Introduction to Theology
The final step in the exegetical process is the formation of doctrine.  The goal of Bible study is not just interpreting passages of Scripture in isolation, but also in combining similar passages to derive the biblical teaching on any subject of interest.  Theological research is done to find answers to specific questions or resolve issues related to Christian faith and practice.  

Besides combining Scriptural passages to define Christian truth regarding specific issues, we must also go further in our research.  Followers of the Lord Jesus Christ need more than individual doctrines derived from Scripture, but a systematization of these teachings into an entire Christian worldview, which can provide direction for Christ-like living in general.

The chapter will approach this task in two phases.  First, we will detail the steps to forming specific doctrines from Scripture.  Second, we will overview several approaches to theology, highlighting systematic theology – the discipline that is able to provide us with an overall Christian worldview.  Before that, however, we will touch on the question, “Why do we need theology at all?”

A. Why Is Theology Necessary?

In answer to the question, “Why do we need theology?” some feel that simply reading the Bible and applying its message is adequate.  They think that any sort of sophisticated approach to doctrinal formation merely distracts people from the Bible and replaces biblical truth with human reasoning.  Is, then, theology actually useful? 

In the 17th-18th centuries, a group of German Christians, the “Pietists,” took a negative attitude toward theology.  They observed that before the Protestant Reformation, Catholic dogma had preeminence over the Bible.  After the Reformation, they felt that dogma again usurped the Bible, this time in the form or Protestant dogma.  Therefore, they concluded that theology is a rival to Scripture.

In responding to the Pietist’s critique of theology, we contend that Scripture and theology are not competitive, but cooperative.  On the one hand, Scripture needs theology for its proper interpretation, while theology depends on Scripture for its content. 

The following arguments support our contention.  First, Scripture needs theology for its proper interpretation.  In our study of the grammatico-historical approach to interpretation (see chapter 7), one step in that process was investigating the theological context of a passage.  This involves comparing the contents of the passage under investigation with the whole Bible teaching on the subject.  This step in needed for giving clarity, and sometime correction, to the conclusions we reach in our interpretation of a passage.  We must remember that the Bible advances only one teaching and contains only one truth.  Therefore, the interpretation of any passage of Scripture must agree with the Bible’s general teaching on the subject.  This comparison, though, requires an understanding of the general biblical teaching, which theology provides.  So then, without theology, Scriptural passages may be misinterpreted.

Another factor weighing in favor of theological research is that theology aids us in developing our overall understanding of God and His plan.  The fact is that every person is a theologian, that is, he/she has certain formed ideas of who God is and what He is like.  Yet, no one has a perfect understanding of Him.  We all hold to some wrong ideas about the Lord.  Therefore, the study of theology will aid any individual, already a theologian in practice, to become a better theologian.

Third, God created people according to His image.  One aspect of God’s creative work is giving humans reason.  Humans are reasoning creatures, who are able to think, reflect, analyze, etc.  In this vein, Saucy writes, “Since the human mind is not content with chaotic bits of knowledge, the impulse is present in all believers to integrate the revelation of God into their consciousness.”
  Theological research, then, enables people to search out difficult questions and form a Christian worldview.  

Moreover, theology is necessary for Christian teaching.  Jesus commanded His followers to “teach all nations.”  In order to teach, one must gather information in an organized format.  Thus, we note another value to theology – organization of material into a format suitable for teaching. 

Theology is necessary to put a check on tradition.  True biblical teaching, discovered through the theological process, can bring a corrective to long-term practices, both in the Church and in the personal lives of believers, that do not line up with Scripture.  Good theology will promote the ongoing renewal of the Church, begun at the Reformation.  Reformers of all periods of Church history have rediscovered biblical truths and re-emphasized their importance for successful Christian living.  Additionally, theological inquiry has been a consistent practice in the Church from its earliest days.  Christian thinkers have constantly sought ways to express biblical truth in specific doctrinal formations. 

We will conclude our defense of the need for theology with an appeal to the distinguished theologian Louis Berkhof, who provides the following assurance: “There seems to be a lurking fear that the more we systematize the truth, the farther we wander from the presentation of it found in the Word of God.  But there is no danger of this, if the system is not based on the fundamental principles of some erring philosophy, but on the abiding principles of Scripture itself.”
  

However, if God approves of theology, then why did He not give us a biblical text in systematized form?  Keneth Kantzer replies that God gave biblical truth in the form of an unfolding narrative because we are able to assimilate truth only gradually.  In addition, such an approach aids in applying truth to life.
 
