
DOCTRINAL STUDY | AN INTRODUCTION 

 

Page | 1  

 

TRAILHEAD | Psalm 16:11 and John 17:3 

Psalm 16:11 – You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand 

are pleasures forevermore. 

John 17:3 – And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. 

RABBIT TRAIL | Psalm 19 and Romans 1:18-23 

 

CHARTING OUR COURSE 

� An Introduction to Systematic Theology 

� Bibliology: Study of the Bible 

� Theology Proper: Study of God 

� Christology: Study of Christ 

� Pneumatology: Study of the Holy Spirit 

� Angelology: Study of Angels, Satan, and Demons 

� Anthropology: Study of Man and Sin (Hamartiology) 

� Soteriology: Study of Salvation 

� Ecclesiology: Study of the Church 

� Eschatology: Study of Last Things 

 

REASONS FOR STUDYING DOCTRINE

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.1

 

� Doctrine is expected to be an active part of our lives (encouraged to engage)   

[Deuteronomy 6; First Timothy 4:13, 16; Second Timothy 3:16-17; 4:2; Matthew 28:19-20] 

� Doctrine enhances our worship  

[Matthew 15:8-9; John 4:20-24; Revelation 4-5 and 7:9-17]  

� Doctrine makes our witness more effective 

[First Peter 3:15; Titus 1:9 (context: 1:10-16); First Timothy 3:16] 

� Doctrine enables us to discern truth from error  

[First Timothy 1:3-7; 6:3; John 8:31-32; Second John 9-11] 

� Doctrine allows us to know and enjoy our God personally and corporately  
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APPROACHES TO STUDYING DOCTRINE2 

 

1) Biblical Theology: Exegetical in its nature, biblical theology draws its material exclusively from the Bible; 

stressing the historical circumstances to examine and systematize the theology within a given period. It 

traces the progress of revelation while focusing on a particular era or writer. 

 

2) Systematic Theology: Systematic comes from the Greek verb sunistano, which means “to stand together” 

or “to organize”; hence, systematic theology emphasizes the arranging of theology from any and every 

source, with primary focus on the biblical text. 

 

3) Historical Theology: The unfolding of Christian theology throughout the centuries; it is cognizant of the 

development, growth, and changes of Christian theology. 

 

4) Dogmatic Theology: Dogma comes from a word meaning “that which is held as an opinion” and may 

denote a doctrine derived from Scripture, formally stated and declared authoritative by a church. 

Dogmatic theology is normally understood to denote the study of a creedal system as developed by a 

denomination or a theological movement. Thus, such statements were binding on Christians. 

 

5) Contemporary Theology: The study of Christian doctrine and trends as it is understood and practiced by 

various groups roughly covering the twentieth century to today. 

 

 

Biblical Systematic  Historical Dogmatic Contemporary 
Introductions to 

Theology: Biblical, 

Old Covenant, and 

New Covenant 

Introduction to 

Systematic 

Theology 

Introduction to 

Historical Theology 

Introduction to 

Dogmatic Theology 

Introduction to 

Contemporary 

Theology 

Edenic Era Bibliology Ancient Calvinistic Liberal 

Noahic Era Theology Proper Medieval Arminian Neoorthodox 

Patriarchal Era Christology Reformation Covenant Radical 

Mosaic Era Pneumatology Modern Dispensational Socialist 

Monarchical Era Angelology  Roman Catholic Catholic 

Prophetic Era Anthropology   Conservative 

Synoptics (Gospels) Soteriology   Evangelical Feminism 

Acts Ecclesiology   Charismatic 

James Eschatology   Emerging Church 

Paul    Postmodern 

Hebrews    Post-Evangelical 

Peter and Jude    Reformed 

John     
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Exegesis

•"What does the text mean?"

Biblical Theology

•"Point-in-time"/Book 
dependent

Systematic Theology

•Categories/Connected

SEQUENCE OF BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 
 

 
 

 

CONTRASTS BETWEEN BIBLICAL AND SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGIES 
 

Biblical Theology Systematic Theology 
Restricts its study to the Scripture Seeks truth from Scripture and from any source 

outside the Bible 

Examines the parts of Scripture Examines the whole of Scripture 

Compiles information on a doctrine from a specific 

writer (e.g., John or Paul) or a particular era (e.g., 

Abrahamic, Mosaic, prophetic) 

Compiles information on a doctrine by correlating all 

the Scriptures 

Seeks to understand why or how a doctrine 

developed 

Seeks to understand what was ultimately written 

Seeks to understand the process as well as the result 

– the product 

Seeks to understand the result – the product 

Views the progress of revelation in different areas (as 

in Edenic, Noahic) 

Views the culmination of God’s revelation 

Charts adapted from Paul Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology 

 

What is Systematic Theology? 

