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1

IN TRODU C TION

Method Matters

F irst-year theology students normally enjoy debating hot-button 
theological topics like the doctrine of creation, predestination and 

free will, the miraculous spiritual gifts, the covenants, and the timetable 
for Christ’s return, but they rarely muster the same enthusiasm for theo-
logical method. After all, time spent in the classroom on methodology can 
feel like an extended discussion of the syllabus. Talk about method may 
be a necessary evil, but we need to get through it quickly so we can move 
on to the juicy stuff. 

Before we can get into all that excitement, we must first talk about 
theological method, or what is otherwise known as theological prole-
gomena. (Say it with me: pro-le-gom-e-na. Now say it three times fast.) 
The singular term, prolegomenon, which literally means “a word spoken 
beforehand,” is a critical introduction to a topic or field of study. As a 
critical introduction to theology, theological method explores the defi-
nitions, the tasks, the sources, and the processes of Christian theology. 
Method addresses foundational questions like: What is theology? What 
do theologians do? How can they do it better? How should I study the-
ology? And what use does theology serve for the people to whom I am 
called to minister?

Everyone who thinks about God has a method for approaching this 
subject matter, though few people stop to think about the way they reach 
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their conclusions. How one defines theology, sees its task, and uses its 
sources will shape the final product of doctrine, for better or worse. In the 
words of Gordon Spykman (1926–1993), “Show me your prolegomena, 
and I will predict the rest of your theology.”1 When handling the things 
of God revealed in his Word, our method matters. Wise and faithful 
theological methods usually lead to true doctrines that bless and grow 
the people of God. Inattention to method can lead to false doctrines that 
wreak havoc on the church.

The history of doctrine provides us with numerous examples of 
destructive theologies that began with fundamentally flawed methods. 

• Less than a hundred years after Jesus, a group of religious intel-
lectuals who called themselves the Gnostics began carelessly mix-
ing pagan philosophy with Scripture. Claiming to have hidden 
knowledge of the spiritual realm, they rejected the one true God, 
the goodness of his creation, and the incarnation of Jesus.

• Later that century, a popular teacher named Montanus claimed 
to speak on behalf of the Holy Spirit, offering “new prophecies” 
to anyone who would listen. Many exited orthodox churches to 
be part of this leader’s movement. Montanus encouraged his fol-
lowers to reject marriage and sex, to fast regularly, and to seek 
martyrdom. Many religions follow the pattern of Montanism 
today, emphasizing religious experience over and against the writ-
ten Word of God.

• Modalists denied the doctrine of the Trinity by asserting that 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one and the same 
person. Modalists were also known as the “Father-sufferers” 
(patri passianists) because they taught that the Father died on the 
cross. Modalists ignored a large portion of biblical texts that clearly 
distinguish between the persons of the Trinity and opted for an 
overly simplistic answer to a diff icult question.

1 Gordon Spykman, Reformational Theology: A New Paradigm for Doing 
Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 40. 
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• Arius, an elder from Alexandria, set off a theological world 
war in the fourth century when he declared “there was a time 
when the Son was not.” Armed with an overly literal approach to 
Scripture, Arius took Paul’s description of Jesus as the “firstborn 
over all creation” (Col 1:15) to mean Jesus was literally the first 
person God created. Created by God, Jesus is less than truly God 
and incapable of saving us from our sin.

Each of these historical heresies was unique, but they all shared a 
common thread: inattention to proper ways of thinking about God and 
interpreting Scripture. None of these teachers rightly divided “the word 
of truth” (2 Tim 2:15). Closer attention to theological method may have 
helped them avoid these dangerous doctrines.

Disciples of Jesus today face similar challenges and threats from here-
tics, but we also live in a time unlike any other in human history. Thanks 
to our interconnected global culture, we are met every day with conflict-
ing perspectives about what it means to be a human being, how we are to 
relate to one another, and why the world is the way it is. Anyone with a 
smartphone and a social media account can act like an authority on any 
subject. We are rich with information but poor in wisdom. How do we 
make wise decisions about what is true? How can we who claim to follow 
Jesus avoid the mistakes of the past or keep from making new ones? How 
can we have confidence we are properly understanding God’s Word and 
living in obedience to it? Once more, theological method matters.

