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I. Introduction II. Theologian

� Luther, What makes a theologian – oratio (prayer), 
meditatio (meditation), and tentatio (trial, 
temptation): “Prayer, meditation, and trial make the 
theologian.”

Herman Witsius (1636-1708), On the Character of a True Theologian –
Dutch pastor and theologian

� “By a theologian, I mean one who, imbued with a 
substantial knowledge of divine things derived from 
the teaching of God Himself, declares and extols, not 
in words only, but by the whole course of his life, the 
wonderful excellences of God and thus lives entirely 
for His glory” (p. 27).

� “For no one teaches well unless he has first learned 
well; no one learns well unless he learns in order to 
teach.  And both learning and teaching are vain and 
unprofitable, unless accompanied by practice” (p. 
28).
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III. Theology

Walter Kaiser

� “To ignore any part of the Word of God today is to 
create a seedbed for heresy in the next generation –
or to generate the need for a parachurch ministry.”

� Theology of glory vs. a theology of the cross. 
(Heidelberg Disputation, 1518)

John M. Frame, “Studying Theology as a Servant of Jesus”

� The best way to define theology, in my view, is as the application of the whole 
Bible to the whole of human life.  Theology is not an attempt to articulate our 
feelings about God (Schleiermacher), but neither is it merely an attempt to 
state the objective truth, or to put the truth in “proper order” (Hodge), for 
Scripture already does those things perfectly well.  Theology is, rather, teaching 
the Bible for the purpose of meeting human needs.  It answers human 
questions, tries to relieve doubts, applies texts to life-situations.

� So theology is not self-sufficient.  It depends on the maturity of your Christian 
life, as the maturity of your Christian life depends on theology.  Growth in grace 
will make you a better theologian, and becoming a better theologian will help 
you grow in grace.

� So theology is part of our discipleship.  It is part of the Christian life that 
nurtures all the rest of life.  And as part of life, we should carry it out in 
obedience to Scripture.  In these ways, theology is a spiritual task.

� “Whoever is not satisfied with Christ alone, strives after something beyond 
absolute perfection.” John Calvin, Commentary on John, vol. 18, p. 84.

The Elements of Christian Theology: Four 

Features

� Biblically Grounded (=Normativity of the Biblical 
text).  

� Historically Informed (=Role of church history 
and tradition – situation).  Sola Scriptura does not 
imply that we are to become individual interpreters 
who bypass the contributions of past theological 
reflection.

� Contemporary Engagement
(=Contextualization).  

� Lived Out (=Practical; Real-World).

How Should We Study Theology? (cf. Wayne Grudem, 
Systematic Theology, 32ff)

� With Prayer and Persistence - Ps 119:18; 1 Cor 2:14; 
Eph 1:17-19; 2 Pet 3:15-16; 2 Tim 2:15; Ps 1:2.

� With Humility and Obedience (1 Pt 5:5; Heb 5:11-
6:2).
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How Should We Study Theology? (cf. Wayne Grudem, 
Systematic Theology, 32ff)

� With Help From Others.  A Christian leader/pastor must he 
a reader – theology works, historical studies, exegetical 
commentaries, biblical-theological works, apologetics, 
books and analysis of contemporary culture.  We are to 
learn from the insights of others.  Just listen to the great 
preachers/leaders of the past – Spurgeon, Lloyd-Jones, 
Puritans.  They all encourage us to read.  Remember the 
primary responsibility of the pastor is to study Scripture 
and pray.  When we leave our responsibilities, we then get 
pulled into everything else, and the church suffers.  I am 
not advocating hiding in your study.  But there is no 
substitute to the ministry of the Word and prayer (Acts 
6:4).

How Should We Study Theology? (cf. Wayne Grudem, 
Systematic Theology, 32ff)

� With Rejoicing/Praise.  All you have to do is read the 
Psalms and you will find that the study of God and 
his word leads to praise/worship (Ps 19:8; 
119:14,103, 111,162; 139:17).  Or just think of the 
apostle Paul.  Often in the most profoundest 
discussion of doctrine he turns to doxology and 
praise (Rom 11:33-36; Eph 1:3-14).