В. Theological Research and Formation of Doctrine

Unfortunately, in the practice of theology, a method is often employed that is totally contrary to proper theological technique.  In many instances, believers accept their confessional doctrines as true and simply seek from the Bible verses that substantiate their positions.  Proper theological inquiry begins not with one’s confessional beliefs, but with the biblical material that concerns the topic under question and forms one’s conclusions from it.

What results may ensue from theological research?  The researcher may discover that his conclusion align with already accepted convictions on the given topic.  Possibly, he/she may discover new insights into the question that will challenge the status-quo and introduce reform.  Finally, if the theological process is done incorrectly or with impure motives, the researcher may reach false conclusions and thereby introduce heresy into the Church.  Therefore, it is important to observe good methodology and approach the text in a sincere quest for truth.

1. Appeal to Scripture

Although there are many fine theological resources used in studying questions of Christian faith and practice, none of them excels the Bible.  We appeal to it as God’s inspired Word, which provides us with God’s authoritative voice concerning any issue requiring our attention. 

Proper theological method includes a thorough investigation of the biblical materials necessary to form a proper conclusion.  This may require much time and effort, but this step in necessary, since Christian doctrine is based on the entire biblical witness.  This collection of biblical materials is consistent with the well-accepted principle “the analogy of faith.”  According to this maxim, the best interpreter of Scripture is Scripture itself.  In other words, we compare one passage with others to give clarity to the first.  

How does one gather the needed biblical material?  We begin with passages on the topic that we already know.  A Bible with cross-references will provide us with related passages as well.  Next, one may employ a concordance to find passages containing a key word or words in the topic under investigation.  Synonyms to these key words may also be sought out, as well as metaphors communicating the same thought.  It will be useful to acquaint oneself with what is known about the general theological theme behind the topic of study.  For example, a study of the “circumcision of the heart” is a subset of the doctrine of sanctification.  

Finally, additional material can be gained from the biblical narrative.  Often, biblical figures had personal experience with the issue under study, and their life story can illuminate our understanding, either by their good or bad example.  At the same time, one must keep in mind that the biblical narrative does not always provide an evaluation of the behavior of people in the narrative.  Often, the reader is left to evaluate their behavior based on his/her knowledge of Scripture in general.  

Having gathered the biblical material, one must process these findings.  A list of the passages gleaned should be arranged in chronological order, highlighting those passages considered key for formation of the doctrine.  Annotation should follow each entry, commenting on the contribution each passage makes to the question.  More commentary, even an entire exegetical evaluation (see chapter 7), should accompany the highlighted key passages.  It is always helpful to compare our personal notes on these passages with the interpretations found in competent biblical commentaries.  These biblical commentaries, however, should not be surveyed until we have made our own personal comments first. 

Now we are in position to define the biblical view of our doctrinal question.  We do this initially by determining the view of each biblical author or section of Scripture individually.  We might determine the Pentateuchal teaching, then that of the historical books, poetical books, and prophetic books, and then on to the New Testament authors.  In this way, we are able to follow the development of this teaching over time and glean from the individual perspectives of each writer or section of Scripture.  

In chapter 7, we already discussed the phenomenon of “progressive revelation.”  We seek to discern that progression for our topic, if one exists.  One must acknowledge that the New Testament usually presents a more developed understanding of a doctrinal issue than the Old Testament.  Yet the latter makes an important contribution as well.  Development occurs within the New Testament also, since the Gospels reflect an “intertestamental” understanding of theology, since the old order was still in force, and the new order was just being introduced.   Marshall defends this view as follows.  First, the Gospels depict the dawn of God’s kingdom, before the death and resurrection of Christ.  Second, Jesus addressed his teaching, in general, in simple terms to people not very well advanced in theological knowledge.  Third, Jesus gave His teaching in the context of the Old Testament, which was still in force in His day.
  In chapter 3, in the section, “Is There a Canon within the Canon?” we also investigated the possibility of development within the New Testament epistles themselves. 

2. Forming Conclusions from Scripture

The next step in the theological process is forming theological conclusions.  Unlike the task of gathering biblical material, which is more “scientific” in nature, forming theological conclusions is more of an “art.”  Taking into consideration all that was uncovered during his/her collection of materials, the researcher must derive the essence of the biblical teaching contained in these passages.  He/she must “extract” the doctrine from the biblical material.  