The interest in theological method has intensified over the last few 
decades. More books have been written on the subject in the last half 
century than any other time in the history of the church. So, why write 
another when the market seems so well saturated? What could possibly 
be offered from another outing on the topic? Even though a prolegome-
non is meant to be an “introduction” to a subject matter, many of the 
works that bear this name are inaccessible to those who are not already 
specialists entrenched in the field. Oftentimes, books on theological pro-
legomena are technical works written by theologians for other theolo-
gians and their doctoral students. Furthermore, few of the books written 
about method offer their readers an actual procedure for doing theology. 
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Most books in the genre of theological method read more like a “philoso-
phy of theology” than methodology.

My primary goal here was to create a user-friendly book on method 
that upper-level undergraduates and first-year seminary students could 
read alongside their systematic theology textbooks, an introduction that 
really could be the “first words” read when diving into the incredible 
world of academic theology. I am not trying to reinvent the wheel here or 
display my cleverness. I only sought to take the best elements of the great 
works written over recent years in theological method and share them 
with pastors and teachers in training. Second, I hope pastors and church 
leaders can benefit from the resources provided here as a way of enriching 
their preaching and discipleship ministries.

By writing this book, I desire to serve those whom God has called “to 
equip the saints for the work of ministry, to build up the body of Christ, 
until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of God’s Son, 
growing into maturity with a stature measured by Christ’s fullness” (Eph 
4:12–13). The calling God has placed on pastors is no picnic, but know-
how in the area of theological method can make them more effective in 
“speaking the truth in love” (Eph 4:15) and preventing their people from 
being “blown around by every wind of teaching” (Eph 4:14).

!eological Method for Christian Disciple-Makers
This book explores theological method as it relates to the Great 
Commission (Matt 28:18–20). My end goal is not to sustain the acad-
emy but to develop a group of students passionate about Christian truth 
and reaching the nations for King Jesus. Theology is both a guide for 
Christian mission and an essential part of it. I am convinced the study of 
theological method can help us be more effective disciple-makers in the 
various ministry contexts to which God calls us.

This book begins where many other works in theological method 
linger—the principles of theology. In chapter 1, we will look at various defi-
nitions of the term theology and describe the tasks of systematic theol-
ogy. The second chapter tackles a more controversial topic: the nature of 
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doctrine and its function in the life of the church. Chapter 3 explores the 
role of theology in disciple-making, especially in the way theology shapes 
the Christian worldview. I conclude this section with a chapter about the 
relationship between the various theological disciplines.

The next section of the book, preparations, deals with the character 
of the theologian. Chapter 5 is about spiritual preparation for studying 
Christian theology. Here, I compare and contrast theology in the flesh 
with theology in the Spirit. Chapter 6 is about having a mind prepared 
for the study of Christian theology. It explores the tension between faith 
and reason, the nature of Christian knowledge, and the need for intel-
lectual virtues in studying Christian doctrine.

We next move to the procedures. Chapter 7 is an exploration of the 
nature of Scripture and its interpretation, highlighting the way we read 
the Bible as the Word of God so that we can know God. The three chap-
ters that follow (chapters 8–10) explore how other “authorities” like tra-
dition, philosophy, and experience serve Scripture in theological method. 
This section concludes with a concrete, replicable process for students 
working their way through a doctrinal topic.

I wrote the final section of this book—practices—especially for stu-
dents. Chapter 12 addresses teaching Christian doctrine in a way that 
is faithful to Scripture and fitting to one’s ministry context. Chapters 
13 and 14 explore the two main “deliverables” of the academic study of 
Christian theology: (1) academic papers and (2) doctrinal sermons taught 
in the life of the local church. Oftentimes we who are theology professors 
assign our students papers to write but give little or no concrete direc-
tion for how to write them. Building on the procedural level laid out in 
the previous section, chapter 13 details how to pick a theological topic, 
how to narrow the focus of the paper, how to research, how to outline the 
paper, and how to make arguments. In chapter 14, I address two different 
ways doctrine can be preached or taught in a local church setting. 



