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      “Some people think Reformed theology is all about doctrine and has little to do with doxology. Joel Beeke and Paul Smalley have proved otherwise. Chapter after chapter of their Reformed Systematic Theology not only takes readers into the depths of our triune God, but also shows what these great truths have to do with the Christian life. No contemporary systematic theology will bring the reader to a greater understanding of how theology blossoms into doxology than this one.”

      Matthew Barrett, Associate Professor of Christian Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Executive Editor, Credo Magazine

      “This book splendidly avoids turning systematic theology into something dry, dull, and merely theoretical. It declares without hesitation that the essential prerequisites for doing theology are repentance and regeneration. It is a delightful read because real-life, Christ-focused application permeates its pages.”

      Jonathan F. Bayes, UK Director, Carey Outreach Ministries; Pastor, Stanton Lees Chapel, Derbyshire, England; author, Systematics for God’s Glory and The Weakness of the Law

      “As is true of Beeke’s recently published work Reformed Preaching, the publication of his Reformed Systematic Theology in collaboration with his gifted assistant, Paul Smalley, is also the ripe fruit of his lifelong engagement as a preacher and as a teacher of preachers. This is not a systematic theology written by an ivory-tower theologian, but rather by a seasoned preacher for whom the doctrines he expounds have become, by the grace of God, an experiential reality.”

      Bartel Elshout, Pastor, Heritage Reformed Congregation, Hull, Iowa; translator, The Christian’s Reasonable Service and The Christian’s Only Comfort in Life and Death

      “Calm theological waters that have deep exegetical currents flow wonderfully through this accessible and highly practical systematic theology. Beeke and Smalley have written a work useful to the church at large that teaches Christians what they should believe and how they should love, but they have not sacrificed academic rigor to achieve these goals.”

      J. V. Fesko, Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Westminster Seminary California

      “Joel Beeke has continued his decades-long service to Christ and his church by presenting us with his mature reflections on the nature of systematic theology. This text is fully reliable, well written, easily understood, and thoroughly researched. This first volume of four will undoubtedly be a blessing to the church, and I look forward to the following volumes!”

      Richard C. Gamble, Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

      “This account of the doctrines of revelation and of God, built on biblical exegesis, is rich in theological discussion and practical implications. It is very accessible and will be of interest to a wide readership. Beeke and Smalley are to be congratulated, and I look forward to further volumes in the future.”

      Robert Letham, Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Union School of Theology

      “‘Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!’ This expression of praise from Paul’s great doxology is a fitting response to reading this wonderful work of doctrine and devotion. Though the Reformed faith is often caricatured as merely intellectual, this work demonstrates that Reformed theology is also profoundly experiential, as no chapter fails to move from theology to doxology. This resource will instruct the mind and inflame the heart.”

      John MacArthur, Pastor, Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, California; President, The Master’s Seminary and The Master’s University

      “Although many excellent books on systematic theology have been published in recent years, this new contribution by Joel Beeke and Paul Smalley covers the range of biblical truth in a fresh and unique way. While recognizing the importance of academic scholarship, they insist that what the church needs more than anything is ‘a theology that engages the head, heart, and hands.’ This new systematic theology will be welcomed and appreciated by theologians and laypeople alike as a treasure trove of biblical and Reformed doctrine.”

      Cornelis (Neil) Pronk, Emeritus Minister, Free Reformed Church, Brantford, Ontario

      “This comprehensively argued book faithfully exposes error and guides the reader in the God-honoring path to right living and eternal happiness. Few are the books in our day that fix our eye firmly on God and his truth. But here is one book that does just that. I commend it heartily as a God-honoring and life-changing volume of real biblical theology.”

      Maurice Roberts, Former Editor, The Banner of Truth magazine; author, The Thought of God and The Mysteries of God

      “Here is truth presented to make you think, pray, and sing. This is theology functioning as it ought to function—calling us to worship. You will not need to agree with the authors at every point to believe and to hope that this, and its sister volumes, will serve Christ’s church well in our generation and for generations to come.”

      Jeremy Walker, Pastor, Maidenbower Baptist Church, Crawley, United Kingdom; author, Life in Christ; Anchored in Grace; and A Face Like a Flint
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      R. C. Sproul (1939–2017)

      friend and mentor,

      dedicated worker and prolific author for God’s kingdom,

      gifted teacher and theologian:

      he, like Abel, being dead, yet speaks (Heb. 11:4),

      and for

      Steven J. Lawson

      powerful preacher and encourager,

      dedicated worker and prolific author for God’s kingdom,

      whose friendship I treasure:

      he, like Caleb, follows God fully (Num. 14:24).

      —Joel R. Beeke
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      the pastors of Grace Immanuel Reformed Baptist Church

      “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity” (Prov. 17:17 ESV).
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      Preface

      Theology is conceived by hearing God’s Word, and it comes to birth by prayer. “Shew me thy ways, O Lord; teach me thy paths” (Ps. 25:4). Our systematic theology was certainly born of prayer, beginning when God taught us by grace to “call upon the name of the Lord” (Rom. 10:13). Likewise, this book will benefit you only insofar as you read it in the presence of God. John Owen wrote, “Meditate on God with God; that is, when we would undertake thoughts and meditations of God, his excellencies, his properties, his glory, his majesty, his love, his goodness, let it be done in a way of speaking unto God . . . done in a way of prayer and praise.”1 Whether you study this book in a class, in a small group, with your spouse and children, or on your own, please set aside time regularly for supplication, confession, thanksgiving, and praise.

      When you pray, we ask that you also join with us in praying for this project. We need divine grace to complete the four-volume systematic theology begun here. We need grace to be faithful to God’s written Word, the Bible. We also need the grace of the Holy Spirit so that what is written here will strengthen the church of Jesus Christ and advance his kingdom in all nations.

      How might Reformed Systematic Theology strengthen the church? We hope that this work will help prepare God’s servants to nurture spiritual knowledge and saving faith in God’s people according to the riches of Christ. We aim not only to educate you as the reader, but also to edify you and to equip you to tell others the wonders of our God.

      The Distinctive Character of This Book

      This systematic theology explores the classic teachings of the Reformed Christian faith from a perspective that is biblical, doctrinal, experiential, and practical. Today’s churches need theology that engages the head, heart, and hands. Too often, we have compartmentalized these aspects of life (as if we could cut ourselves into pieces). The result has been academics for the sake of academics, spiritual experience without roots deep in God’s Word, and superficial pragmatism that chases after the will-o’-the-wisp of short-term results. The church has suffered from this fragmented approach to the Christian faith. However, we have learned from the Reformers, the British Puritans, and the Dutch Further Reformation divines an approach to Christianity that combines thoughtful exegesis of the Holy Scriptures, rich exploration of classic Augustinian and Reformed theology, an experiential tone that brings truth into the heart, and practical applications for life.

      We have pitched our writing at a level suitable for a variety of readers: beginning students preparing for gospel ministry; pastors, elders, and teachers in the church who desire to grow in their understanding of the Bible; and other people who possess the basic tools of careful reading and thinking necessary to study theology. While we discuss very deep subjects, our treatment is not technical but accessible.

      We have attached to each chapter a two-part list of study questions—the first set of questions suited for ordinary people and the second set geared for more advanced students in seminary. Usually the answers to the questions in the first set can be found in the chapter itself, while the answers to those in the second set require thinking beyond what the chapter has said. We also include a psalm or hymn suitable for you or your study group to sing as a worshipful response to each chapter’s content.

      Since we firmly believe that systematic theology must be grounded in Scripture, not only will you find thousands of proof texts here, but you often will find us exegeting, expounding, and applying key portions of Scripture that lie at the heart of each doctrine. For example, in chapter 51, we walk through Romans 9, showing what it teaches concerning the doctrines of election and reprobation. We trust that you will see by our example how important it is that systematic theology is grounded in exegetical and biblical theology.

      We also believe that historical theology (how the Holy Spirit has developed the church’s sound, biblical doctrine throughout history) and experiential theology (how various doctrines are applied to the souls and lives of God’s people in their spiritual, practical, and daily experience) are inseparable from systematic theology. Hence, after each major doctrine of Scripture is opened up exegetically and biblically, we also aim to open up each doctrine historically and then apply it experientially and practically—sometimes throughout the chapter but sometimes at the end.

      Like the Reformers and the Puritans, we believe that the experiential application of doctrine is paramount for doing good systematic theology. Systematic theology should minister to the whole person. Therefore, this book and its companion volumes aim to bring together rigorous biblical, historical, and theological scholarship with spiritual disciplines and practicality—characterized by a simple, accessible, comprehensive, Reformed, and experiential approach. With this paradigm, we will explore eight themes of theology in four volumes:

      
        	Volume 1: theology/revelation (prolegomena) and God (theology proper)

        	Volume 2: man (anthropology) and Christ (Christology)

        	Volume 3: the Holy Spirit (pneumatology) and salvation (soteriology)

        	Volume 4: the church (ecclesiology) and the last things (eschatology)

      

      Throughout this work, we have cited many sources to draw upon the writings of Christian orthodoxy through the ages and to interact with other points of view. We encourage readers to follow the footnotes to expand their study into other writings. Our practice has been to give the full bibliographic information for a source with its first citation in the volume, and subsequently to cite that source only by author, title, and page or section number. Those desiring to know the full bibliographic information of a source may consult the bibliography at the end of this volume. A master bibliography of relevant sources for systematic theology is planned for the last volume of this series.

      Grateful Acknowledgments

      Christian theology is always a response to God’s Word given to us through his servants. Therefore, every theologian must exclaim, “What do I have that I have not received?” (cf. 1 Cor. 4:7). Reformed Systematic Theology reflects a lifetime of learning from others wiser than we. The reader will discover this as he repeatedly finds us citing theologians such as Athanasius, Augustine, Peter Lombard, Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, and especially Reformed divines such as John Calvin, William Perkins, William Ames, Johannes Wollebius, the authors of the Leiden Synopsis, Thomas Goodwin, John Owen, Stephen Charnock, Francis Turretin, Wilhelmus à Brakel, John Gill, Charles Hodge, and Herman Bavinck. We are children who sit on the shoulders of giants.

      When God graciously saved me as a teenager and shortly thereafter called me to sacred ministry, I grew in my love and apprehension of his truth through reading scores of Reformed and Puritan books. The first systematic theology I read was Thomas Watson’s A Body of Divinity. Next, I read Calvin’s Institutes, and it too spoke powerfully to my mind and heart. Then I discovered Goodwin, Thomas Boston, Louis Berkhof, and others. In my upper teens I often dreamed about writing a full multivolume systematic theology that would be biblical, Reformed, experiential, practical, and up to date.

      In my twenties, after having studied theology at seminary and having been ordained into the pastoral ministry, I began to realize that my dream was rather unrealistic, but I still clung to the hope that someday the Lord would enable me to fulfill it. When I became a professor in seminary while continuing to serve as a pastor in the church, I realized how much time writing such a work would entail. For decades my dream became little more than a memory while I lectured in systematic theology at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary (PRTS).

      When I gave up my dream, however, God took it over. One day in 2010, Paul Smalley, a pastor who was studying in PRTS’s master of theology program, suggested that if I ever desired to have a full-time teaching assistant (TA), he would be interested in applying for the position. Paul’s request struck a chord in me because I had just been pondering this very thing, but it was not feasible for our seminary to financially support such a position full-time. We explored this possibility further and prayed about it for a couple of months. In an amazing act of providence, the Lord stirred the heart of a generous donor to contribute the entire salary for a full-time TA for the first year and every year since then. So Paul joined the team at PRTS and immediately began assisting me in my theological research and academic responsibilities.

      In 2016, I asked Paul to upgrade my lectures on the doctrine of salvation (soteriology), filling in gaps, footnoting sources, developing exegetical arguments, and addressing issues not previously covered in class. I was so pleased with the results that I asked him to do the same for my other lectures in systematic theology—a massive task requiring years of labor, but one that he gladly undertook. From this root, Reformed Systematic Theology has grown.

      Therefore, as I contemplate this work, I thank Paul first. He fully deserves the coauthorship of this set of books. He has been a tireless, dedicated, and steady worker. The final product is far better than it ever would have been without him. I am so grateful too for our daily prayer times together, which have included many petitions for God’s blessing on this volume.

      I am also very grateful to Justin Taylor and the team at Crossway for their willingness to publish our labors. The staff of Crossway has exhibited a sweet combination of professional competence and humble graciousness—as we repeatedly experience in our interactions with our editor, Greg Bailey.

      Throughout my decades of studying systematic theology, I have owed much to the teachings of my father, John Beeke, who stressed the Spirit’s role in systematics with me as a boy; Jan C. Weststrate, my first systematic theology instructor in seminary; Iain Murray, along with his writings and Banner of Truth Trust publications; Sinclair Ferguson, who served as a mentor for me in systematics at Westminster Theological Seminary and has remained a close friend ever since; and Richard Muller and his writings, which have impacted me probably more than I know. I also owe much to the dear flock I have pastored since 1986, the Heritage Reformed Congregation of Grand Rapids, and to the faculty, staff, and students at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, where I have had the privilege of serving as president and professor of systematic theology since 1994.

      Others also have contributed significantly to the finished product that you are reading. Ray Lanning has often clarified our thinking and sharpened our words. We are also grateful to Michael Horton, Scott Oliphint, James Renihan, Jonathan Master, Greg Nichols, and Rob Ventura for offering their critical responses to our chapters (43 and 44) that address the rather controversial doctrine of God’s affections and impassibility. Their insights have been most helpful and have been incorporated whenever possible.

      Paul and I also wish to thank our dear wives, Dawn (Smalley) and Mary (Beeke), who have been a constant source of strength and wisdom for us. Dawn and Mary are women who put their theology into practice—much to our blessing. Our children also have no doubt molded our theology in ways that are hard to describe.

      Most of all, we want to thank our triune God for granting us to know him better as our heavenly Father, his redeeming Son, and the sanctifying Spirit through the writing of this book. We thank him, too, for his persevering grace in enabling us to complete this first volume, and we pray that he might enable us to complete the four-volume set in due course.

      May God bless this and future volumes to your mind, soul, and life. May Christ our Teacher be present in your reading to open your mind to understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:45).

      Joel R. Beeke
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      What Is Theology? Part 1

      An Academic Discipline

      At the command of the angel of the Lord, Philip the evangelist traveled south to a desert road. There he encountered an Ethiopian court official returning from Jerusalem, where he had worshiped the God of Israel. The man sat in his chariot, reading the words of Isaiah about One who quietly submitted to death like a meek lamb. Philip asked him if he understood what he was reading. The Ethiopian replied, “How can I, except some man should guide me?” (Acts 8:26–33).

      Anyone who has spent more than a little time reading the Bible has experienced this need: How can I understand unless someone guides me? Though the basic message of the Bible is startlingly clear, parts of the Scriptures present deep and perplexing truths. The search for understanding leads us to the hard work of close reading, careful thinking, fervent praying, and conferring with Christians wiser than we are. Then we are enabled to crystallize our thoughts about God in clear and penetrating insights, and are better equipped to serve him. This is the process of “doing theology,” that is, using our minds to engage with the truths of God’s Word.

      Theology is a word that mystifies some and intimidates others. Some even say that doing theology is a waste of time. This response often arises from an outlook controlled by materialistic naturalism—the belief that only those things we can see and handle are real. Theology introduces us to an unseen world, one far greater and more enduring than the world we see and touch. This means that doing theology is the most important task that any human being can undertake. In fact, as R. C. Sproul (1939–2017) said, “Everyone’s a theologian.”1 We cannot escape theology. Even the atheist’s stout rejection of God is a theological statement. The question is whether our theology is true or false.

      Theology, as we shall see, deals with several major topics that are addressed in the Bible. However, before we consider those topics (who God is, for example), there are questions that we should ask. This is the focus of prolegomena, a Greek word that means “things said beforehand.” Prolegomena is sometimes called “introduction.” To lay a good foundation for other doctrines, we need to consider how we know what we know. We need to ask ourselves what the Bible is and why we should build our theology and our lives on what it teaches. Even before that, we must ask questions about the nature of theology. To begin with, therefore, we will consider this question: What is theology?

      A Preliminary Definition of Theology

      The word theology does not appear in the Bible. The closest we may come is the Greek terminology behind the biblical phrase “oracles of God” (logia theou, 1 Pet. 4:11; cf. Rom. 3:2; Heb. 5:12), a description of the Bible as the prophetic Word of God. The term theology (from Greek theologia) means “words” or “speech” about God. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) understood theologia to mean “an account or explanation of the divine nature.”2 It came into use early in the history of the church, as is evident from the ancient title given to the book of Revelation (“The Revelation of St. John the Divine,” or “the Theologian”) and the writings of Basil the Great (c. 330–379).3 Thus, one dictionary defines theology as “the study of God and of God’s relation to the world.”4

      In order to clarify the meaning of theology, we may distinguish it from religion, doctrine, and dogma. The word religion (Latin religio), which some believe is derived from a Latin word meaning “to bind, obligate” (religō), refers broadly to belief in a divine being together with the attempt to honor him (or it) through moral and ritual practices.5 John Calvin (1509–1564) said that “pure religion” consists not in “cold speculation” about God but “honoring him,” for “he is to be duly honored according to his own will.”6 The biblical term which most closely approximates this idea is “godliness” (Greek eusebeia). Paul writes that “godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Tim. 6:6) and warns against those who have “a form of godliness, but [deny] the power thereof” (2 Tim. 3:5).

      Theology is narrower than religion or godliness, for theology is not the whole life of devotion, but specifically the engagement of the mind with truth as the foundation for the religious life. Yet theology is quite broad, including an exposition of all the truths about God and his relationship to man as recorded in the Bible. A notable example of doing theology would be Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion. Benjamin Warfield (1851–1921) said, “Theology and religion are parallel products of the same body of facts in diverse spheres; the one in the sphere of thought and the other in the sphere of life.”7

      The term doctrine (from Latin doctrina) means “teaching” or “instruction,” referring to both the act of teaching and that which is taught. Paul commends “sound doctrine” (1 Tim. 1:10; 2 Tim. 4:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1) and says that the Bible is “profitable for doctrine [Greek didaskalia]” (2 Tim. 3:16). As Christians often use the word, doctrine consists of focused teaching on particular points of theology where there is general agreement within an ecclesiastical circle, such as that teaching summarized in the Heidelberg Catechism. The teacher or preacher builds the church by informing people’s minds and shaping their lives with the established truths of Christianity applied by the grace of God’s Spirit, somewhat as engineering uses the established principles of physics to build complex machines. Doctrine, then, is narrower than theology. As David Wells observes, “Doctrine is the straightforward summary of what the Bible teaches on any subject,” whereas theology elaborates on doctrine in order to organize it, explore its relationships, defend its veracity, and link its implications to other fields of study.8

      Most narrow of all is dogma, a transliterated Greek word that means “an authoritative decree.” Sometimes this word was used of God’s laws (Eph. 2:15; Col. 2:14), sometimes of the decrees or decisions of church councils. We read in Acts 16:4 that after the Jerusalem council, as Paul and Timothy “went through the cities, they delivered them the decrees [dogmata] for to keep, that were ordained of the apostles and elders which were at Jerusalem.” Although some writers speak of systematic theology as “dogmatics”—especially among the Dutch Reformed—the term dogma is generally reserved for core biblical doctrines officially established in a church’s confessional statements as part of the church’s functional identity, such as the Apostles’ Creed. Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) wrote, “Religious or theological dogmas owe their authority solely to a divine testimony.”9 He added, “Among Reformed theologians, therefore, the following proposition returns again and again: ‘the principle into which all theological dogmas are distilled is: God has said it.’”10

      We may visualize the relationship between theology, religion, doctrine, and dogma as a set of concentric circles, with dogma at the core, doctrine next, then theology, and outermost, religion, or faith and life. Theology then is a broad, intellectual discipline that forms a crucial link between the doctrines cherished by the church and the whole exercise of godliness in this world. Robert Reymond (1932–2013) said, “The systematic theologian, viewing the Scriptures as a completed revelation, seeks to understand holistically the plan, purpose, and didactic intention of the divine mind revealed in Holy Scripture, and to arrange that plan, purpose, and didactic intention in orderly and coherent fashion as articles of the Christian faith.”11

      The Branches of Theology

      When we speak of theology, we often refer specifically to systematic theology. However, theology engages several academic disciplines that depend upon one another. Since the early nineteenth century, most European and American seminaries have defined their curricula according to four branches: biblical studies, church history, systematic theology, and practical theology (i.e., primarily pastoral ministry).12 This is sometimes referred to as the theological “encyclopedia,” meaning all the various disciplines of theology taken together; the word derives from a Greek expression for a “well-rounded” education (enkuklios paedeia), or as Americans might say, one that “covers all the bases.” Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920) organized the four branches of this “encyclopedia,” beginning with “the Holy Scripture as such; then as a second group . . . the working of the Word of God in the life of the Church; then in a third group . . . the content of the Scripture in our consciousness; and finally . . . how the working of the Word of God, subject to His ordinances, must be maintained.”13 These four parts of the theological encyclopedia may be further divided into specific disciplines as follows.

      Exegetical Theology

      This branch answers the question, What does a particular part of the Bible teach? The Greek word exēgēsis refers to the explanation or drawing out of the inherent meaning of a text in God’s Word. The word comes from a verb meaning “to lead out” or “to explain” (exēgeomai), which appears in John 1:18: “No man hath seen God at any time, the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared [or exegeted] him.” Exegetical theology includes the study of the canon (which books are part of the Bible); textual criticism (what the original texts of the Bible may have said); the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek languages in which the Bible was written; the Bible’s literary genres, idioms, and rhetorical forms; the history, geography, and culture of the ancient Near East; introductions to each book of the Bible in terms of its author, theme, outline, and occasion; and principles of hermeneutics (from Greek hermeneuō, “interpret”; cf. John 1:42) or interpretation. Exegesis establishes what the text says; hermeneutics determines what it means.

      Exegetical theology is foundational for systematic theology. John Murray (1898–1975) said, “The main source of revelation is the Bible. Hence exposition of the Scripture is basic to systematic theology. . . . Systematics must coordinate the teaching of particular passages and systematize this teaching under the appropriate topics.”14 Murray warned, “Systematic theology has gravely suffered, indeed has deserted its vocation, when it has been divorced from meticulous attention to biblical exegesis.”15 Geerhardus Vos (1862–1949) said that theology “is eminently a process in which God speaks and man listens.”16 At the same time, both exegesis and hermeneutics depend upon systematic theology. The better an interpreter understands the great teachings of the Bible as a coherent system, the better he will understand and interpret its individual parts.

      Biblical Theology

      Though all theology should be biblical in the sense of conforming to the Bible, “biblical theology” refers to a particular theological discipline. Biblical theology answers the question, How is a particular doctrine of the Bible developed in relation to redemptive history? Whereas systematic theology considers eternal truths in their logical relationships, biblical theology considers how God revealed truth progressively over time, as an acorn grows into an oak tree. Vos wrote that the “main features” of biblical theology are its attention to “the historical progressiveness of the revelation-process,” the inseparable link between God’s revelation and his acts of redemption, and “the organic nature” of the development of revelation.17 For example, one may develop a biblical theology of God’s dwelling place, starting with God walking with man in the garden of Eden, then studying his dwelling with Israel in the tabernacle and temple, his dwelling among men in the person of his incarnate Son, and his dwelling in the person of the Holy Spirit descending upon and abiding with the church, all looking ahead to the glorious city of God, where God shall dwell in the midst of his redeemed people forever.

      Biblical theology serves exegetical theology by locating each text in its proper redemptive and covenantal context rather than flattening the Bible as if it were all revealed in one day. Thus, it prevents systematic theology from taking texts out of their several contexts. It also serves systematic theology by linking together parts of the Bible with great themes that span redemptive history and culminate in the person, work, and church of Jesus Christ. In doing so, biblical theology can be a powerful tool to demonstrate the unity of the Bible and the immutability of God’s eternal purpose in Jesus Christ.18 However, biblical theology needs systematic theology, with its reminders that the Bible’s many human authors were directed by one divine Author, and that the Bible, as the living Word, is given as much to us today as it was to people long ago and far away. Systematic theology helps biblical theology to link revelation at any one point in history to the fullness of revelation we now possess in Christ.

