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Go therefore and make disaiples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spint, teachnng them to observe all that [ have
commanded vou; and o, I am with you always. to the close of the age. (Mart
28:19-20)

Now to teach all that Jesus commanded. in a narrow sense, is simply to teach the
content of the oral teaching of Jesus as 1t 1s recorded n the gospel narratives.
However, In a broader sense. “all that Jesus commanded™ includes the interpreta-
gon and application of his life and teachings, becausc in the book of Acts it 1s
implied that it contains a narrative of what Jesus continued to do and reach
through the apostles after his resurrection (note that 1:1 speaks of “all that Jesus
began to do and teach”™). “All that Jesus commanded™ can also include the Episties.
since they were written under the supervision of the Holy Spint and were also
considered to be 2 “command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37; sec 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
absolute confidence Jesus had in the authority and reliability of the Old Testament
Scriptures as God’s words (see chapter 4), and when we realize that the New
Testament cpistles also endorse this view of the Old Testament as absolutcly
authoritative words of God, then it becomes evident that we cannot teach “all that
Jesus commanded” without including all of the Old Testament (nghtly under-
stood 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 1s
necessary to collect and summarize all the Scripture passages on a particular subject.

For example, if someone asks mc, “What does the Bible teach about Chnst's

return?” I could say, “Just keep reading your Bible and vou’ll find out.” But if the
questioner begins reading at Genesis 1:1 it will be a long ume before he or she
finds the answer to his question. By that time many other questions will have
needed answers, and his list of unanswered questions will begin to grow very long
indeed. What does the Bible teach about the work of the Holy Spinit2 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 learm what the
Bible says, it is very helpful to have the bencfit 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
passages and suggest an appropriate summary of the teachings of those passages.
nrndmpcrsonwhoqucsdmsuscanmspoad\oscpassagaquicktyforhmlf
or hersclf and learn much more rapidly what the teaching of the Bible is on a
g?ﬁlccuhr subject. Thus the necessity of systematic theology for teaching what the

“yscmncsaboutpnmardybccauscwcarcﬁmtcmourmmryandmthc

amount of time at our disposal.

The basic reason for studying systematic theology, then, is that it enables us to

Scanned by CamScanner



28 1 : INTRODUCTION TO SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY

teach ourselves and others what the whole Bible says, thus fulfilling the secong
part of the Great Commission.

2. The Benefits to Our Lives. Although the basic reason for studying systematic
theology is that it is a means of obedience to our Lord’s command, there are some
additional specific benefits that come from such study. i

First, studying theology helps us overcome our wrong ideas. If there were no sin i
our hearts, we could read the Bible from cover to cover and, although we woy|q
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 t
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 of
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, arcas
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 Aecisions
later on new questions of doctrine that may arise. We cannot know what new

doctrinal controversies 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 controversies will sometimes include questions that no one

has faced very carefully before. Christians 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

cxamples 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
qQuestions that arise. The reason for this is that everything that the Bible says is
somehow related to everything 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 Scripture. 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.

hcology 1s of

We face problems of applying Scripture
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1 : INTRODUCTION TO SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 29

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 tithing? 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 everything, 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 picces 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 Christians to put into their “theological
jigsaw puzzle” as many pieces with as much accuracy as possible, and to encourage
Christians to go on putting in more and more correct pieces for the rest of their
lives. The Christian 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 Christians. 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 Christians. 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 Christian
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.” Christians 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 Christian 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 Christian life.

By this standard doctrines such as the authority of the Bible (chapter 4), the
Trinity (chapter 14), the deity of Christ (chapter 26), justification by faith
(chapter 36), and many others would rightly be considered major doctrines.
People who disagree with the historic evangelical understanding of any of these
doctrines will have wide areas of difference with evangelical Christians who affirm
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these doctrines. By contrast, it seems to me that diﬂ"crcn,ccs over forms of church
government (chapter 47) or some details about the Lord’s Supper (chapter .SQ) or
the timing of the great tribulation (chapter 55) concern minor doctrines,
Christians who differ over these things can agree on perhaps every other area of
doctrine, can live Christian lives that differ in no important way, and can have
genuine fellowship with one another. .

Of course, we may find doctrines that fall somcwhprp between “major” and
“minor” according to this standard. For example, Chrlstlms may differ over the
degree of significance that should attach to the doctrine of baptism (chapter 49) or
the millennium (chapter 55) or the extent of the atonement (chapter 27). 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 “significant” 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,
Christians 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 noncontradictory 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
musinterpreted, 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 evangelical 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 theology” —if it is studied at all—is studied
only from the perspectives of philosophical theology and historical theology
(including perhaps a historical study of the various ideas that were believed by the
carly Christians who wrote the New Testament, and by other Christians at that
time and throughout church history). In this kind of intellectual climate the study

Scanned by CamScanner



1 : INTRODUCTION TO SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 31

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 t0 find “what all
Philosophcrs teach” about some question, for the answer in both .cascs.would be
thought to be not one view but many diverse and often conflicting views. This
skeprical viewpoint must be rejected by evangelicals who scc Scripture a‘s.thc
roduct of human and divine authorship, and therefore as a collection of writing$s
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 qf
reality itself, rrue facts and ideas are all consistent with one another. Therefore if
we have accurately 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 systematic 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 traditions 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 inerrancy, 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
problem 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
hecessity 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.

Sce chapter 16, pp. 315, 337-51, for a discussion of the terms Calvinist and Arminian.
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For example, it was not the main concern of any New 'I'csmn]cnt author 1
explain such topics as “baptism in the Holy Spirit,” or women’s roles in the
church, or the doctrine of the Trinity, but these are valid arcas 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 'vyhcthcr t‘hf»sc
themes are of primary concern to cach 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 soemething about those subjects—is to
form our opinions haphazardly from a general impression of what we feel to be a
“biblical” position on cach subject, or perhaps to buttress our positions with
careful analysis of onc 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
cven “disorderly and random theology”! Such an alternative is too subjective and
too subject to cultural pressures. It tends toward doctrinal fragmentation and
widespread 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 dimin-
ished. In fact, T suspect that most readers of this book will not read it through
from chapter 1 to chapter 57, but will begin with the chapters of most interest to
them, and read others later. That does not really matter, because I have tried to
write the chapters so that they can be read as independent units, and I have added
cross-references to sections in other chapters where relevant. Whether one reads
the chapter on the new heavens and new carth (chapter 57) first or last or
somewhere in between, the arguments will be the same, the Scripture passages

quoted for support will be the same, and the conclusions should be the same.

E. How Should Christians 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
cyes, 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 Corinthians 2:14
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