PART ONE

Principles

Understanding the nature of 
Christian theology and its tasks
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1

Defining !eology 
and Its Tasks

I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
glorious Father, would give you the Spirit of wisdom 

and revelation in the knowledge of him.
—E!"#$%&'$ (:()

What is theology? The commonly given short answer, though not 
necessarily the most precise or helpful one, is that theology is 

“the study of God.” After all, theology draws its name from two Greek 
words: theos, meaning “God,” and logos, which means “word,” “reason,” 
or “speech.” In contemporary usage, we usually associate the suffix -ology 
with the study or science of something. One may think of theology as 
the “study of God” in much the same way biology is the study of liv-
ing organisms, cultural anthropology is the study of human cultures, and 
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bracketology is the study of college basketball tournament schedules. We 
do, in fact, study theology to learn about God.1

But this description is thin and somewhat misleading. The so-called 
study of God is categorically different from any other science. God can-
not be seen through a telescope or observed in a petri dish. No theologian 
studies God as a detached or neutral observer, nor can we ever “master” 
the only “subject matter” who knows us better than we know ourselves. In 
some ways, the idea of “studying” God is like Harry Potter studying J. K. 
Rowling or Atticus Finch researching Harper Lee. Like Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, we are merely created characters in the divine drama God is 
writing through our lives. We only know this God because he purposely 
makes himself known to us. 

Theology must be more than an intellectual novelty, an academic pro-
gram, or a lucrative career option. ( Just trust me on that last one.) Theology 
begins and ends with the God who created us, loves us, and knows us better 
than we know ourselves. When pursued properly, the study of theology can 
help us strengthen and affirm our personal faith, equip the body of Christ, 
reach the nations with the gospel, smash the idols of our culture, and find 
deep, lasting satisfaction in the rewards of serving our eternal King. 

Yet before we can achieve these marvelous ends, we must learn how 
to come into theology in the right way, to take the right first steps. That 
is the duty of theological method. Before we can set about detailing the 
business of theology, we must first describe what it is theology does. How 
one defines theology will shape the way one practices theology. 

How Has !eology Been Defined?
Though the word theology appears nowhere in Scripture, the Bible is a 
very theological book—or better stated, a library of theological books. 
God did not choose to inspire a systematic theology textbook, but as 

1 As Thomas Aquinas explained, “The object of the science [i.e., a field of 
study or knowledge] is that of which it principally treats. But in this science, 
the treatment is mainly about God; for it is called theology, as treating of God. 
Therefore, God is the object of this science” (Summa Theologica 1.1.7).
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Bruce* Ashford and Keith Whitfield astutely observed, the Bible (1) 
anticipates the task of systematic theology, (2) provides the narrative 
framework for theology, and (3) provides the trajectory for the theologi-
cal task.2

Scripture anticipates the task of theology in providing the content 
of theology, in calling people everywhere to love its principal object 
of study, and in shaping the way we think about God’s world. Every 
biblical author wrote “ad hoc theology” with doctrinal and practical 
instruction directed toward circumstances in Israel or the early church. 
Christian theologians work to interpret these context-specific messages, 
to re construct the belief system behind them, and to apply them to the 
needs of the church today.

The Bible may anticipate theology, but the formal development of 
theology as a discipline took more time. Christians and non-Christians 
alike have used the term theology in several ways throughout history.3 
One of the earliest known uses of theologia is found in the works of 
Plato, where the philosopher used it unfavorably to describe pagan myths 
about the gods.4 Plato rejected the “theological” stories of Greek poets 
who characterized the gods like the crazy guests on a daytime talk show, 
always “warring, fighting, or plotting against one another.”5 Aristotle also 
dismissed the ancient “theologies” or mythologies that used the gods to 
explain natural phenomena.6 Greek philosophers later described their 
respective philosophies of religion as theologies, a use that resonated with 
the earliest Christian theologians.7

2 Bruce Riley Ashford and Keith Whitfield, “Theological Method: An 
Introduction to the Task of Theology,” in A Theology for the Church, 2nd ed., ed. 
Daniel L. Akin (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2014), 3–17.