In his treatise Symphonic theology, Vern Poythress attempts to conceptualize this process of “extraction.”
  In his view, one may compare the individual passages of Scripture with musical instruments in an orchestra, each one of which performs its part of the musical composition.  The conductor, however, must hear the combination of all the instruments and perceive the piece as a whole.  In a similar way, the theologian must “hear” each passage of Scripture included in the study and combine those voices into a harmonious whole, that is, arrive at doctrinal formation.

David Kelsey gives a different spin on turning Bible into doctrine.  He feels that the human imagination plays a key role in the process.
  In other words, with the aid of imagination (one might add, “sanctified by the Spirit”), the researcher can extract from Scripture a concrete teaching.  One might modify Kelsey’s view, then, by stating that with the aid of the Holy Spirit, sanctifying the human mind, the researcher’s “imagination” can discover the essence of the given teaching.  

It may be helpful to compare the theological process with the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle concerning so-called “universals” and “particulars.”  These eminent philosophers taught that one can derive from “particulars,” i.e., concrete objects in the world, the “universals” that correspond to them, that is, the general class they correspond to.  For example, individual books (particulars) all relate to the idea, or universal, called “book.”  Plato and Aristotle differed in that the former believed that universals were located in their own sphere, the “world of ideas,” whereas Aristotle taught that they resided in the particulars themselves. 

In theological terms, one might compare particulars with the passages of Scripture assembled for study.  Just as reflection on the particulars leads to the conception of a universal, reflection on the biblical material may lead to conceptualizing the doctrine that they all testify to.  

We can draw another parallel between universals and doctrine.  Although universals represent all the particulars in toto, no one particular encompasses the entire universal.  Similarly, although the theological conclusion included input from all the relevant passages, it is unlikely that any one biblical passage expresses the doctrine fully.  Therefore, it is misguided to use one passage to express an entire doctrine. 

So then, with the help of the Holy Spirit, whether by means of “symphonic theology,” “sanctified imagination,” or “formation of universals,” we attempt to hear the “theological song” that the Scripture plays and see the “theological picture” that the Bible paints.  We seek to express this abstract “theological song” or “theological picture” in concrete terms for their preservation and propagation.  

Unfortunately, as mentioned above, we will not likely find the precise words to express this doctrine fully in one isolated Scripture passage.  Each passage makes up only one part of the “theological symphony.”   Therefore, we are obliged to seek out a formulation that precisely and faithfully represents the doctrine extracted from Scripture.  Thus, the next step in the theological process is to write a doctrinal definition that reflects the theological conclusion we have made. 

This has been the task of theologians throughout the history of the Church.  The following are examples of doctrinal formations made in the course of time: the Apostles’ Creed, the Athanasian Creed, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, the Chalcedonian Definition and many others. 

Having arrived at a theological conclusion, or “doctrine,” one may evaluate its quality by the following criteria: comprehensiveness, consistency, coherence and clarity.  Comprehensiveness concerns the inclusion of all relevant material for examination.  Consistency means the resolution of apparent contradictions between passages studied.  Coherence refers to delineating the interconnectedness between the passages under consideration.  Each passage should find a place in an overall construal of the doctrine.  Finally, the doctrine should be stated with clarity. 

Finally, it will be important to make mention of the conception “the hermeneutical spiral.”
  In the theological process we described above, we make the assumption that the researcher comes to the text in an unbiased attitude, without any prejudice or preconceptions dulling his/her perception.  In our discussion of postmodernism, however, we conceded that overcoming subjectivity and apprehending truth is a process not arrived at immediately.  Consequently, we all approach the text with some personal preunderstanding and view it through the prism of our subjectivity. 

However, in the theological process, the researcher interacts with the biblical text, which exerts its influence on him/her, renewing the mind and delivering from false preconceptions.  Therefore, as a result of one’s “encounter” with the text, one receives not only a better understanding of the passages under examination, but also a more renewed and liberated mind.  Consequently, the next time we examine that passage, we may see it in a different light and better understand it.  This interaction between reader and text, which results in ever-increasing understanding, is called the “hermeneutical spiral.”
 

Helm describes this phenomenon in relation to the doctrine of God’s providence in the following way:

There must, to begin with, be some general view about divine providence drawn deductively from some of the data.  But because our grasp of the data is only partial, even valid deductions may not convey a rounded doctrine.  So there is need to treat the first derivations of the doctrine with appropriate caution, and to return to the data, in the belief that the original idea may be suitably modified and refined in the process.  An initial deduction must be followed by fresh inductions, and these in turn followed by revised deductions, until there is a reasonable belief that all the relevant data have been covered.
 

