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For example, it was not the mam concem of any New Testament author to
explain such topics as “baprism in the Holy Spirit,” or women’s roles in the
church, or the doctrine of the Trinity, but these are valid areas of concern for us
today, and we must look at all the places in Scripture that have relevance for those
topics (whether those specific terms are mennoned or not, and whether those
themes are of primary concern to cach passage we examine or not) if we are going
to be able to understand and explain ro others “what the whole Bible teaches”
about them.

The only alternative—for we will think something about those subjects—is to
form our opinions haphazardly from a general impression of what we feel to be 2
“piblical” position on each subject, or perhaps to buttress our positions with
careful analysis of one or two relevant texts, yet with no guarantee that those texts
present a balanced view of “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27) on the
subject being considered. In fact this approach—one all too common in
evangelical circles today—could, 1 suppose, be called “unsystematic theology™ or
even “disorderly and random theology™ Such an alternative is too subjective and
too subject to cultural pressures. It tends toward doctrinal fragmentation and
widespread doctrinal uncertainty, leaving the church theologically immature, like
“children. tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine” (Eph.
4:14). :

Concerning the objection about the choice and sequence of topics, there 1s
nothing to prevent us from going to Scripturc to look for answers to any doctrinal
questions, considered in any sequence. The sequence of topics in this book is a very
common one and has been adopted because it is orderly and lends itself well o
learning and teaching. But the chapters could be read in any sequence one wanted
and the conclusions should not be different, nor should the persuasiveness of the
arguments—if they are rightly derived from Scripture—be significantly dimin-
ished. In fact, I suspect thar most readers of this book will not read it through
from chapter 1 to chapter 57, but will begin with the chapters of most interest to
them, and read others later. That does not really matrer, because I have tried o
write the chapters so that they can be read as independent units, and T have added
cross-references to sections in other chapters where relevant. Whether one reads
the chapter on the new heavens and new carth (chapter 57) first or last of
somewhere in between, the arguments will be the same, the Scripture passages
quoted for support will be the same, and the conclusions should be the samc.

E. How Should Christians Study Systematic Theology?

How then should we study systematic theology? The Bible provides some
guidelines for answering this question.

1. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Prayer. If studying systemaric
theology is simply a cerrain way of studying the Bible, then the passages 7
Scrg)turc that talk about the way in which we should study God's Word give
guidance to us in this task. Just as the psalmist prays in Psalm 119:18, “Open m)
eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law,” so we should pray and
seck God's help in understanding his Word. Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 2:14
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chat “the unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they
are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spirirually
Secerned.” Studying theology is therefore a spiritual activity in which we need the
W"f the Holy Spirit.

" No matter how intelligent, if the student does not continue to pray for God to
ﬂghi;n or her an understanding mind and a believing and humble heart, and the

Srudent does not maintain a personal walk with the Lord, then the teachings of
Saripture will be misunderstood and disbelieved, doctrinal error will result, and
the mind and heart of the studenr will not be changed for the better but for the

vorse. Students of systematic theology should resolve at the beginning to keep
their lives free from any disobedience to God or any known sin that would disrupt
their relationship with him. They should resolve to maintain with great regularity
their own personal devotional lives. They should continually pray for wisdom and

erstanding of Scripture,

3 'Sim: it is the Holy Spirit who gives us the ability rightly to understand

ture, we need to realize that the proper thing to do,particularly when we are
snable to understand some passage or some doctrine of Scripture, is to pray for
‘God's help. Often what we need is not more data but more insight into the data
we already have available. This insight is given only by the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor.

3:14; Eph. 1:17-19),

2, We Should Study Systematic Theology With Humility. Peter tells us,
“Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for ‘God
opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble (1 Peter 5:5). Those who
study systemaric theology will learn many things about the teachings of Scripture
that are perhaps not known or not known well by other Christians in their
churches or by relatives who arc older in the Lord than they are. They may also
: ;t::r Mméi :]h':ngs about Scripture that some of their church officers
do not , and that cven their r has perhaps forgo neve
N pasto perhaps forgotten or r
In all of these situations it would be very easy to adopt an attitude of pride or
superiarity toward others who have not made such a study. But how ugly it would
A anyone were to use this knowledge of God’s Word simply to win arguments
Artom dnwn a fellow Christian in conversation, or to make another believer feel
in the Lord’s work. James’ counsel is good for us at this point: “Let

&very man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger, for the anger of man

gwmmrk the righteousness of God” (James 1: 19-20). He tells us that one’s
1g of Scripture is 1o be imparted in humility and love:

i wise and understanding amon ? i i 1 1
L) : g you? By his good lifc let him show his
\in the meckness of wisdom. . . . But the wisdom from above is first pure,

then peaceable, gentle, open to re full of mercy its, wi
Uncerainty o insincerity, And the harv o b viv a e by

incerity. And the harvest of righteousness is sown in by
. who make peace.” (James 3:13, 17-18) B et

= Bl‘hmlogy rightly studied will not lead ro the knowledge that “puffs up”
= 8:1) bur to humility and love for others.