3 See Frank Whaling, “The Development of the Word ‘Theology,’” Scottish 
Journal of Theology 34 (1981): 289–312.

4 Plato, The Republic 2.379a.
5 Plato, 2.378c.
6 Aristotle, Meteorologica 2.353b. Elsewhere, Aristotle used the term theolo-

gia positively to describe the study of things related to the divine. See Aristotle 
Metaphysics 6.1026a.

7 Whaling, “The Development of the Word ‘Theology,’” 290–92.
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For the first eleven centuries of the faith, Christian thinkers predomi-
nantly used the word theologia to describe the Christian doctrine of God.8 
Today, we specify this use of the term as theology proper. Theology proper 
is a specific category of Christian doctrine that explores the existence, 
essence, attributes, and activity of God. Theology proper bears some fam-
ily resemblance to the way Greco-Roman philosophers approached the 
philosophy of religion, but the God Christian theologians speak of is not 
“the god of the philosophers.”9 He is the triune God who has “spoken to 
us by his Son .*.*. the radiance of God’s glory and the exact expression of 
his nature” (Heb 1:2–3).

The earliest Christian theologians appropriated the term theologia 
to describe Christian doctrine and their defense of the faith. The first 
Christian theologies were responses to heretical theologies. The teach-
ings of heretics forced orthodox Christians to explain their own beliefs.10 
Justin Martyr (c. 100–c. 165) offered apologetic responses to Jewish and 
Greek critics of Christianity.11 Second- and third-century theologians 
Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 202) and Tertullian (c. 155–c. 240) wrote theologi-
cal treatises in response to the heresies of groups like the Gnostics, who 
denied the incarnation of Christ and the goodness of creation.12 The late-
second-century theologian Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–215) wrote 

8 David K. Clark, To Know and Love God: Method for Theology, Foundations 
of Evangelical Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2003), 34–37.

9 Blaise Pascal, Pensées and Other Writings, trans. Honor Levi (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 172.

10 See Harold O. J. Brown, Heresies: Heresy and Orthodoxy in the History of 
the Church (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003), 42. For this reason, Brown called 
heresy “the stepmother of orthodoxy” and a specific heresy like Gnosticism “the 
stepmother of systematic theology.”

11 The First Apology and The Second Apology are defenses of Christian belief 
addressed to Roman rulers and authorities. Justin responds to Jewish criticism of 
Christian doctrine in Dialogue with Trypho.

12 The major extant works of Irenaeus include Against Heresies and On 
Apostolic Preaching. Thirty-one works of Tertullian have survived, including 
a book on apologetic method (On the Prescription of Heretics) and theological 
writings directed toward the Gnostics (Against the Valentinians), the Modalists 
(Against Praxeas), and the Marcionite heresy (Against Marcion). 



Defining Theology and Its Tasks 13

of “the theology of the ever-living word,” which he contrasted with the 
“theology” of pagan philosophers and myth-makers.13

The adjective theological can also describe individual and cultural 
beliefs about God or gods. Everyone, whether deeply religious, apathetic 
toward religion, or adamantly opposed to religion, has some belief about 
God, their origins, and their final destiny. Consequently, everyone is a 
“theologian” in this extremely broad sense of the word, though most peo-
ple never stop to think critically about their religious beliefs.14 While 
everyone has what Arthur Holmes called a “world-viewish theology,” few 
stop to analyze their underlying beliefs about God. Even fewer take up 
the task of studying Christian theology critically.15

One common use of the term theology is everything taught and 
affirmed within a local Christian church or denomination. In this sense, 
theology is synonymous with doctrine. This is what people mean when 
they say, “That church has good theology,” or “That televangelist has a 
bad theology.” While this usage of theology is common, I want to make 
a more careful distinction between theology and doctrine, which I will 
explore in the next chapter.

The adjective theological can also describe any academic discipline 
taught in a Bible college, seminary, or divinity school.16 I regularly tell my 
students my systematic theology classes are the most important classes 
they will take in seminary because the word theological is in the name of 
our institution. (I’m not sure my colleagues at the seminary are as amused 
as I am.) But of course, this broader, academic sense of theological also 
applies to a wide range of disciplines outside of doctrinal studies, includ-
ing but not limited to biblical studies, church history, philosophy of reli-
gion, pastoral ministries, discipleship ministries, counseling ministries, 
church leadership courses, and worship studies.