3. Appeal to Other Resources

After composing our doctrinal formulation expressing our theological conclusion, we next compare our findings with other theologians and commentators.  Their views may serve to clarify or correct our conclusions.  As the Body of Christ, we strive together to know God’s truth.  One way to work together corporately is to compare our work with the works of others.  

Note, however, that we do our comparative analysis only after our personal research is completed.  We do not want to prejudice our view by considering the views of others before we search the Scriptures ourselves.  Theologies and commentaries, however good they may be, are never the primary sources for our research.  That place is reserved for the Word of God alone.  

The best place to start is to examine the views on the given topic held by earlier Christian writers up to the present time, taking note of the development of the doctrine in the history of the Church.  Along with searching out topical treatments of our theme, we may also appeal to early systematic works.  Some of the more famous early systematic theology works are listed here: 

· Origen (3rd c.) – De Principiis 

· John of Damascus (8th c.) – An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith

· Peter Lombard (12th c.) – Sentences
· Thomas Aquinas (13th c.) – Summa Theologia
· John Calvin (16th c.) – Institutes of the Christian Religion

· Philip Melanchthon (16th c.) – Loci praecipui theologici
Our historical investigation extends to include, of course, modern thinkers as well.  

We may make a few recommendations about using other resources.  First, it is best to use the original works of other authors, and not rely on quotations or references to them in other books.  Second, we recommend using the most recent edition of any work, since it reflects the mature thinking of the author.  Third, one must examine resources reflecting different points of view.  This may enrich our own view of the topic.  Finally, check the bibliography to find other resources devoted to the topic.

Theological works come in two main types: systematic and thematic.  Systematic theology textbooks present material concerning various important doctrinal issues in a systematic format.  Thematic books are devoted to only one topic.  Doctoral dissertations are valuable in that the research usually reflects the most current thinking on the issue.  The Internet is, of course, a very convenient and often valuable source of information as well. 

When reading theological resources, one must observe certain rules.  One must acquaint oneself with the basic theological position of the author, as well as his/her view on the topic in question.  If the book in wholly devoted to our topic of interest, we read it in its entirety, beginning with the introduction, conclusion and table of contents.  In this way, we become acquainted with what position the author is defending, and how he goes about presenting his/her case. 

Next, we read the beginning and end of each chapter, thereby capturing the main ideas of each chapter.  We may continue by reading the beginning of each paragraph.  If the paragraph has valuable information for us, we proceed to read it entirely.  If the work is not completely devoted to our topic, the index will indicate which portions contain the needed material.   

When we take material from other resources, besides providing a proper citation to the original, we must honor the context from which we took the author’s material.  We also note how strongly the author stresses this point and how firmly he/she is committed to this position.  It is very important to observe whether the author is actually making a point, or just reporting what someone else has said.   If we fail to do this, we may ascribe to the author we are citing an opinion that actually belongs to another.  Finally, when we cite other authors, we base our confidence in their conclusions not on their position or reputation, but on the plausibility of their arguments.  Including his/her arguments in our citation will reflect this concern. 

4. The Question of “Future Trajectories” in Theology

Some modern thinkers advance the idea that Scripture not only contains concrete doctrines, but also hints at future trajectories for Christian faith and practice.
  This means that the Bible points out certain tendencies that are not yet fully developed, but will be at a future time.  Those living at a later time can look back and recognize in Scripture these future trajectories and formulate doctrines from them.

The classic example is the issue of slavery.  Nowhere in Scripture, even in the New Testament, is slavery forbidden.  On the other hand, the Bible teaches respect for all people, equality in the Church, and freedom in Christ.  In this light, one may confidently assert that, even though the Bible does not forbid it, it projects a trajectory toward slavery’s future abolishment.

This method is used to justify and support such “extra-biblical” doctrines as democratic government, egalitarianism, and others.  A more extreme example is justification for homosexuality. 

Kevin Vanhoozer cautions about this approach for several reasons.
  First, how do we know that we stand at the end of this trajectory and can, therefore, define where it is going and how it ends?  Maybe the final destination is yet to be reached.  Second, we may mistakenly demote a forbidden biblical practice to the level of a cultural issue of antiquity, concluding that it no longer applies to us.  The fact that a certain practice is permitted in modern culture in no way implies that the biblical mandate is outdated. 

