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Although it is “the study of God,” theology has a reputation for being dry, abstract, and irrelevant for daily living.  

Many Christians assume that we can just experience God in a personal relationship apart from doctrine, but that’s 

impossible.  You cannot experience God without knowing who he is, what he has done, and who you are in relation 

to him.  Even our most basic Christian experiences and commitments are theological. “I just love Jesus,” some say.  

But who is Jesus? And why do you love him? “I just try to live for the Lord.” Is this Lord Yahweh, the Creator and 

Redeemer who reveals himself in Scripture, or an idol? What is this Lord like, what does he approve? What are his 

attributes? And is there any good news to report concerning this God’s actions in our history, or are you just trying 

to be a “good person”? What happens when you die? What’s the future of this world? These are not abstract 

questions, but questions that haunt our hearts and minds from childhood to old age.  We can suppress these 

questions, but we cannot make them go away.  Reality forces us to bump into them. The burden of this book is to 

elaborate the claim that God has revealed answers, though we will not like all of them. 

 

In this regard, Christianity is a unique religion. The starting point and endgame of the Christian faith are distinct 

from every other way people tend to approach religion and spirituality.  Today, especially in the West, most people 

tend to associate religion with the inner realm of the individual soul (mysticism) or with principles for individual 

or social behavior (morality), or perhaps – though less often these days – with intellectual curiosity and speculation 

(philosophy). Mix elements of these three – mysticism, morality, and philosophy – together and stir in a generous 

dose of Yankee pragmatism, and the result is an eclectic soup that is easy to swallow. The goal of life is often 

viewed as some form of personal or collective happiness. If a person can mix in a bit of wisdom from various other 

perspectives to spice thing up, all the better! 

 

The faith that spring from the Bible’s story of God is entirely different. We could even say that it has a different 

horizon. The triune God is the sun on this horizon, and we orient ourselves to this sun, not the other way around. 

Instead of starting with ourselves – our plans, purposes, dreams, and accomplishments – and seeking to learn how 

God can serve our goals and desires, we begin with God, who is life, and who freely created, sustains, and directs 

history to his ends. In this strange new world of the Bible, religion is not something that I can use for my own 

fulfilment. I do not come to Christianity to find truths that confirm me and strengthen my resolve to live better, 

try harder, or make more of myself. Rather, when I encounter the God of the Bible I come to see that my very 

questions are skewed, badly ranked, and disordered – even before I try to give my answers. In other words, the 

Bible is not primarily concerned with me and my quest for personal meaning and fulfilment. It’s a story about God, 

who is good enough to tell us about himself, about ourselves, and about this world, and to give us the true meaning 

of history. Yes, in the process of being swept away into this story, we do indeed find personal meaning and 

fulfilment for ourselves in ways that we could never have imagined, much less arranged. But we don’t get those 

thing by starting with them. Instead, we need a compass to guide us. 

 

A compass orients us. It helps us on our journey by helping us to grasp that the Bible is not chiefly about me and 

my personal experience or morality. Rather, it is the revelation of God and God’s history with us. Its relevance lies 

not in helping the pious individual to attain spiritual well-being, but in the way it actually introduces us to reality. 

It is not a flight away from the world into the inner recesses of the soul, but a completely new existence within 

the world that God has made, sustains, has redeemed, and will one day transform fully and forever into his 

everlasting home. As we shall see, the theology of the Bible leads us away from the high places of the religious, 
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the moral, and the spiritual specialists. It keeps our boots firmly on the ground. Instead of ascending to spiritual 

heights, we meet God in his gracious descent to us. 

 

Like the directions on a compass, there are four coordinates that guide us in our journey to know God:  

• Drama 

• Doctrine 

• Doxology 

• Discipleship 

 

All of our faith and practice arise out of the drama of Scripture, the “big story” that traces the plot of history from 

creation to consummation, with Christ as its Alpha and Omega, beginning and end. And out of the throbbing verbs 

of this unfolding drama God reveals stable nouns – doctrines. From what God does in history we are taught certain 

things about who he is and what it means to be created in his image, fallen, and redeemed, renewed, and glorified 

in union with Christ. As the Father creates his church, in his Son and by his Spirit, we come to realize what this 

covenant community is and what it means to belong to it; what kind of future is promised to us in Christ, and how 

we are to live here and now in the light of it all. The drama and the doctrine provoke us to praise and worship – 

doxology – and together these three coordinates give us a new way of living in the world as disciples. 