13 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 1.13; 5.4.
14 Stanley J. Grenz and Roger E. Olson, Who Needs Theology? An Invitation 

to the Study of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 12–21.
15 Arthur F. Holmes, Contours of a World View (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1983), 35.
16 Michael Kibbe, From Topic to Thesis: A Guide to Theological Research 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 32–33.
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Finally, most scholars associate “theology” with the scholarly and 
critical study of doctrine, what Christians believe and teach. The four 
traditional branches of doctrinal studies are systematic theology, biblical 
theology, historical theology, and philosophical theology. Biblical theology is 
often divided into Old Testament theology and New Testament theology. To 
these common categories we could add practical theology (or pastoral the-
ology), Christian ethics, and Christian apologetics. For the purposes of this 
book, theology or Christian theology is shorthand for systematic theology
(sometimes called dogmatics).

What Is Systematic ! eology?
A superficial survey of systematic theology textbooks would show how 
much they have in common, especially among evangelical theologians. 
They are orderly accounts of Christian doctrine usually arranged by 
headings like “Revelation,” “God,” “Humanity,” “Christ,” and the like. Yet 
theologians vary widely in their respective definitions of systematic theol-
ogy, largely because they understand the central tasks of theology in vari-
ous ways. Consider the following examples from evangelical theologians:

• Focusing on the primacy of biblical doctrine, Wayne Grudem 
defined systematic theology as “any study that answers the question, 
‘What does the whole Bible teach us today?’ about any given topic.”17

17 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 21.
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• Millard Erickson’s definition highlights the role of theology in 
shaping a Christian worldview: “Theology*.*.*. is a discipline of 
study that seeks to understand the God revealed in the Bible and 
to provide a Christian understanding of reality.”18

• Beth Felker Jones stressed that theology is “about discipleship: 
we learn to speak and think well about God so that we can be 
more faithful followers of Jesus.”19

• John Franke focused on mission and witness: “The purpose of 
theology is to cooperate with the Spirit to form witnessing com-
munities that participate in the divine mission by living God’s 
love in the way of Jesus Christ for the sake of the world.”20

• John Frame’s definition underscores the practical dimension of 
Christian theology: “Theology is the application of Scripture, by 
persons, to every area of life.”21 

• Stressing the role of theology in Christian worship, Alister 
McGrath characterized theology as “reflection upon the God 
whom Christians worship and adore.”22

Some of these definitions focus on cognitive content: what we can 
know. Others focus on a practical end, like worldview formation, disciple-
ship, obedience, or mission. The final definition focuses on the heart-
felt dimension of theology in Christian worship. Yet all these definitions 
speak to essential aspects of Christian theology or its tasks. Before I offer 
my own definition, I want to explore ten features of systematic theology 
that set it apart from other forms of doctrinal study.

18 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2013), 3.

19 Beth Felker Jones, Practicing Christian Doctrine: An Introduction to 
Thinking and Living Theologically (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014), 13.

20 John R. Franke, “Missional Theology,” in Evangelical Theological Method: 
Five Views, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Steven M. Studebaker (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018), 60.

21 John Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief 
(Philipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2013), 8, italics in original.

22 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology, 5th ed. (Malden, MA: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011), 102.



T!" M"#!$% $& C!'()#(*+ T!"$,$-.16

First, systematic theology is a distinctively Christian discipline. No other 
faith tradition has a clear parallel to the Christian study of systematic 
theology. While non-Christian religions have scholars who study their 
beliefs, they do not ordinarily work to organize those beliefs into a 
coherent system for their adherents.23 Non-Christian scholars of religion 
often attempt to address belief systems as neutral observers, not trying 
to shape a belief system as much as they are trying to describe it. By 
contrast, Christian theologians aim “to build up the body of Christ,” to 
help believers reach “unity in the faith and in the knowledge of God’s 
Son” (Eph 4:12, 13). Christian theologians believe we are being renewed 
in the image of our Creator through the knowledge of God (Col 3:10). 
Systematic theology begins and ends with the good news of Jesus Christ.

