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How then does this book differ from the “systematic theology™ that mog
Christians do? First, it treats biblical topics in a carefilly organized way 1,
guarantee that all important topics will receive thorough consideration, This
organization also provides one sort of check against inaccurate analysis of
individual ropics, for it means thar all other doctrines that are treated can be
compared with cach topic for consistency in methodology and absence of
cantradictions in the relationships berween the doctrines, This also helps to ensure
balanced consideration of complementary doctrines: Christ’s deity and humanin
are studied together, for example, as are God's sovereignty and man’s responsibil-
ity, so thar wrong conclusions will not be drawn from an imbalanced emphasis on
only one aspect of the full biblical presentanon.

In fact, the adjective systematic in systematic theology should be understood 1o
mean something like “carctully organized by topics,” with the understanding tha
the topics studied will be seen to fit together in a consistent way, and will include

all the major doctrinal topics of the Bible. Thus “systematic” should be thought of

as the opposite of “randomly arranged” or “disorganized.” In systematic theology
topics are treated in an orderly or “systemaric” way,

A second difference between this book and the way most Christians do
systematic theology is that it treats ropics in much more detail than most Christians
do. For example, an ordinary Christian as a resule of regular reading of the Bible
may make the theological statement, “The Bible says that everyone who believes in
Jesus Christ will be saved.™ That is a perfectly true summary of a major biblical
teaching. However, in this book we devote several pages to elaborating more
precisely what it means to “belicve in Jesus Christ,™ and twelve chapters (chapters
32-43) will be devoted to explaining what it means o “be saved” in all of the
many implications of thar rerm.

Third, a formal study of systematic theology will make it possible to formulate
summaries of biblical teachings with much more acawracy than Christians would
normally arrive at without such a study. In systematic theology, summaries of
biblical reachings must be worded precisely to guard against misunderstandings
and to exclude false reachings.

Fourth, a good theological analysis must find and trear fairly all the relevant Bible
passages for cach particular ropic, not just some or a few of the relevant passages.
This often means thar it must depend on the results of careful exegesis (o
nterpretation) of Seripture generally agreed upon by evangelical interpreters or,
where there are significant differences of interpretation, systematic theology will
include derailed exegesis at certain points.

Because of the large number of topics covered in a study of systemaric theology
and because of the great derail with which these topics are analyzed, it is inevitable
that someone studying a systematic theology text or taking a course in systernatic
theology for the first time will have many of his or her own personal belicfs
challenged or modified, refined or enriched. It is of utmost importance therefore
that cach person beginning such a course firmly resolve in his or her own mind 10

Testament of this kind of searching through all of Scnpture w demonstrare doctrinal conclusions:

Jesus in Luke 24:25-27 (and elsewhere), Apollos in Acts 18:28; the Jerusalem Council in Acts 151

and Paul in Aces 17:2-3; 20:27; and all of Romans, To this list could be added Heb, 1 (on Christ®

divine Sonship), Heb, 11 (on the nature of true faith), and many other passages from the Epustes
#See chaprer 35, pp. 70921, on saving faith.
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bandon as false any idea which is found ro be clearly contradicted by the teaching
of Seripture. But it is also very important for cach person to resolve not to believe
, individual doctrine simply because this rextbook or some other textbook or
A et says that it is true, unless this book or the instructor in a course can
convinee g.: student from the text of Scripture itself. It is Scripture alone, not

onservative evangelical tradition™ or any other human authority, that must
fanction as the normative authority for the definition of what we should believe.

4. What Are Doctrines? In this book, the word doctrine will be understood in the
following way: A doctrine is whit the whole Bible teaches us today about some
neular topic. This definition is directly related to our earlier definition of
ematic theology, since it shows that a “doctrine” is simply the result of the
process of doing systematic theology with regard to one particular topic.
Under in this way, doctrines can be very broad or very narrow. We can speak
of “the doctrine of God” as a major doctrinal category, including a summary of all
thar the Bible teaches us today about God. Such a doctrine would be exceptionally
Jarge. On the other hand, we may also speak more narrowly of the doctrine of
God's eternity, or the doctrine of the Trinity, or the doctrine of God’s justice.”
The book ‘is divided into seven major sections according to seven major

“doctrines” or areas of study:

Part 1: The Doctrine of the Word of God

Part 2: The Doarine of God

Part 3: The Doctrine of Man

Part4: The Doctrines of Christ and the Holy Spirit
Part5: The Doctrine of the Application of Redemption
Pare6: The Docrrine of the Church

Part 7: The Doctrine of the Future

Within cach of these major doctrinal categorics many more specific teachings have
een e as appropriate for inclusion. Generally these meer at least one of the
ﬁﬂ"ﬁving three criteria: (1) they are doctrines that are most emphasized in
Stapture; (2) they are doctrines that have been most significant throughour the
istory of the church and have been important for all Christians at all times; (3)
they are doctrines that have become important for Christians in the present
situation in the history of the church (even though some of these doctrines may
not have been of such great interest earlier in church history). Some examples of
doctrines in the third category would be the doctrine of the inerrancy of Scripture,
&m of baptism in the Holy Spirit, the doctrine of Satan and demons with
Pamicular reference to spiritual warfare, the doctrine of spiritual gifts in the New

ment age, and the doctrine of the creation of man as male and female in
fo the understanding of roles appropriate to men and women today.
* Of their relevance to the contemporary situation, doctrines such as these
feceived more emphasis in the present volume than in most traditional
D00ks of systematic theology.

€ Word dogma 15 an approximate synonym for doctvine, bur | have not used it in this book, Dogma
e Daee often used by Roman Catholic and Lutheran theologians, and the term frequently refers
e thar have official church endorsement. Dogmatic theolggy 1s another term for syematic