Defined:  

� “The term theology is derived from the Greek theos, meaning ‘God,’ and logos, meaning ‘word’ or 

‘discourse’; hence, ‘discourse about God.’”3 

� “Systematic theology emphasizes the systematization of theology.”4 

� Synonyms = Organization, classification, categorizing, arrangement 

 

Distinction: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Conclusion: Dogmatic Theology - Label 

Exegesis Biblical Theology Systematic Theolgogy
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THE COMPASS OF OUR THEOLOGY5: Coordinates that guide our journey to know God and make him known 

 

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 fulfillment.  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 fulfillment.  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 

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

things 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. As we shall see, the theology of the Bible leads us away from the high places of the religious, 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. 

 

� Drama (The Storyline) — 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, the 

beginning and the end.  Everything we learn about God and the Bible is situated somewhere along the 

line of this unfolding drama.  As we work through different theological concepts, we must keep an eye on 

where and how they fit into the big Story. 

 

A modern myth is that we outgrow stories.  

When someone asks us to explain who we are, 

we tell a story.  Furthermore, we interpret our 

personal narratives as part of a larger plot.  Who 

are we?  Why are we here?  Where are we 

going?  What’s the point?  Is there a God and if 

so, can we know him?  Why is there evil in the 

world?  The biggest questions, demanding the 

most rigorous intellectual analysis, are really 

doctrines that arise from a particular story that 

we either assume or embrace with explicit 

conviction. The Christian answers these big 

questions by rehearsing the Story of the triune 

God in creation, the fall of the creatures he 

made in his own image, the promise of a redeemer through Israel, and the fulfillment of all types and 

shadows in the incarnation, life, death, resurrection, ascension, and return of Jesus Christ.  The Apostles’ 

and Nicene creeds are not just a list of key doctrines; they are a confession in the form of a story, our 

shared testimony to the most significant facts of reality.6 

WORLDVIEW:  All of our worldviews are stories. 

 

PLOT: God’s mighty acts in history are not myths that 

symbolize timeless truths; they create the unfolding plot 

within which our lives and destinies find the proper 

coordinates. 

 

GOSPEL: The gospel is the Story that interprets all other 

stories, and the lead character is the Lord over all other 

lords. 
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� Doctrine (Orthodoxy) — What truths (teaching) do we see on 

display within the pages of Scripture that shape what we believe, 

how we view our lives, how we understand and interact with God?  

How has God revealed himself?  Who is God?  How do we relate to 

him?  How do we relate to others? 

 

As an effective communicator, God tells us what he is going to do, 

does it, then tells us what he did. Doctrine summarizes these divine 

accomplishments.  As Paul Ricoeur noted, doctrine keeps the 

narrative from slipping into the past; it includes the meaning of 

these events for us now and into the future.7 

 

Separated from its dramatic narrative, doctrine becomes abstract, 

like mathematical axioms.8 
 

� Doxology (Life of Worship) — We are worshipers, period.  How we respond 

to God through his self-revelation will reveal who or what we worship.  

How does the doctrine in this unfolding drama impact us today? 

 

Sound doctrine fuels worship, not sectarian strife.  When the apostle 

Paul reaches the threshold of God’s majesty in these doxologies [Ro 8:31 and 

11:33-36], he no longer asks and answers questions but worships the God 

who eludes comprehension.9 

 

� Discipleship (Orthopraxy/Orthopathy) — The Christian life and 

experience is completely absorbed in the gospel – the person and work of 

Jesus Christ. The disciple (follower of Jesus) is on a lifelong pilgrimage to know and enjoy God.  As the 

disciple grows in the grace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus and the implications of the gospel, he begins 

to live from his position in Christ rather than for it.  Right practice and feeling are consequences of right 

belief – they are an overflow of truth. As the Spirit of God takes the word of God and does the work of 

God in our lives, what we learn will have direct impact on the way we relate to God (in the vertical) and 

others (on the horizontal). 

 

Unless we are relocated from the stories of this fading age 

to our identity in Christ and begin to understand the 

implications of this new script, our discipleship will be 

little more than moralism.  Merely imitating Christ’s 

example is different from being united to Christ through 

faith, bearing fruit of his resurrection life.  It is the creed 

that gives rise to praise and therefore to informed and 

heartfelt love, service, and witness to our neighbors in the 

world.  Doctrine severed from practice is dead; practice 

severed from doctrine is just another form of self-

salvation and self-improvement.10 

 

 

 

Describes what 

He's going to 
do.

Does it.

Tells us what He 

did.

…theology is done best in community 

and conversation rather than in lonely 

isolation. Theology is always done for 

and by the church. 

-Horton 

After summarizing his 

interpretation of scriptural 

teaching, Calvin exhorts us to 

adore the mystery rather 

than attempt to grasp it. 