Second, systematic theology involves critical reflection. “Critical” here 
does not mean being negative or argumentative, but giving serious 
thought to ideas. In an age when we have access to the sum of human 
knowledge on the little devices in our pockets, we need critical reflection 
more than ever. We must train our senses “to distinguish between good 
and evil” (Heb 5:14). We must have our minds renewed so that we may 
“discern what is the good, pleasing, and perfect will of God” (Rom 12:2).

Applied to theology, critical reflection means testing the things 
believed, said, or taught about God and his Word. Believers firmly footed 
in Christian truth are not “tossed by the waves and blown around by 
every wind of teaching” (Eph 4:14). So, Paul encouraged believers to 
“test all things” (1 Thess 5:21). Likewise, John warned about false teach-
ers and instructed the church to “test the spirits to see if they are from 

23 There are historical exceptions to this rule. Medieval Islamic schools like 
the Mu‘tazila dedicated themselves to the study of ‘Ilm al-Kal!m (the “science 
of speech”) or rational Islamic theology, but few contemporary Muslims believe 
this to be an important endeavor. See Richard C. Martin, Mark R. Woodward, 
and Dwi S. Atmaja, Defenders of Reason in Islam: Mu‘tazilism from Medieval 
School to Modern Symbol (London: Oneworld, 1997). Under the influence of 
these Islamic rationalist traditions, the Arabic rabbi Saadia Gaon (c. 892–942) 
later developed a Jewish Kalam theology titled The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs 
(Emunoth ve-Deoth). See Saadia Gaon, The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, trans. 
Alexander Altmann (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002).
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God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 
4:1). We should be like the Berean converts who, after hearing Paul and 
Silas preach, “examined the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so” 
(Acts 17:11). The God-given gift of reason enables us to reflect on the 
truth of God as we experience his presence, his goodness, and his power 
through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

Third, Christian theology is based on God’s self-disclosure in general 
reve lation and in special revelation. Through what theologians call gen-
eral revelation, God has made his existence, power, and eternal nature 
known to all people everywhere (Rom 1:19–20; cf. Ps 19:1–6). General 
revelation includes God’s self-revelation through nature, the human con-
science, and history. But this general revelation is limited in its ability to 
describe God, his mighty acts, and his salvific plan. 

God has given a more complete revelation of himself as Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit in special revelation. Before Christ, God spoke to patri-
archs, prophets, and kings. But in the fullness of time, he gave a superior 
revelation of himself in his Son, Jesus Christ, who is the “radiance of 
God’s glory and the exact expression of his nature” (Heb 1:3; cf. Gal 
4:4–5). Jesus, who is God incarnate, put the invisible God on display for 
all to see (Col 1:15). Jesus explained the kingdom of God, demonstrated 
God’s character, and made a way for us to have a restored relationship 
with God through his sacrificial death. “No one has ever seen God. The 
one and only Son, who is himself God and is at the Father’s side—he 
has revealed him” ( John 1:18). The special revelation of God in history 
is preserved for believers today in Scripture—the written Word of God.

Scripture is the chief authority over Christian belief and practice. 
Some accuse conservative and evangelical Christians of “bibliolatry”—
the worship of the Bible—or of serving a “paper pope.” But this is a 
misunderstanding of what we mean by the “authority of Scripture.” The 
authority of the Bible is God’s authority expressed through Scripture. 
When we say we want to submit to God’s Word, we mean that we want 
God himself to govern our beliefs and practices. 

Fourth, the primary subject of systematic theology is the triune God of 
the Bible—his nature, his attributes, and his activity. Christian theology is 
not the study of a generic deity but the intellectual pursuit of the biblical 
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God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We study his nature when we 
study his existence, his being, and the doctrine of the Trinity. We study 
his attributes when we study those characteristics or qualities that make 
God who he is (e.g., he is holy, all-knowing, all-powerful, etc.). We also 
examine the activity of God in history and in the world and church today. 
God’s past activities include his initial creative act, his rescue of Israel 
from the Egyptians, and gospel concerning the life, death, and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ. His ongoing activities include his providential care 
of the universe, his saving of sinners, and his rule over the church. His 
future activities are the substance of biblical promises: the return of Jesus, 
the judgment of sin, the consummation of the kingdom, and the restora-
tion of creation.