A more reasonable option is to not add “new trajectories” to what Scripture teaches, but simply draw out the implications of truths already taught there.
  Paul’s instructions about slavery can serve as an example.  In 1 Corinthians 7:21, he writes, “Were you called while a slave?  Do not worry about it; but if you are able also to become free, rather do that.”  Here we see that abolition of slavery is more than just a trajectory, but for Paul, liberation of slaves is already a preferred option.  We do not see as clear of an indication for issues like democracy, egalitarianism or homosexuality.  The appeal to “trajectories” can easily be abused. 

5. Conclusions

In summary, we recommend the following order for engaging the theological process: 

1. Gather the relevant biblical material about the topic in question.

2. Perform a throughout exegetical analysis of the key passages.

3. Make an annotated list with commentary on the pertinent passages. 

4. Organize the material in chronological order, determining the view of each biblical author or section of Scripture and discerning the “progressive revelation” of the theme.

5. Reflect on the material, asking the Holy Spirit to give insight.

6. Form a theological conclusion and a corresponding doctrinal statement, reflecting the results of research.

7. Discover the development of this doctrine in the course of Church history up to the present time, and compare personal conclusions with these other views, clarifying and correcting them as needed. 

C. Approaches to Theology

Theology is one’s attempt to speak about God, i.e., describe His nature and His plan.  The term derives from the Greek θεός (theos), i.е. “God”, and λογία (logia), i.е. “word” or “study.”  In other words, theology is the study of God.

Up to now, we have used the term “theology” as practiced in systematic theology.  There exist, however, other approaches to this discipline, which we will briefly examine, namely: philosophical theology, biblical theology and historical theology.  All these approaches can contribute to understanding Christian truth. 

1. Philosophical Theology

Before commenting on philosophical theology, we would do well to understand some basic elements of philosophy itself.  Philosophy is the attempt to explain the composition, origin and meaning of reality.  This typically involves answering four basic questions.  The first concerns knowledge (epistemology).  How do we know what we know?  On what do we base on knowledge?  The second question inquires about the existence of an invisible realm (metaphysics).  The third concerns proper behavior (ethics).  The final question deals with defining and appreciating beauty (aesthetics). 

These four aspects of philosophical inquiry make up “classic” or “synthetic philosophy.”  Although these questions remain relevant today, modern philosophers are more engaged with “analytical philosophy.”  Analytical philosophy tackles the question of the relation of language to reality.  It seeks to understand whether our words actually refer to things in the objective, outside world.

What, then, is “philosophical theology?”  This approach seeks to discover what we can know about God based on reason and observation.  One engaged in this study does not appeal to special “holy” books to learn about God, but reflects on what characteristics one can ascribe to God based on rational thought and life experience. 

What value does this approach afford?  Epistemology is extremely valuable in defining the basis for all knowledge.  Since doctrine is also knowledge, the theologian must grapple with the epistemological question to justify whether he/she can substantiate his/her doctrine as true knowledge.  Metaphysics is also useful, especially if it leads to forming convincing arguments in support of God’s existence, since atheists will not accept arguments based on Scripture.  Philosophical ethics is less useful in Christian theology, since such standards are based not on God’s revelation, but on so-called “natural law,” which may not always coincide with God’s Word.  Aesthetics also has limited utility. 

Analytical philosophy is both helpful and harmful for Christian theology.  On the one hand, this discipline requires of us precision and consistency in our thought and speech, which is needed for correct formation and expression of doctrine.  On the other hand, those engaged in analytical philosophy often doubt that human words can actually describe reality.  This presents a major threat to Christian theology, which asserts that God’s Word, found in Holy Scripture, is a true reflection of reality.   

2. Biblical Theology

A second approach to theology is biblical theology.  It attempts to accomplish several tasks.  First, biblical theologians seek to discover the “theological perspective” of each biblical author.  The teaching of each author is studied in isolation from the others.  The goal is to learn what each biblical author contributes to the overall picture of Christian theology.  Yet, some feel that one cannot harmonize the different “theologies” in Scripture into a single teaching.  We must investigate this further.

Conservative theologians insist on the unity of Scripture.  All the biblical authors spoke of the same truth, but from different points of view, emphasizing different aspects of the entire biblical picture.  Therefore, it is possible to unite and harmonize the teachings of individual writers and arrive at a consensus between them concerning any doctrinal question at hand.  On the other hand, liberals assert that the differences between these writers is so great that they cannot be reconciled.  All that we can do is describe their various “theologies” in distinction from each other.  