 

Unlike the directions on a common compass, all of these coordinates are engaged simultaneously. We do not 

begin our journey in the direction of the drama, then move on to the doctrine and doxology and finally arrive at 

discipleship. Often, as we will see later, doctrinal gold is discovered in Scripture’s rich veins of prayer and praise.  

Doctrines like the Trinity did not emerge out of ivory-tower theorizing, but out of the worship of Jewish Christians 

who acknowledge one God yet were baptized into the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and gave 

praise to each of them as a distinct person of the one God. At no point was doctrine conceived merely as an 

intellectual enterprise. In Scripture and in the best of church history, doctrinal reflection has maintained a deeply 

integrated connection with the biblical narrative, the desire of the heart, and the engagement of the will and the 

body in worship and life. 

 

The Bible knows nothing of any contrast between truth and experience, head and heart, theology and practical 

living. On the contrary, Israel lived out of its unfolding story. Every year when Passover was celebrated, each 

participant was to think of himself or herself as one who had escaped God’s judgment and slavery in Egypt, along 

with the ancient fathers and mothers whom God led through the sea. The children asked, “What does this mean? 

and the parents explained the meaning of the story, not only as the narrative of a mighty act of God in the past, 

but as a living reality that continued to shape their identity. Attentive to the doctrines that arose from this drama, 

and with an entire hymnal that expressed and structured the people’s appropriate response, each generation 

rediscovered itself in this covenantal drama, somewhere between promise and fulfillment. The story of God and 

his history with Israel became their story as well. How did the people know that God was all-powerful and full of 

mercy (i.e., the doctrine)? Without hesitation, they would have spoken of how God had redeemed his people from 

the heavy hand of Pharaoh and promised and even greater exodus in the future (i.e., the drama). An outsider 

might have learned this story by overhearing believers in prayer and in praise: 
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Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever…. Give thanks . . . to him who alone does great 

wonders, for his steadfast love endures forever . . . to him who spread out the earth above the waters, for his steadfast love 

endures forever; to him who made the great lights [sun, moon, and stars], for his steadfast love endures forever . . . to him who 

struck down the firstborn of Egypt . . . and brought Israel out from among them . . . with a strong hand and an outstretched arm, 

for his steadfast love endures forever. (Ps 136:1-12) 

 

God’s mighty acts, which happened apart from them (in the drama), were done for them (identified as doctrine) 

and were now enveloping them (in doxology) and shaping their way of living in the world (discipleship). 

 

The New Testament also begins with a dramatic story of God’s mighty deeds, recounted in the Gospels and Acts. 

In the Epistles, doctrinal explanations explore the significance of these deeds for us here and now, as do early 

liturgical elements (hymns, confessions of sin and faith, and prayers) and commands that specify the sort of life in 

the world that this paradigm shift entails. Paul’s famous Letter to the Romans is densely packed with depth 

charges that explode in our minds and hearts. Even in the first verse, Paul announces that his central focus is “the 

gospel of God,” and this good news is first of all a dramatic story: “the gospel of God, which he promised 

beforehand through his prophets in the holy Scriptures, concerning his Son, who was descended from David 

according to the flesh and was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his 

resurrection from the dead” (vv. 1-4). 

 

Paul unpacks the glories of this gospel – its doctrines. We find our place in the story of God’s gracious covenant. 

From the drama we learn that Christ died and was raised on the third day. And then from the doctrine we discover 

that he “was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Ro 4:25). Like a hiker reaching alpine 

vistas, Paul is provoked by each of these doctrinal arguments to rest a spell and take in the view, yielding to 

exclamations of wonder and praise (8:31-39; 11:33-36). Along the way, the apostle relates doctrine and practice: 

“What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound? By no means!” To explain his answer, 

Paul returns to the drama and doctrine: “How can we who died to sin still live in it? Do you not know that all of us 

who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him by 

baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might 

walk in newness of life” (Ro 6:1-4). Discipleship – through “the renewing of [the] mind” by the word and Spirit – 

now becomes, in the language of the old King James Version, the “reasonable service” offered not to attain God’s 

favor, but in view of the mercies of God (12:1-2). 

 

Drama, doctrine, doxology, and discipleship – the four coordinates of our compass – integrate our faith and 

practice. 

 

 