Fifth, systematic theology organizes the teaching of the whole Bible into 
categories or topics, answering critical questions about the content of its teach-
ing. Sometimes the work of systematic theology is derided by those who 
assert it is foreign to the Bible itself. The Bible does not present its theo-
logical content in an organized, categorical way. The reason for this is 
understandable. Scripture is not a single book written for the academy 
but a diverse library of books written in many genres by different authors 
to different audiences at different moments in the history of Israel and 
the church. Moses, David, Isaiah, Paul, Peter, James, and John wrote 
“applied theology” to their respective settings, knowing the specific needs 
of their immediate audiences. They were distinct personalities with their 
own agendas. Yet God used these human authors to produce the exact 
words he intended us to have.

Evangelical systematic theologians committed to the full truthful-
ness of all Scripture want to draw their understanding of God and his 
world from the whole Bible, not just selected parts.24 If one, unchanging 
God inspired every word of Scripture, then all the doctrinal claims of 
Scripture will cohere without contradiction. So, we diligently work to 
understand all of Scripture and to resolve any apparent contradictions or 

24 Scott R. Swain, “Dogmatics as Systematic Theology,” in The Task of 
Dogmatics: Explorations in Theological Method, ed. Oliver D. Crisp and Fred 
Sanders (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017), 50.
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tensions within the text. These tensions will be resolved when Scripture 
is interpreted properly and all the available data is known.25 Furthermore, 
all the truths of Scripture will harmonize with other truths gleaned from 
other sources of knowledge. The Bible will not contradict scientific or 
historical truths when they are properly known and understood.

Theologians summarize the doctrinal content of the Bible much the 
same way any Christian would when asked to answer questions like these:

• How can we know the Bible is true?
• Who is the Holy Spirit?
• Can a truly saved person lose their salvation?
• Does the Bible tell us how a church should be organized?
• What do Christians believe about the end of the world?

Pastors, teachers, and disciple-makers formulate answers to these types 
of questions that summarize the gist of the biblical message. They relate 
multiple passages (because they assume the Bible speaks a unified truth 
to these matters) and organize their thoughts accordingly. Systematic 
theologians, too, take the distinctive statements of biblical authors on a 
given topic and work to arrange them in an orderly manner.

The standard categories of systematic theology include prolegomena 
(theological method), the doctrine of revelation, theology proper (the doctrine 
of God), theological anthropology (the doctrine of humanity), hamartiology 
(the doctrine of sin), Christology (the study of the person and work of 
Christ), soteriology (the doctrine of salvation), pneumatology (the doctrine 
of the Holy Spirit), ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church), and eschatol-
ogy (the doctrine of last things). These categories are usually arranged in 
a logical order that resembles the narrative structure of Scripture and the 
gospel message: creation, fall, redemption, and the future consummation 
of the kingdom of God.26

25 Erickson, Christian Theology, 206.
26 Ashford and Whitfield, “Theological Method,” 7–10. See also Christopher 

W. Morgan and Robert A. Peterson, Christian Theology: The Biblical Story and 
Our Faith (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2020).
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Sixth, in addition to Scripture, systematic theology employs the resources of 
the Christian tradition, reason, and experience to help formulate its doctrinal 
expressions. Scripture alone is the standard for Christian belief, but theo-
logians often employ other resources to assist in their interpretation of its 
doctrinal contents. Tradition, or how the Scripture has been interpreted 
and applied throughout the history of the church, can be a helpful guide 
for theology and biblical interpretation. Reason is a gift from God that 
can help us think through the logic of our interpretation or help clarify 
concepts not directly addressed by Scripture. Experience can confirm the 
truthfulness of Christian doctrine and spark important questions for 
contemporary theology.