      Historical Theology

      The historical branch of theology answers the questions, How have the doctrines of Christianity been identified, formulated, elaborated, defended, and applied during the long history of the church? and What have particular theologians or churches taught about particular doctrines in the context of the history of Christianity? Whereas the primary source of exegetical theology and biblical theology is the Bible, the primary sources of historical theology are the writings of past theologians and the creeds, confessions, and other official documents of the historic church, together with other historical information that sheds light on them. Historical theology also attempts to locate individual thinkers and their thought in the context of historical events, prior influences, and generally held ideas of their time. For example, one might study the doctrine of justification by faith in Christ alone according to the polemics of an early English Puritan, with attention to how his views were shaped by prior Reformers and English attitudes in general toward the Roman Catholic Church.

      Historical theology serves systematic theology in a number of ways.19 It offers the opportunity to study theology with some of the greatest minds of the historical church. It opens our eyes to alternative interpretations of the Scriptures that we might not have considered before. It illuminates the thinking behind the creeds and confessions of the church. It makes us more aware of the stream of orthodox Christianity that has flowed through the ages, as well as alerting us to heresies that the church has rejected. It encourages us by showing the continuity of our faith with that of previous generations. It punctures our insulated individualism and broadens our awareness that we are not the first theologians ever to open the Bible, but participate in a grand project that has engaged the church of all times and places. Bavinck said, “Processing the content of Scripture dogmatically . . . is not just the work of one individual theologian, or of a particular church, but of the entire church throughout the ages, of the whole new humanity regenerated by Christ.”20

      One of the most helpful contributions of historical theology to systematic theology is that the historical discipline enables us to recognize how our beliefs, both personally and as churches, have been influenced by the theology of the past. Everything a Christian knows about the Bible has been shaped by centuries of previous Christian thought in the translation, interpretation, and application of the Bible. Richard Muller writes, “Church history and the history of doctrine provide the connecting link between us and the text” of Scripture.21 Philip Schaff (1819–1893) said, “If exegesis is the root, church history is the main trunk. We are connected with the Bible through the intervening links of the past and all its educational influences, and cannot safely disregard the wisdom and experience of the ages.”22

      Historical theology also challenges some of the presuppositions and traditions we have inherited from our churches and cultures by exposing us to theologians from other times and places. It reminds us of the fallibility of the best of Christians, and therefore of our own fallibility. It shows us the tendencies of theological positions as worked out over time. It also inspires us with accounts of the faith, love, and perseverance of the saints as they contended for the truth of God’s Word. Historical theology helps us fulfill the mandate of Hebrews 13:7–8 to remember church leaders of the past, imitate their faith, and consider the fruit of their conduct and labors, as Jesus Christ, forever the same, works in us as he did in them.

      Philosophical Theology

      The philosophical branch of theology answers the question, How do logic and reasoning help us develop the doctrines taught in passages of Scripture into a coherent perspective? Some Christians have declared a categorical opposition between philosophy and theology. Tertullian (fl. 200) famously said, “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the Academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians?”23 Certainly we must not base our faith upon, or bend it to conform to, pagan philosophy. In Colossians 2:8, Paul says, “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ.” However, the Bible uses logic, and it is impossible to do theology without using logical arguments, especially the law of noncontradiction. Bavinck noted, “For if the knowledge of God has been revealed by himself in his Word, it cannot contain contradictory elements or be in conflict with what is known of God from nature and history. God’s thoughts cannot be opposed to one another and thus necessarily [form] an organic unity.”24 We also find some philosophical categories useful to describe the nature, necessity, and causes of things, and must reflect upon these categories critically if we are to use them biblically.

      Philosophical theology plays an important role in systematic theology, as long as philosophy remains a servant of God’s Word, not its master. Millard Erickson writes, “Basically, there are three contributions different theologians believe philosophy or philosophy of religion may make to theology: philosophy may (1) supply content for theology, (2) defend theology or establish its truth, and (3) scrutinize its concepts and arguments.”25 As to the first idea, we must reject the claim that philosophical theology may add to the teachings of the Bible or deduce new doctrines from those revealed by God, for theology must stand upon the Word of God alone for its authority. Bavinck said, “There is no room in dogmatics for a system in which an attempt is made to deduce the truths of faith from an a priori principle. . . . For dogmatics [or systematic theology] is a positive science, gets all its material from revelation, and does not have the right to modify or expand that content by speculation apart from that revelation.”26 However, philosophy may supply arguments and insights that help to establish the conclusions of systematics and scrutinize its formulations. Philosophy may not judge the Word of God, but it may critique our fallible systems of theology by sharpening our definitions of terms, purging our arguments from logical fallacies, and testing our teachings for inherent contradictions.

      Systematic Theology

      This branch of theology answers the question, What does the whole Bible teach about a given topic and its relation to other topics? One may write a systematic treatment of a particular doctrine, but the term systematic theology often refers to an organized and comprehensive presentation of “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27 ESV). Louis Berkhof (1873–1957) said that systematic theology “seeks to give a systematic presentation of all the doctrinal truths of the Christian religion.”27 He explained that this is a “constructive task,” for it builds a structure of thought that brings each doctrine into clear formulation and organic relation to other doctrines; it is a “demonstrative” task, for it shows how every part of the system is deeply rooted in the Holy Scriptures; and it is a “critical” task, for it neither casts off the theological systems of the past nor accepts any one of them blindly, but compares all things to the Word of God in order to defend orthodox Christianity while deepening our understanding of God’s revelation.28

      Systematic theology is closely related to the other branches of theology and yet is distinct from them. Exegetical theology derives doctrine from particular passages of the Bible; systematic theology collects these teachings into a coherent body of truth. Biblical theology traces the revelation of a doctrine through redemptive history as recorded in the Bible; systematic theology considers the full revelation given in all Scripture. Historical theology describes and analyzes the biblical findings and doctrinal teachings of past theologians as an ongoing discussion; systematic theology is a modern contribution to this discussion in the light of that history.

      Systematic theology is not just descriptive but an attempt to declare God’s authoritative Word to the present generation. One central purpose of systematic theology is pastoral: to build up and unify the church. As Paul writes in Ephesians 4:13, Christ gave the church pastors and teachers to build up his body “till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ.”

      Apologetic and Polemical Theology

      Systematic theology must engage with erroneous systems of belief, whether false religions, Christian heresies, or less virulent errors in faith or practice in Christian churches. This requires patient instruction of those who oppose the truth (2 Tim. 2:24). Jude 3 says, “Beloved, when I gave all diligence to write unto you of the common salvation, it was needful for me to write unto you, and exhort you that ye should earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the saints.”

      When the engagement primarily intends to defend Christian doctrine against outside attacks, it is called apologetics, from a Greek word (apologia) meaning “defense” (Acts 22:1). Peter writes, “But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts: and be ready always to give an answer [apologia] to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you with meekness and fear” (1 Pet. 3:15). As Christianity spread in the ancient Greco-Roman world, it was attacked as an irrational, seditious, and dangerous religion, thus justifying persecution against Christians. Early apologists such as Justin Martyr (c. 100–165) defended the faith against accusations and arguments in order to assert Christianity’s veracity and nobility.29

      When the engagement aims to attack false doctrine, it is known as polemics, from a Greek word (polemos) meaning “war” or “battle” (Luke 21:9; cf. Rev. 17:14). An aspect of spiritual warfare is exposing and refuting falsehoods that oppose the truth of God. Systematic theology furnishes important weapons for this warfare, as Paul says, “Though we walk in the flesh, we do not war after the flesh: (for the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds;) casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:3–5).

      Apologetics and polemics often coalesce, for engagement with hostile systems of belief requires both a strong defense and a strong offense. Ultimately, both depend upon the Bible for authority. As Calvin observed, while rational arguments may confirm the truth of Christianity, they can never be the basis of faith, which receives the Word of God on its own divine authority by the illumination of the Holy Spirit.30 We disagree, therefore, with Warfield, who said that apologetics is “the science which establishes the truth of Christianity,” even with his clarification, “That is not to argue that it is by apologetics that men are made Christians, but that apologetics supplies to Christian men the systematically organized basis on which the faith of Christian men must rest.”31 Rather, we agree with Cornelius Van Til (1895–1987), who rightly pointed out that we cannot start with a neutral position and, by apologetics, build a foundational belief in God, for there is no neutrality; apologetics must instead stand upon the biblical revelation of God and defend that truth.32 The Bible does not attempt to prove the existence of God, but declares that he is, and calls men to submit to his Word. Apologetics and polemics should never attempt to lay a foundation for the Christian faith, but instead must start with the written Word of God and its revelation of Jesus Christ, for this is our only foundation.33 Therefore, apologetics and polemics are exercises in systematic theology performed in coordination with other disciplines, such as philosophy and history.

      Ethical Theology

      Christian ethics answers the question, What has God revealed in the whole Bible about the duties he requires of us? It may immediately be observed that biblical ethics is closely connected to systematic theology, for it aims to make a systematic statement about what the Bible teaches on certain subjects.

      In fact, early Reformed systematic theologies included treatments of God’s commandments and Christian spirituality with other doctrinal subjects, as we can see in Calvin’s Institutes, The Marrow of Theology by William Ames (1576–1633), Institutes of Elenctic Theology by Francis Turretin (1623–1687), The Christian’s Reasonable Service by Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711), and the Systematic Theology of John Brown of Haddington (1722–1787).34

      However, beginning in the late nineteenth century, most systematic theologies omitted any significant discussion of ethics and spirituality.35 Instead, ethics began to be treated separately. Berkhof commented, “While this was in itself quite harmless, it did have disastrous results, since Ethics gradually drifted from its religious moorings.” He rightly observed, “It is undoubtedly true that the two [systematic theology and ethics] should always be regarded and studied in the closest relation to each other. The truth revealed in the Word of God calls for a life that is in harmony with it.”36

      Practical Theology or Poimenics

      All theology should be practical in the sense that it calls for obedient action on the part of those who believe it. However, the discipline of practical theology studies what God has revealed concerning the office and work of pastors. Therefore, it is sometimes called poimenics, from the Greek word (poimēn) meaning “a pastor” or “a shepherd” (Eph. 4:11; cf. Acts 20:28; 1 Pet. 5:2). It includes pastoral qualifications, calling, preaching (homiletics), teaching, leading public worship, catechizing, counseling, evangelism, and missions.

      Practical theology is often treated separately from the systematic theology of the church because of the many practical concerns that pertain to it. However, practical or pastoral theology must never be detached from systematic theology, lest the practice of the church and her ministers be loosed from its moorings in the truth of God’s Word. The modern church offers many examples of what happens when her leaders cast off God’s Word as their rule of duty and turn to the wisdom of this world as their guide.

      A Multidisciplinary Endeavor in the Body of Christ

      This brief survey of the branches of theology shows that good systematic theology must draw from all these fields of study: exegesis, biblical theology, history, and philosophy. Systematic theology also serves multiple purposes: building up the church in its worldview, defending the faith, promoting the truth, opposing error, establishing a system of morality and ethics, and guiding pastors in their work.

      Therefore, we should appreciate the work of systematic theology. It plays an important role in the life of the church. Furthermore, it is not an easy task, but one that places great demands upon those who engage in it.

      The multidisciplinary nature of theology should teach us humility. No one person can master all these fields. Every Christian, including every professional theologian, depends upon the gifts and labors of others. We would be fools to undertake this work alone. Christians do theology as members of the body of Christ. Some Christian scholars excel as exegetes, some as philosophers, some as historians, and some as systematicians, but “all these are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor. 12:11 ESV). To honor the one Spirit who energizes and unites us (Eph. 4:5), we must not divorce these disciplines from each other. David Clark says, “They are facets of the diamond of a unified and holistic understanding of truth.”37

      Sing to the Lord

      Students of God

      Teach me, O Lord, Thy way of truth,

      And from it I will not depart;

      That I may steadfastly obey,

      Give me an understanding heart.

      In Thy commandments make me walk,

      For in Thy law my joy shall be;

      Give me a heart that loves Thy will,

      From discontent and envy free.

      Turn Thou my eyes from vanity,

      And cause me in Thy ways to tread;

      O let Thy servant prove Thy word

      And thus to godly fear be led.

      Turn Thou away reproach and fear;

      Thy righteous judgments I confess;

      To know Thy precepts I desire,

      Revive me in Thy righteousness.

      Psalm 119:33–40

      Tune: Bishop

      The Psalter, No. 325

      The Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 451

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. Why do some people think that theology is a waste of time? How would you respond to them?

      2. What is the basic meaning of the word theology?

      3. How does theology differ from:

      
        	religion?

        	doctrine?

        	church dogma?

      

      4. Please define the following terms:

      
        	exegetical theology

        	biblical theology

        	historical theology

        	philosophical theology

        	systematic theology

        	apologetic and polemical theology

        	ethical theology

        	practical theology

      

      5. How does exegetical theology provide the basis of systematic theology?

      6. What does biblical theology contribute to systematic theology?

      7. Why should we study historical theology instead of just doing theology without reference to the past?

      8. Why is it dangerous to completely separate systematic theology and ethics?

      9. How does the multidisciplinary nature of theology call for humility? How can you know if you are humble in your approach to theology?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. Imagine that a friend in your church tells you that he does not need systematic theology because he can simply read the Bible and see what it says. How would you respond?

      11. You have been asked to review a book on a particular doctrine to see if it would be edifying for people to read. You notice that the book rarely interacts with the Bible, but often quotes theologians of the past. What problems might that approach cause?

      12. Tertullian said, “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” At face value, this statement completely rejects philosophy, at least Greek philosophy. What do you think a Christian’s general approach to philosophy should be?
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      What Is Theology? Part 2

      A Spiritual Discipline

      Academic education has great value, but a love for academics for their own sake can destroy your soul. Paul wrote to Timothy, “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). The calling of a theologian demands diligence and labor in order to properly interpret and apply God’s Word. However, the academic work of theology must aim at the high goal of pleasing God.

      When Christ taught in Jerusalem, the Jews marveled at his teaching because Jesus had not been educated in the rabbinic schools (John 7:15). The Lord replied, “My doctrine is not mine, but his that sent me. If any man will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine, whether it be of God, or whether I speak of myself. He that speaketh of himself seeketh his own glory: but he that seeketh his glory that sent him, the same is true, and no unrighteousness is in him” (vv. 16–18). God the Son came with supernatural revelation from God the Father. No man can discover these truths by rational deduction or empirical observation. God must reveal them through Christ. Therefore, the work of learning true theology is more than an intellectual enterprise; it requires faith in Christ, submission to God’s will, and pursuit of God’s glory.

      In this chapter, we will take a closer look at the nature of theology, especially its spiritual nature as the effect of, or a believing response to, gospel revelation. We begin by returning to our definition.

      A More Focused and Extensive Definition of Theology

      Our preliminary definition was that theology is the study of God and his relationship to the world, especially his relationships with human beings. The aim of theology is or should be a right relationship with God through the mediation of Christ. The apostle Paul, after reviewing all his religious privileges and attainments as a pious Pharisee, says, “But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ. Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ” (Phil. 3:7–8). It is this excellency of knowing Christ, and the triune God through Christ, that drives Christian theology. In treating Christian doctrine, Augustine said that the true objects of our happiness are “the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, who are at the same time the Trinity, one Being, supreme above all”; we “rest with satisfaction” only by knowing, trusting, loving, and living in God for his own sake; all other things are means to be used to gain God.1

      William Ames wrote, “Theology is the doctrine of living to God.”2 Living “unto the Lord” is the great result of Christ’s saving work, as the apostle Paul delighted to declare.3 Ames explained the phrase: “Men live to God when they live in accord with the will of God, to the glory of God, and with God working in them.”4 Thus, theology aims at the fulfillment of man’s created purpose: to glorify God and enjoy him forever in obeying God’s will by God’s grace. Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) noted that some theologians, such as Petrus van Mastricht (1630–1706), slightly expanded Ames’s definition to “the doctrine of living to God by Christ.”5 This is indeed an excellent definition of theology, for it emphasizes the divine revelation of theology (“doctrine”), its object (“God”), its mediatorial character (“by Christ”), and its aim (“living to God”).

      Though we study theology as sons and daughters of Adam, we do not do it as pure Adam did in the garden, but as fallen sinners in need of salvation and restoration. Therefore, theology is the study of God with a view toward the reconciliation of God and sinners through Christ. The apostle Paul writes to Timothy that the Holy Scriptures “are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). John Owen (1616–1683) wrote, “Evangelical theology has been instituted by God in order that sinners may once again enjoy communion with God himself, the All-Holy One. . . . The ultimate end of true theology is the celebration of the praise of God, and his glory and grace in the eternal salvation of sinners.”6

      Furthermore, as those alienated from God by sin, we can do theology only by the light of his gracious revelation. Johannes Polyander (1568–1646) offered a comprehensive definition of theology in Synopsis of a Purer Theology: “We define Theology as the knowledge or wisdom of the divine matters that God has revealed to people in this world through ministers of his word inspired by the prophetic Spirit, and that he has adapted to their capability, to lead them to knowledge of the truth which accords with godliness and renders them wise unto their own salvation and God’s eternal glory.”7 A similar but shorter definition was given by Johannes Wollebius (1586–1629): “Christian theology is the doctrine concerning God, as he is known and worshiped for his glory and for our salvation.”8

      In summary, we may define theology as the authoritative knowledge and wisdom revealed in God’s Word concerning God so that we may joyfully live unto him through Jesus Christ. It is authoritative because it stands upon the Word of God. It is knowledge and wisdom because it informs the mind with certain truths and directs the life. It pertains to God not in the narrow sense of the doctrine of God, but broadly regarding God’s nature, will, and works. It aims at producing a God-centered life. And it comes to us through Jesus Christ and brings us to God through Christ, for he is the only Mediator between God and man.

      The Classification of Theology: Science or Wisdom?

      When Polyander defined theology as “the knowledge or wisdom” (scientiam vel sapientiam)9 of divine truths, he touched upon a long-standing debate about the genus or classification of theology: whether it is a science or wisdom.

      Part of the difficulty in this debate is rightly defining the terms. In this context, “science” is not the study of natural phenomena and physical laws that manifest effects that can be measured and tested in a laboratory, but is “knowledge” (Latin scientia), that is, the recognition or perception of that which is real or true.10 As an academic field, theology is called a science because it is the disciplined pursuit and communication of knowledge by a community of scholars.

      In the Bible, “knowledge” and “wisdom” are used in parallel with each other, whether with respect to technical skill in a trade11 or the ability to live a godly and blessed life.12 Yet the Bible also distinguishes knowledge and wisdom (1 Cor. 12:8). One can know many things without perceiving their real value or their usefulness. It seems best to say that in biblical usage “wisdom” (Hebrew khokmah, Greek sophia) refers to skill or competency, sometimes in a specific trade or field, but more generally in one’s whole approach to life. “Knowledge” (Hebrew da’at, Greek gnōsis) refers to an accurate perception and faithful recognition of some reality, often with a sense of acquaintance and experience that forms a relationship between the knower and the object of knowledge.13 Biblical wisdom includes knowledge, but is broader than knowledge, encompassing the holistic ability to live skillfully and joyfully for the glory of God.

      Theologians have used various definitions for knowledge and wisdom. Augustine distinguished wisdom as pertaining to the contemplation of eternal, invisible realities, and knowledge as pertaining to the understanding of historical, visible events that involve human actions. Thus, theology especially pertains to wisdom.14 Both wisdom and knowledge, in Augustine’s view, have a part to play in theology because the eternal Son of God entered human history in the incarnation (John 1:1–18),15 a historical, visible event. However, medieval and later Reformed orthodox theology, drawing upon distinctions made by the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC) and elucidated by Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274),16 said that wisdom (Latin sapientia) is “a knowledge of first principles . . . particularly a knowledge of the good and the true,” and knowledge or “science” (Latin scientia) is “a knowledge acquired by demonstration and resting on self-evident first principles.”17

      It seems best to consider theology to involve both science and wisdom, with its heaviest accent on wisdom. As a science, it seeks true knowledge by interpreting God’s revelation and making logical inferences from it. Aquinas said, “Sacred doctrine is a science. . . . Sacred science is established on principles revealed by God.”18 However, theology especially partakes of the nature of wisdom, for it receives the highest principles and uses them to guide all of life. Aquinas said, “This doctrine is wisdom above all human wisdom. . . . Sacred doctrine is especially called wisdom.”19

      Polyander likewise argued that the genus of theology is both knowledge and wisdom. The Bible calls it knowledge,20 and it involves the knowledge of divine things, that is, “a definite recognition fixed very deeply within the mind by the clearest shows of proof.”21 On the other hand, the Bible also calls it wisdom (Proverbs 1; 1 Cor. 1:21), and theology contemplates the unfathomable mysteries of God and functions as “an architectonic standard that guides all the disciplines and as the final judge of all actions and thoughts outshines all other sciences.”22

      Owen favored the idea that theology is spiritual wisdom, for it “has the unique property of making men wise in the mysteries of the gospel by virtue of union with Christ, in whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and of knowledge.”23 But Owen acknowledged that, though theology differs from the academic sciences in that it receives divine revelation by divine grace, theology includes the “science” or knowledge of God resulting from the illumination of the mind.24

      Francis Turretin argued that theology does not exactly fit any of Aristotle’s categories of knowledge, but said that “wisdom is most analogous to it and approaches its nature the nearest,” because theology treats “the knowledge of things most excellent,” such as God and our eternal happiness, and it “is an architectonic system commanding and directing all others”; in other words, wisdom is an entire worldview governed by the truth.25

      In summary, theology is the divine knowledge and wisdom by which we serve God. We return to Ames’s definition: “Theology is the doctrine [or teaching] of living to God.”26 Ames explained, “It is called doctrine, not to separate it from understanding, knowledge, wisdom, art, or prudence—for these go with every exact discipline, and most of all with theology—but to mark it as a discipline which derives not from nature and human inquiry like others, but from divine revelation and appointment.”27

      The Orientation of Theology: Theoretical or Practical?

      A related question is whether theology is a theoretical or practical discipline, that is, whether it aims at “contemplation alone” or “in its very nature and by itself goes forth into practice,” as Turretin said.28 Theology is both theoretical and practical, though its focus is upon knowing God and his works, and thus is more theoretical.29 If theology were merely theoretical, then it would be cut off from daily life. On the other hand, if theology were merely practical, then we would throw away more abstract but crucial doctrines such as the Trinity and predestination.30 Therefore, theology must involve knowledge.

      In the contemporary evangelical church, too many Christians think that we must choose between “dead orthodoxy” and “anti-intellectual activism or moralism,” as David Clark observes.31 As a result, Christians zealously pursue holiness, evangelism, social and political causes, and missions, and yet are disengaged from or suspicious of intellectual reflection, abandoning the academy to the wicked and unbelieving. “The upshot,” Clark says, “is that evangelical theology is alienated not only from the academically oriented university, but also from a pragmatically oriented church.”32 If we sever theological contemplation from practical action, then we destroy the church’s ability to develop the breadth and depth of wisdom necessary to glorify God in all of its life and work.

      We must know God in a manner that engages our heads, hearts, and hands. Jeremiah 9:23–24 says, “Thus saith the Lord, Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither let the mighty man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches: but let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I am the Lord which exercise lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness, in the earth: for in these things I delight, saith the Lord.” Knowing God involves the knowledge of his attributes and actions that set him apart from the false gods and idols of man, as Jeremiah 10:1–16 sets forth in detail. However, theology is a kind of knowledge that demands action. Knowing God moves us to glorify him: “Who would not fear thee, O King of nations? For to thee doth it appertain” (v. 7). Knowing God also moves us to imitate him: “He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well with him: was not this to know me? saith the Lord” (22:16).

      Turretin said that “the knowledge and worship of God . . . are connected together inseparably (as in the sun, light and heat can never be separated from each other). So neither can that knowledge of God be true unless attended by practice (John 13:17; 1 John 2:5). Nor can that practice be right and saving which is not directed by knowledge (John 17:3).”33 Van Mastricht said that Christian theology “is not theoretical only . . . nor practical only,” but “unites theory with practice, and is ‘a knowledge of the truth which is according to godliness’ (Titus 1:1).”34

      The orientation of theology is both theoretical and practical because theology orients us toward God. As the saying often attributed to Aquinas declares, “Theology is taught by God, teaches of God, and leads to God.”35 Polyander said, “Theology consists not of bare and empty theory but of a practical science that powerfully stirs the human will and all the emotions of the heart to worship God and to cherish one’s neighbor.”36 Thus, theology is the kind of living knowledge described by our Lord in John 17:3: “This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent.”

