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

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

First, studying theology helps us overcome our wrong tdeas. 1f there were no sin in
our hearts, we could read the Bible from cover to cover and, although we would
not immediately learn everything in the Bible, we would most likely learn only
true things about God and his creation. Every time we read it we would learn
more true things and we would not rebel or refuse to accept anything we found
written there. But with sin in our hearts we retain some rebelliousness against
God. At various points there are—for all of us—biblical teachings which for one
reason or another we do not want to accept. The study of systematic theology is of
help in overcoming those rebellious ideas.

For example, suppose there is someone who does not want to believe that Jesus
is personally coming back to carth again. We could show this person one verse or
perhaps two that speak of Jesus’ return to carth, but the person might still find a
way to evade the force of those verses or read a different meaning into them. But if
we collect twenty-five or thirty verses that say that Jesus is coming back to carth
personally and write them all out on paper, our friend who hesitated to belicve n
Christ’s return is much more likely to be persuaded by the breadth and diversity of
biblical evidence for this doctrine. Of course, we all have areas like that, arcas
where our understanding of the Bible’s teaching is inadequate. In these areas, it is
helpful for us to be confronted with the toral weight of the teaching of Scripture on
that subject, so that we will more readily be persuaded even against our initial
wrongful inclinations.

Second, studying systematic theology helps us to be able to make better decisions
later on new questions of doctrine that may arise. We cannot know what new
doctrinal controversies will arise in the churches in which we will live and minister
ten, twenty, or thirty years from now, if the Lord does not return before then.
These new doctrinal controversies will sometimes include questions that no one
has faced very carefully before. Christians will be asking, “What does the whole
Bible say about this subject?” (The precise nature of biblical inerrancy and the
appropriate understanding of biblical teaching on gifts of the Holy Spirit are two
examples of questions that have arisen in our century with much more forcefulness
than ever before in the history of the church,)

Whatever the new doctrinal controversies are in future years, those who have
learned systematic theology well will be much better able to answer the new
questions that arise. The reason for this is that everything that the Bible says 18
somchow related to everything clse the Bible says (for it all fits rogether i 3
consistent way, at least within God’s own understanding of reality, and in the
nature of God and creation as they really are). Thus the new question will be
related to much that has already been learned from Scriprure. The. more
thoroughly that carlier material has been learned, the berter able we will be to deal
with those new questions.

This benefit extends even more broadly. We face problems of applying Scriptur¢
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to life in many more contexts than formal doctrinal discussions. What does the
1 teach about husband-wife relationships? About raising children? About
wimessing to a friend at work? What Pmﬂ“ does Scripture give us for studying
Pw, or economics, or the na sciences? How does it guide us in
money, or in saving, or in tthing? In every area of inquiry certain
principles will come to bear, and those who have learned well the
m;g] teachings of the Bible will be much better able to make decisions thar
e ing to God.
m& helpful analogy at this point is that of a jigsaw puzzle. If the puzzle represents
“what whole Bible teaches us roday about everything” then a course in
Wm theology would be like filling in the border and some of the major
items pictured in the puzzie. But we will never know everything that the Bible
reaches about everything, so our jigsaw puzzle will have many gaps, many picces
that remain to be put in. Solving a new real-life problem is analogous to filling in

_another section of the jigsaw puzzle: the more pieces one has in place correctly to

begin with, the casicr it is to fit new pieces in, and the less apt one’is to make
mistakes. In this book the goal is to enable Christians to put into their “theological
saw puzzle™ as many picces with as much accuracy as possible, and ro encourage
1ans to go on putting in more and more correct picces for the rest of their
lives, The Christian doctrines studied here will acr as guidelines to help in the

filling in of all other arcas, arcas that pertain to all aspects of truth in all aspects of
life. pe pe pe

~ Third, studying systematic theology will belp us grow as Christians. The more we

know about God, about his Word, about his relationships to the world and

mankind, the better we will trust him, the more fully we will praise him, and the
more readily we will obey him. Studying systematic theology rightly will make us
more mature Christians. If it does not do this, we are not studying it in the way
inteny

In fact, the Bible often connects sound doctrine with maturity in Christian
18 Paul speaks of “the teaching which accovds with godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3) and
ays that his work as an apostle is “to further the faith of God’s elect and their
knowledge of the truth which accords with godiines™ (Titus 1:1). By contrast, he
!ﬂﬂhﬂ that all kinds of disobedience and immorality are “contrary to sound
doctrine” (1 Tim. 1:10).

. In connection with this idea it is appropriate to ask what the difference is
hﬂwﬁﬂa “major doctrine” and a “mmnor doctrine.” Chnistians often say they
E~b seck agreement in the church on major doctrines bur also to allow for

on minor doctrines. I have found the following guideline useful:
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A major doctrine is one that has a significant impact on our rthinking abourt other

SOSmnes, or that has a significant impact on how we live the Christian life. A minor

doctrine wine is one that has very little impact on how we think abour other doctrines,

and very little impact on how we live the Christian life.

BY this standard doctrines such as the authority of the Bible (chapter 4), the
Iy (chapter 14), the deity of Christ (chapter 26), justification by faith

Tr 36), and many others would rightly be considered major doctrines.

P Who disagree with the historic evangelical understanding of any of these

Hnes will have wide arcas of difference with evangelical Christians who affirm