We are faced, then, with the challenge of defending the unity of Scripture.  We admit that apparent theological discrepancies between biblical authors do exist.  Moses, for example, wrote, “For (the Law) is not an idle word for you; indeed it is your life.”  Yet, Paul said, “This commandment, which was to result in life, proved to result in death for me” (Rom 7:10).  Does the Law lead to life or death?  Moreover, Paul wrote about justification, “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law” (Rom 3:28).  Nonetheless, James seems to take another view: “You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone” (Jam 2:24). 

The following arguments, though, substantiate the Bible’s unity.  First, the first-century Church enjoyed unity.  If follows, then, that the Church leaders of that time, who also wrote the New Testament, enjoyed unity among themselves as well and held to one gospel.  Second, the existence of the biblical canon demonstrates unity.  One of the criteria for a book’s inclusion into the canon is doctrinal agreement with other canonical books.  Third, even a quick glance at the Bible reveals much common ground between the biblical authors.  

Fourth, a more careful examination of seeming discrepancies reveals how they can be reconciled.  For example, Moses and Paul did not have varying views on the Law.  Moses taught that if someone observed the Law, he/she would live.  Paul, however, points out that no one keeps the Law, and therefore it leads to punishment and death.  Furthermore, Paul and James emphasize different aspects of saving faith.  Paul stresses the act of faith that secures salvation for the believer, while James highlights the nature of true saving faith – it leads to good works in the life of the believer.

Finally, if we believe that all biblical writers were inspired by the Holy Spirit, then unity in their teaching is guaranteed.  The divine author of Scripture would not contradict Himself.  In defense of the conservative position, Packer writes that the differences between “theologies” in the Bible are frequently “absurdly exaggerated through concentrating exclusively on matters of linguistic form and neglecting to study the directional thrust and persuasive purpose (for specific pastoral situations) of the things they wrote.”
  
The second goal of biblical theology is to trace the development of theological themes through the course of God’s revelation in Scripture.  In earlier chapters, we have already commented on the phenomenon of “progressive revelation,” where biblical themes and doctrines unfold, develop, and gain more clarity and completeness in the course of the biblical canon.  

In the question of progressive revelation, though, we encounter still another conflict between conservative and liberal views.  Conservatives defend the traditional chronological order for the composition of Old Testament books.  Liberals, however, posit that the psalms were written first, then the Pentateuchal documents J and Е.  The other Pentateuchal sources, D and Р, followed later.
  Liberals also divide Isaiah into two books written by two different authors at differing times, and propose that Daniel was composed in the second century BC.

Liberals also challenge the traditional New Testament chronological order.  For example, they reject the Pauline authorship of the Pastoral Epistles, and feel that, over time, Paul changes his theological views.  Therefore, they speak of an “early Paul” and a “late Paul.”  Moreover, liberals claim that the Gospels were written in the second century.  Convincing conservative responses to the liberal view can be found in Donald Guthries’ New Testament Introduction.

The third task of biblical theology is to propose categories for classification of biblical material.  These categories must be derived from Scripture itself, and not be superimposed on it, as allegedly occurs in systematic theology.  Biblical theologians, then, suggest such categories as “God’s people,” “God’s kingdom,” etc.  This classification by categories inherent to Scripture allows the reader to discern which biblical themes receive more emphasis.

The value of biblical theology lies in aiding the commentator in interpreting individual passages of Scripture, since it allows one to view the passage under study in the context of the author’s general thought.  Biblical theology also enables one to interpret a passage in light of the progressive revelation of that theme throughout Scripture.  This discipline also pays close attention to the historical context of a passage.  

We note, however, some issues that this approach is not designed to handle.  First, biblical theology elucidates for us the teachings of individual authors, but does not seek to harmonize them into a wholistic theology.  In addition, it pays greater attention to the historical meaning of the text than to its application for life today. 

3. Historical Theology

Historical theology investigates how various Christian thinkers understood Christian doctrine.  We can highlight two types of investigation in this discipline.  The “vertical approach” traces the development of a single doctrinal question through the entire scope of Church history.  The “horizontal approach” studies each period of Church history separately to delineate the overall teaching of the Church at that time.  

This approach is useful to show what views have already been voiced in Church history, and how they fared in the life of the Church.  Some teachings, which may appear new to us today, may simply be reincarnations of old heresies of the past.  In addition, this discipline reveals how history affects theology.  The condition of the Church and the historical context it finds itself in is often reflected in the doctrines it develops.  This serves as a warning to us not to allow our historical situation to distort our understanding of Scripture.  Finally, we not only discover what theological conclusions previous Christian thinkers arrived at, but also how they approached the task of doing theology per se.