      The Premodern Development of Systematic Theology

      The Bible is not a book of systematic theology, for it is composed of many literary genres that work together to form the whole man in the image of God in communion with God and the church. The Bible does contain systematic theological texts, however, such as Paul’s epistle to the Romans.

      Christians began the work of developing a theology from Scripture soon after the apostolic age ended. Two factors contributed to this development. First, God had granted the fullness of his revelation through Jesus Christ (Heb. 1:1–2). The church desired to explore the meaning and implications of this treasure of truth. Second, Satan attacked the church with false teaching (1 Tim. 4:1–3; 1 John 2:18–23). The introduction of controversy required God’s people to define and defend the truth.

      The core of systematic theology crystallized very early in church history in the rule of faith (regula fidei), summarized in the twelve articles of faith that have come down to us as the Apostles’ Creed, which, though apostolic in doctrine, was not written directly by the apostles.37 An early attempt to develop the theology of this creed in a systematic manner is On First Principles (Peri archōn) by Origen (c. 185–c. 254), a prolific Bible commentator. Lactantius (c. 240–c. 320) wrote the Divine Institutes, a refutation of paganism and exposition of Christian theology. Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 310–386) wrote Catechetical Lectures on the creed, and Rufinus of Aquileia (c. 344–410) composed A Commentary on the Apostles’ Creed. Augustine of Hippo wrote On Faith and the Creed, as well as a systematic summary of Christian faith, hope, and love in his Enchiridion (which means “handbook”), based upon the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. John of Damascus (c. 675–749) wrote An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith (Ekdosis akribēs tēs orthodoxou pisteou), which greatly influenced Eastern Orthodoxy and, after its translation into Latin in the twelfth century, the Western church as well.

      In the medieval period, Peter Lombard (c. 1096–1160) gathered material from earlier writers, especially Augustine, into a systematic treatise of four books titled Sentences (Sententiae), organized to address various questions under the headings of the Trinity, creation, the incarnation, and the sacraments. The Sentences became a standard textbook for later theological students, and other theologians wrote commentaries on it. Most notable of all medieval theologies was the Summa Theologica of Aquinas, a remarkable blend of systematic, historical, and philosophical theology with an Aristotelian bent. Less well known is Bonaventure (1221–1274), who wrote a major commentary on Lombard’s work and the Breviloquium as a summary of theology.

      Among the Reformers, Martin Luther (1483–1546) never wrote a complete systematic theology, though he did summarize his doctrines in confessional statements such as his Large Catechism. However, Luther’s colleague Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560) produced Loci Communes, which served the early Protestants as a summary of their faith, following the pattern of Paul’s epistle to the Romans. The title means “common places” (in the sense of things brought together in an organized fashion according to content), and loci became a standard term for “places” or topics in a theological system. Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) wrote what may be the first Reformed systematic theology, A Commentary on True and False Religion (Kommentar über die wahre und die falsche Religion). However, the significance of Zwingli’s work for Reformed Christians was dwarfed by two others that followed. John Calvin wrote his Institutes of the Christian Religion, probably the most important systematic theology of all time. Heinrich Bullinger (1504–1575) wrote the Decades, a widely influential collection of fifty sermons spanning the main doctrines of the Christian faith discussed from a Reformed perspective. Meanwhile, the Counter-Reformation Roman Catholic theologians defended the system of teachings exemplified by Aquinas.

      After the early Reformers, such as Luther and Calvin, died, theological works proliferated as the Protestant churches sought to maintain and develop theological orthodoxy. Though criticized by some modern scholars as departing from the original, biblical doctrines of the Reformers, Reformed or Calvinistic orthodoxy developed and defended the same doctrines, albeit with more scholastic and academic methods.38 Some representative Reformed systematic theologies from the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century are William Perkins (1558–1602), Exposition of the Symbol or Creed of the Apostles; Amandus Polanus (1561–1610), Syntagma theologiae christianae; Ames, The Marrow of Theology; Wollebius, Compendium Theologiae Christianae; and the Synopsis of a Purer Theology (Synopsis Purioris Theologiae, 1625), produced by the disputations of the Leiden theologians, Polyander, Antonius Walaeus (1572–1639), Antonius Thysius (1565–1640), and Andreas Rivetus (1573–1651). Reformed orthodox systematics reached a high-water mark in Turretin’s Institutes of Elenctic Theology, written in the late seventeenth century. Many other Reformed and Puritan divines produced expositions of the Heidelberg Catechism or the Westminster Shorter Catechism that cover the full range of systematic theology and ethics.

      Though the rationalism of the Enlightenment and the emotionalism of Romanticism made significant incursions into Reformed churches in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and modernistic unbelief attacked the biblical foundations of Christianity in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, theologians have continued to produce a stream of systematic theologies to this day. To list them here would overload this chapter, but we encourage the reader to be attentive to the footnotes and bibliography for some of the major theologians of the modern era.

      The Loci of Systematic Theology

      Different approaches can be taken to organize the topics of a systematic theology, two of which are the Trinitarian model and the redemptive-historical model. As we have seen, many early systematics arose from an extended meditation on the Apostles’ Creed. The creed follows an essentially Trinitarian structure based on redemptive history: God the Father and creation, God the Son and the accomplishment of redemption, and God the Holy Spirit and the application of redemption to the church, ending with its resurrection and eternal life.

      Hugh of St. Victor (c. 1096–1141) briefly described “the whole of divinity” in eight steps founded upon the Bible: first, the Trinity, then creation, the fall of man into sin, God’s revelations before Moses, the law of Moses, the incarnation, the new covenant, and the resurrection.39 Bonaventure organized his Breviloquium in a similar, but more topical structure: the Trinity, creation, sin, Christ’s incarnation, the Spirit’s grace, the sacraments of the church, and the final judgment.40 In early Reformed formulations, the Belgic Confession (1561), influenced by the French Confession (1559), followed the order of the doctrines concerning Scripture and God, man and sin, election and Christ, salvation by faith, the church and sacraments, civil government, and the last things.41 Calvin’s Institutes follows a similar order, though placed under a Trinitarian framework in four books dealing with the Creator and creation, the Redeemer in Christ, grace through the Spirit, and the church. Andreas Hyperius (1511–1564), in his Methodus theologiae (1568), argued that the most important articles of the faith should be used as the loci or major topics to structure systematic theology. He proposed introducing theology with the doctrine of Holy Scripture, followed by six loci: God, creatures and man, the church, law and gospel, sacraments, and the end of the age.42

      We propose a similar order of loci:

      1. Prolegomena (Greek for “things spoken before”)—preliminary questions about theology and the doctrine of the Word of God

      2. Theology Proper—the doctrine of God (Greek theos), including God’s decree, providence, angels, and the demons

      3. Anthropology—the doctrine of man (Greek anthrōpos), his creation in God’s image, the covenant with Adam, and man’s fall into sin and misery

      4. Christology—the doctrine of Christ’s (Greek christos) person and work, including the covenant of grace and Christ’s offices, incarnation, humiliation, and exaltation in order to accomplish redemption

      5. Pneumatology—the doctrine of the Spirit’s (Greek pneuma) person and work in and through redemptive history, including his empowerment of Christ and the church for missions

      6. Soteriology—the doctrine of salvation (Greek sotēria), the application of redemption by the Holy Spirit for the conversion, growth, and glorification of God’s people

      7. Ecclesiology—the doctrine of the church (Greek ecclēsia) and the means by which God applies grace to his people, such as the Word and sacraments

      8. Eschatology—the doctrine of “last things” (Greek eschatoi), such as death and Christ’s return to judge the world and bring the kingdom of God in all its glory, including heaven and hell

      Thus, in simpler language, these loci may be expressed in the words revelation, God, man, Christ, Spirit, salvation, church, and last things. This approach is widely used in modern Protestant systematic theologies. The very list of the theological loci is a summary of the gospel. It reminds us that God has spoken and revealed himself as the only Lord God. God made man, but man rebelled against God to man’s own defilement and destruction. God sent Christ to redeem sinners, save them by the grace of the Holy Spirit, form them into a unified body, and bring them to glory. Thus, systematic theology expounds the good news of salvation.

      However, this approach has its limitations, for we should recognize that all of these topics are closely related to one another. Due to the organic nature of divine revelation, a discussion of any one doctrine must periodically refer to other doctrines, and all must redound to the glory of Christ.

      Sing to the Lord

      Theology as a Spiritual Discipline

      Break thou the bread of life, dear Lord, to me,

      As thou didst break the loaves beside the sea;

      Throughout the sacred page I seek thee, Lord,

      My spirit pants for thee, O living Word.

      Bless thou the truth, dear Lord, to me, to me,

      As thou didst bless the bread by Galilee;

      Then shall all bondage cease, all fetters fall;

      And I shall find my peace, my All in all.

      Thou art the Bread of life, O Lord, to me,

      Thy holy Word the truth, that saveth me;

      Give me to eat and live with thee above;

      Teach me to love thy truth, for thou art love.

      O send thy Spirit, Lord, now unto me,

      That he may touch mine eyes, and make me see;

      Show me the truth concealed within thy Word,

      And in thy Book revealed I see the Lord.

      Mary A. Lathbury

      Tune: Bread of Life

      The Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 256

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What definition was given for theology, based on Ames and enhanced by van Mastricht?

      2. Is theology best considered a science or wisdom? Why?

      3. Why must theology be both theoretical and practical?

      4. What was the earliest crystallization of the church’s basic theology?

      5. What was the basic textbook of late medieval theology? What other notable theological work of that period did the authors mention?

      6. What are the two most influential early Reformed theological books?

      7. What are the technical names and their meanings for the eight loci of modern systematic theology?

      8. Which locus of theology do you find most interesting personally? How could a deeper knowledge of that locus help you to grow spiritually? How might it help you to serve your church?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      9. What will happen to systematic theology if we divorce its academic and spiritual dimensions? How will that affect the church? How have you seen this in your experience or church?

      10. Of the definitions of theology quoted from Ames, van Mastricht, Polyander, and Wollebius in the first part of this chapter, which do you think is best? Why?

      11. Why did Owen insist that theology is a kind of wisdom? Do you agree with him? Why or why not?

      12. If systematic theology is a good and helpful endeavor, why didn’t God produce his Word in the form of a systematic theology?
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      Who Does Theology? Where? When?

      In the art of photography, one crucial factor in taking a picture is the point of view. For example, you can take a picture of a dormant volcano looking up from the ground, down from a helicopter, across from a ridge, through the haze of a city skyline, or out from inside the crater itself. You can take a picture of a rose from the perspective of a human being standing above it, a child close enough to sniff it, or a mouse looking up at it. All such pictures can truly and accurately represent reality, but they do so from distinctly different points of view.

      Similarly, in doing theology, we must be conscious of our point of view. We are not just collecting data about God and his ways, but viewing that data from a particular perspective, as finite, fallen human beings who are products of our culture, time, and place. This is not to relativize theology, for theology is based upon God’s true revelation. However, it is to recognize that theology is, as we learned earlier, “the knowledge or wisdom of the divine matters that God has revealed to people in this world . . . and that he has adapted to their capability.”1 God is “the King of kings, and Lord of lords,” who dwells “in the light which no man can approach” (1 Tim. 6:15–16). Therefore, the theology that God reveals to us is not a direct apprehension of his infinite glory, but a mental picture of who he is adapted for our point of view as human beings.

      In order to contemplate our theological point of view, we will consider the who, where, and when of theology.

      Who Does Theology?

      Since theology is about God and his relationships, those who do theology must always remember who they are in relationship to God. Even before we enter into deep reflection upon theology proper, anthropology, Christology, pneumatology, soteriology, ecclesiology, and eschatology, we must seek to develop our theology with an awareness of who God is, who we are before him, what Christ has done, and how the Holy Spirit makes theology possible.

      Creatures of God

      The most basic truth of theology is that there is a God, and you are not him. Genesis 1:1 says, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth,” and verse 27 says that on the sixth day, “God created man.” Therefore, we do not do theology as gods or as the equals of God, but as his creations. This has two consequences, both of which call us to humility.

      1. We do theology while acknowledging God’s ultimate incomprehensibility. The term incomprehensible means “beyond our ability to fully understand.” “Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised; and his greatness is unsearchable” (Ps. 145:3). How could we completely comprehend a God who has no beginning, but already existed “in the beginning”? How can we expect to grasp the infinite glory of a Being who merely spoke and worlds came into existence? Cornelius Van Til said, “It is of the essence of our God concept that man cannot comprehend God,”2 that is, we cannot know and understand God exhaustively. This, Van Til explained, is not because God is irrational, but because he is “absolute rationality,” and so transcends our creaturely rationality.3

      One danger of theology is that “knowledge puffeth up” (1 Cor. 8:1). True theology should lead us to exclaim with Paul, “O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out!” (Rom. 11:33). John Owen advised those who desire to grow spiritually, “Be much in thoughtfulness of the excellency of the majesty of God and thine infinite, inconceivable distance from him.”4 Though he was one of the greatest theologians of all time, Owen said, “Persons of the most high and eminent attainment, of the nearest and most familiar communion with God, do yet in this life know but a very little of him and his glory. . . . Our thoughts, our meditations, our expressions of him are low, many of them unworthy of his glory, none of them reaching his perfections.”5

      Doing theology is an exercise in coming to know how little we know and becoming humbler in the process. The more our increasing theological knowledge is sanctified by the Spirit, the more our estimation of our wisdom should decrease. Knowing the smallness of our knowledge should discourage any attempt to impress people with how much we understand.

      2. We do theology under God’s sovereignty as Lord. Psalm 33:6, 8–9 says, “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made; and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth. . . . Let all the earth fear the Lord: let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him. For he spake, and it was done; he commanded, and it stood fast.” God is not subject to us in our theological studies; we are subject to him. The true theologian binds himself with this vow: “O Lord, truly I am thy servant” (116:16). Wilhelmus à Brakel wrote, “All that God wills, the servant of God also wills, because the will of God is the object of his desire and delight.”6

      Therefore, theology is a science in which the object of our study is nothing less than our God and King. Abraham Kuyper observed that this consideration distinguishes theology from all other sciences:

      For in all other investigations the investigating subject places himself above the object to be investigated, is the active agent in the investigation, and directs his course in obedience to his own free judgment. And this is both possible and proper with created things, because among all these man ranks first. But when the thirst for knowledge directs itself to Him to whom man and all creation owe their origin, existence, and consciousness, the circumstances are materially changed. Then man stands no longer above, but beneath the object of his investigation, and over against this object he finds himself in a position of entire dependence.7

      God’s lordship can be explained as consisting of three covenantal dimensions: control, authority, and presence.8 The Lord exercises his absolute control in creating his servants, establishing his covenant with them, ruling them, and saving them according to his covenant—all with sovereign power. Therefore, we must do theology with an attitude of total dependence, confessing, “Our help is in the name of the Lord, who made heaven and earth” (Ps. 124:8). The Lord exercises his supreme authority by communicating with his servants according to his divine right to trust and obedience. Therefore, we must do theology with an attitude of total submission, saying, “Speak, Lord; for thy servant heareth” (1 Sam. 3:9). The Lord exercises his pervasive presence by always being near to us in fulfilment of his covenant promise, “I will . . . be a God unto thee” (Gen.17:7). Therefore, we must do theology with an attitude of reverence and godly fear, for “surely the Lord is in this place” (28:16).

      Images of God

      The Lord set mankind apart from all other earthly life forms by creating Adam and Eve with the capacity to know, love, and obey him. Genesis 1:26 says, “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.” Humans were created in the image of God (v. 27). Genesis 5:1–3 compares God creating man in his own image with Adam having a son in his own likeness. Part of being created in God’s image is the capacity to know God and acknowledge him as God (Col. 3:10; cf. Rom. 1:21).

      Therefore, we can know God and do theology. However, our theology is not God’s theology, but “image theology,” or only the echo and reflection of the original. Just as an image may be an accurate representation but cannot capture the full life of a person, so our souls can have a true knowledge of God but cannot comprehend or fully grasp the infinite glory of his being. Isaiah 55:8–9 says, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” We cannot judge God by our logic. Unbelievers treat God and man as “on the same plane” and as “under a system of logic that is higher than both,” as Van Til observed. But Christian thinking recognizes that God is on another level beyond our understanding, and even “the law of contradiction, therefore, as we know it is but the expression on a created level of the internal coherence of God’s nature.”9

      There is a true analogy between human theology and God’s mind, but only an analogy. John Duns Scotus (1266–1308) distinguished between “theology in itself” (theologia in se), that is, in God’s understanding, and “our theology” (theologia nostra).10 A word for image in ancient Greek is typos (Latin typus), and Franciscus Junius (1545–1602) called God’s essential knowledge archetypal theology (the beginning or source of the image) and our theology ectypal theology (from the image). Junius said that our ectypal theology is “a certain copy and, rather, shadowy image” of the “unbounded wisdom which God possesses.” He added, “It only has some analogy to it and with it just as a painted image of a person is not of the same kind as the person.”11 Van Til explained,

      Christians believe in two levels of existence, the level of God’s existence as self-contained and the level of man’s existence as derived. . . . For this reason, Christians must also believe in two levels of knowledge, the level of God’s knowledge, which is absolutely comprehensive and self-contained, and the level of man’s knowledge, which is not comprehensive but is derivative. . . . Hence we say that as Christians we believe that man’s knowledge is analogical of God’s knowledge.12

      When we discuss the topic of revelation, we will show how the bridge between God’s archetypal theology and our ectypal theology is Jesus Christ, the Image of God and Mediator of all knowledge of him (Matt. 11:27; Col. 1:15).

      Sinners against God

      No one on earth does theology from a standpoint of neutrality. The human race fell away from God, and that fall began with rebellion against God’s word of command (Gen. 3:1–5). Our first and fundamental response to true theology is resistance: “And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil” (John 3:19). Though the gospel of Christ crucified is the best news in the world, to unconverted sinners it is mere “foolishness” (1 Cor. 1:18, 23). Romans 3:11 summarizes their theological condition, saying, “There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God.”

      Human rebellion against God’s Word does not prevent sinners from doing theology, for mankind generates its own false theology by which it can never find God (1 Cor. 1:19–21). John Calvin said, “They do not therefore apprehend God as he offers himself, but imagine him as they have fashioned him in their own presumption.”13 They may reject the Bible or pay lip service to it even as they eviscerate its doctrines. As Christ said of the Pharisees, “Thus have ye made the commandment of God of none effect by your tradition. . . . But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men” (Matt. 15:6, 9).

      Therefore, if we would do theology in a manner faithful to God, we must acknowledge and repent of our resistance to God’s Word. We must be converted by God’s grace. Furthermore, we must realize that even disciples of Christ may be “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken” (Luke 24:25). Christians need Christ to continually open their minds to understand the Scriptures (v. 45).

      Regenerated Children of God

      If we have repented of our sins and trusted in Christ, then we do not enter into the work of theology alone, but with God the Holy Spirit as our inner teacher. Christ says in John 6:45, “It is written in the prophets, And they shall be all taught of God [Isa. 54:13]. Every man therefore that hath heard, and hath learned of the Father, cometh unto me.” Our initial conversion and our continuing growth spring from the work of the Divine Theologian who dwells within us. This does not negate the importance of studying the Bible, for Christ says that “the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” (John 6:63); that is, God’s Word is the means by which the Holy Spirit both quickens us and teaches us true theology. Neither does it render us independent from all human teachers, for the Holy Spirit works through gifted teachers in the body of Christ, and we need them (1 Corinthians 12).

      The inward presence of the Spirit in God’s children opens up a whole new world of possibilities in theological study. We were blind, but now by grace we can see (2 Cor. 3:17–18; 4:4–6). Jesus promised, “When he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth” (John 16:13). John writes, “But ye have an unction [anointing] from the Holy One, and ye know all things” (1 John 2:20). If you are a child of God, then you should pray and study with confidence that the Lord will progressively lead you away from man’s foolishness into wisdom.

      The process of theology for a child of God coincides with the process of sanctification. Just as our theology is image theology, so we grow in theology by growing in the image of God as “the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created him” (Col. 3:10). Psalm 25:14 says, “The secret of the Lord is with them that fear him; and he will shew them his covenant.” God grants deeper illumination the more we walk in his light. Christ says, “He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me: and he that loveth me shall be loved of my Father, and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him” (John 14:21). Thus, Frame rightly observes, “God reveals His best secrets to those who love Him best.”14 Therefore, our pursuit of theology should be part of a broader pursuit to become like Jesus Christ. The true disciple or student of Christ follows in his footsteps.

      Pastors and Teachers Given and Sent by God

      Though all Christians should desire and strive to grow in their knowledge of God (Col. 1:10), those who are “pastors and teachers” have a special calling to study theology, for they are sent by Christ to build up the church in “the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:11–13). God requires them to be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:2 ESV). Every minister of the Word should be “holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught, that he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort and to convince the gainsayers” (Titus 1:9). Like a priest of the old covenant, he is “the messenger of the Lord of hosts,” of whom it should be said, “The law of truth was in his mouth,” and his “lips should keep knowledge” (Mal. 2:6–7).

      Pastors and teachers should never rest complacently in what they already know through past study and training. They must labor to grow theologically. Timothy had traveled with and learned from one of the greatest theologians of all time (2 Tim. 2:2; 3:10), but Paul still exhorted him, “Meditate upon these things; give thyself wholly to them; that thy profiting may appear to all. Take heed unto thyself, and unto the doctrine; continue in them: for in doing this thou shalt both save thyself, and them that hear thee” (1 Tim. 4:15–16).

      Where Do We Do Theology?

      The word where in this case does not refer to our physical location, but our social context or situation among men. This question reminds us that we must do theology conscious of biblical ecclesiology, that is, the doctrine of the church as she exists now in the world and as she will one day be in the eternal state.

      Among Fallen Mankind

      We have already noted in answer to “Who does theology?” that we are sinners, and our inner blindness and hostility to divine truth must be overcome by grace so that we may do true theology. However, though God’s grace may rule in our hearts, God does not remove us from living in the fallen world. The where of theology reminds us that true theology has stood in antithesis to the world in all eras.

      The calling of a theologian is a calling to suffer persecution. Christ says,

      Ye serpents, ye generation of vipers, how can ye escape the damnation of hell? Wherefore, behold, I send unto you prophets, and wise men, and scribes: and some of them ye shall kill and crucify; and some of them shall ye scourge in your synagogues, and persecute them from city to city: that upon you may come all the righteous blood shed upon the earth, from the blood of righteous Abel unto the blood of Zacharias son of Barachias, whom ye slew between the temple and the altar. (Matt. 23:33–35)

      However, even though he may suffer persecution, the theologian sees the world as the field of his labors, for he is a servant of the gospel. The academic setting of theology should not obscure its evangelistic aim. As we saw in the loci of systematic theology, the theologian’s task is to give an exposition of the core of evangelical faith. While he may not be on the front line of pioneer missions (though he may be), he expounds “the form of sound words” and commits it “to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also” (2 Tim. 1:13; 2:2). Consequently, the theologian may say with Paul, “Therefore I endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2:10).

      In the Church

      While opposing the world, the theologian does not do his work in isolation, but as a member of the body of Christ. The apostle Paul does not sharply distinguish theological training from teaching the church, but says, “The things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men” (2 Tim. 2:2). Malachi tells us that in a proud and irreverent generation, “they that feared the Lord spake often one to another” (Mal. 3:16). Perseverance in sound doctrine and holy living requires relationships of mutual encouragement (Heb. 3:13; 10:23–25).

      Trinitarian theology must emulate the Trinity. As we discussed earlier, our theology is image theology, grounded upon God’s statement, “Let us make man in our image” (Gen. 1:26). The “us” and “our” remind us that God is his own community: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Therefore, as people created in God’s image and redeemed in Christ, we must do theology in God’s image by developing friendships and working partnerships with others in the oneness of our fellowship in Christ.

      In his great prayer to the Father, the Son of God wove together the revelation of God’s name (theology), the preservation and sanctification of believers in this world (spiritual growth), effective missions in the world, and the growing unity of God’s people (John 17). He implied that none of these concerns can be separated from the others. Therefore, in our practice of theology, we must hear and respond to the will of the Father and the Son, who prayed that “they may be one, as we are. . . . They all may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us. . . . I in them, and thou in me, that they may be made perfect in one” (vv. 11, 21, 23). The study of theology apart from a deepening oneness with Christ’s church is contrary to God’s will.