-Horton 
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As individual believers and as churches, we are always prone to fall away unless we are brought back by the Spirit 

to the Word.  Therefore, we always need a theology grounded in that Word in dependence on the Spirit.  The 

study of Christian doctrine is always an indispensable enterprise for the faith and practice of the whole church—

not only for academics or even pastors, but for the whole communion of saints.  Everyone who confesses the 

creed should always be growing in his or her understanding of its depth and implications.  The alternative to this 

growth in the knowledge and grace of Christ is not pious experience or good works but gradual assimilation to the 

powers of this passing evil age.11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objective Truth:

• Immutable/Unchanging

• Universal/Global

• Eternal/Timeless

• Singular/Unique

Subjective Experience:

• Changes

• Isolated/Geographical

• Temporal

• Plural/Common

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE AND OBJECTIVE TRUTH? 

MEANING PRINCIPLE APPLICATION

THE MOVEMENT FROM OBJECTIVE TO SUBJECTIVE: 

The further we move from the meaning and toward application, 

the more subjective it becomes. 
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ON ADVENTURE WITH GOD IN SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 

 

Vince Lambardi is credited with saying, “The 

man on top of the mountain didn’t fall there.” 

In all but extreme cases Vince was right.  

However, we are often under the impression that arriving 

at the destination is what it’s all about.  Start at the 

trailhead, consult the map, plot your coordinates, and go! 

The goal is only determined successful when we find 

ourselves standing on top of the mountain enjoying the 

summit. The apex of the adventure is breathtaking, and yet 

no one lives on the mountain top.  Life is experienced while 

navigating from the base to the summit and back.  Life happens while on the journey.  The adventure doesn’t 

start and stop at the summit.  In all of life we experience the adventure. The summit may be the most breathtaking 

experience in our lives – altering everything from that point forward; an experience shaping the rest of one’s life. 

As we consider this study of systematic theology, we must see Jesus (the gospel) as the summit, apex, the height 

of the biblical narrative by which everything else is oriented.  The entire storyline of Scripture is a journey leading 

to the summit of Golgotha – an experience forever altering everything. 

 

The biblical narrative is ranges with mountains where man has encountered the living God. A highlight reel of such 

encounters includes Abraham (Gen. 22), Moses (Ex. 3; 19-20; 32-34), Elijah (1 Kings 19), Peter, James, and John 

(Matt. 17; 2 Pet. 1:16-21), Jesus (John 19), and Jesus with His disciples (Acts 1:6-12); culminating with a glimpse 

into the future from a high mountain in Revelation 21:9-27.   

 

Such pivotal moments provide clarity and perspective, however, not one of those men found themselves in such 

a position by following Lambardi’s quote of determination and perseverance, apart from Jesus (Luke 9:51-56). In 

every instance, man did not scale the heights to encounter God but was met by Him as He graciously 

condescended, as He stooped to reveal Himself to them. The greatest example being the incarnation of Christ. 

 

In our pursuit to know and enjoy God, we must ever be mindful that we only know Him because He has made 

Himself known; we only pursue Him because He has first pursued us; our enjoyment of Him is by His gracious 

invitation.  As we continue on this adventure, the journey must not be overlooked as merely a means to an end – 

the destination and the journey are both to be enjoyed, for Jesus is the substance of both. Therefore, from every 

angle and vantage point possible the apex of the gospel is to be celebrated and enjoyed. 

 

ORIENTING OUR COMPASS TO TRUE NORTH 

 

� DRAMA: As we embark on this adventure in systematic theology, let us keep an eye on how and where 

each study fits into the overarching narrative of Scripture. Let us be mindful that Jesus is the centerpiece 

of this story and that we have been invited to share in the journey. 

� DOCTRINE: How do the truths discovered impact our worldview?  

� DOXOLOGY: How does the doctrine in this unfolding drama shape our worship of God today? 

� DISCIPLESHIP: How does the doctrine impact life on the horizontal? How does right thinking overflow into 

our actions and feelings? 
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1 Michael Horton, Pilgrim Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 14 
2 Paul Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology (Chicago: Moody, 2014), [definitions paraphrased] 

 For further study on a particular approach explore this resource on the following pages: 

a) Biblical Theology pp.23-148 

b) Systematic Theology pp.151-435 

c) Historical Theology pp.439-501 

d) Dogmatic Theology pp.505-585 

e) Contemporary Theology pp.589-736 
3 Paul Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology (Chicago: Moody, 2014), 151. 
4 Ibid., 151 
5 Michael Horton, Pilgrim Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 15-18. 
6 Michael Horton, The Christian Faith (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 14. 
7 Ibid., 20. 
8 Ibid., 21. 
9 Ibid., 23. 
10 Ibid., 24. 
11 Ibid., 26. 

                                                           