The main shortcoming of historical theology is obvious.  We are not able to base doctrine on the teachings of Church leaders, however notable they may be.  Christian doctrine is always based on the Bible.  Yet, the views of those who preceded us can prove enlightening. 

4. Systematic Theology

Systematic theology seeks to define the whole-Bible teaching for any question of interest.  We ask questions of the text, and seek answers in it.  Systematics is similar to biblical theology in that both disciplines look to the Bible as the source of truth.  They differ in that the former seeks a unified biblical doctrine, whereas the latter isolates the teachings of the Bible’s various authors.  

An additional goal of systematic theology is to combine various individual doctrinal questions into a unified Christian worldview.  It is inadequate to simply define individual doctrines.  One must create a structure that provides an overall perspective on life from a Christian point of view and allows one to interpret reality in the light of God’s truth.  We can define “worldview” as a system of thought that connects every object, concept, experience and relationship that one encounters in life in an overarching and interconnected conceptual framework.  More simply, Byron defines it as “a network of interrelating perceptions that guide every facet of one’s life.”

Williams expresses well this second goal of systematic theology: “Theology should help bring it all together by integrating one truth with another.  Theology is not only a matter of clarification of individual doctrines but also the demonstration of how these fit into a total picture.”  Like philosophy, it seeks “to see reality and to see it whole.
  Weber states, “Since it is the task of dogmatics as a science to order its many statements into one context and to orient it toward a totality, it does need some kind of interconnecting structure.”
  In the words of Lewis and Demarest: “Systematic theology not only derives coherent doctrines from the entirety of written revelation but also systematically relates them to each other in developing a comprehensive world view and way of life.”

Even though our goal is to present a wholistic biblical theology, there will always be instances where some passages do not fit well into our overall construal and seem to defy explanation.  For example, how can one reconcile the biblical witness of God’s sovereignty and human freedom?  How can God be one God, yet exist in three Persons?

The Bible warns us that, although God has given us much light in His Word, nonetheless, there remain certain mysteries that only He understands.  Moses wrote, “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law” (Deut 29:29).  In the New Testament, we also encounter instances where God forbade someone from revealing certain mysteries.  Paul was “caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which a man is not permitted to speak” (2 Cor 12:4).  John was commanded, “When the seven peals of thunder had spoken, I was about to write; and I heard a voice from heaven saying, "Seal up the things which the seven peals of thunder have spoken and do not write them” (Rev 10:4). 

Isaiah offers this wise counsel: 

When they say to you, “Consult the mediums and the spiritists who whisper and mutter,” should not a people consult their God? {Should they} {consult} the dead on behalf of the living?  To the law and to the testimony!  If they do not speak according to this word, it is because they have no dawn (Isa 8:19-20). 

Here Isaiah means that if the “law and testimony” do not resolve an issue, then God has not given light on the subject.  Therefore, when Scripture does not provide a clear answer on a doctrinal question or a resolution to apparent biblical inconsistencies, we must not allow this to undermine our faith or lead us to distort the Word for the sake of consistency in our theological system.  We trust God, walking in the light that we have and awaiting the day when all will be revealed. 

The apostle Peter is a wonderful example of such stability in faith.  When people began to depart from the Lord because they could not understand His teaching, Jesus asked His disciples, “You do not want to go away also, do you?”  Peter replied, “Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have words of eternal life” (Jn 6:67-68).  Even though Peter did not understand everything that Jesus said, he remained faithful to Him. 

D. The Organization of Doctrine and Formation of the Christian Worldview

As stated above, systematic theology strives to combine the biblical material into an overarching Christian worldview.  Yet, some object to systematizing the Bible at all.  It is feared that paying too much attention to a certain topic will lead to the neglect of other important topics.  In addition, some caution that a tightly arranged theological system will result in improper interpretation of individual passages of Scripture.  In their attempt to contain the whole Bible in specific categories, the theologian may distort the meaning of some passages that do not fit neatly into his/her categories.

On the other hand, in defense of categorization, we appeal to the Lord Jesus, who spoke of more central and less central topics in God’s Word (see Matt 23:23).  He also identified the two greatest commandments (Mk 12:28-31).  This may permit us to seek out and define the central theme or themes in Scripture.  In addition, systematization has many practical benefits.  It leads to organized thinking – we discover what is most essential to dwell on and study.  It leads to an organized life as well – we learn what is most essential to strive for and achieve in life. 

However, how exactly are we to organize the biblical material?  Several approaches are recommended. 