      Our understanding of theology grows in spiritual insight when we live in community with other believers. Paul locates the process of theological enrichment in the context of the worshiping community: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord” (Col. 3:16). In Ephesians 4, Paul describes spiritual growth as the intertwining of both doctrinal and relational development in the body of Christ. The aim of theology is “the unity of the faith” in the body (v. 13), a theological unity inseparable from the practical “unity of the Spirit” experienced in love (vv. 2–3). Thus, we should be “speaking the truth in love” (v. 15), which is not mere honesty, but conversing about sound doctrine (v. 14).

      This has important implications for academic theologians and students of theology in seminaries, as well as pastors in churches. Schoolwork and ministry can place such demands upon them that they have little to no time for anything else, and may be tempted to isolate themselves from Christian friendship. That would be a grave mistake, to the detriment not only of their spirituality but also of their theology. Theology that is not lived out in real friendships is hardly worthy of the name. If Paul is a model for theologians, then we should note how many people he personally greeted in his epistles. His theological study was not abstracted from relationships, but was done in the context of rich friendships. Life is not about merely exchanging ideas through reading and writing, but face-to-face fellowship. John said, “Having many things to write unto you, I would not write with paper and ink: but I trust to come unto you, and speak face to face, that our joy may be full” (2 John 12). Communion with God and godly people is the goal of theology: “That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you, that ye also may have fellowship with us: and truly our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3). Let all theological professors, students, and pastors take this principle to heart, and do theology in the fellowship of Christ’s church.

      When Do We Do Theology?

      Having addressed the who and where questions regarding theology, we now address the when. This does not refer to what time in our lives or schedules we do theology, but to the time of history in which we stand. Prolegomena must be informed by eschatology.

      During Our Pilgrimage to Glory

      Biblical eschatology teaches us that we live in the day of grace, but not the day of glory. Throughout his life, the theologian must remember that he has not arrived (Phil. 3:12), but is a traveler or wayfarer (Latin viator). Wise theologians, like the saints of old, have “confessed that they [are] strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Heb. 11:13). Only foolish and immature Christians think that they already reign and have become wise (1 Cor. 4:8, 10).

      Our theology is not yet the theology of vision, for we do not yet see Christ and we are not yet glorified with him (1 John 3:2). Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 13:9–12,

      For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away. When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.

      If the great apostle considered himself a child in comparison to the wisdom yet to be granted us, how much more should we, Paul’s students, consider ourselves immature theologians at best in this age. Like Paul, we must consider “the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus,” and “press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:8, 14). The very process generates humility. Junius said, “The more we are called along in the whole course of this our miserable life, the more we feel our own ignorance and weakness”; thus, “true humility . . . occupies the first and most important place in theology.”15

      During the Last Days

      Though we are not in glory, we are privileged to live in the last days, when God’s revelation has reached its highest point. Hebrews 1:1–2 says, “God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, whom he hath appointed heir of all things.” The “last days” are not the few years before Christ returns, but the entire period between Christ’s first and second comings.

      Christian theologians today live with the inestimable privilege of possessing the full canon of Holy Scripture, both the Old and New Testaments. We bask in the sunshine of the revelation of God’s incarnate Son (Matt. 4:16; Luke 1:78–79). Christ highlights this privilege when he says, “But blessed are your eyes, for they see: and your ears, for they hear. For verily I say unto you, that many prophets and righteous men have desired to see those things which ye see, and have not seen them; and to hear those things which ye hear, and have not heard them” (Matt. 13:16–17).

      This should encourage us to study the Bible, for Christ has come and fulfilled the ancient promises, and through his prophets and apostles, he has revealed the theology of the gospel with more fullness, clarity, and depth than that given to Israel under the law (Eph. 3:5). We should not expect any further “revelations” until Christ returns, for God has laid the theological foundation of the church through his holy “apostles and prophets” (Eph. 2:20), and we are not to add to that foundation, but build on it.

      Doing theology in the last days also warns us, however, that our task is fraught with danger, for the last days are times of error in the professing church. Paul told Timothy, “Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils” (1 Tim. 4:1). John wrote, “Little children, it is the last time: and as ye have heard that antichrist shall come, even now are there many antichrists; whereby we know that it is the last time” (1 John 2:18). We therefore must not shrink from the call to polemics and the necessity of church discipline when false teachers infiltrate the church. We must also beware of “itching ears” in the congregation, for many professing Christians “will not endure sound doctrine,” and in fidelity to God’s Word we must be willing to diminish in popularity while false teachers successfully gather large crowds to their churches (2 Tim. 4:3).

      Conclusion: Doing Theology Conscious of Our Point of View

      We may compare theology to the telling of a story: the grand story of God, creation, fall, redemption accomplished, redemption applied, a new people formed, and the restoration of all things. If theology is compared to a story, then it is not just a story that we read, but our story. We are embedded within the very narrative that we study. Therefore, we cannot pretend to be objective, neutral, or detached observers. Instead, we must do theology aware of our place in the story and how that placement affects our interpretation.

      Where do you stand with respect to the great narrative of theology? Pause at this point to examine yourself with the following questions:

      
        	Are you a worshiper and loving servant of the Creator? Or do you distrust or deny him, or otherwise refuse to glorify him with all that you are?

        	Do you regard yourself as one created in God’s image, who can have true knowledge of God but never plumb his infinite depths? Do you deny that image by doubting that you can know God or by acting as if your mind were God?

        	Do you acknowledge the moral corruption of your soul and depend upon Christ to illuminate your inner darkness and conquer your heart’s rebellion?

        	Are you a believer in Jesus Christ, and thus a child of God? If so, do you approach theology in dependence on God and with confidence that Christ is your Teacher?

        	If you are a pastor, teacher, or student of theology, do you approach it with a sense of divine calling to “labour in the word and doctrine” (1 Tim. 5:17)? Or do you regard theological study as a professional requirement to advance your selfish ambitions?

        	Do you regard theology as a call to suffer persecution or as an opportunity to exalt or promote yourself in this world? Are you prepared to face rejection and suffer pain for the Word?

        	Are you doing theology in relationship with true Christian friends in the body of the church, or in isolation and without meaningful spiritual fellowship?

        	Do you study theology as a pilgrim who is still far from glory or as one who thinks he has already arrived at true maturity?

        	How does the conviction of living in the last days imbue your study of theology with a sense of privilege, duty, and urgency, mingled with a sober acknowledgment of the judgment to come?

      

      Sing to the Lord

      Doing Theology as Servants and Sinners

      O let my supplicating cry

      By Thee, my gracious Lord, be heard;

      Give wisdom and deliver me

      According to Thy faithful word.

      Instructed in Thy holy law,

      To praise Thy word I lift my voice;

      O Lord, be Thou my present help,

      For Thy commandments are my choice.

      For Thy salvation I have longed,

      And in Thy law is my delight;

      Enrich my soul with life divine,

      And help me by Thy judgments right.

      Thy servant like a wand’ring sheep

      Has lost the path and gone astray;

      Restore my soul and lead me home,

      For Thy commands I would obey.

      Psalm 119:169–176

      Tune: St. James
The Psalter, No. 341

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. How can God’s incomprehensibility help us to cultivate humility in our theology?

      2. The authors said that since we are under God’s lordship, we should study theology with the attitude of, “Speak, Lord; for thy servant heareth” (1 Sam. 3:9). How would that attitude change how we approach theology?

      3. What is “image theology”?

      4. Define these terms:

      
        	archetypal theology

        	ectypal theology

      

      5. How should the doctrines of sin and the work of the Holy Spirit lead us to pray without ceasing as we study and teach theology?

      6. Why should all pastors be theologians?

      7. Why does the true practice of theology require us to suffer in this world?

      8. How does it affect you personally to know that a faithful theologian will suffer persecution? Have you ever experienced insults, false accusations, or worse because of standing for the truth? What would you say to someone who is afraid to be a servant of God’s Word because of what he or she will lose?

      9. What difference does it make to study theology as pilgrims on their way as opposed to those who have arrived?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. How might living in friendships in the church help us to be better theologians? What harmful effects might isolation from the church have on a theologian?

      11. The recognition that theologians are not God but his image bearers has profound implications. How does it remind us of the limits of our theology? How does it give us confidence that we can do true theology and really know God?
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      Which Theology Do We Do? Part 1

      Christian, Catholic, Evangelical

      John Duncan (1796–1870), the Scottish Presbyterian scholar and missionary known as “Rabbi” Duncan, both for his knowledge of Hebrew and his love for the Jewish people, once said, “I’m first a Christian, next a Catholic, then a Calvinist, fourth a Paedobaptist, and fifth a Presbyterian. I cannot reverse this order.” These categories, Duncan said, were not so much like concentric circles as like levels of a tower: “The first is the broadest, and is the foundation laid by Christ; but we are to build on that foundation, and, as we ascend, our outlook widens.”1

      Having discussed the what (chaps. 1–2) and the who, where, and when (chap. 3) of theology, we now ask, Which theology do we do? In a world of many religions, and in one world religion (Christianity) in which people assert many diverse and even conflicting beliefs, which theology should we seek to do as Christians? We could define our theological standpoint from the narrowest point on the top of the tower. However, in this chapter, while not avoiding specificity, we will begin to consider our theological identity starting with its broad foundations and moving upward from there.

      Christian Theology

      The most fundamental characteristic of our theology is that it must be Christian, that is, we do theology as disciples of Jesus Christ (cf. Acts 11:26). God the Father testifies of Christ, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him” (Matt. 17:5). We must hear God’s Son, for he is the chief Prophet and Teacher of the church (Deut. 18:15; Acts 3:22–23; 7:37). Christ calls us to submission and spiritual education: “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me” (Matt. 11:29). His teachings are the rock on which we must build our lives (7:24). Indeed, Christ himself is the foundation of all spiritual knowledge and life. The apostle Paul writes, “For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11 ESV). God’s Son is the only revealer of God the Father (Matt. 11:27; John 1:18). To know Christ is to know God (John 14:7, 9). Therefore, Christ is the great Theologian, and as the eternal Word of God (John 1:1), he is theology itself.

      Practically speaking, submission to Christ entails submission to the words of the prophets and apostles by whom he spoke, both before and after he came into the world. Christ was revealed to Abraham and to Moses as the great “I am” (John 8:58), the prophets of the Old Testament were directed by the Spirit of Christ (1 Pet. 1:11), and the entire Old Testament testifies to Christ (Luke 24:25–27, 44–46; John 5:39). The New Testament Scriptures were written in fulfilment of Christ’s promise, “Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will shew you things to come. He shall glorify me: for he shall receive of mine, and shall shew it unto you” (John 16:13–14). Therefore, the aim of Christian theology is “that ye may be mindful of the words which were spoken before by the holy prophets, and of the commandment of us the apostles of the Lord and Saviour” (2 Pet. 3:2). Christian theology is theology done with faith in Christ, in submission to Christ, and in the light of the Word of Christ.

      Catholic Theology

      The word catholic does not necessarily refer to the church ruled by the bishop of Rome, but comes from a Greek term (katholikos) meaning “general, universal,” and so “catholic church” means the church in all places and times as opposed to a single congregation.2 Ignatius (c. 35–c. 107), writing around the end of the first century, said of the visible church gathered with its officers, “Wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church.”3 As the church faced various heresies, catholic came to stand alongside orthodox, denoting fidelity to the teaching of Christ’s apostles.4 The orthodox, catholic church defined its doctrine with fundamental creedal statements.

      1. The Apostles’ Creed

      As we noted earlier, the early church used the rule of faith or Apostles’ Creed to distinguish the true, catholic church from the followers of false teachers.5 The Apostles’ Creed owes its name to the fact that it summarizes the essential content of the apostolic faith. It sets forth the apostles’ core New Testament teachings, as has been well said, “in sublime simplicity, in unsurpassable brevity, in beautiful order, and with liturgical solemnity.”6 The tradition that the twelve apostles were joint authors of this creed has no historical foundation. Its present form developed over several centuries and was probably not finalized before the sixth century.

      Built on a Trinitarian framework, the Apostles’ Creed affirms faith in the saving acts of the triune God and centers upon Christ’s mediatorial work:

      I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth;

      And in Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son, our Lord;

      Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary;

      Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead and buried; He descended into hell;

      The third day He rose again from the dead;

      He ascended into heaven, and sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty;

      From thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead;

      I believe in the Holy Ghost;

      I believe an holy catholic church; the communion of saints;

      The forgiveness of sins;

      The resurrection of the body;

      And the life everlasting. Amen.7

      2. The Nicene Creed

      Under the pressure of false teaching, especially the Arian denial of the deity of Christ, the church further developed the Apostles’ Creed into what is commonly known as the Nicene Creed. It is rooted in the declaration of the Council of Nicaea (325), supplemented by the Council of Constantinople (381), and affirmed by the Council of Chalcedon (451). The phrase “and the Son” (filioque) was added to the statement regarding the procession of the Holy Spirit by the Synod of Toledo (589), a change accepted by the Western (Latin) churches, but not the Eastern (Greek) churches. Nevertheless, the Nicene Creed is an accurate and majestic formulation of the catholic faith:

      I believe in one God, the Father Almighty,

      Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.

      And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God,

      begotten of the Father before all worlds;

      God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God;

      begotten, not made,

      being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made.

      Who, for us men for our salvation, came down from heaven,

      and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was made man;

      and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate;

      He suffered and was buried;

      and the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures;

      and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father;

      and He shall come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the dead;

      whose kingdom shall have no end.

      And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life;

      who proceedeth from the Father and the Son;

      who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified;

      who spake by the prophets.

      And I believe one holy catholic and apostolic Church.

      I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins;

      and I look for the resurrection of the dead,

      and the life of the world to come. Amen.8

      3. The Definition of Chalcedon

      The Council of Chalcedon gave further clarification of the church’s understanding of the person of Jesus Christ as both God and man (John 1:1, 14; Col. 2:9), stating,

      Therefore, following the holy Fathers, we all with one accord teach men to acknowledge one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one substance with the Father regarding his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance with us as regards his manhood . . . one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form one person and subsistence, not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; even as the prophets from earliest times spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of the Fathers has handed down to us.9

      4. The Athanasian Creed

      The Athanasian Creed (also called Quicunque vult after its opening Latin words) is another creed widely used in Western Christendom. It is named after Athanasius (293–373), renowned defender of the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity and of the deity of Christ, though he did not write this creed. The Athanasian Creed dates from the fifth century and is of Latin (Western) origin. It did not appear in completed form until the eighth century. Its author is unknown. More explicit than the Apostles’ and the Nicene Creeds, the Athanasian Creed remains, as has been well said, “a superb compendium of Trinitarian and Christological theology [that] offers itself as a ready outline for catechetical purposes in keeping with its original intent.”10

      At the core of the Athanasian Creed, we find the following affirmation:

      And the catholic faith is this: that we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity; neither confounding the Persons nor dividing the substance. For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Spirit.

      But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all one, the glory equal, the majesty coeternal. Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit. The Father uncreate, the Son uncreate, and the Holy Spirit uncreate. The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the Holy Spirit incomprehensible. The Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Spirit eternal. And yet they are not three eternals, but one eternal. As also there are not three uncreated nor three incomprehensibles, but one uncreated and one incomprehensible. So likewise the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, and the Holy Spirit almighty. And yet they are not three almighties, but one almighty.

      So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God; and yet they are not three Gods, but one God. So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord; and yet they are not three Lords, but one Lord.11

      It is not our intent to explain, prove, or defend the doctrines of the Trinity or the incarnation; such a task belongs to the loci of theology proper and Christology, not prolegomena. However, we do cite these creeds because they declare the foundational truths of catholic Christianity, and thus serve as confessional boundary lines within which theology performs its investigations. While such creeds are not the inspired Word of God, to deviate from these standards is to enter into territory declared heretical by the church through the ages. The creeds draw boundaries and trace the framework that structures our theology. Christian and catholic theology is profoundly Trinitarian and incarnational. Just as we receive baptism “in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 28:19), so our theology receives its fundamental form in knowing the one true God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who draws near to us through the incarnate Son and only Mediator, our Lord Jesus Christ.

      Evangelical Theology

      In addition to being Christian and catholic, our theology is evangelical, a term derived from the Greek word euangelion, meaning “gospel” or “good news.” The term has been subject to much debate and ambiguity lately.12 In its earlier usage, evangelical was synonymous with Protestant, and could refer to the Reformation theology of any tradition, whether Lutheran, Calvinistic, or Anglican. But today there is a tendency to isolate evangelical to a form of Christianity that arose in eighteenth-century Britain and its American colonies during the Great Awakening, a form that historian David Bebbington defines as possessing four marks:

      
        	
Biblicism: The Bible is the only authoritative spiritual guide.

        	
Crucicentrism: Christ’s death on the cross is the heart of faith and life.

        	
Conversionism: Repentance from sin and faith in Christ are essential to salvation.

        	
Activism: Christians must work together to spread the gospel to all nations.13


      

      While this approach has some merit as a historical analysis of a movement within English-speaking Christianity, it tends to neglect the older, deeper, and broader significance of the term evangelical. We propose that “evangelical theology” be defined in reference to the biblical gospel and historically in reference to the teachings of the Reformation churches, declared in their confessions and summarized in the five solas.

      1. The Biblical Gospel

      Although the word evangelical does not appear in the Scriptures, its Greek root (euangelion) is often translated as “gospel” in the English New Testament. Evangelical theology, therefore, is theology rooted in the gospel of Jesus Christ. While there are “unsearchable riches” in the gospel (Eph. 3:6–8), there is also a simplicity to it that a child can understand (2 Tim. 3:15). It is a river at whose edge a lamb may safely drink and in whose middle an elephant may swim.

      Paul gives us a summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:1–5:

      Moreover, brethren, I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye have received, and wherein ye stand; by which also ye are saved, if ye keep in memory what I preached unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures: and that he was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve.

      Paul here highlights seven central truths of the gospel:

      1. It is an authoritative message from God: “for I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received.” First Corinthians 11:23 says, “For I have received of the Lord that which also I delivered unto you.” The gospel is God’s message, and it is not to be rejected or changed, but received and transmitted to others.

      2. It presents the unique person of Jesus Christ: Paul calls Jesus the “Christ” or the Anointed One of God, alluding to the Old Testament anointing of prophets, priests, and kings to mediate God’s grace to his people. Christ is God’s Son sent to save sinners.

      3. It proclaims the atoning death of Christ: “Christ died for our sins.” This means that Christ, the innocent One, received the punishment that we, due to our sin, deserved. He alone has atoned for the sins of his people. Our works cannot atone for sin.

      4. It likewise proclaims the bodily resurrection of Christ: “that he rose again the third day.” The resurrection confirms the validity of Christ’s death as an atoning sacrifice and secures our justification (Rom. 4:25). Likewise, Christ’s resurrection fulfills his own prophecy (John 2:18–22) and attests to his trustworthiness as a guide to salvation and to his identity as the incarnate Son of God.

      5. It asserts the historical reality of these events: “Christ died for our sins . . . was buried, and . . . he rose again the third day . . . and . . . he was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve.” These are historical facts, the facts that constitute the foundation of the Christian faith. Paul’s argument is this: if these facts are not true, “then is our preaching vain, and your faith is also vain” (1 Cor. 15:14), that is, worthless.

      6. It teaches the plan of God for human history: twice Paul asserts that these things took place “according to the scriptures.” Though Christ’s death was carried out by human beings acting of their own will, God sovereignly directed everything they did in order to fulfill the promises recorded in the Old Testament (Acts 2:22–32).

      7. It teaches the necessity of faith in the biblical gospel: “the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye have received, and wherein ye stand; by which also ye are saved.” This message is not an announcement that we are saved, but the preaching of Christ as Savior and the call to trust in him to be saved (Acts 16:31).

      Evangelical theology must proclaim this biblical gospel, expound its implications, defend its veracity, and call us to conform our worldview to its reality. Just as the entire Gospel of Mark is called “the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1), so the entire system of evangelical theology should be informed by the content of the gospel and derive spiritual power from it.

      2. The Historical Reformation Confessions

      While evangelical etymologically means “of the gospel,” in actual usage it received a more nuanced meaning beginning in the sixteenth century. When Martin Luther initiated a gospel-driven reform of the church, those who embraced the reform quickly became known as evangelicals.14 They regarded their churches as “evangelical churches”15 and their doctrine as “pure, evangelical teaching.”16 The German adjective evangelisch means “evangelical,” “Protestant,” or “Lutheran” to this day.17 Likewise, the Calvinistic or Reformed churches considered themselves evangelicals. John Calvin said in his Institutes of the Christian Religion that he aimed to write “a summary of evangelical doctrine” (summam Evangelicae doctrinae).18 The Puritans likewise spoke of “evangelical unity” among “evangelical churches,” both Lutheran and Reformed.19 In 1702, Cotton Mather (1663–1728) referred to the “evangelical churches” of New England.20

      Therefore, historically, evangelical has referred to a person or church embracing the doctrines of the Reformation. Evangelical theology is Reformation theology.21 The Reformation was an international movement. The churches of the Reformation defined themselves theologically by their doctrinal statements. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were a time of extraordinary theological fruitfulness in which these evangelical churches produced many gospel-centered confessions and catechisms.

      The evangelical heritage of the Reformation is broad. Therefore, evangelical theology encompasses various families of confessions. For example, Lutherans confess the teachings of the Augsburg Confession (1530) and its Apology (1531), the Smalcald Articles (1537), Luther’s Small and Large Catechisms (1529), and the Formula of Concord (1577).22 The Church of England confesses the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion (1571).23 The Dutch Reformed churches maintain the Three Forms of Unity: the Belgic Confession (1561), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), and the Canons of Dort (1619).24 Presbyterians of many nations maintain the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646), Westminster Larger Catechism (1647), and Westminster Shorter Catechism (1647) as standards subordinate to the Word of God.25 Congregationalists hold to the teachings of the Savoy Declaration (1658).26 Particular or Reformed Baptists affirm the First London Confession (1644/1646) or the Second London Confession (1677/1689).27 We could go on, for there are many evangelical churches.

      Should Wesleyan28 Arminians be considered evangelicals? The Wesleyan Methodist churches affirm the Articles of Religion (1784), a modified version of the Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles. Insofar as they remain true to that confession, they have some claim to an evangelical heritage from the Reformation. However, they have rejected God’s absolute sovereignty in salvation in favor of the partially restored freedom of an unconverted sinner’s will. Therefore, Benjamin Warfield rightly considered such people to be “inconsistent evangelicals,” whereas the Reformed faith is “consistent evangelicalism.”29

      Sadly today, many people and churches in historically evangelical groups have rejected (or are utterly ignorant of) their theological heritage and cannot be considered evangelical anymore. Others would divest evangelicalism of its confessional boundaries.30 Roger E. Olson says that although evangelicalism has a “historical-theological core,” it does not have defined boundaries, only “certain common characteristics or family resemblances.” Anyone who tries to exclude another from the big tent of evangelicalism is acting the part of a bully, Olson says, because evangelical truth is “a never-ending journey rather than a fortress to be defended.”31

      In some circles, the combination “evangelical theology” appears to be an oxymoron, for these professing evangelicals have so embraced pragmatism that careful and systematic reflection on biblical doctrines is viewed as a waste of time. The only things that matter are emotion and measurable numerical success. Carl Trueman reflects upon the theological effects of pragmatism:

      I was talking recently to the head of a parachurch organization who was telling me how disheartened he was at the lack of doctrinal understanding among many of the young people applying to him for work. They loved the Lord Jesus; but they seemed to know next to nothing about Him. This is very worrying, for . . . such lack of doctrinal knowledge actually indicates a lack of a deep and meaningful relationship with Christ.32

      In such a milieu, evangelical can mean anything. R. Albert Mohler Jr. rightly notes, “A word that can mean anything means nothing. If ‘evangelical identity’ means drawing no boundaries, then we really have no center, no matter what we may claim.”33 The Cambridge Declaration of the Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals says, “Historic evangelicalism was confessional.”34 The church of the living God is “the pillar and ground of the truth,” one which publicly confesses and defends “the mystery of godliness” (1 Tim. 3:15–16).

      When we profess to do evangelical theology, we declare that we teach in conformity to the Reformation confessional heritage of doctrine, and that we are confessing members of churches rooted in the Reformation. Evangelical theology is confessional theology.

