultural-
linguistic systems. Doctrines teach people how to practice the faith of a 
religious community.33 Doctrines, like liturgies, provide the objective struc-
tures for individual religious experience. Religion and doctrine, therefore, 
are not primarily about believing things. They are about life. They show a 
way to live. They provide a guide to being religious within a specific tradition 
of Christianity.

30Lonnie D. Kliever, The Shattered Spectrum: A Survey of Contemporary Theology (Atlanta: John Knox, 
1981), 1.

31Hütter, Suffering Divine Things, 2.
32George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Philadel-

phia: Westminster, 1984). Also formative for this movement are Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of 
Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1974), and Stanley Hauerwas, The Community of Character (Notre Dame, 
IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1981).

33Lindbeck, Nature of Doctrine, 33-35.
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Whereas evangelical propositionalism takes the Bible as foundational 
and liberal theology takes religious experience as foundational, the com-
munity of faith is the foundation of postliberal theology. Postliberal the-
ology is “post” liberal because the objective realities of religion (e.g., doc-
trines and liturgies), not subjective religious experience, are fundamental. 
Liberal theology assumes that doctrines reflect and address religious con-
cerns common to humanity. Doctrine derives from religious experience. 
Theology moves from doctrine to experience. Theology shows how doctrine 
expresses and answers human religious questions. Postliberal theology sees 
theology the other way around. Doctrine shapes and provides the structure 
for individual religious experience. Postliberal remains “liberal” because the 
field of study is anthropological, not theological. The beliefs and practices 
of the Christian community, not God per se, are the subject matter of theo-
logical reflection. Where liberal theology is religious psychology, postliberal 
theology is religious sociology. In contrast to the propositional method, ar-
riving at essential or timeless truth, therefore, is not the task of theology. 
Articulating the religious beliefs and values of a particular Christian com-
munity or tradition and interpreting the world in light of those beliefs and 
values is the postliberal theological agenda.34

Postconservative theology. Postconservative theology is a style of evan-
gelical theology that emerged in the 1990s. Clark Pinnock, John Franke, 
Stanley Grenz and Roger Olson represent this movement.35 The postcon-
servative view on the nature and method of theology is very similar to the 
postliberal approach.36 Given that, what gives it its distinctive character?

Postconservative and postliberal theologies are the postmodern heirs of 
their modern theological parents. Postliberal theologians are, or have their 
background, in the liberal theological tradition. Postconservative theolo-
gians come from the evangelical tradition. Since they were never liberals, 
calling them postliberal does not recognize their theological heritage.

34Ibid., 32-39, 117.
35Olson provides a detailed description of postconservative evangelical theology in Reformed and 

Always Reforming. 
36Two seminal sources in the development of the postconservative approach to theology are Stanley 

J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern Context 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), and John R. Franke, The Character of Theology: An 
Introduction to Its Nature, Task, and Purpose (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005). 



Method in Systematic Theology: An Introduction 15

Postconservatives remain evangelicals but reject the traditional conservative 
evangelical way of doing theology—i.e., propositional theology. They reject the 
modernist assumption of objectivity that supports the propositional approach 
to the Bible—i.e., a field of data waiting for the theologian-scientist to discover 
and convert to doctrinal and theological truths. Yet they are not radical post-
modernists; they do not cast off all restraints and descend into relativism. They 
remain committed to the authority of Scripture, orthodox doctrine and 
Christian tradition. Post also indicates a different ethos from what defined 
conservative evangelicalism. Postconservatives want to transcend the categories 
of “right” and “left,” liberal and conservative, and instead embrace an irenic and 
ecumenical style, and avoid contentious and defensive apologetic strategies.

Postconservative and postliberal theologies share the cultural-linguistic 
assumptions about the nature of theology. They recognize the role that social 
context and location within a historical tradition play in reading the Bible 
and understanding the Christian faith. Propositional theology sees doctrine 
and theology arising almost directly from the pages of Scripture. Theological 
statements are expositions of the teachings of the Bible. Although formally 
not equivalent to the Bible, these statements have the same functional au-
thority. Theological disagreements, therefore, become matters not of biblical 
interpretation but of fidelity to the faith and the authority of the Bible. 
Tradition and cultural context do not play an explicit role in propositional 
theology, though propositional theology clearly reads Scripture in a par-
ticular tradition of Protestant Christianity and from a conservative cultural 
context of North American society.

Theology is explicitly more complex and dynamic for postconservatives. 
Theology is critical commentary on the community of faith’s understanding 
and practice of the Christian faith. This commentary is not free floating but 
shaped by and embedded in the context of the specific tradition of Christian 
faith—for example, evangelicalism, Methodism and Lutheranism. Theology 
is, therefore, a second-order discipline. It interprets the first-order elements 
of the faith—Scripture, tradition and practices. The interpretive and con-
textual nature of the theology means that it is also dynamic. Theology does 
not broker timeless truths. It brings the community of faith’s understanding 
of the gospel into critical conversation with Scripture, Christian tradition 
and the contemporary cultural setting.
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