9 Marks Ministries info@9marks.org June 2005 eNewsletter Volume 2, Issue 5

“What is the Discipline of Biblical Theology?” By Graeme Goldsworthy

Mutual Interdependence of the Theological Disciplines

1. Text

2. Exegesis 

3. Biblical Theology

4. Systematic Theology

5. Historical Theology

6. Practical Theology 

7. Theological Presuppositions

IV. Contemporary Theology

� Irenic Theology

� Polemic Theology (cf. Roger Nicole, “How to Deal 
with Those Who Differ from Us”: What do I owe the 
person, what can I learn from this person, how can I 
cope with this person)

� Humble Orthodoxy

� HumbleOrthodoxy

Theology at a Glance

� Gene Edward Veith, Postmodern Times: A Christian 
Guide to Contemporary Thought and Culture
(Wheaton: Crossway, 1994), “Postmodern 
Christianity,” (p. 214), quoting from Michael S. 
Horton, “Theology at a Glance,”Modern 
Reformation 2/1 (January/February 1993), p. 33, in 
which he explains the new theology through a series 
of contrasts between “classical Christianity” and 
“postmodern Christianity”:
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Classical Christianity vs. Postmodern Christianity

� Theology Proper –
transcendence: God is 
immutable, omnipotent, 
omniscient 

� Hamartiology – the 
whole human race is 
fallen in Adam into 
corruption and 
condemnation 
(condition, nature)

� Theology Proper –
immanence: God is 
dynamic, capable of 
change, in partnership 
with His creation

� Hamartiology – we are 
only culpable for the acts 
of sin we perform, no 
culpability in 
Adam/imputed sin (sin is 
an act)

Classical Christianity vs. Postmodern Christianity

� Soteriology – We must 
be saved from our 
condemnation due to our 
sin.

� Soteriology – there is 
no salvation apart from 
faith in the atoning work 
of Christ.

� Soteriology – we must 
be saved from our 
ignorance (basically of 
the fact that God loves 
us).

� Soteriology – many are 
saved apart from faith in 
Christ.

Classical Christianity vs. Postmodern Christianity

� Christology – Christ is 
our sacrifice.

� Eschatology –
immortality in heaven or 
hell.

� Center – the glory of 
God.

� Christology – Christ is 
our example.

� Eschatology –
annihilation of the 
wicked, heaven for 
everyone else.

� Center –the happiness 
of man.

Mark of the Last Days – False Teaching (Doctrine 

and Theology)

1 Timothy 4:1

2 Timothy 3:1-5

2 Timothy 4:3-4

Polarized Person

Like much thinking today, issues are polarized in an 
either-or format.  This means that as we respond to 
people and issues we are 

EITHER

� Kind and irenic

OR

� Pugnagious and argumentative

Yet consider Paul –

� Compare/contrast his words in Galatians 5:22-23 
with Galatians 1:8-9; 2:11-13; 3:1; 5:12

� Compare/contrast his words in Titus 3:2 with Titus 
3:9-11, 12-14
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Gospel Issue

This is a gospel issue, an issue of Jesus Christ!

2 Corinthians 11:3

Jude 3-4

V. Theological/Doctrinal 
Essentials and Non-Essentials

Theological Triage (with thanks to Al Mohler)

� Primary or essential doctrines – gospel or 
soteriological essentials, orthodox, evangelical, mere 
Christianity

� Secondary doctrines – those issues that might be 
different between different denominations

� Tertiary doctrines – those issues that might be 
different between different local churches

DRAWING DOCTRINAL LINES: Where? And How?

How do we distinguish between the Essentials and the Non-essentials of the Faith?

Michael P. Andrus

I would propose that there are at least four levels of theological thought. Again, 
these are general categories only and the names attached to them are somewhat 
arbitrary:

1. Dogma (scientific law)

2. Doctrine (scientific principle)

3. Theory (scientific theory or hypothesis)

4. Speculation (scientific speculation)

The question is, How do we decide which theological views are "dogma," and 
therefore indisputable; which are "doctrine," and thus uncompromisable; 
which are "theory," and open to debate; and which are mere "speculation," and 
warrant little more than passing curiosity? It is clearly not sufficient to base 
such decisions on mere feelings or tradition or even on the illumination of the 
Holy Spirit, for none of these alone provides a sufficient basis for solving 
disputes.