      3. The Five Solas

      Although the truths of the evangelical faith are as broad as the sweep of the great confessions and catechisms, the central Reformation heritage may be identified by the five solas that stand like signposts to keep us from swerving off the narrow road of the gospel. The word solus or sola (Latin for “alone” or “only”) is crucial for protecting biblical truth from deadly compromise.35

      1. Sola Scriptura (“by Scripture alone”). The Holy Scriptures are our supreme and only rule of faith and life; they, not human tradition and reasoning, determine our faith and command our obedience. This means that evangelical theologians are suspicious of fallen reason, so they test their beliefs and practices by the Holy Scriptures. We receive the Bible “not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God” (1 Thess. 2:13)—truthful, uniquely authoritative, and without error. Our minds are servants to receive the Word, not to judge it. The principle of sola Scriptura neither rejects Christian tradition nor sets it alongside the Bible as another source of divine revelation, but requires that tradition be tested and sifted by the written Word of God.36 If God is God, then he is beyond our comprehension and his Word holds absolute authority. This principle also means that we reject anyone who claims to be an infallible prophet for God today, as though God had not spoken his final word in Christ, as attested by Scripture.

      How well do we understand the principle of sola Scriptura? Do we search, love, live, and pray over the Holy Scriptures? Is the Bible the compass that leads us through the storms and over the waves we encounter in life? Is Scripture the guide we keep before us always (James 1:22–25), the rule by which we work (Gal. 6:16), the water with which we wash (Ps. 119:9), the fire that warms us (Luke 24:32), the food that nourishes us (Job 23:12), the sword with which we fight (Eph. 6:17), the counselor who resolves our doubts and fears (Ps. 119:24), and the heritage that enriches us (vv. 111–112)?

      2. Sola gratia (“by grace alone”). God’s grace alone, not human goodness and effort, saves sinners. Evangelical theology does not teach people to look for salvation in sacraments, good works, or “decisions for Christ.” It stands opposed to notions of human freedom, willpower, or merit. Salvation belongs to the Lord. The words of Christ resonate with us: “Ye must be born again” (John 3:7). This implies that mankind is deeply corrupted by sin and that we are unable to save ourselves (Rom. 3:10–12; 8:7–8; Eph. 2:1–3). Salvation is not a matter of receiving instructions about how to help yourself out of a predicament; in salvation, God raises those who are dead in sin to a new life of faith, hope, and love (Eph. 2:5–10).

      Sovereign grace exalts God in blessing us and humbles us in receiving his blessing. Grace calls us (Gal. 1:15), regenerates us (Titus 3:5), justifies us (Rom. 3:24), sanctifies us (Heb. 13:20–21), and preserves us (1 Pet. 1:3–5). We need grace to quicken us, to forgive us, to return us to God, to heal our broken hearts, to strengthen us in times of trouble and spiritual warfare, and to keep us to the end. Sovereign grace crushes our pride. We want to be the agents of salvation, not mere recipients. By nature, we rebel against sovereign grace, but God knows how to break our rebellion and make us friends of this grand doctrine. When God teaches sinners that they are depraved to the very core, sovereign grace becomes the most encouraging doctrine of all. From election to glorification, grace reigns in splendid isolation and locates all our life and joy in the Lord.

      3. Solus Christus (“by Christ alone”). Christ alone, not the saints, the angels, the ministry and rites of the church, or our good works, acts as our Mediator, Redeemer, and Savior. “For there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5). We live by faith in the Son of God, who loved us and gave himself for us (Gal. 2:20). Only Jesus Christ as Mediator can be our Prophet to teach us, our Priest to reconcile us to friendship with the holy God, and our King to deliver us from our enemies and rule us by his Word and Spirit. Christ is not merely the door into the kingdom; he is also the way we must travel to glory. “And ye are complete in him” (Col 2:10). Christ is “unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30).

      Contemporary alternatives to evangelical Christianity deny Christ his rights as the only Mediator. Richard Niebuhr (1894–1962), himself a neoorthodox theologian and no evangelical, wrote that modernistic theological liberalism “established continuity between God and man by adjusting God to man,” resulting in a theology that proclaimed that “a God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”37 Postmodernism sees truth as relativistic, a mere tool of power; it denies universal and absolute truth, and thus the absolute claims of Christ. However, if you are a true son or daughter of the Reformation, Christ in his uniqueness as the “God-man” and threefold office as Mediator will mean everything to you. Do you love Christ as the incarnate Word of God? Is he your beloved Prophet who gives you true wisdom, your faithful Priest who turns God’s curse upon your sins into God’s blessing, and your great King who rules and defends you? Do you know Christ personally and experientially as your Lord? Is Christ everything to you?

      4. Sola fide (“by faith alone”). Faith alone, not our works or faith combined with works, is the instrument by which the sinner is justified from the guilt of all sin and counted righteous by God (Gal. 2:16). Evangelical theology establishes the conviction that no amount of sincere intention, love, good deeds, or acts of devotion can atone for our sins and make us righteous before God. “Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness” (Rom. 4:4–5).

      Evangelical theology teaches us that faith is like a hand, not a hand by which we bring our merit and worthiness to God, but an empty hand by which we receive and take hold of Jesus Christ as our only atonement and our righteousness. What is your confidence before the throne of God? Is it some combination of your faith, love, and good works, or do you stand before God by faith in Christ alone? Do you have a true, living faith that trusts, rests, and relies upon Christ, and by union with him produces a life of good works? We are justified by faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone, for justifying faith unites us to Christ in a living, loving, lasting relationship.

      5. Soli Deo gloria (“to God alone be the glory”). Glory is to be given to God alone for our creation and salvation. God planned the work of Christ “to the praise of the glory of his grace” (Eph. 1:6). We should honor the faithful ministers and witnesses who preach the gospel to us, lead us to Christ, instruct us in the faith, and watch over us as guides and guardians. But we should glory only in the Lord, who uses such human instruments to accomplish his will in our lives. Without the truth of God’s Word and the power of the Holy Ghost, these preachers, teachers, and guides could do nothing for us. We must credit our salvation to the work of God alone, and glorify him for it. We also must reject any credit for our salvation, but know that all the glory for any good in us must be given to God through Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 4:7; Gal. 6:14).

      The ultimate aim of evangelical theology is doxology, the offering of praise to God. We seek to know God that we might worship him rightly. Paul’s paradigm in Romans 11:36 sets the standard: “For of him, and through him, and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen.” Though we cannot add to his glory, we can magnify that glory in the eyes of our fellow human beings. Do we love to glorify God? If so, then the solas of the Reformation are our delight. We joyfully meditate on God’s Word as the only divine rule of our faith and obedience. We humbly grieve over our deep corruption by sin and depend upon God’s grace to do all in and through us. We heartily embrace Christ and cling to him as our only way, truth, and life. We gladly renounce our own righteousness and trust in him alone as our justification before God. Whatever we do, we do all to the glory of God. This is true evangelical theology, and the only theology worth believing, living, teaching to others, and, if necessary, dying for. 

      Sing to the Lord

      Theology by Grace Alone

      Lord, I lift my soul to Thee,

      O my God, I trust Thy might;

      Let not foes exult o’er me,

      Shame me not before their sight.

      Yea, may none be put to shame,

      None who wait for Thee to bless;

      But dishonored be their name

      Who without a cause transgress.

      Lord, to me Thy ways make known,

      Guide in truth and teach Thou me;

      Thou my Saviour art alone,

      All the day I wait for Thee.

      Lord, remember in Thy love

      All Thy mercies manifold,

      Tender mercies from above,

      Changeless from the days of old.

      Psalm 25

      Tune: Spanish Hymn

      The Psalter, No. 64

      Or Tune: Seymour

      The Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 583

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What does it mean to do “Christian” theology?

      2. What does catholic mean when not used of a specific denomination of churches?

      3. What truths does the Nicene Creed add to the Apostles’ Creed?

      4. What doctrine does the Athanasian Creed especially develop?

      5. What is the basic meaning of the adjective evangelical?

      6. What elements of the biblical gospel do the authors draw from 1 Corinthians 15?

      7. On what basis do the authors identify the historical sense of evangelical to refer to the doctrines of the Reformation?

      8. Explain the meaning of the Reformation solas and how each one guards the gospel:

      
        	sola Scriptura

        	sola gratia

        	solus Christus

        	sola fide

        	soli Deo gloria

      

      9. What would it mean for each of the Reformation solas to be an experiential reality in your life? How do you need to change and grow in this regard?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. Some recent writers have suggested that evangelicalism should not involve any boundaries or minimal definition, since truth is a journey. Do you agree or disagree? Why?

      11. Consider the alternatives of defining evangelical according to the Reformation confessions or according to Bebbington’s summary of biblicism, crucicentrism, conversionism, and activism in British-American Christianity since the Great Awakening. What are the strengths and weaknesses of each approach to what evangelical means?

      12. Consider John Duncan’s statement “I’m first a Christian, next a Catholic, then a Calvinist, fourth a Paedobaptist, and fifth a Presbyterian. I cannot reverse this order.” Is this a wise approach to how we identify ourselves? Why or why not?
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      5

      Which Theology Do We Do? Part 2

      Reformed: Historical, Confessional, Theological, and Hermeneutical Perspectives

      In the previous chapter, we began to build a sense of theological identity from the ground up, identifying our theology as Christian, catholic, and evangelical. In discussing evangelical theology, we recognized that there are several families of confessions within its boundaries. Therefore, we must be more specific, for we intend to present Reformed theology.

      As late as the eighteenth century, the term Reformed, like evangelical, could be used of all churches participating in the Reformation, including the Lutheran churches.1 However, it is now commonly used specifically of the form of Reformation Christianity that originated in Switzerland and became an international movement distinct from the followers of Martin Luther.

      Churches that call themselves “Reformed” imply that the church was originally formed by Christ and his apostles according to the Word of God, then became deformed by false doctrines and corrupt practices, until Christ reformed the church by his Word and Spirit. Wilhelmus à Brakel said, “To distinguish the true church from all erroneous assemblies, we call ourselves Reformed . . . in reference to errors which permeated the church. These the church has cast out, departing from Roman Catholic heresy by which she had been so long oppressed, and reforming the church according to the precepts of God’s Word.”2 It should be noted that according to the Swiss Reformers, even in its darkest days, the church did not cease from the earth, just as Christ had promised.

      Reformed Christianity has often been labeled Calvinism. This is understandable because of John Calvin’s prominence in systematizing and defending Reformed doctrine, and today the label is so widespread as to be virtually unavoidable. However, we must reject any suggestions that we are mere followers of Calvin. Brakel represented Dutch Reformed thought when he wrote in 1700, “We acknowledge Calvin as a member of the true church. He has done much to promote the truth, but he is neither the head of the church nor the one who prescribed the rule for life and doctrine. We neither magnify nor lean upon man.”3 Similar statements that limit Calvin’s authority or deny his headship over the church may be found in French Reformed writers such as Pierre du Moulin (1568–1658), Jean Claude (1619–1687), and Pierre Jurieu (1637–1713).4

      Calvin did not originate the Reformed movement in Switzerland. It started with Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich about the same time as Luther began preaching against the false teachings of Rome, and was much advanced by Zwingli’s successor, Heinrich Bullinger. Calvin was only an eight-year-old boy in France when Luther nailed the Ninety-Five Theses to the Wittenberg church door. When Calvin was converted as an adult, he was greatly influenced by older men, such as Luther, Philip Melanchthon, Johannes Oecolampadius (1482–1531), and Martin Bucer (1491–1551), and became one among several significant “second-generation” Reformed theologians, such as Wolfgang Musculus (1497–1563) and Peter Martyr Vermigli (1499–1562). Calvin was respected but did not reign as a theological monarch. Therefore, it is more accurate to refer to Reformed theology than to Calvinism, but we may use the latter term as popular shorthand.

      We will introduce the broad contours of Reformed theology from six perspectives: historical, confessional, theological, hermeneutical, polemical, and experiential.5

      Reformed Theology in Historical Perspective

      Reformed theology grew out of the sixteenth-century evangelical renewal in Europe that we refer to as the Reformation. After various attempts to reform the church according to the Word of God by pre-Reformation Augustinian theologians such as Thomas Bradwardine (c. 1300–1349), John Wycliffe (c. 1324–1384), and John Hus (c. 1372–1415), the Reformation began when, by grace alone, Luther grasped justification by faith alone and began protesting against a sacramental system of man-made ritual and human merit.

      The Reformers objected to unbiblical teachings and practices in the church, such as:

      
        	
Papal abuses in theology and practice, including immoral conduct by church leaders and commercialized religion through a system of penance, by which the church claimed to dispense grace, offered for sale as indulgences.

        	
Papal pretentiousness in the claims of the bishop of Rome to apostolic, even messianic, authority. The cruel opposition of the popes to reformation eventually persuaded many Reformers that the pope was none other than Antichrist and the Man of Sin (2 Thess. 2:3–12).

        	
Captivity of the Word by the church withholding access to the Bible in the common language from laypeople, subjecting its interpretation to the authority of bishops, adding to its contents with the Jewish Apocrypha, and displacing its preaching with formalism.

        	
Elevation of monasticism with its vows of celibacy, poverty, and obedience as a higher religious life as opposed to the biblical spirituality of ordinary vocations and the priesthood of believers.

        	
Usurped mediation ascribed to Mary and the saints, as well as the automatic transfusion of grace in the sacraments, versus salvation by faith in Christ alone.

        	
Reliance upon good works as the means to obtain and, in some sense, to merit God’s grace, which is the poison of semi-Pelagianism.

      

      The opposition of the Reformers to Roman Catholic errors crystallized into the five solas that were discussed in the last chapter, each correcting an error in Roman Catholic teaching, as Table 5.1 summarizes.
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      Table 5.1. Reformation versus Roman Catholic Teachings.

      The sixteenth-century Reformation split in the 1520s into three main branches: the Lutheran churches, the Reformed churches, and the Anabaptists. As we have noted, the Reformed churches arose as a distinct branch of evangelical Christianity in Switzerland with the preaching of Zwingli and Bullinger. Later, Calvin established Geneva as a model Reformed city. Unlike Lutheranism, which concentrated itself in Germany and Scandinavia, Reformed Christianity quickly became a broadly international movement, spreading to Germany, Hungary, Poland, the Netherlands, France, Scotland, and England.6

      The English Reformers were much influenced by Luther at first, but during the short reign of Edward VI (r. 1547–1553) and the long reign of Elizabeth I (r. 1558–1603), a moderate form of Reformed theology became increasingly dominant in the Church of England. In addition, from the 1560s to the end of the seventeenth century, the Puritan movement pursued a more thorough reformation of preaching, worship, and daily life. Some Puritans separated from the Church of England, and some of those separatists formed Baptist churches that continued to hold most of the theological tenets of earlier Reformed theologians. Many people of Reformed persuasion emigrated from England to the British colonies in North America, mingling with others of like mind from Scotland, the Netherlands, France, and Germany—often fleeing religious persecution in their homelands. John Bratt (1909–2000) estimated that in 1776, two-thirds of the population of what would become the United States was affiliated with churches espousing Reformed theology.7 From centers in continental Europe, Britain, and the United States of America, Reformed Christianity has spread during the last two and a half centuries to nations all over the world.8

      Reformed Theology in Confessional Perspective

      In the last chapter, we argued that evangelical theology is confessional theology, specifically with respect to the confessions of churches rooted in the Reformation. This principle is exemplified in the Reformed churches. Reformed theologians hold that confessions have only a provisional character, since they reflect the limited insights of mere men. Their authority is derived and must always be subordinate to Scripture, which possesses intrinsic, divine authority. Nevertheless, the Reformed churches recognize that confessions make a valuable contribution to the church’s tasks of worship, witness, teaching, discipline, and defense.

      In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Reformed churches produced a plethora of confessions and catechisms bearing witness to their faith and providing for the nurture of their people. Since Reformed Christianity is an international movement with no geographical or ecclesiastical center, churches of various nations have written more than a hundred confessional statements that testify to the diversity but essential unity of the Reformed faith.9

      Of the many Reformed confessions, seven stand out as most influential.10 Three are known among the Dutch Reformed churches as the Forms of Unity. First, the Belgic Confession of Faith (1561) was written by the martyr and pastor Guido de Brès (1522–1567). The word Belgic (Latin Belgica) refers to the whole of the Low Countries, both modern-day Belgium and the Netherlands, and thus fittingly describes a Dutch confession. It was translated from Latin into Dutch in 1562, warmly received by Reformed churches in the Netherlands, revised by the Synod of Antwerp (1562), and further revised and adopted by the Synod of Dort (1618–1619).

      Second, the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) was written primarily by Zacharius Ursinus (1534–1583) and Caspar Olevianus (1536–1587) according to the commission of the Elector Frederick III (1516–1576), ruler of the German princely state known as the Palatinate. It was accepted by German and Dutch Reformed churches, and has won respect around the world. Its wide appeal may be illustrated by its adaptation by Hercules Collins (c. 1646–1702) for use by English Particular Baptist Christians.11 Like Paul’s epistle to the Romans, the catechism has three main parts dealing with the experience of sin and misery (Q. 3–11; cf. Rom. 1:18–3:20), deliverance in Christ applied by faith (Q. 12–85; cf. Rom. 3:21–11:36), and Christian living as the life of true gratitude (Q. 86–129; cf. Rom. 12:1–15:13). Its opening question and answer shows its experiential and personal tone:

      Q. 1: What is thy only comfort in life and death?

      A. That I with body and soul, both in life and death, am not my own, but belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus Christ; who, with His precious blood, hath fully satisfied for all my sins, and delivered me from all the power of the devil; and so preserves me that without the will of my heavenly Father, not a hair can fall from my head; yea, that all things must be subservient to my salvation, and therefore, by His Holy Spirit, He also assures me of eternal life, and makes me sincerely willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto Him.12

      Third, the Canons of Dort report the decisions of the international Reformed synod that met in the city of Dordrecht in 1618 and 1619 to answer the five points of protest or “remonstrances” against Reformed doctrine raised by the Dutch Remonstrants, or followers of James Arminius (1560–1609). The Arminians asserted that (1) God chose whom he would save based on his foresight of who would choose to follow Christ, (2) Christ died to redeem all humanity, (3) the human will is not entirely enslaved to sin and can choose Christ, (4) sinners may effectually resist God’s grace, and (5) a child of God may fall away totally and finally to damnation. The synod answered each of these objections under five heads,13 resulting in a document that does not teach the Reformed faith comprehensively, but only summarizes the synod’s response to Arminianism. We will consider Dort’s five points of doctrine in more detail when addressing the polemical perspective in the next chapter.

      The fourth confession of note arose from the Swiss churches. The Second Helvetic Confession (1566)14 initially was written by Bullinger as a personal confession, then was adopted later for the use of the Reformed churches. It was adopted by the Swiss cities of Berne, Biel, Geneva, Mühlhausen, Schaffhausen, and St. Gall, as well as the canton of Grisons. Rather than consisting of brief, condensed statements, this confession is actually a manual of Reformed theology. It is still used today by the Hungarian Reformed churches.

      The last three confessions we consider here were produced by the English and Scottish theologians of the Westminster Assembly that began meeting in 1643. Therefore, they are known collectively as the Westminster Standards.

      First, the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646) asserts a Reformed and Presbyterian view of the Christian faith and draws from over a century of Reformed reflection, especially the Irish Articles (1615) of James Ussher (1581–1656). The confession remains a high point of Reformed theological formulation, beginning with an unparalleled statement of the Bible’s necessity, canon, divine authority, self-authentication, sufficiency, clarity, inspiration by God, interpretation, and supremacy over all other religious authorities. The confession was emended and adapted for use by Congregational churches as the Savoy Declaration (1658), which was then modified by Particular Baptist theologians and adopted as the Second London Baptist Confession (1677/1689).15

      Next, the Westminster Shorter Catechism (1647) summarizes the teachings of the Westminster Confession and the principles of God’s moral law as found in the Ten Commandments in concise, crisp questions and answers suitable for teaching and memorization. It opens with perhaps the most famous statement of Reformed theology ever made: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him for ever.”16 Its clear, condensed form may be illustrated in its definition of saving repentance: “Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, doth, with grief and hatred of his sin, turn from it unto God, with full purpose of, and endeavour after, new obedience.”17 The “Assembly’s Catechism” was printed for many generations as part of the famous New England Primer. It was adapted in 1693 by Benjamin Keach (1640–1704) for use by Baptists.

      Finally, the Westminster Larger Catechism (1647) presents the same system of doctrine as the Confession of Faith and the Shorter Catechism, but elaborated in much more detail. Its exposition of the Ten Commandments provides an expansive Reformed understanding of biblical ethics. While not as well known or as frequently used as the Shorter Catechism, the Larger Catechism contains a wealth of doctrine and should not be neglected.

      The Reformed confessions display the remarkable unity of Reformed theology among its diverse adherents. Today, a growing number of denominations confer and collaborate in the North American Presbyterian and Reformed Council (NAPARC) on the basis of their commitment to the Bible as the inerrant Word of God and its teachings as set forth in the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, the Canons of Dort, the Westminster Confession of Faith, and the Shorter and Larger Catechisms.18

      Reformed theology is theology done by members of churches holding to one or more of the Reformed confessions. Grounding Reformed theology in these confessions makes it a discipline or activity of the confessing church, and not merely an individual, academic exercise. Cornelius Van Til explained, “Once these standards or dogmas of the church have been accepted, it goes without saying that a theologian who writes a work on systematics will write it in accordance with the interpretation given in those standards. To say that this hampers his freedom is to say that he has not himself freely adopted these creeds as a member of the church.”19 A theologian is not forced to write from a certain confessional perspective, but so long as he serves as a theologian in the church, he is obligated by his own commitment to teach in accordance with the truth as confessed by his church. Van Til continued, “To interpret in accordance with these standards does not mean that one ignores the Scriptures. It must be shown over and over again that the standards are based on the Scriptures. In addition to this, the systematic theologian has to go beyond the standards to see whether he can possibly find a more specific formulation of truths already spoken of in the standards, and whether he can find a formulation of truths of Scriptures not yet spoken of in the standards.”20

      Reformed Theology in Theological Perspective

      Historians and theologians have often stumbled in attempts to identify a central dogma in a theological system upon which all others depend. In reality, any doctrine must be revealed in God’s Word in order for it to be worthy of our faith; we cannot derive our theology logically from any central dogma. Furthermore, God’s revelation in the Bible has a richness that defies any narrow definition of a center. However, we may attempt to capture the spirit of a theological system in a particular truth that pervades, shapes, and animates it.

      Some theologians have stated that Reformed theology revolves around the doctrine of predestination. Though its view of predestination distinguishes Reformed theology from other, non-Augustinian systems, predestination does not dominate its entire perspective. Calvin did not treat the doctrine of election until more than halfway through his Institutes of the Christian Religion.21 Even then, Calvin gave more pages to the topic of prayer than predestination.22 By this criterion, then, we would have to judge that Calvin was not a Reformed theologian! However, predestination does give us a clue as to the deepest impulse of Reformed thought.

      The heart of Reformed theology is the knowledge of the triune God. For this reason, Reformed theology is often called “God-centered” theology. Its starting point is the starting point of the Bible: “In the beginning God . . .” (Gen. 1:1). It rejoices in our Lord’s statement “This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (John 17:3). Benjamin Warfield said, “The Calvinist, in a word, is the man who sees God. . . . God in nature, God in history, God in grace. Everywhere he sees God in His mighty stepping, everywhere he feels the working of His mighty arm, the throbbing of His mighty heart.”23

      The magnificent obsession of the mature Reformed Christian is to know God through Jesus Christ (Jer. 9:23–24; Phil. 3:8). By God’s grace, our eyes have been opened to see God shining in Christ, and what we see is “glory” (2 Cor. 4:6). One of the great effects of the Reformation was the restoration of singing the Psalms, and the Psalms, though rich in many themes and emotions, redound with the glory of God.

      The marrow of Reformed theology is the sovereignty of God, not an impersonal fatalism, but the personal sovereignty of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—the knowing, wise, and loving sovereignty of our triune Savior. This is the reason why the Westminster Shorter Catechism couples glorifying God with enjoying him. In so doing, it echoes a catechism composed by Calvin a century earlier:

      What is the chief end of human life? To know God. Why do you say that? Because He created us and placed us in this world to be glorified in us. And it is indeed right that our life, of which He Himself is the beginning, should be devoted to His glory. . . . Nothing worse can happen to a man than to live without God. . . . What is the true and right knowledge of God? When we know Him in order that we may honour Him. How do we honour Him aright? We put our reliance entirely on Him, by serving Him in obedience to His will, by calling upon Him in all our need, seeking salvation and every good thing in Him, and acknowledging with heart and mouth that all our good proceeds from Him.24

      From the theological perspective, then, Reformed theology breathes the spirit of divine glory and finds nothing so savory or enjoyable as God himself.