Seventh, systematic theology should always offer a contemporary and con-
textually relevant presentation of Christian truth to its intended audience. 
No one can write the “perfect” systematic theology textbook and call the 
task forever done. (This means job security for theologians!) Though 
eternal truths of God passed from one generation to another do not 
change, the audiences and cultures in which those truths are espoused 
do change. The church in every era has faced challenges that called for a 
theological response. In the first century, it was embattled with contro-
versies over Jewish legalism (Gal 1:6–7; 2:11–14; 4:8–20) and teaching 
that denied the true humanity of Jesus (1 John 4:1–6). In the fourth and 
fifth centuries, the church needed to articulate what Scripture said about 
Jesus in the face of heresies that denied his true divinity and humanity. 
In the nineteenth century, it needed to respond to a new intellectual fad 
called Darwinism. Now Christians face an uphill battle with the sexual 
revolution in Western culture. Because the setting in which theology is 
researched, taught, and practiced is always changing, there is an ongoing 
need for new and contemporary expressions of Christian teaching that 
are faithful to Scripture and fitting to the contextual need.

Eighth, systematic theology shapes the worship, behavior, and ministry 
of the Christian church. We do not teach doctrine simply to win games of 
biblical Trivial Pursuit. Biblical writers wrote with the expectation that 
the people of Israel and the church would respond in obedience to what 
God was saying through them. Following Jesus’s instruction, we teach 
doctrine to make disciples, “teaching them to observe everything [he] .*.*. 
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commanded” us (Matt 28:20). Right thinking about God’s self-revelation 
should result in true worship and obedience.

Ninth, systematic theologians articulate a distinctly Christian worldview 
for their readers. Systematic theology not only aims to organize the doc-
trinal content of the Bible; it also aims to make disciples by reframing 
the architecture of our minds around the gospel. In the words of Anselm 
of Canterbury (1033–1109), “I do not seek to understand in order that I 
may believe, but I believe in order that I may understand.”27 The aim of 
the Christian theologian is to help people think about the world the way 
the divinely inspired authors of Scripture did, to think God’s thoughts 
after him. We want to see people grow in their knowledge and under-
standing of God, which, in turn, results in wise living (Prov 1:7). 

Finally, because systematic theology seeks to understand God and his rela-
tionship to the world, it must engage with other academic disciplines that study 
God’s world. Theologians may attempt to relate doctrine to other disci-
plines outside of theology (e.g., philosophy, history, science, psychology, 
literary theory, etc.). But whereas all other human disciplines are fallible 
and prone to error, Scripture is not. Scripture alone provides the key by 
which other truths are assessed.28 The theologian can also offer a dis-
tinctly Christian point of view on theories or questions derived from 
other disciplines. What are human emotions and where do they come 
from? What economic system best addresses human needs? The Bible 
does not directly address these questions, but a thoughtful Christian with 
a worldview informed by Scripture can offer creative and biblically faith-
ful solutions to these matters.

Theology involves gleaning head knowledge of God as he has revealed 
himself; heart knowledge, which leads to praise and adoration; and practi-
cal knowledge, which regulates everyday life as a disciple of Jesus.29 With 
these ten characteristics in mind, I am now ready to offer a succinct 

27 Anselm, Proslogion 1; cf. Augustine, Tractates on the Gospel of John 29.6.
28 Spykman, Reformational Theology, 76–90 (see intro., n.1).
29 See John Webster, “What Makes Theology Theological?” Journal of 

Analytic Theology 3 (May 2015): 17–28. These three categories reflect the “scien-
tific,” “contemplative,” and “practical” dimensions of theology described in John 
Webster’s definition of theology.
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definition of systematic theology that I will use going forward in the book. 
Systematic theology is critical and organized reflection on God’s self- revelation 
for the purposes of growing in Christ and making disciples. Systematic theol-
ogy is (1) critical, (2) organized, (3) Christian, (4) holistic, and (5) focused 
on disciple-making through worldview formation.

Systematic theology involves critical, organized thinking about God 
as he is revealed in Scripture and in general revelation. But theology can-
not be reduced to an academic discipline designed to satisfy our intellec-
tual curiosities. To be faithful to the Great Commission, theology must 
be resolved to making and shaping followers of Jesus through the procla-
mation of Christian doctrine. Over the next two chapters, we will explore 
the nature of doctrine, religious language, and its impact on Christian 
discipleship.

KEY TERMS

experience
general revelation
reason
special revelation

systematic theology
theology
theology proper
tradition
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