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go about using the Bible to research its teachings on some new subject, perhaps
one not discussed explicitly in any of his or her systematic theology textbooks:

The process would look like this: (1) Find all the relevant verses. The best help
in this step is a good concordance, which enables one to look up key words angd
find the verses in which the subject is treated. For example, in studying what i
means that man is created in the image and likeness of God, one needs to find al|
the verses in which “image” and “likeness™ and “create” occur. (The words “man®
and “God” occur too often to be usetul for a concordance search. ) In studying the
doctrine of prayer, many words could be looked up (pray, prayer, intercede, petition,
supplication, confess, confession, praise, thanks, thanksgiving, ct al.)—and perhaps the
list of verses would grow too long to be manageable, so that the student would
have to skim the concordance entries without looking up the verses, or the scarch
would probably have to be divided into sections or limited n some other way.
Verses can also be found by thinking through the overall history of the Bible and
then turning to sections where there would be information on the topic at hand —
for example, a student studying prayer would want to read passages like the one
about Hannah's prayer for a son (in 1 Sam. 1), Solomon’s prayer at the
dedication of the temple (in 1 Kings 8), Jesus' prayer in the Garden of
Gethsemane (in Matt. 26 and parallels), and so forth. Then in addition tw
concordance work and reading other passages that one can find on the subject,
checking the relevant sections 1n some systematic theology books will often bring
to light other verses that had been missed, sometimes because none of the key
words used for the concordance were in those verses.!!

(2) The second step is to read, make notes on, and try to summarize the points
made in the relevant verses. Sometimes a theme will be repeated often and the
summary of the various verses will be relatively casy. Ar other times, there will be
verses difficult to understand, and the student will need to take some time to study
a verse in depth (just by reading the verse in context over and over, or by using
specialized tools such as commentaries and dictionaries) until a satisfactory
understanding is reached.

(3) Finally, the reachings of the various verses should be summarized into on¢
or more points that the Bible affirms about that subject. The summary does not
have to take the exact form of anyone else’s conclusions on the subject, because we
cach may see things in Seripture that others have missed, or we may organize the
subject differently or cmpﬂasin' different things.

On the other hand, at this point it is also helpful to read related sections, if aY
can be found, in several systematic theology books. This provides a useful check
against error and oversight, and often makes one aware of alternative perspectives
and arguments that may cause us to modify or strengthen our position. It 3
student finds that others have argued for strongly differing conclusions, then thest
other views need to be stared fairly and then answered. Sometimes other theology
books will alert us to historical or philosophical considerations that have been

U1 have read a number of student papers telling me that John's gospel says nothing about how
Christians should pray, for example, because they looked at a concordance and found thar the W¢ o

pyer was not in John, and the word pray only occurs four times in reference to Jesus praying in I¢ “i
14, 16, and 17, They ovetlooked the fact that John contains several important verses where the wort
ask rather than the word pray is used (John 141314, 15:7, 16; ct al).
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iced before in the history of the church, and these will provide additional insight
ar Wwarnings against error.
o nrocess outlined above is possible for any Christian who can read his or her
Bible and can look up words in a concordance. Of course people will become
faster and more accurate in this process with time and expenience and Christian
marurity, but it would be a rremendous help to the church if Christians gencerally
would give much more time to searching out topics in Scripture for themselves
and drawing conclusions in the way outlined above. The joy of discovery of
biblical themes would be richly rewarding. Especually pastors and those who lead
Bible studies would find added freshness in their understanding of Seripture and

in their teaching.

6. We Should Study Systematic Theology With Rejoicing and Praise. The
study of theology is not merely a theoretical exercise of the intellect. It is a study of
the living God. and of the wonders of all his works in creation and redemption.
We cannot study this subject dispassionately! We must lave allthat God is, all that
e says and all thar he does. “You shall love the Loro your God with all your
m::zs(Dcm 6:5). Our response to the study of the theology of Scripture should

psalmist who said, “How precious to me are your thoughts, O
God!™ (Ps. 139:17). In the study of the reachings of God's Word, it should nor
surprise us if we often find our hearts spontancously breaking forth in expressions

‘of praise and delight like those of the psalmist:

The precepts of the Lorp are right,
rejoicing the heart. (Ps. 19:8)

In the way of your tesnmonies 1 delight
as much as in all riches. (Ps. 119:14)

How sweet are your words to my taste,
sweeter than honey to my mouth! (Ps. 119:103)

Your testimonics are my heritage for ever;

yea, they are the joy of my heart. (Ps. 119:111)
I rejoice at your word

like one who finds great spoil. (Ps. 119:162)

in the study of theology the response of the Christian should be similar to
Paul in reflecting on the long theological argument that he has just
fed ar the end of Romans 11:32. He breaks forth into joyful praise at the
$ of the doctrine which God has enabled him to express:

ﬂ:c depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How
Hiscarchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!

“For who has known the mind of the Lord,

or who has been his counselor?™

“Or who has given a gift to him
that he might be repaid?”

Fis 5 ﬁ.'om him and through him and to him are all things. To him be
Y for ever. Amen. (Rom. 11:33—36).