      Reformed Theology in Hermeneutical Perspective

      Hermeneutics, the science of biblical interpretation, is not merely a collection of literary and linguistic skills, but a kind of spiritual wisdom. Reformed theology makes us wise in interpreting the Bible by informing us of one of its structural principles: God’s faithfulness to his covenants. It may be argued that Reformed theology is covenant theology,25 not because covenant is its greatest truth and central focus (only God is that), but because covenant is the framework that shapes all biblical revelation. Robert Rollock (c. 1555–1598) said, “All the word of God appertains to some covenant; for God speaks nothing to man without the covenant.”26

      The word translated as “covenant” occurs 284 times in the Old Testament (Hebrew berith) and thirty-three times in the New Testament (Greek diathēkē). The Bible recognizes a plurality of “covenants” that God made with his people at various points in history (Rom. 9:4; Eph. 2:12). Redemptive history is structured by God’s covenant with Noah (Genesis 9); his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Gen. 15:18; 17:1–21); his covenant with the nation of Israel at Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:5; 24:7–8); his covenant with David regarding the kingdom (2 Sam. 23:5; Ps. 89); and his new covenant in Christ (Jer. 31:31–34; Heb. 8). All of these particular covenants are only embodiments or manifestations of one of eternal covenant, the covenant of grace. In cooperation with the discipline of biblical theology, Reformed systematic theology must discern the location of each text of the Bible with respect to the covenants that precede and inform it. Thus, covenant theology, when done rightly, provides a sensitive hermeneutic for discovering how all Scripture is profitable for teaching and training God’s people today (2 Tim. 3:16–17).

      While recognizing the plurality of God’s covenantal administrations in redemptive history, Reformed theology also acknowledges the profound unity that binds them together as one covenant of grace. From the covenant with Abraham through the new covenant in Christ, God’s promise to take a people for his own and to give himself to them as their God remains the same (Gen. 17:7; Heb. 8:10). Each redemptive covenant builds upon previous covenants and paves the way for greater fulfillment. For example, God’s covenant with Israel at Sinai grows out of his promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, promises partly fulfilled in the nation’s deliverance and exodus from Egypt (Ex. 2:24; 6:3–8). Therefore, though the Bible can speak of plural “covenants,” it may also sum them up with the singular “covenant” (Lev. 26:42–45; Neh. 9:8, 32; Pss. 25:10, 14; 111:5, 9). The fulcrum on which all the promises hinge has always been Christ (2 Cor. 1:20; Gal. 3:16). The promises of the covenant are rooted in an arrangement or compact made by God before time began, when no one existed to give or receive promises except the three persons of the Trinity (Titus 1:2). The covenantal hermeneutic of Reformed theology offers great insight into how all the promises of God point to Christ and apply to his church today.

      Reformed theology also recognizes the biblical contrast between law and gospel (Gal. 3:8–14), a contrast that reveals “two covenants,” one of which puts sinners in bondage, and the other of which produces freedom by God’s Spirit (Gal. 4:21–31). Strictly speaking, this is not simply the contrast between the Old Testament and the New Testament, for law and gospel are present in both. Although the Lord restated the law and its curses in the context of the gracious covenant he made with Israel (Ex. 20; Jer. 11:1–5), the moral law is deeply rooted in human nature (Rom. 2:14–15), and its first covenantal form appears in God’s word to Adam in the garden of Eden, forbidding disobedience and threatening death (Gen. 2:16–17). Reformed theologians have variously called this arrangement with Adam a covenant of life, a legal covenant, a covenant of nature (or natural covenant), a covenant of creation, or a covenant of works.27 As Paul explains in Romans 5:12–21, understanding both God’s covenant with Adam and the implications of Adam’s sin lays the foundation for understanding God’s covenant in Christ and the implications of Christ’s obedience. Therefore, the covenantal hermeneutic of Reformed theology is crucial for a proper interpretation and defense of the gospel of Christ.

      Conclusion

      In summary, Reformed theology may be viewed from:

      
        	a historical perspective, as a movement of Christian churches away from the errors of medieval Roman Catholicism toward a consistently evangelical direction. To be Reformed is to be part of a historical, international, gospel-driven movement.

        	a confessional perspective, as a system of truths summarized in the doctrinal standards of various Reformed churches. To be Reformed is to be committed to “hold fast the form of sound words” of apostolic truth (2 Tim. 1:13).

        	a theological perspective, as a view of life dominated by the glory of the sovereign, loving, triune God. To be Reformed is to fear the Lord and live a God-centered life in order to glorify and enjoy him forever.

        	a hermeneutical perspective, as an approach to the Bible that recognizes the unfolding covenant of grace that structures God’s revelation through history. To be Reformed is to rest one’s faith in the promises of the faithful covenant Lord.

      

      We will examine Reformed theology from polemical and experiential perspectives in the next chapter. However, before we do, it is right for the reader to pause and ask, Am I Reformed? Though participating as a member in a Reformed church is essential to Reformed Christianity, this is not a question of denominational affiliation. Rather, it is a question of whether you are a Christian reformed according to the Word of God. Use these perspectives to examine yourself.

      Sing to the Lord

      God-Centered Theology

      God, my King, thy might confessing,

      Ever will I bless thy Name;

      Day by day thy throne addressing,

      Still will I thy praise proclaim.

      They shall talk of all thy glory,

      On thy might and greatness dwell,

      Speak of thy dread acts the story,

      And thy deeds of wonder tell.

      Nor shall fail from mem’ry’s treasure

      Works by love and mercy wrought;

      Works of love surpassing measure,

      Works of mercy passing thought.

      Full of kindness and compassion,

      Slow to anger, vast in love,

      God is good to all creation;

      All his works his goodness prove.

      All thy works, O Lord, shall bless thee;

      Thee shall all thy saints adore;

      King supreme shall they confess thee,

      And proclaim thy sovereign pow’r.

      Richard Mant (from Psalm 145)

      Tune: Stuttgart

      The Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 2

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What objections did historical Reformed theologians make against teachings and practices in the Roman Catholic Church?

      2. How do Roman Catholic teachings directly contrast with the Reformation solas?

      3. How did classic Reformed Christianity view confessions and catechisms?

      4. What are the seven most influential Reformed confessions or catechisms among the many produced in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries?

      5. What confession(s) and catechism(s) does your church use as its doctrinal standards? How are those related to the confessions of the Reformation?

      6. What is the heart of Reformed theology?

      7. What are the deepest concerns and affections in your heart? How do they compare to the heart of Reformed theology discussed above?

      8. What is the key hermeneutic that Reformed theologians use to interpret the Bible?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      9. Imagine that a friend tells you the problem with Reformed theology is its insistence on the word alone (sola), because Roman Catholics do affirm the Bible, salvation by grace, Christ, faith, and glorifying God. Why is the word alone important?

      10. Someone might say that Christians should teach children the Bible, but not have them memorize a catechism because that is “indoctrination.” How would you respond?

      11. Some scholars have said that Reformed theology is controlled by one central idea, God’s predestination, and all else derives from that. Is that accurate? Why or why not?

    

    
      
        1. The Oxford English Dictionary, 8:349.

      

      
        2. Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service, 2:20.

      

      
        3. Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service, 2:20.

      

      
        4. Richard A. Muller, “Reception and Response: Referencing and Understanding Calvin in Seventeenth-Century Calvinism,” in Calvin and His Influence, 1509–2009, ed. Irena Backus and Philip Benedict (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 183.

      

      
        5. Portions of this chapter and the next are adapted from Beeke, Living for God’s Glory, 3–45. Used with permission.

      

      
        6. See Menna Prestwich, ed., International Calvinism, 1541–1715 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985).

      

      
        7. John H. Bratt, “The History and Development of Calvinism in America,” in The Rise and Development of Calvinism, ed. John H. Bratt (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), 122.

      

      
        8. See James McGoldrick, with Richard Clark Reed and Thomas Hugh Spence Jr., Presbyterian and Reformed Churches: A Global History (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2012).

      

      
        9. For a valuable compilation of 127 Reformed confessions and catechisms, see Reformed Confessions.

      

      
        10. A comparison of these confessions appears in Joel R. Beeke and Sinclair B. Ferguson, eds., Reformed Confessions Harmonized: With an Annotated Bibliography of Reformed Doctrinal Works (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999).

      

      
        11. Hercules Collins, An Orthodox Catechism, ed. Michael A. G. Haykin and G. Stephen Weaver Jr. (Palmdale, CA: RBAP, 2014).

      

      
        12. The Three Forms of Unity, 68.

      

      
        13. Heads III and IV are merged into one as the Reformed divines refused to separate the doctrines of man’s depravity and God’s irresistible grace in conversion.

      

      
        14. The First Helvetic Confession, composed in 1536 by Bullinger, Leo Jud, Kaspar Megander, Oswal Myconius, Simon Grynaeus, Martin Bucer, Wolfgang Capito, and other representatives, did not become as famous as the Second Helvetic Confession.

      

      
        15. Paul M. Smalley, “Reformed, Puritan, and Baptist: A Comparison of the 1689 London Baptist Confession of Faith to the 1646 Westminster Confession of Faith,” Puritan Reformed Journal 2, no. 2 (2010): 123–42. Another significant source for the Second London Confession was the Baptists’ First London Confession (1644/1646).

      

      
        16. Westminster Shorter Catechism (Q. 1), in Reformed Confessions, 4:353.

      

      
        17. Westminster Shorter Catechism (Q. 87), in Reformed Confessions, 4:365.

      

      
        18. “Basis,” North American Presbyterian and Reformed Council, www.naparc.org/basis/.

      

      
        19. Van Til, An Introduction to Systematic Theology, 20.

      

      
        20. Van Til, An Introduction to Systematic Theology, 20.

      

      
        21. Calvin, Institutes, 3.21–24.

      

      
        22. Calvin, Institutes, 3.20.

      

      
        23. Benjamin B. Warfield, Calvin as a Theologian and Calvinism Today (London: Evangelical Press, 1969), 27.

      

      
        24. Calvin’s Catechism (1545), Q.1–7, in Reformed Confessions, 1:469.

      

      
        25. For a masterful study of covenant theology, see Andrew A. Woolsey, Unity and Continuity in Covenantal Thought: A Study in the Reformed Tradition to the Westminster Assembly, Reformed Historical-Theological Studies (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2012).

      

      
        26. Robert Rollock, A Treatise of God’s Effectual Calling, in Select Works of Robert Rollock, ed. William M. Gunn (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2008), 1:33.

      

      
        27. Zacharius Ursinus, The Larger Catechism, Q. 36, trans. Lyle D. Bierma, Fred Klooster, and John Medendorp, in An Introduction to the Heidelberg Catechism: Sources, History, and Theology: with a Translation of the Smaller and Larger Catechisms of Zacharias Ursinus, ed. Lyle Bierma, Texts and Studies in Reformation and Post-Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 168–69; Woolsey, Unity and Continuity in Covenantal Thought, 401–2; “Robert Rollock’s Catechism on God’s Covenants,” Q. 2, trans. and intro. Aaron C. Denlinger, Mid-America Journal of Theology 20 (2009): 110; Westminster Confession of Faith (7.2; 19.1), in Reformed Confessions, 4:242, 255; Westminster Shorter Catechism (Q. 12), in Reformed Confessions, 4:354; Westminster Larger Catechism (Q. 21, 30), in Reformed Confessions, 4:303, 304; Formula Consensus Helvetica (Canons 7–10), in Reformed Confessions, 4:522–23; and Turretin, Institutes, 8.3.4 (1:575).
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      Which Theology Do We Do? Part 3

      Reformed: Polemical and Experiential Perspectives

      Two images that the Bible uses for the church are an army and a body. On the one hand, the church, like ancient Israel, is a “host” or company of spiritual soldiers “able to go forth to war” (Num. 1:3), “not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places” (Eph. 6:12). Therefore, our theology must be militant and polemical, using divine weapons to cast down every stronghold of the mind that lifts itself up against the knowledge of God (2 Cor. 10:4).

      On the other hand, the church is “the body of Christ” (1 Cor. 12:27; Eph. 4:12), with all its members joined together and ordered in an organic and living unity in Christ by the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:12–13; Eph. 4:3–4, 16). Therefore, our theology must be vital and experiential, exhibiting qualities of an inner life where Christ dwells through faith by the Holy Spirit (Eph. 3:16–17).

      These two perspectives, the polemical and experiential, are inseparable. An army without life is a pile of armor in a valley of dry bones. A body without the defenses of an immune system will quickly succumb to the enervating forces of infection and death. Therefore, we may view Reformed theology through the polemical perspective in its conflict with false doctrine, and through the experiential perspective in its role in spiritual life and health.

      Reformed Theology in Polemical Perspective

      With respect to polemics against false teaching, we will need to confine ourselves to a specific focus in this section. We have already noted that our theology is Christian, and therefore engages us in conflict against non-Christian systems of thought, whether religious or secular. Our theology is also catholic in its affirmation of the great creeds, and so requires us to reject and refute anti-Trinitarian and Christological heresies. We also have seen that our theology is evangelical in its affirmation of the gospel through the doctrines of the Reformation, which requires us to contend against the errors of Roman Catholicism and every other false gospel. Here, however, we specifically address the polemical stance of Reformed theology with regard to the assertion and defense of the sovereignty of God’s saving grace, or what are sometimes called “the doctrines of grace.”1

      As discussed in the last chapter, a crucial Reformed confessional document, the Canons of Dort, resulted from the international synod held at Dordrecht in the Netherlands from 1618 to 1619, with visiting delegations from Great Britain, Germany, and Switzerland.2 The delegates answered the five protests presented in the Arminian document known as the Remonstrance (1610). The five points of doctrine addressed in the canons are often considered under the rubric of the “five points of Calvinism.” All five points have to do with the doctrine of salvation, or soteriology.

      The five points have often been summarized in recent literature by the acronym TULIP: total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and perseverance of the saints. However, this acronym was never mentioned in the Canons of Dort (it does not work, for the flower is called a tulp in Dutch) and appears to have been invented by an American at the start of the twentieth century.3 It has been criticized by some Reformed theologians. “Total depravity” can give the mistaken impression that every sinner is essentially as evil as can be and could not be worse. “Limited atonement” was not terminology used in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, and so is anachronistic.4 The term irresistible grace actually arose as an accusation by Arminian theologians, and is regarded by some Reformed theologians as imprecise at best.5 TULIP, if properly explained, remains a helpful outline of the five points, but is no substitute for a thoughtful reading of the Canons of Dort.

      The quintessence of the five points is that God saves sinners by sovereign grace in Christ. The Lord declares, “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion” (Rom. 9:15; citing Ex. 33:19). Grace is sovereign in that God reigns over all creation as the all-powerful King, and therefore he freely saves particular sinners by his sovereign power and according to his immutable will.6 It is not our purpose here to develop and defend these doctrines (a task pertaining to other loci), but to introduce them as distinctively Reformed teachings.

      Eternal Election: Sovereign Grace Decreed

      The Remonstrance asserted that God decreed to save through Christ those “who through the grace of the Holy Spirit, would believe on His same Son, and who would persevere in that very faith and obedience of faith.”7 In other words, the Arminians asserted an election conditioned or determined by God’s foresight as to who would trust in Christ and persevere in faith and obedience.

      The Reformed divines at Dort answered that God’s election is unconditional. God could rightly damn all mankind, for all have sinned and are guilty in his sight (Rom. 3:19, 23; 6:23). However, God revealed his love in sending his Son into the world, so that whoever believes in him has eternal life (John 3:16; 1 John 4:9). In his mercy, God sends preachers to call sinners to repentance and faith, so that they may be saved (Rom. 10:14–15), but God’s wrath abides on those who do not believe the gospel (John 3:36). God does not cause anyone to sin or to reject the gospel, but saving faith in Jesus Christ is God’s gift (Eph. 2:8; Phil. 1:29). This and all things come to pass by God’s eternal decree (Eph. 1:11), according to which God inclines the hearts of the elect to believe but leaves the nonelect to suffer his just judgment.8

      According to the Canons of Dort,

      Election is the unchangeable purpose of God, whereby, before the foundation of the world, He hath out of mere grace, according to the sovereign good pleasure of His own will, chosen, from the whole human race, which had fallen through their own fault from their primitive state of rectitude into sin and destruction, a certain number of persons to redemption in Christ, whom He from eternity appointed the Mediator and Head of the elect, and the foundation of salvation.9

      In themselves, the elect are no better or deserving than others, but are saved entirely through Christ by the work of the Holy Spirit in calling them through the Word. God did not choose them because he foresaw faith, obedience, or anything good in them, but instead all such things arise from his decree of election.10

      The apostle Paul teaches the doctrine of eternal election in Ephesians 1:4–6: “He hath chosen us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him in love: having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he hath made us accepted in the beloved.” Paul also explains in Romans 9:11–18 that God elected people before they were born without reference to their choices, efforts, or works, but only by the free exercise of his love and mercy. The classic Puritan treatise on election is by William Perkins, A Golden Chain.11

      Definite Redemption: Sovereign Grace Merited

      The Arminian Remonstrance said that “Jesus Christ, Savior of the world, has died for each and every man, and through His death on the cross has merited reconciliation and forgiveness of sins for all; nevertheless so that no one in fact becomes a partaker of this forgiveness except believers.”12 This is a universal and conditional redemption, an offer of salvation but no real accomplishment of salvation, just the potential for sinners to be saved if they come to Christ.

      Reformed theologians responded by asserting that Christ’s sacrifice satisfies God’s justice for the people whom God elected or chose for salvation, and so accomplishes their salvation. The Canons of Dort teach that God’s justice demands that “our sins committed against His infinite majesty should be punished,” unless his justice can be satisfied in some other way. Sinners cannot make this satisfaction for themselves, so the merciful God sent his Son to satisfy his justice for us. The canons state, “The death of the Son of God is the only and most perfect sacrifice and satisfaction for sin, and is of infinite worth and value, abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the whole world.”13 It is God’s will that this gospel should be preached to all nations with the promise that everyone who repents and believes in Christ will be saved.

      Christ’s infinitely valuable satisfaction intentionally and effectually redeems the people whom God entrusted to his Son to save. The canons say,

      It was the will of God, that Christ by the blood of the cross, whereby He confirmed the new covenant, should effectually redeem out of every people, tribe, nation, and language, all those, and those only, who were from eternity chosen to salvation and given to Him by the Father; that He should confer upon them faith, which together with all the other saving gifts of the Holy Spirit, He purchased for them by His death; should purge them from all sin, both original and actual, whether committed before or after believing; and having faithfully preserved them even to the end, should at last bring them free from every spot and blemish to the enjoyment of glory in His own presence forever.14

      Therefore, Christ laid down his life because of God’s “everlasting love towards the elect,” and he who died “as a bridegroom for a bride” will unfailingly gather his redeemed people to himself so that they will love and praise him forever.15 Paul writes in Ephesians 5:25–27 that Christ is an example for husbands because he “loved the church, and gave himself for it,” with the consequence that the church will be “glorious” and “holy.” If God has so loved us that he sacrificed his Son for us, then Paul concludes in Romans 8:31–39 that God will never condemn us; nothing can separate Christ’s redeemed people from his love.

      Christ reveals the particularity of his death when he says in John 10:14–16, “I am the good shepherd, and know my sheep, and am known of mine. As the Father knoweth me, even so know I the Father: and I lay down my life for the sheep. And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd.” It is notable that in verse 26 he says, “But ye believe not, because ye are not of my sheep, as I said unto you.” Not all are sheep, and not all are redeemed, but all who are redeemed will follow Christ and enjoy eternal life (vv. 27–28). The classic Puritan defense of sovereign and particular redemption is by John Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ.16

      Total Depravity: Sovereign Grace Needed

      It may surprise some modern Arminians to learn that the Remonstrance asserted that “man has no saving faith of himself, nor from the strength of his own free will, since in the state of apostasy and sin he is not able to think, will, or do anything good.”17 However, the early Arminians made this important qualification: “apart from or preceding that prevenient . . . grace.”18 Classic Arminians teach that God gives prevenient grace to all mankind so that every human being is sufficiently restored to spiritual freedom to seek more grace.19 In this view, the depravity of fallen man is mitigated, and no longer total.

      The Reformed theologians at Dort answered that fallen man is so corrupted (Latin depravatus, hence depravity) that he is unable to do spiritual good until God saves him. Though created in God’s image, man, through his sin, brought on himself “blindness of mind, horrible darkness, vanity and perverseness of judgment, [and so] became wicked, rebellious, and obdurate in heart and will, and impure in his affections.”20 Though there remain “the glimmerings of natural light” in man’s conscience,21 nevertheless “all men are conceived in sin, and by nature children of wrath, incapable of saving good, prone to evil, dead in sin, and in bondage thereto, and without the regenerating grace of the Holy Spirit, they are neither able nor willing to return to God, to reform the depravity of their nature, or to dispose themselves to reformation.”22

      The apostle Paul cites the testimony of the Old Testament to this awful truth in Romans 3:10–12: “As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one: there is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God. They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not one.” Without the Holy Spirit, the fallen human mind is “enmity against God,” and thus men “cannot please God” (8:7–8). Every motion of the sinner’s heart is corrupted by moral evil (Gen. 6:5), and that from his youngest days (Gen. 8:21; Pss. 51:5; 58:3). Scripture indicates that sinners are spiritually unable to bear good fruit (Matt. 7:18; John 15:4–5), unable to enter the kingdom of God (3:5), unable to come to Christ (6:44), unable to receive the Holy Spirit or his teachings (14:17; 1 Cor. 2:14), unable to submit to God’s law (Rom. 8:7), and unable to confess from the heart that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor. 12:3).23 In a word, man is “dead in trespasses and sins” until God makes him alive through Christ (Eph. 2:1, 5). The classic Puritan treatise on depravity is by Thomas Goodwin (1600–1679), An Unregenerate Man’s Guiltiness before God, in Respect of Sin and Punishment.24

      Effectual Calling: Sovereign Grace Applied

      In their Remonstrance, the Arminians insisted that God’s grace at any stage of a person’s spiritual life “is not irresistible.”25 The determining factor in Arminian soteriology for a person’s conversion and continuance to glory is whether he willfully resists God’s grace.26

      The Canons of Dort asserted both a general or outward gospel call that sinners resist and special regenerating grace from God that changes sinners inwardly so that they willingly repent and believe. All who hear the gospel call are “unfeignedly called,” and God “seriously promises eternal life” to all who come to Christ in faith. For those who refuse to come, the fault is theirs. However, anyone who does come cannot ascribe his conversion “to the proper exercise of free will” empowered by the sufficient grace in everyone, but must give glory to God alone for his particular conversion.27

      The canons state,

      When God accomplishes His good pleasure in the elect or works in them true conversion, He not only causes the gospel to be externally preached to them and powerfully illuminates their mind by His Holy Spirit, that they may rightly understand and discern the things of the Spirit of God; but by the efficacy of the same regenerating Spirit, pervades the inmost recesses of the man; He opens the closed, and softens the hardened heart, and circumcises that which was uncircumcised, infuses new qualities into the will, which though heretofore dead, He quickens; from being evil, disobedient, and refractory, He renders it good, obedient, and pliable; actuates and strengthens it, that like a good tree, it may bring forth the fruits of good actions.28

      Therefore, the canons say, the Bible calls regeneration a new creation and a resurrection, for it is “a supernatural work” beyond our comprehension.29 Note Paul’s words in Ephesians 2:4–5, 10: “But God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened us together with Christ, (by grace ye are saved;). . . . For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.” Similarly, God promises in Ezekiel 36:26–27, “A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you: and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and I will give you an heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes, and ye shall keep my judgments, and do them.”