1. Anthropocentric or Theocentric Approach?

When we inquire which system of classification is preferred for organizing the biblical material, we immediately encounter the question of its basic orientation.  Should it center on humanity (anthropocentric) or God (theocentric)?  In the anthropocentric approach, we create categories for classification that reflect human needs, questions and experiences.  For example, categories for classification may reflect such human needs as love, forgiveness, security, fellowship, etc.

Many theological systems exist employing this methodology.  Liberation theology is one example, as represented in the teaching of Gustavo Gutiérrez.
  His point of departure is human need, in particular, the need for deliverance from poverty and oppression.  From that point, one appeals to Scripture to discover how to accomplish this aim. 

Paul Tillich advances a similar system called the “method of correlation.”  According to his method, one draws from the world of philosophy the types of questions that interest people and then seeks answers to those questions in the Bible.
 

Existential theology also works off human experience, namely people’s religious experience.  A noted exponent of this theory was Friedrich Schleiermacher, who taught that Christian doctrine should find resonance with the human soul.  More important than the teaching of Scripture is what religious feelings prompted the biblical writer to write his book.
  Schleiermacher terms this the “psychological” understanding of the text, and Hodges describes it thusly: “The aim of psychological understanding is to go behind this outward appearance to the ‘inner form,’ the living principle or idea in the author’s mind, of which the written text is the expression.”

In evaluating anthropocentric theology, we note the following.  One the one hand, such an approach can certainly stir people’s interest, since it addresses issues important to people’s everyday lives.  It can also aid in resolving the issues it addresses. 

On the other hand, this approach has serious setbacks.  First, humanity is at the center instead of God.  If theology is the study of God, then it seems appropriate that He would occupy center stage.  Second, we can challenge the assertion that such an approach is truly beneficial to people.  If we only investigate topics that interest us, we may neglect other topics necessary for our spiritual health.  Since God knows our needs better than we do, it is more prudent to let God speak to us through His Word. 

Thomas provides the following criticism of Tillich – it is offensive to think of “theology as having merely the value of providing us with the answers to our questions instead of being the light that enlightens our feet.”
  Hamilton adds that, in this system, the gospel “cannot say anything for itself.”
  Therefore, it is preferable to organize biblical materials centering not on human needs and interests, but on God and His plan for us. 

2. Ontological or Functional Approach?

If we select the theocentric method, the next step is to determine how to approach the study of God: by the ontological or the functional method?  The ontological method studies God’s specific attributes.  The functional method focuses on God’s acts.  The latter method gives pride of place to biblical narrative, where the acts of God are described. 

Those who prefer the ontological approach do not ignore God’s deeds.  Yet, they examine God’s works in the light of His nature.  In other words, in the light of what we know of God’s nature, we can expect corresponding behavior.  Therefore, we interpret God’s acts in the biblical narrative line with what He has revealed about His character and attributes in didactic biblical passages.  On the other hand, adherents of the functional approach define God’s character based on what He does.  

Comparing these methods, we give preference to the ontological approach.  Didactic passages of Scripture provide more concrete and specific information concerning God’s nature than narrative does.  

3. Synthetic or Analytical Approach

The synthetic approach boasts a long history in the theological process.  It begins with a theocentric/ ontological orientation, expounds on the doctrine of God, then proceeds to elaborate on other topics, relating them to the doctrine of God in a logical progression.  So then, after the doctrine of God we study: (1) how He reveals Himself (bibliology), (2) what He created (angelology and anthropology), (3) how humans fell from God (harmatology), (4) who is God’s Savior (Christology), (5) how God saves people (soteriology), (6) the role of the Spirt (pneumatology), (7) the creation of God’s people (ecclesiology), and (8) the culmination of God’s plan (eschatology).  

In the analytical approach, biblical material is organized in a way that elaborates on God’s ultimate plan for humanity.  Yet, scholars disagree about what exactly God’s plan consists of.  Suggestions include: salvation, fellowship with God, God’s kingdom, God’s glory, the person of Christ, the creation of the Church, etc. 

We see value in both the synthetic and analytical approaches.  Therefore, in the subsequent volumes, we will employ the following system of organization, which is theocentric, ontological and analytic/synthetic.  In other words, we will study: what God’s nature is like (volume 3), and what His plan is for humanity (volume 4 and 5).  The devise to be employed for conceptualizing God’s plan will be Paul’s famous words in 1 Cor 13:13: “But now faith, hope, love, abide these three.” 
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