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these doctrines. By contrast, it scems to me that ditl'crcn:;cs. over forms of c—h;;l-n by
government (chapter 47) or some details about the Lord’s Supper _(u:hap(t;r . or
the timing of the grear tribulation (chapter 53) concern munor XEFines
Christians who differ over these things can agree on perhaps every other area of
doctrine, can live Christian lives that differ in no important way, and can have
ine fellowship with one another. B
gﬂé)ufmnfn::sc, we ?my find doctrines thar fall somewhere berween “major” and
“minor” according to this standard. For example, Christians may _d.:ﬂ'cr uwc; the
degree of significance that should atrach to the doctrine of baptism (chapter 4 ‘} o
the millennium (chapter 55) or the extent of th.c atonement (chapter 27). Thar is
only natural, because many doctrines have some lnﬂncnc: on other ,cilpctrmcs_ur on
life, but we may differ over whether we think it to be a “significant™ influence. We
could even recognize that there will be a range of significance here and just say
that the more influence a doctrine has on other doctrines and on life, the more
“major” it becomes. This amount of influence may even vary according to the
historical circumstances and needs of the church at any given time. In such cascs,
Christians will need to ask God to give them mature wisdom and wundujudgrqf-m
as they try to determine to what extent a doctrine should be considered *major™
their particular circumstances.

D. A Note on Two Objections to the Study of Systematic Theology

1. “The Conclusions Are “Too Neat’ to be Truc.” Some scholars look with
suspicion at systematic theology when—or even bccausc—lts“ tcachmg:e fit
together in a noncontradictory way. They object that the results are “too neat” and
that systematic theologians must therefore be squeezing the Bible's lcachmgs_ neo
an arnficial mold, distorting the true meaning of Seripture to get an orderly sct of
beliefs,

To this objection two responses can be made: (1) We must ‘ﬁr§t ask the pcnf‘.lc
making the objection to tell us ar what specific points Scri has been
misinterpreted, and then we must deal with the understanding of those passages.
Perhaps mistakes have been made, and in that case there should be corrections.

Yet it is also possible that the objector will have no specific passages in mind, uI
no clearly erroneous inferpretations to point to in the works of the mnbi
responsible evangelical theologians. Of course, incompetent exegesis can be f.muu‘
in the writings of the less competent scholars in any field of biblical studies. m:r
just in systematic theology, bur those “bad examples” constitute an objection n¢
against the scholar’s ficld but against the incompetent scholar himself. s

It is very important that the objector be specific at this point becausc h[- :T
objection is sometimes made by those who—perhaps m]cons'cluusl_\_'—j .-1“"
adopted from our culture a skeptical view of the [nssrbnllr}‘r of ﬁndm'g t{l}l\’f.rbi-‘ y
truc conclusions about anything, even about God from his Word. This kuni ”
skepticism regarding theological truth is especially common n the mmi:cd
university world where “systematic theology™—if it is studied at al‘l_lshmli o
only from the perspectives of philtm’ﬁhical_ theology and historical th“rﬁf
(including perhaps a historical study of the various ideas thar were believe “til'-“
carly Christians who wrote the New Testament, and by other Christians at .
time and throughout church history). In this kind of intellecrual climate the stu
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“systematic theology” as defined in this chapter would be considered

ble, because the Bible would be assumed o be merely the work of many
authors who wrote out of diverse cultures and experiences over the course
more than one thousand vears: trying to find “what the whole Bible reaches”
ut any subject would be thought nearly as hopeless as trying to find “what all
sophers teach™ about some question, for the answer in both cases would be
ught to be not one view but many diverse and often conflicting views. This
cal viewpoint must be rejected by evangelicals who see Scripture as the
ct of human and divine authorship, and therefore as a collection of writings
teach noncontradictory truths about God and about the universe he created.
2) “Second, it must be answered that in God’s own mind. and in the nature of
itself, rrue facts and ideas are all consistent with one another, Therefore if
ve accurately understood the teachings of God in Scriprure we should expect

usions to “fit together” and be mutually consistent. Internal ConsIstency,
18 an argument for, not against, any individual results of systématic theology.

The Choice of Topics Dictates the Conclusions.” Another general objection
ystematic theology concerns the choice and arrangement of topics, and even
et that such topically arranged study of Scripture, using categories sometimes
ent from those found in Scripture itself, is done at all. Why arc these
ical topics treated rather than just the topics emphasized by the biblical
s, and why are the topics aranged in this way rather than in some other
Perhaps—this objection would say—our traditions and our cultures have
determincd the topics we treat and the arrangement of topics, so that the results of
i systematic-theological study of Scripture, though acceptable in our own
dlogical rradition, will in fact be untrue 1o Scripture itsclf,
& variant of this objection is the statement that our starting point often
frmines our conclusions on controversial topics: if we decide to starr with an
sis on the divine authorship of Scripture, for example, we will end up

ship of Scripture, we will end up believing there are some errors in the
Similarly, if we start with an emphasis on God’s sovereigney, we will end up
vinists, but if we start with an cmphasis on man’s ability to make free
fices, we will end up as Arminians,® and so forth. This objection makes it sound
i the most important theological questions could probably be decided by
PPIng a coin to decide where to start, since different and equally valid conclusions

_tnevitably be reached from the different starting points.

Oblem is not to study or teach systematic theology ar all, but to limit our topical
Mies ro the ficld of biblical theology, treating only the topics and themes the
Mical authors themselves emphasize and describing the historical development
these biblical themes through the Bible.
M responsc to this objection, much of the discussion in this chapter abour the
$ssity to teach Seriprure will be relevant. Our choice of topics need not be
aptiicted to the main concerns of the biblical authors, for our goal 1s to find our
8t God requires of s in all arcas of concern to us today,

chaprer 16, pp. 315, 337-51, for @ discussion of the rerms Calvinast and Arsmisian

g in biblical inerrancy, but if we start with an emphasis on the human

¢ who make such an objection often suggest that the best way to avoid this
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