      Nevertheless, the canons do not regard men as if they were soulless machines without a will: “The grace of regeneration does not treat men as senseless stocks and blocks, nor takes away their will and its properties, neither does violence thereto; but spiritually quickens, heals, corrects, and at the same time sweetly and powerfully bends it” toward sincere obedience.30 God works through the means of the gospel, addressing men’s minds through the preaching of the Word, which must not be neglected.31 Many Puritans wrote on the subject of effectual calling and conversion; one excellent resource is by John Flavel (c. 1628–1691), The Method of Grace in the Gospel Redemption.32

      Perseverance of the Saints: Sovereign Grace Preserved

      The fifth article of the Remonstrance says that Christ secures his people “if only they are prepared to fight themselves, and beseech His help, and do not desert Him themselves.” Though the Remonstrance stated in 1610 that it is unclear whether believers can finally abandon Christ, shortly afterward, in 1621, Arminians affirmed that a believer can lose his salvation.33

      The Reformed divines at Dort reaffirmed the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints. God’s effectual calling and regeneration, they said, rescues his people from slavery to sin, though in this life sin and weakness still dwell in believers so that they must fight to put sin to death and press on in increasing holiness. Unless they watch and pray, they may commit great sins that grieve the Holy Spirit, wound their own souls, and temporarily disrupt their sense of God’s fatherly love for them.34 However, the canons say,

      God, who is rich in mercy, according to His unchangeable purpose of election, does not wholly withdraw the Holy Spirit from His own people, even in their melancholy falls; nor suffers them to proceed so far as to lose the grace of adoption, and forfeit the state of justification, or to commit the sin unto death; nor does He permit them to be totally deserted, and to plunge themselves into everlasting destruction.35

      Rather, by his Word and Spirit, God renews their repentance of sin and faith in Christ, so that by his mercy, “they do not totally fall from faith and grace, nor continue and perish finally in their backslidings.”36 Therefore, believers may attain assurance that they are and always will be saved and inherit eternal life, an assurance they must nurture by humble faith in God’s promises and a conscientious life of good works.37

      God promises in Jeremiah 32:40, “I will make an everlasting covenant with them, that I will not turn away from them, to do them good; but I will put my fear in their hearts, that they shall not depart from me.” Our Lord Jesus also promises in John 6:37, 39, “All that the Father giveth me shall come to me; and him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out. . . . And this is the Father’s will which hath sent me, that of all which he hath given me I should lose nothing, but should raise it up again at the last day.”

      Owen wrote a massive defense of the perseverance of the saints that responds point by point to his theological opponent John Goodwin (1594–1665).38 A shorter but quite helpful treatment appears in the fourth volume of Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service.39

      We understand that people may have sincere questions that this brief introduction has not addressed. We encourage the reader to do further research on “the five points of Calvinism.”40 We also remind the reader that Reformed theology encompasses far more than the five points, and these points cannot be properly appreciated apart from the larger doctrines of God, man, Christ, the church, and the end of the age.

      Reformed Theology in Experiential Perspective

      Reformed theology not only addresses the mind but also engages the heart. Robert Burns (1789–1869), in introducing the Works of Thomas Halyburton (1674–1712), said that “experimental” or “experiential” religion is “Christianity brought home to ‘men’s business and bosoms.’” He wrote, “Christianity should not only be known, and understood, and believed, but also felt, and enjoyed, and practically applied.”41 The Puritans who wrote the Westminster Confession said, “A most sovereign antidote against all kinds of errors, is to be grounded and settled in the faith. . . . But yet the knowledge we especially commend, is not a brain-knowledge, a mere speculation . . . but an inward, a savoury, an heart knowledge.”42 By “savoury,” the Puritans meant that the great truths revealed in Scripture have a goodness and flavor to them that can be tasted and relished by the inner man (Ps. 34:8).

      The experiential perspective transforms how we approach theology from the moment we open our Bibles. Gerald Bilkes writes, “A test as to whether you are reading the Bible experientially is whether in the process of reading the Bible, the Bible reads you.”43 Bilkes proceeds to explain that we should not read the Bible merely to grasp its teachings, but so that the Word of God grasps us and brings us into subjection to God. The Word searches us as it reveals how spiritual matters should go in our lives (biblical idealism), how they often do go in our lives (biblical realism), and how they ultimately will go for believers (biblical optimism).

      God-centered theology aims to mold God-centered souls. Cotton Mather said, “The great design and intention of the office of a Christian preacher are to restore the throne and dominion of God in the souls of men.”44 Reformed theology seeks to do this by forming an awareness of gospel realities in the heart by the Spirit of grace. Reformed theology also provides the basis for distinguishing the experience of believers from that of the unconverted, so that each person may discern whether he has eternal life.

      The Heidelberg Catechism queries, “How many things are necessary for thee to know, that thou, enjoying this comfort, mayest live and die happily?” and answers, “Three; the first, how great my sins and miseries are; the second, how I may be delivered from all my sins and miseries; the third, how I shall express my gratitude to God for such deliverance.”45 This threefold way of experiencing blessedness and comfort in Christ follows the pattern of experiential doctrine revealed in Paul’s epistle to the Romans, that part of the Bible above all others God used to ignite the Reformation.

      1. Experiential knowledge of our sin and misery. Reformed theology not only describes the plight of man but seeks to inculcate an inner sense of the wrath of God against all sin (Rom. 1:18). It employs the holy law of God in one of its vital functions to produce “the knowledge of sin” (3:20). The doctrines of grace cleanse away the corrupting infection of self-righteousness. This is necessary to awaken sinners to their terrible need of Christ, to cause believers to grow in humility, and, above all, to open our minds to the knowledge of God. Owen wrote, “He that hath slight thoughts of sin had never great thoughts of God.”46

      2. Experiential knowledge of our deliverance in Christ. Reformed theology, though lowering the sinner, also lifts him up with joy and hope through Christ. Its doctrines of salvation by grace alone and justification by faith alone through the mediation of Christ alone put a song into our hearts and strength into our hands. Paul writes in Romans 5:1–2, “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ: by whom also we have access by faith into this grace wherein we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God.”

      3. Experiential knowledge of how we express our gratitude. We do not do good works in order to be saved; rather, we do good works because we are saved. The love of Christ causes the redeemed to live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and rose for them (2 Cor. 5:15). Paul exhorts believers, saying, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God” (Rom. 12:1–2). Gratitude, that inner motion of love welling up in response to the love of God, moves the believer to do far more for God than guilt and slavish fear could ever produce.

      Mather wrote, “If I may in any act of obedience, or of submission, to the will of God, be a grateful spectacle to Him, or if He may take satisfaction in what He helps me to be, and to do, before Him, this is the highest felicity I can wish for; the top of my ambition.”47 Joyful submission to our covenant God is the hallmark of Reformed theology.

      Reformed theology issues in a practical doing of God’s will in God’s world. This practice or exercise of gratitude is summarized in Romans 12–15. Christ’s love for us moves us to humbly serve his church according to our spiritual gifts (12:3–13), to bear patiently with enemies and overcome evil with good (vv. 14–21), and to submit to the authorities that God ordains (13:1–7). The grace of Christ motivates us to obey the Ten Commandments in the spirit of love (vv. 9–10), to purify ourselves from worldliness and uncleanness in hope of Christ’s coming (vv. 11–14), and to live in meekness toward Christian brothers even when we disagree, so that we can worship God with one voice and great joy (14:1–15:13). The gospel makes us, with Paul, strive by our prayers and personal witness for the spread of the good news, so that the nations may be an acceptable offering to God, a great living sacrifice sanctified by the Holy Spirit (15:14–33).

      This gratitude flows out of our hearts, Paul says, as we contemplate “the mercies of God.” He who has experienced much grace from God has much love for God. So David, knowing that God’s sovereign grace has saved him “from death and woe appalling,” offers himself anew to the service of God, saying:

      I am, O Lord, Thy servant, bound yet free,

      Thy handmaid’s son, whose shackles Thou hast broken;

      Redeemed by grace, I’ll render as a token

      Of gratitude my constant praise to Thee.48

      Isaac Watts also captured this theme of gratitude well in his hymn “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross”:

      Were the whole realm of nature mine,

      That were a present far too small;

      Love so amazing, so divine,

      Demands my soul, my life, my all.

      Sing to the Lord

      Experiential Knowledge of God

      Come, we that love the Lord,

      And let our joys be known;

      Join in a song with sweet accord,

      And thus surround the throne.

      Let those refuse to sing

      That never knew our God;

      But children of the heav’nly King

      May speak their joys abroad.

      The men of grace have found

      Glory begun below;

      Celestial fruits on earthly ground

      From faith and hope may grow.

      The hill of Zion yields

      A thousand sacred sweets,

      Before we reach the heav’nly field,

      Or walk the golden streets.

      Then let our songs abound,

      And ev’ry tear be dry;

      We’re marching through Immanuel’s ground

      To fairer worlds on high.

      Isaac Watts

      Tune: St. Thomas

      The Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 588

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is the historical origin of the “five points of Calvinism”?

      2. What is TULIP? Where did the acronym come from?

      3. Summarize the following doctrines of the Canons of Dort and list some relevant Scripture references:

      
        	eternal election

        	definite redemption

        	total depravity

        	effectual calling

        	perseverance of the saints

      

      4. Based on the summary given in this chapter and your present theological beliefs, which of these five doctrines can you wholeheartedly affirm? Which do you reject? Of which are you not sure? Why?

      5. What do the authors mean by “experimental” or “experiential” Christianity?

      6. What is the threefold way of knowing peace and joy in Christ that the Heidelberg Catechism, following Paul’s epistle to the Romans, presents?

      7. Have you experienced each aspect of the threefold way in your own life? How?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      8. Why is it a mistake to view the “five points” as a summary of Reformed theology? What important aspects of Reformed theology do Christians and churches miss if they merely hold to the “five points”?

      9. Some Christians call themselves “four-point Calvinists,” agreeing with the Canons of Dort on all points except definite redemption. Why would they do this? Do you agree with them? Why or why not?

      10. Do you believe that the experiential dimension is an essential element of Reformed Christianity? Why or why not? What happens to Reformed churches if it is lacking?

      11. Gerald Bilkes says, “A test as to whether you are reading the Bible experientially is whether in the process of reading the Bible, the Bible reads you.” What does he mean? Have you experienced this? How?

      12. What happens to the Christian life if we become imbalanced and emphasize:

      
        	misery over sin to the neglect of deliverance in Christ and grateful obedience?

        	deliverance in Christ to the neglect of misery over sin and grateful obedience?

        	grateful obedience to the neglect of misery over sin and deliverance in Christ?
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      Why Do We Do Theology?

      Why would we immerse ourselves in this weighty task of theology? We have asked what theology is, who does it, when we do it in the scope of redemptive history, where we do it, and which theology we are doing. You have no doubt come away with some impression of the massive undertaking that theology comprises. Why bother? Why not devote the hours we spend reading, thinking, writing, and speaking to something else? Is theology something we are forced to do only in order to graduate from seminary, or is it a precious, vital, delightful work?

      In order to answer this question, we must approach it negatively and positively. On the negative side, we must address objections raised against systematic theology. On the positive side, we must ask what is the reason for theology, and show that this reason is sufficient to motivate us to take up the labor of the theological disciplines with joy and anticipation.

      Common Objections to Theology

      The question of why we do theology presses hard against us in this age. A number of objections are raised against the discipline of systematic theology. Though we deal with them individually here, we realize that in many cases they appear in combinations. Each objection rejects theology as a valuable study of the Bible in order to know God and replaces it with another form of study it deems more important.1 While we do not believe that these objections are valid, we do value them because they warn us of dangers we need to avoid.

      Objection 1: Empiricism. In the empiricist perspective, only those things that can be measured by the physical sciences can contribute to our knowledge of reality. We can know only what we see, hear, touch, taste, or smell. Carl Henry (1913–2003) wrote, “Arrogating to itself sovereign sway over the whole of external reality, and thus implying omnicompetence to disclose its hidden secrets and to define whatever may be said about it, scientific empiricism has been hailed as the great demythologizer whose reliable way of knowing unmasks all the legends and myths of the past in order to substitute authentic knowledge.”2 Theology, then, is mere religious opinion and private belief, not a public form of knowledge worthy of authoritative teaching.

      We answer empiricism, first, by showing its foolish inconsistency. The statement that we can know only that which is proven scientifically itself cannot be proven in a scientific laboratory; it is a philosophical assertion. Second, empiricism is naive about the physical sciences, which do not merely analyze data but, as John Frame points out, interpret it according to prevailing theories, which are based upon assumptions and traditions that change dramatically over time.3 Empiricism sets up a new mythology, enshrined around the idol of the infallible scientific community that acts with total objectivity.4 Against this idolatry, we assert that “the Lord giveth wisdom: out of his mouth cometh knowledge and understanding” (Prov. 2:6). Third, empiricism fails to grapple with the fact that much of what we know derives from personal communication. This is true of knowledge we gain from other people. As to God, though we cannot see the invisible or measure the infinite, through his Son he has communicated with us (John 1:18; Col. 1:15). Frame says, “God’s speech to man is real speech. It is very much like one person speaking to another. God speaks so that we can understand him and respond appropriately.”5 This is a central teaching of the Bible and the basis of theology.

      We may learn from the empiricist objection that theology must not become an exercise in abstract ideas. God’s Word has come to us in human history, indeed as a human being who was seen, heard, touched, and crucified, and who will come again (1 John 1:1–3; 3:2).

      Objection 2: Pragmatism. Pragmatism argues that the only thing that matters is success in building the church, especially through evangelism. The important truths of the Bible, it is said, are simple and need no theological elaboration. From the point of view of pragmatism, theology is a waste of time. Instead, church leaders should devote themselves to the study of human social behavior in order to master techniques to increase the size of their churches. Pragmatism is a devastating application of empiricism to Christian theology, for it values only measurable, visible results.

      We answer the pragmatic objection by affirming that sound theology is essential to evangelism and building the church. Evangelism is preaching the gospel. The church must guard against a false, accursed gospel, such as infected the Galatians (Gal. 1:8–9). Christian churches can be surprisingly open to receiving the preaching of “another Jesus” and “another gospel” by the servants of Satan (2 Cor. 11:4, 13–15).

      As to building the church, the apostle Paul says Christ gives pastors and teachers to the church to build up the body “till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ: that we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to deceive; but speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even Christ” (Eph. 4:13–15). Theological knowledge, doctrine, and truth are crucial for spiritual growth. While there is certainly more to the Christian life than studying theology, true theology is quite practical. Samuel Miller (1769–1850), professor at Princeton Seminary, wrote,

      In forming the religious character here recommended, it is of the utmost importance that the foundation be laid in clear views of divine truth. Doctrinal knowledge is apt to be undervalued by private Christians, and especially by the young. They imagine, according to the popular prejudice, that if the heart be right, and the conduct correct, the doctrines embraced are of small moment. This supposes that the heart of any one may be right, while his principles are essentially wrong; or that his practice may be pure, while his religious opinions are radically erroneous. But nothing can be more contrary both to Scripture and experience. The great Founder of our holy Religion declares that men are ‘sanctified by the truth.’ In fact, it is only so far as the truth is received, loved and obeyed that real religion has any place either in the heart or life.6

      However, we are grateful for this objection because it warns us against considering theological truth apart from its practical use. We must avoid “ivory tower” theology, but trace how the Bible applies, explicitly and implicitly, its doctrines to practical life and missions.

      Objection 3: Ecumenism. Doctrine divides, we are told. Therefore, some, perhaps many, doctrines of the Bible are best left alone because careful study and fervent teaching produce more heat than light. From the ecumenist perspective, theology damages the unity of the body of Christ.

      We answer the ecumenist objection by pointing out that sound doctrine unites, as the text quoted just above states about “the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:13). Only false doctrine divides. Paul warned the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:30, “Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them.” It insults the wisdom of God to say that his Word contains teachings that we do best to avoid. All Scripture is profitable for teaching and application (2 Tim. 3:16).

      The ecumenical objection does offer this helpful warning, that we must never do theology with a divisive spirit, for “the servant of the Lord must not strive; but be gentle unto all men, apt to teach, patient, in meekness instructing those that oppose” (2 Tim. 2:24–25).

      Objection 4: Anti-Intellectual Biblicism. Academic seminaries have betrayed Christians time and again. Therefore, we are told, we should not engage in theology, just read and teach the Bible. In this anti-intellectual embrace of the Bible, theology is the road to heresy.

      We answer the anti-intellectual biblicist with another question: What does the Bible teach? It is impossible to teach biblical truth without reflecting upon the Bible in a systematic fashion. Thus, Christ not only says, “search the Scriptures,” but indicates that we must do so knowing that the whole Bible testifies to him (John 5:39). The intellectual discipline of theology is not infidelity, but obedience to the call to “meditate upon these things” (1 Tim. 4:15). Paul’s words apply here: “I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren” (1 Thess. 4:13; cf. 1 Cor. 10:1). Ignorance is the mother of heresy. Cornelius Van Til said, “It is sometimes contended that ministers need not be trained in systematic theology if only they know their Bibles. But ‘Bible-trained’ instead of systematically trained preachers frequently preach error. . . . Systematics helps ministers to preach the whole counsel of God, and thus to make God central in their work.”7

      Yet we also acknowledge the force of this objection, for it is true that seminaries often do drift from their biblical moorings. Schools and theologians must keep watch according to Paul’s admonition: “Take heed unto thyself, and unto the doctrine; continue in them: for in doing this thou shalt both save thyself, and them that hear thee” (1 Tim. 4:16).

      Objection 5: Romanticism. Romanticism is an appeal to the emotions. It says that real godliness is not a matter of truths in the mind, but of feelings in the heart. In this point of view, the only thing that matters is bringing people into a personal encounter with God so that they may be moved to love him. To the romantic, theology equals dead orthodoxy. Alternatively, romanticism may redefine theology as the study not of God, but of our feelings about God. Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) said, “Christian doctrines are accounts of the Christian religious affections set forth in speech.”8

      We answer the romanticist objection by quoting our Lord’s words in John 8:31–32: “If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; and ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” Faithful reception of Christ’s Word results in knowing the truth. This is more than a feeling of joy, dependence, or awe. It is possible to respond to the Word with such emotions, but then fall away as the feelings prove to be nothing of abiding value (Luke 8:13). When Peter confessed his faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, he did not merely declare his feelings, but said, “We believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the living God” (John 6:69). As Frame notes, Schleiermacher was promoting subjectivism, not theology.9

      We do admit, however, that we must never reduce Christianity to a cold and emotionless set of beliefs. True theology in the heart is living and vital; indeed, as the knowledge of God, it is “life eternal” (John 17:3).

      Objection 6: Agnosticism. In its most extreme form, agnosticism results in skepticism, the denial of all knowledge. Softer forms of agnosticism minimize how much we can know for certain about God, since God is so great. It holds that any attempt to build a system of truths not only fails but necessarily distorts the paradoxes of God and dishonors his infinity. To the theological agnostic, theology is arrogance.

      We answer the agnostic that it is no arrogance to believe God’s Word with all our hearts, but rather the greatest humility (Isa. 66:2). The Bible is not a cloud of darkness, but a light that brings clarity and sight (Ps. 119:105). Christ rebukes ignorance and doubt when he says, “O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken” (Luke 24:25). The Bible does not commend doubt, but repeatedly affirms that “we know” certain truths.10 Faith, at least in part, is “a certain knowledge” that what God has revealed in his Word is true.11

      Yet we can learn even from the agnostic, for he reminds us that we always do theology as finite creatures and image bearers, not as God’s peers or equals. Our theology can be true, but never comprehensive of God’s infinite glory. This calls the theologian to humility.

      Objection 7: Progressivism. The progressive argues that systematic theology is too dogmatic and rigid. We are told that we are on a never-ending journey into truth, so we never arrive at any definite conclusions. Theological progressivism sees theology as bondage to tradition and posits an evolutionary view of religion in which we constantly shed old forms and advance to higher levels.

      We answer progressivism by noting our biblical duty, as Paul writes to Timothy, to “hold fast the form of sound words, which thou hast heard of me, in faith and love which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:13). There is a deeply conservative element in theology, for it is our aim to preserve and expound apostolic truth, not add to it—yes, to “earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). True reformation is a return to “the old paths” (Jer. 6:16).

      However, the progressive perspective contains a kernel of salutary truth: we are not to confuse our systems of theology with the inerrant Word of God. Therefore, there is the possibility and duty of further reformation according to the Word of God, but a reformation that builds upon the orthodox creeds and evangelical confessions of the past, not one that disowns them. Van Til wrote, “Creedal revision” that “tones down the specific and exact teachings of Scripture . . . to vague generalities” is “worse than useless; it is retrogressive.”12

      Objection 8: Rationalism. The rationalist says that all truth is deduced from the logical principles and self-evident truths in our minds. Our knowledge is based, it is said, upon reasonable thinking, but rationalism regards many essential Christian doctrines, such as the Trinity, the incarnation, or substitutionary atonement, as irrational or illogical, and therefore untrue.

      We answer rationalism, first, by noting that no one can deduce all his knowledge from rational principles, for we all rely upon the testimony of those we trust. Second, the most rational action we can take is to believe all that God has said, for he is the highest authority. John 3:31–33 says, “He that cometh from above is above all: he that is of the earth is earthly, and speaketh of the earth: he that cometh from heaven is above all. And what he hath seen and heard, that he testifieth; and no man receiveth his testimony. He that hath received his testimony hath set to his seal that God is true.” Third, rationalism fails because it is idolatrous. Frame explains, “The rationalist seeks certainty outside of God’s Word. He seeks the ultimate criteria for thought within his own innate ideas and deductive reasoning. In biblical terms, the rationalist’s quest is idolatrous because it is the attempt to deify human thought.”13 Since God is God, “there is no searching of his understanding” (Isa. 40:28), and his thoughts transcend our reasoning.

      The objection of rationalism, however, does help us to guard against making foolish theological statements. Theology transcends logic, but it is not illogical. God cannot contradict himself (Num. 23:19), and therefore our theology should not engage in contradictions.

      Objection 9: Relativism. The relativist argues that there is no absolute truth. The Bible, we are told, has as many meanings as there are people who read it, or even more. We have no right to force our opinion on others. The relativist considers theology to be an attempt to oppress others—an act of hatred or abuse.

      We answer relativism, first, by noting that it contradicts itself. Frame writes, “The subjectivist tries to convince others of his view, and thus he concedes that there is some truth knowable to others beside himself. . . . He claims to know objectively the truth that there is no objective truth, and that is a self-defeating argument.”14 Second, the Lord is truth (John 14:6) and love (1 John 4:8). It is therefore no contradiction to speak the truth in love (Eph. 4:15). Those who love us best will tell us the truth, even if it wounds us (Prov. 27:5–6). Third, we do have access to absolute truth in the Word of God. The Lord Jesus says that to abide in his words is to know the truth (John 8:31), for, as he says to the Father, “Thy word is truth” (John 17:17). Christ rebuked the Sadducees, “Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures” (Matt. 22:29). We must follow his Word or we will fall into error. The conflict between truth and error is “no piece-meal affair,” as Van Til observed, but “a life-and-death struggle between two mutually opposed life-and-world views.”15 Therefore, we are best equipped to stand for the truth when our worldview is directed by systematic reflection upon the Bible.

      Nevertheless, we appreciate the relativist’s warning against oppressive and hateful speech. Though Christ did not shrink from preaching divine judgment (Matt. 11:20–24), he warmly and lovingly calls unbelievers to himself: “Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (vv. 28–30). Our theology must not lay oppressive burdens on the souls of those who turn to Christ (23:4) or set us up as lords over others (3 John 9–10). Rather, “we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor. 4:5).

      Having surveyed these nine objections to theology, we have seen that they actually speak against false and wicked theology, but not the sound theology of God’s Word. Therefore, let us not be deterred or discouraged by these objections, but rather let us press on to know the Lord and make him known.

      The Reason for Theology: God Has Spoken

      We read in Hebrews 1:1–2, “God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, whom he hath appointed heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds.” This is the great reason why we can and must do theology: God has spoken, and we have his Word. We will consider the doctrine of revelation in detail later in this volume, but let us consider this simple yet stupendous fact: God has revealed himself in words suited for our learning and comfort (Rom. 15:4).

      The work of a theologian is to assist the church in hearing and responding to this Word. We find an excellent model for a theologian in Ezra the scribe: “Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the law of the Lord, and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments” (Ezra 7:10). As the result of Ezra’s ministry of the Word (Nehemiah 8), we read that the people met in public assembly to bless the Lord their God as the only God and the faithful covenant God of his people (Nehemiah 9). This, then, is the reason we do theology: God has given us his Word, and theologians must study it, do what it says, and teach it in God’s church so that people glorify him.

      We will explore this call to the task of theology with special reference to the book of Deuteronomy. As the last sermons of Moses, Deuteronomy recapitulates the divine revelation of the first four books of the Bible, reminds the people that the Lord has redeemed them and spoken his covenant word to them, and summons them to respond. Moses’s words are God’s words, for he spoke “according unto all that the Lord had given him” (Deut. 1:3).

