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Finally, what is the difference between systematic theology and Christian ethics?
Although there is inevitably some overlap between the study of theology and ‘t]‘_u:
study of ethics, I have tried to maintain a distinction in emphasis. The cmph_asu.».l of
systematic theology is on what God wants us to believe and to know, while the
c'mphasis in Christian cthics 1s on what God wants us to do ;{nd what nmmdcs he
wants us to have. Such a distinction is reflected in the following definition

© Christian ethics is any study that answers the question, “What does God require us to do
| and what attitudes does he vequsive us to have today?” with vegard to any given situation,

/ focuses on ideas while ethics focuses on situations in life. Theology
—t[c'hlll.:s u? Eﬂt\?g\ic should think while ethics tells us how we should live. A textbook
on ethics, for example, would discuss topies such as marnage and dllvora.:, lying
and telling the truth, stealing and ownership of property, abortion, birth control,
homosexuality, the role of civil government, discipline of children, capital
punishment, war, care for the poor, racial discrimination, and so forth. OFf coursc
there is some overlap: theology must be applicd to life (therefore it is often ethical
to some degree). And ethics must be based on proper ideas of God and his world
(thercfore it is theological to some degree). i -
This book will emphasize systematic theology, though it will not hesitate 1o
apply theology to life where such application comes readily. Still, for a thorough
treatment of Christian ethics, another textbook similar ro this in scope would be
necessary.

B. Initial Assumptions of This Book

We begin with two assumptions or presuppositions: (1) that the Bible is truc
and thar lgt is, in fact, our unlypabsulutc Emndan:l of trqth; (2) that the God who 1s
spoken of in the Bible exists, and that he is who the Bible says he is: the Creator nl
heaven and carth and all things in them. These two cfm:sul:»posm-:mst of course, iu_t
always open to later adjustment or modification or deeper confirmation, but ar this
point, these two assumptions form the point ar which we begin.

C. Why Should Christians Study Theology?

Why should Christians study systematic theology? That is, why should 'w-\;
engage in the process of collecting and summarizing the teachings .t‘)f ni.l:m(':
individual Bible passages on particular topics? Why is it not sufficient simply ¢
continue reading the Bible regularly every day of our lives?

1. The Basic Reason. Many answers have been given to this qucstiur:: but 100
often they leave the impression that systematic theology somehow can :_rnpnl:-l\:“
on the Bible by doing a better job of organizing its teachings or explaining t.it- ;
more clearly than the Bible itsclf has done. Thus we may begin implicitly to ¢ m‘_r
the clariry of Scripture (sce chapter 6) or the sufficiency of Scriprure (se¢ chapre
S}i-lowcvcr. Jesus commanded his disciples and now commands us also to reach
belicvers to obscrve all that he commanded:

-
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Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, zeaching them to obscrve all that T have

pommanded you; and lo, 1 am with you always, to the close of the age. (Matt.
28:19-20)

w to teach all thar Jesus commanded, in a narrow sense, is simply to teach the
atent of the oral teaching of Jesus as it is recorded in the gospel narratives,
vever, in a broader sense, “all that Jesus commanded” includes the interpreta-
and application of his life and teachings, because in the book of Acts it is
mplicd that it contains a narrative of what Jesus continued to do and teach
irough the apostles after his resurrection (note thar 1:1 speaks of “all that Jesus
ggan to do and teach™). “All that Jesus commanded” can also include the Epistles,
since they were written under the supervision of the Holy Spirit and were also
ansidered to be a “command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37; see also John 14:26;
:13; 1 Thess. 4:15; 2 Peter 3:2; and Rev. 1:1-3). Thus in a larger sense, “all
it Jesus commanded” includes all of the New Testament.

Furthermore, when we consider that the New Testament writings endorse the
psolure confidence Jesus had in the authority and reliability of the Old Testament
rptures as God’s words (see chapter 4), and when we realize that the Now

tstament epistles also endorse this view of the Old Testament as absolutely
ithoritative words of God, then it becomes evident that we cannot teach “all that

sus commanded” without including all of the Old Testament (rightly under-

Do in the various ways in which it applics to the new covenant age in the

Story of redemption) as well,

¢ task of fulfilling the Grear Commission includes therefore not only
angelism bur also teaching. And the rask of teaching all that Jesus commanded us
jin a broad sense, the task of teaching what the whole Bible says to us today. To
ectively reach ourselves and to teach others whar the whole Bible says, it is
essary 10 wllect and summarize all the Seripture passages on a particular subject.

For cxample, if someone asks me, “What does the Bible teach about Christs

urn?” I could say, “Just keep reading your Bible and you'll find out.” But if the

lestioner begins reading at Genesis 1:1 it will be a long time before he or she
fids the answer to his question. By that time many other questions will have
feded answers, and his list of unanswered questions will begin to grow very long
‘ fieed. What does the Bible teach abour the work of the Holy Spirit> What does
€ Bible teach abour prayer? What does the Bible teach about sin? There simply is
bt time in our lifetimes to read through the entire Bible looking for an answer for
drselves every time a doctrinal question arises, Therefore, for us to learn what the
(8Ible says, it is verv helpful to have the benefit of the work of others who have
Marched through Scripture and found answers to these various topics,

We can teach others most effectively if we can direcr them to the most relevant
Ssages and suggest an appropriate summary of the teachings of those passages.
fen the person who questions us can inspect those passages quickly for himself
herself and learn much more rapidly what the teaching of the Bible is on a
irticular subject. Thus the necessity of systematic theology for teaching what the
ble says comes about primarily because we are finite in our memory and in the
nount of tme at our disposal.

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