      God Has Spoken, So We Must Hear Him

      The book of Deuteronomy resonates with the call, “Hear, O Israel” (Hebrew shema yisrael, Deut. 4:1; 5:1; 6:3–4; 9:1). This is more than a command to use one’s ears; it requires thought. Since God has spoken, you must “hear” God’s words “that ye may learn them” (5:1). Hearing God’s words requires personal reflection and communal conversation (6:4–7). To “hear” the Lord engages your heart to “understand therefore” the implications of what he says (9:1, 3), to “speak not thou in thy heart” any thoughts contrary to his words (v. 4), but to “understand,” “remember, and forget not” (vv. 6–7). Since it is the one and only God who speaks, people must integrate what God says into their whole mind-set until God’s words rule them.

      Receiving God’s Word into our whole life requires systematic theology. Van Til said, “It is a God-given duty that we should take the content of Scripture and bring it together into a systematic whole. It is plain that we are required to know the revelation that God has given us. Yet we would not adequately know that revelation if we knew it only in its several parts without bringing these parts into relation to each other. . . . Our minds must think systematically.”16

      We hear God by attending to the Word of Christ. The prophetic call of Moses foreshadowed and foretold the ministry of a greater Prophet “like unto” Moses (Deut. 18:15), ablaze with supernatural light on a mountain and talking with Moses and Elijah while Peter, James, and John watched (Mark 9:3–4). A cloud overshadowed them, and the Father said, “This is my beloved Son: hear him” (v. 7). After Christ died, rose again, and ascended into heaven, Peter quoted Moses’s promise and applied it to his fellow Jews in Jerusalem, “And it shall come to pass, that every soul, which will not hear that prophet, shall be destroyed from among the people” (Acts 3:23). The Christ-centered quality of our listening to God does not limit us to the New Testament, for, as Christ taught, all the Old Testament is about him (Luke 24:44–47).

      Therefore, the prophetic Word of God through Christ requires that we hear him with open ears, an active mind, and a believing heart in the midst of the teaching and fellowship of God’s people. This is the essence of the theological task: to hear God’s voice with all that we are. Martin Luther said, “To hear God is bliss. . . . Therefore we must pay attention with trembling.”17

      God Has Spoken, So We Must Obey Him

      In the biblical perspective, we have not heard God rightly unless we do what he says. Deuteronomy 5:1 says, “And Moses called all Israel, and said unto them, Hear, O Israel, the statutes and judgments which I speak in your ears this day, that ye may learn them, and keep, and do them.” Deuteronomy 6:3 says, “Hear therefore, O Israel, and be careful to do them” (ESV). Allan Harman writes, “Not only were the people of Israel to listen to the stipulations of the covenant, but they were to order their lives in obedience to them.”18

      Deuteronomy describes the theological task as a work of remembrance, which refers not to bare mental impressions upon the memory, but to perpetually and faithfully embracing God’s Word to direct one’s life according to his covenant,19 as opposed to forgetting the Lord and his covenant.20 Spiritual remembrance produces obedient action: “And thou shalt remember . . . and thou shalt observe and do these statutes” (Deut. 16:12). Conversely, forgetting God and his covenant results in disobedience: “Beware that thou forget not the Lord thy God, in not keeping his commandments, and his judgments, and his statutes, which I command thee this day” (8:11). Ignatius wrote about AD 100, “Study, therefore, to be established in the doctrines of the Lord and the apostles, that so all things, whatsoever ye do, may prosper both in the flesh and spirit; in faith and love; in the Son, and in the Father, and in the Spirit.”21

      Hearing and remembering God’s Word requires more than just reciting texts from the Bible, for God’s law does not explicitly regulate every situation. Rather, it requires a worldview that takes into account the whole counsel of God in order to guide the whole life. Therefore, the obligation to obey God’s Word necessitates the theological task, for obedience requires the engaging of one’s whole mind to discern God’s will by the integration of his various revelations into a unified whole. Without systematic theology, we cannot apply the fullness of God’s Word to our lives.

      God Has Spoken, So We Must Teach Others of Him

      The fact that God has spoken necessitates our teaching his Word to other people. Deuteronomy envisions two kinds of teaching: domestic teaching in the home and ecclesiastical teaching in the assemblies of God’s people. Teaching the family and teaching the church are closely related, for the Lord commanded Moses to teach the people so that they would teach their children (Deut. 4:9–10, 14; 5:31). The theological task has multigenerational ambitions, aiming to inculcate the fear of the Lord into “thou, and thy son, and thy son’s son” (6:2; cf. Ps. 78:1–7). Israel must hear the words of the Lord and keep them upon their hearts in order to “teach them diligently unto thy children,” permeating every activity of life with an ongoing conversation between “thou” and “thy son” about God and his Word (Deut. 6:7, cf.11:19). Good theology bears fruit in accurate and skillful catechisms and other tools by which people in every age group may drink in the doctrine of the Lord as their spiritual milk.

      Moses possessed a unique office as the preeminent prophet of the old covenant. God entrusted a continuing teaching office to the priests (Deut. 17:9–12; cf. Mal. 2:1–9). The Lord said to the people through Moses, “Do according to all that the priests the Levites shall teach you: as I commanded them, so ye shall observe to do” (Deut. 24:8). Thus, it was written of the sons of Levi, “They shall teach Jacob thy judgments, and Israel thy law” (33:10). The old covenant priesthood with its rituals passed away at the sacrifice of our Great High Priest, Jesus Christ, but in the ministers of the Word in the new covenant church, the teaching office continues (1 Tim. 3:2; 2 Tim. 2:24; Titus 1:9). The perpetuity of this teaching office requires the training of men in sound doctrine and the refutation of error, and thus the work of theologians.

      John Calvin said of God’s pastors, “They must all their life long endeavor to maintain the doctrine, and therewithal they must have their mouths open to preach the word that is committed unto them, to the end that that treasure be not lost nor buried, but that all men may be made partakers thereof.”22 Thus, theology serves missions.

      God Has Spoken, So We Must Glorify Him

      The most famous call to hear the Lord appears in Deuteronomy 6:4–5: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord: and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might.” God has spoken, and we must love him. All our study, obedience, and teaching aims at returning to the Lord the all-encompassing love that he deserves from us. Such love expresses itself in exclusive worship, the fear and service of the Lord alone (vv. 12–14). Calvin queried in his catechism (Q. 6), “What is the true and right knowledge of God?” and answered, “When we know Him in order that we may honour Him.”23

      Orthodox theology aims at doxology. Deuteronomy 10:12 indicates that worship is the sum of all God teaches us in the Word: “And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy God require of thee, but to fear the Lord thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him, and to serve the Lord thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul.” By contrast, the greatest disaster into which a people can fall is to serve other gods.24

      The highest purpose of God’s redemptive acts is to distinguish himself from all false gods and idols, so that he alone is glorified as God (Deut. 4:15–19, 32–40). Sound theology teaches us the nature of the true God, so that we will not worship “them which by nature are no gods” (Gal. 4:8). We do not want to fall under Christ’s rebuke to the Samaritans, “Ye worship ye know not what” (John 4:22). Johannes Wollebius said, “Christian theology is the doctrine concerning God, as he is known and worshiped for his glory and for our salvation.”25

      True theology not only directs whom we worship but also regulates how we worship. After forbidding Israel to imitate the other nations in the manner of their worship, the Lord said, “What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it” (Deut. 12:32). The doctrine of God’s holiness and a biblical ecclesiology teach us to be zealous in worshiping God according to his command, and not the inventions of man’s will (Col. 2:20–23).

      We must do theology because God has spoken, and we must glorify him according to his will. Without sound doctrine, “man’s nature, so to speak, is a perpetual factory of idols,” as Calvin said, for “man’s mind, full as it is of pride and boldness, dares to imagine a god according to its own capacity.”26 Kelly Kapic writes, “Whether it is the distant and uninterested deity of modernity or the fragmented and territorial gods of postmodernity, all times and cultures carry the danger of warping our worship.”27 However, Calvin said, “If we will know whether we have profited in God’s law or no, we must always sift and search ourselves whether we have such desire and zeal that God should be honored and glorified by us.”28 Thus, the theologian should not be motivated by merely accumulating knowledge, but, as Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173) said, by “the fervor of my burning soul.”29

      Sing to the Lord

      God Has Spoken

      Father of mercies, in thy Word

      What endless glory shines;

      For ever be thy Name adored

      For these celestial lines.

      Here the Redeemer’s welcome voice

      Spreads heav’nly peace around;

      And life and everlasting joys

      Attend the blissful sound.

      O may these heav’nly pages be

      My ever dear delight;

      And still new beauties may I see,

      And still increasing light.

      Divine Instructor, gracious Lord,

      Be thou for ever near;

      Teach me to love thy sacred Word,

      And view my Saviour there.

      Anne Steele

      Tune: Beatitudo

      The Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 259

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. How can we answer those who despise theology because they think that only empirical science is true?

      2. What are the problems of a pragmatic approach to Christianity that has no time for theology because it values only what saves sinners and builds the church?

      3. How would you respond to the statement “Doctrine divides”?

      4. Why is it not wise to simply read and preach the Bible without studying and reflecting upon systematic theology?

      5. Imagine that some people in your church think that theology is a waste of time because we cannot really understand God; what counts is whether we love God and enjoy his love. What would you say to them?

      6. “You have no right to force your opinion on others,” you are told, “and telling others what they should believe is hate speech and abuse.” What do you say in response?

      7. What is the fundamental reason why we do theology?

      8. How does the work of theology tie into our obligations to do the following? Provide texts from Deuteronomy that support each of these.

      
        	Listen to God

        	Obey God

        	Tell others about God

        	Worship God

      

      9. Of the four obligations listed above, which do you think you most need to address in your life? Why is theology an important part of growing in that way?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. Of the objections to theology listed in this chapter (empiricism, pragmatism, ecumenism, anti-intellectual biblicism, romanticism, agnosticism, progressivism, rationalism, and relativism), which pose the greatest danger to your church or denomination? How can your church or denomination resist them? What can you do to help?

      11. Moses said of God’s words, “Hear therefore, O Israel, and be careful to do them” (Deut. 6:3 ESV). Why does theology too often fail to result in practical action? How is it the fault of the teacher of theology? How is it the fault of the student? What can we do differently?
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      How Do We Do Theology? Part 1

      Spiritual Dynamics

      A classic slip of the tongue is to say “cemetery” when you mean to say “seminary.” Sadly, some people seem to think that an institution of theological education is indeed a place to bury your spiritual life. It is true that the seminary student may be tempted to neglect the disciplines of daily devotional reading and prayer, and, burdened by lack of sleep, feel his zeal and affections sag. Such are the perils of any academic program. However, theology is a profoundly spiritual exercise. The study of theology humbles us, for our knowledge rapidly outgrows our godliness and we end up like children wearing adult-sized clothes. We must choose whether to pretend to be more mature than we are or to humble ourselves and pursue Christ more than ever before.

      J. I. Packer says, “All theology is also spirituality.” He explains, “If our theology does not quicken the conscience and soften the heart, it actually hardens both; if it does not encourage the commitment of faith, it reinforces the detachment of unbelief; if it fails to promote humility, it inevitably feeds pride.”1 Here we see both the opportunity and danger of doing theology.

      Though the question of how we do theology is often considered from the standpoint of academic methodology, we will first consider it from the perspective of spiritual dynamics. What does the discipline of theology require of you spiritually?

      Be a Disciple of Christ

      Though not all disciples of Christ are called to the study and teaching of theology, all theologians and teachers in the church must be disciples of Christ. The training of the first Christian theologians began when they heard Christ say, “Follow me” (Matt. 4:19; Luke 5:27). Christ “ordained twelve” to be his apostles, “that they should be with him” (Mark 3:14). Later, when the Jewish priests summoned Peter and John in order to call them to account, they marveled that these bold preachers had received no formal training in the rabbinic schools, but noted “that they had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13). Your relationship with Christ is indispensable to theology.

      The word translated as “disciple” (Greek mathētēs) means “student,” “learner,” or “one who is taught.” However, being a disciple of Christ is far broader than listening to or studying his teachings. The term disciple “always implies the existence of a personal attachment which shapes the whole life,” that is, a commitment to a life formed under the influence of a master.2 The goal of discipleship is to assimilate the mind and character of one’s master through submission to his instruction and imitation of his conduct: “The disciple is not above his master: but every one that is perfect shall be as his master” (Luke 6:40). Thus, Christ says, “Whosoever doth not bear his cross, and come after me, cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:27).

      If you aspire to be a theologian, or claim to be one now, ask yourself this: Am I a faithful follower of Jesus Christ? Discipleship is not optional for a theologian; the only alternative is unfaithfulness to Christ. How will you ever be a Christian theologian if you are not first a Christian? John Owen said, “Epictetus would deny the title of philosopher to any man who was . . . not master of himself. . . . Let us never concede the title of theologian to any who is not a disciple of Christ.”3 Everything else that we will say in this chapter flows from this point.

      Depend on Christ’s Mediatorial Work

      Paul says in Colossians 2:6–8 that being established or grounded in the faith is a goal we must pursue in union and communion with Christ: “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him: rooted and built up in him, and stablished in the faith, as ye have been taught, abounding therein with thanksgiving. Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ.” Human teachings beguile us insofar as they distract us from Jesus Christ. Just as we received Christ by trusting in him as our Mediator, so we must walk in him by continuing to exercise faith in his mediatorial work as our High Priest, chief Prophet and Teacher, and eternal King.

      The labor of a theologian is an exercise of faith in Christ. In part, this is because the entire Bible is about Christ and his saving work (Luke 24:44–47). The Pharisees studied the Bible intensively, but their theology was distorted and deficient because they would not exercise faith in the Christ to whom the Bible witnesses (John 5:38–39). Christ is the great Revealer, the living Word who makes God known (John 1:1, 14, 18). The Pharisees loved to be called “Rabbi” (which means “teacher”; cf. John 1:38 [Greek]), but Jesus says, “Be not ye called Rabbi: for one is your Master, even Christ; and all ye are brethren” (Matt. 23:8). Christ is the Light of the World (John 8:12). Shall we attempt to do theology in the dark? No, we must depend upon Christ to teach and guide us by his Word and Spirit.

      Theology is also a work of spiritual warfare, but theologians have no power in themselves. They must draw strength from their King in order to powerfully proclaim his Word, wielded as the sword of the Spirit (2 Cor. 10:3–4; Eph. 6:10–13), and to overcome the deceiver. Just as pastors and teachers are gifts from the ascended Christ to his church, so they must do theology out of his fullness (Eph. 4:10–11). If a theologian would teach of Christ, then he must know Christ, and that deeply.

      Theologians are guilty sinners and receive the grace to serve God by faith in the Great High Priest who offered himself for sinners and now sits at God’s right hand to intercede for them (Heb. 10:12). All Christian theology revolves around “Jesus Christ, and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2), for that is our glory (Gal. 6:14). Martin Luther said that the only person worthy “to be called a theologian” is the person who sees God’s glory “through suffering and the cross.” Luther explained, “True theology and recognition of God are in the crucified Christ.”4 Thus, theology becomes one aspect of what it means to live by faith in the Son of God, who loved us and gave himself for us (Gal. 2:20).

      Seek Continual Divine Illumination by Prayer

      Paul taught the Word of God for about two years in Ephesus (Acts 19:9–10), so we know that the Ephesians were well-informed Christians. However, Paul was not content merely to teach them but also prayed for them, “that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give unto you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him: the eyes of your understanding being enlightened” (Eph. 1:17–18). Though already converted, they needed further illumination.

      Our intellectual pride and self-sufficiency continually threaten to distort our theology. We combat this tendency by humbly praying for the Spirit’s illumination, without which we can see nothing. John Calvin said, “Therefore, you must rid yourselves of all pride, and crave understanding at God’s hand, acknowledging yourselves unable to aspire so high as to judge rightly of God’s works and make yourselves profit by them, until he has given you heavenly spiritual insight. . . . We being blind can see nothing at all, until he has opened our eyes, and . . . we are guided and governed by this revelation of his Holy Spirit.”5

      Every believer has blind spots that hinder his full understanding and appropriation of God’s truth. However, the Christian has the great privilege of having God’s Spirit as his inner teacher (John 16:13; 1 John 2:27). Calvin said, “The remedy is at hand, provided we do not, by trusting to our own wisdom, reject the gracious illumination offered to us.”6 Owen wrote, “We should keep in mind that any true wisdom which we gain comes by God’s own gift. ‘If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God . . .’ (James 1:5).”7 Therefore, the theologian must pray with the singer of Psalm 119:

      
        	“Open thou mine eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of thy law” (v. 18).

        	“Make me to understand the way of thy precepts: so shall I talk of [or meditate on] thy wondrous works” (v. 27).

        	“Teach me, O Lord, the way of thy statutes; and I shall keep it unto the end” (v. 33).

      

      Such divine illumination is immensely valuable. Thomas Manton (1620–1677) said that God’s children can never get enough “sound, saving knowledge” from God, that knowledge which “doth establish the heart against all delusions, and keepeth us on truth’s side,” and “causeth the soul to lie under the dominion, life, and power of the truth, and aweth and commandeth the heart into obedience: ‘Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free’ (John 8:32).”8

      Of course, as we pray for God to illuminate us, we would be fools not also to pray for him to illuminate those who hear our teaching so that the truth will penetrate their souls. B. B. Warfield said, “If we face the tremendous difficulty of the work before us, it will certainly throw us back upon our knees; and if we worthily gauge the power of the gospel committed to us, that will certainly keep us on our knees.”9

      Study the Word of God with Trembling

      While the Bible is written in human language, we must never treat it “as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe” (1 Thess. 2:13). This truth calls us to do theology with profound reverence for the God who has spoken. King Jehoiakim cut up and burned the writings of God’s prophet because they displeased him, bringing God’s severe punishment upon himself (Jer. 36:23, 29–31). Too many so-called theologians likewise mangle the Bible when they despise doctrines with which they disagree.

      God promises mercy to those who fear his Word. The Lord of heaven and earth, who created all things, says, “To this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word” (Isa. 66:2). To such a person, God promises joyous vindication as a believer (v. 5). We should remind ourselves frequently when studying the sacred page, “This is the Word of God. The Word of God!” We must therefore receive it “with meekness” (James 1:21). If we read it with humility, God promises to be our Teacher: “The meek will he guide in judgment: and the meek will he teach his way” (Ps. 25:9).

      The Word of God is full of realities that should humble us with their grandeur. Calvin cited Augustine’s remarks: “When a certain rhetorician was asked what was the chief rule in eloquence, he replied, ‘Delivery’; what was the second rule, ‘Delivery’; what was the third rule, ‘Delivery’; so if you ask me concerning the precepts of the Christian religion, first, second, third, and always I would answer, ‘Humility.’”10 Humility is the only proper posture of the theologian. Though Owen was one of the greatest theologians ever to arise in Britain, he said, “I personally do not claim . . . to be able to do more than stammer pitifully when I come to discuss such high matters. . . . Here is subject matter which the entire human intellect could never grasp.”11

      A key factor in cultivating the fear of God is remembering that God is always present with us in our theological studies. We must avoid at all costs doing theology as if God were far off. Warfield warned, “It is possible to study—even to study theology—in an entirely secular spirit. . . . The words which tell you of God’s terrible majesty or of his glorious goodness may come to be mere words to you.”12 Owen wrote, “Everyone who devotes himself to the study of holy literature should keep it firmly before his mind, in all of his reading and meditation, that the all-holy God is, in an special manner, close to him as he works.”13 Even while we study God, God’s eyes are upon us, subjecting the inner man to his trial and judgment (Ps. 7:9). Whenever we speak about God, God listens with open ears to hear whether we honor him.

      When we study the Bible, God is not only watching and listening, but speaking. Do you hear him? John Bunyan (1628–1688) gleaned these observations from Scripture: “The word of a king is as the roaring of a lion; where the word of a king is, there is power. What is it then, when God, the great God, shall roar out of Zion, and utter his voice from Jerusalem, whose voice shakes not only the earth, but also heaven? . . . The voice of the Lord is powerful, the voice of the Lord is full of majesty.”14

      Submit Your Mind to God’s Authoritative Word

      The fear of the Lord will lead a theologian to hold as truth all that God has spoken, even when it is difficult to believe or contrary to prevailing assumptions. Submission to God’s Word characterizes all those saved by grace, as Paul writes in Romans 6:17: “God be thanked, that ye were the servants of sin, but ye have obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered you.” How much more, then, is this submission necessary for growth in Christian knowledge?

      An elder must be a man who is “holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught” (Titus 1:9). The people should be able to say of the theologian, “The law of truth was in his mouth. . . . For he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts” (Mal. 2:6–7). Owen wrote, “The student of theology must demonstrate by his life the absolute authority of the Scriptures, and show himself devoutly submitting his own will and judgment to the authority of the Bible in all matters.”15 The theologian must concur wholeheartedly with David in Psalm 19:7–9:

      The law of the Lord is perfect . . . 

      The testimony of the Lord is sure . . . 

      The statutes of the Lord are right . . . 

      The commandment of the Lord is pure . . . 

      The fear of the Lord is clean . . . 

      The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.

      We must do theology as believers in the truth of the Bible. We must study, write, and teach out of a solid conviction that God’s Word is truly perfect and perfectly true. Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892) said, “No mixture of error defiles it, no stain of sin pollutes it.”16 God gives deeper insight to a mind committed to his Word. Psalm 119:66 says, “Teach me good judgment and knowledge: for I have believed thy commandments.”

      We dare not do theology by subjecting God to our finite and fallen minds; rather, we must subject ourselves to God’s Word. Anselm of Canterbury (c. 1033–1109) said, “I am not trying, O Lord, to penetrate thy loftiness, for I cannot begin to match my understanding with it, but I desire in some measure to understand thy truth, which my heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand in order to believe, but I believe in order to understand.”17

      Endure Suffering for the Sake of God’s Word

      The vocation of the theologian is a calling to suffer. The apostle Paul charges Timothy, as a teacher of God’s Word called to train “faithful men, who shall be able to teach others,” to “endure hardness, as a good soldier of Jesus Christ” (2 Tim. 2:2–3). Although the theologian is an ambassador of the risen King (v. 8), he must, like Paul, “suffer trouble . . . even unto bonds” and “endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they may also obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (vv. 9–10).

      False teachers strive against the truth (2 Tim. 2:14–18, 23–26). Sinful people, enslaved to self-love, may like the outward forms of religion, but reject the truth in its power (3:1–5). In such a climate, “all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (v. 12). Faithful teachers of God’s Word especially bear the brunt of man’s hostility toward God, for unbelievers “will not endure sound doctrine; but after their own lusts shall they heap to themselves teachers, having itching ears” (4:3). Swimming against the stream, the man of God must cling confidently to the Bible as the fully sufficient divine revelation, and preach its doctrines and commands with patient endurance (3:14–4:2). As an ambassador of Christ (2 Cor. 5:20), he is “a stranger in the earth” (Ps. 119:19). For an ambassador to assimilate to the nation where he dwells and give it his allegiance would be a betrayal of his commission.

      You may face the slander of intellectual elites and the loss of friends. Leaders in your community may oppose you. Psalm 119:23 says, “Princes also did sit and speak against me: but thy servant did meditate in thy statutes.” How will you stand against such strong opposition? Verses 141–143 say, “I am small and despised: yet do not I forget thy precepts. Thy righteousness is an everlasting righteousness, and thy law is the truth. Trouble and anguish have taken hold on me: yet thy commandments are my delights.” Are you utterly convinced that God’s Word is the truth? That it expresses unchanging principles of righteousness? Do you delight in it? Only the daily exercise of faith in the Word will give you the strength to endure the trials that must come (v. 92). Then by grace you will be able to say with the psalmist, “I will speak of thy testimonies also before kings, and will not be ashamed” (v. 46).

      Cultivate a Spiritual Appetite for God’s Word

      When Paul bade farewell to the Ephesian elders, he said, “Brethren, I commend you to God, and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you an inheritance among all them which are sanctified” (Acts 20:32). In the midst of trials and temptations, Paul urges them to cling to God and his Word, for it is God’s means of strengthening their souls and leading them to glory. A bit of verse included in the preface to a 1599 Geneva Bible reads:

      Here is the spring where waters flow, to quench our heat of sin.

      Here is the tree where truth doth grow, to lead our lives therein.

      Here is the judge that stints the strife, when men’s devices fail.

      Here is the bread that feeds the life, that death cannot assail.18
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