�

However, there are four factors which, if kept in proper perspective, can 
help us determine how to categorize ideas properly: 

(1) exegetical certainty

(2) theological importance

(3) biblical emphasis

(4) historical agreement in the church

In other words, if we’re going to demand agreement on a certain issue of 
faith, then it must be exegetically certain, it must be theologically 
important, the Bible must give emphasis to it (by where it appears or 
the number of times it is emphasized), and it must be affirmed 
throughout the history of the church.

Adiaphora, matters of indifference

1 Cor. 8:1-9:23; Gal. 2:3-5; 5:13-15; Col. 2:16-20 provides a guide to those 
seemingly indifferent matters that might create an obstacle or 
stumbling block to the gospel and to others, truly indifferent, that could 
be allowed without impeding the gospel. The strict Protestant view 
allows only those things to be indifferent that do not impede the gospel 
but rather serve the glory of God and the good of the church. True 
adiaphora are things neither commanded nor forbidden by the Word 
of God and which, therefore, concern matters that can be decided in the 
church by the mutual agreement of the members. Adiaphora usually 
fall into the domain of practice and not the domain of doctrine or 
conscience. Two key issues of discussion – Melanchthon and the RCC, 
the Elizabeth I’s reign in England and the antivestarian or Puritan 
party.
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Examples (thanks to Mark Thompson, “Matters of 
indifference,” the e-Briefing Issue 353 (Feb. 2008), pp. 15-17.

Circumcision was really considered a matter of 
indifference (cf. Gal. 5:6; 1 Cor. 7:19).

� Paul had Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:3), but not 
Titus (Gal. 2:3).

Eating meat sacrificed to idols (1 Cor. 8:8)

� Circumcision no longer had any moral or spiritual 
value; it was simply a good missionary strategy to 
have it done.

� Similarly, Paul did not consider eating meat 
previously sacrificed to idols as wrong in itself.

Don’t get circumcised if you do not want to, and don’t 
eat meat if you don’t want to.  But if you do, you are 
not (necessarily!) abandoning the faith.

And yet . . .

Paul refused to condone circumcision amongst the Galatians 
on principle.  However, once undertaking this procedure 
became a condition for fellowship or a requirement to be 
accepted into ministry, it was no longer a matter of 
indifference.  Resisting became a matter of gospel truth 
(Gal. 5:2).  Similarly, abstaining from eating idol meat 
became an issue of genuine Christian discipleship once it 
was clear that the faith of the weaker brother or sister was 
at stake.  The hint that eating might compromise the 
preaching of Christ crucified and the Christian 
condemnation of idolatry was enough to cause Paul to hold 
back (1 Cor. 8:13).

� An issue in one context may be a matter of 
indifference, but, in another, it may be transformed 
into a matter of principle. Interestingly, in the 16th

century, Lutherans insisted that, in times of 
persecution, matters of indifference might become 
matters of confession (Formula of Concord, 1577).  
An insistence that I am free to do as I wish on such 
matters must not be allowed to compromise either 
the sufficiency of Jesus’ death or a commitment to 
build others’ faith in Christ.  

Principle and Practice: Unity in Doctrine, 
Diversity in Practice

It was Paul’s practice that was flexible, not his 
principle.

Unity in the truth and appropriate principled diversity 
among Christians are both part of God’s wonderful 
provision for us as his people. 

Twin Principles

1. Where Scripture addresses a topic, we have the 
responsibility to study, understand and be 
transformed by its teaching.  Whether it be matters 
of doctrine or principles of Christian living, we 
must remain committed to hearing, believing and 
heeding the word of God to us.

2. Matters of indifference arise where the Bible 
specifically provides for them, or where it is silent 
on a particular issue.  No one has the right to bind 
our consciences more tightly than the word of God.



7

Conclusion

The concept of adiaphora is not the answer to the 
controversies of the hour because too many confuse 
the principles we have been discussing.  Theological 
diversity is trumpeted as a virtue in a way completely 
out of keeping with the New Testament.  
Institutional unity, conformity and survival is 
treasured beyond freedom and grace.  In such a time 
of confusion, pain is unavoidable.  Our task is to 
respond in gentleness and love, and, in the midst of 
it all, to seek out today that good work which God 
has prepared beforehand for us to do (Eph. 2:10).

D. A. Carson, For the Love of God, vol. 2 (Wheaton: 
Crossway)

WHEN PAUL BEGINS TO RESPOND to the questions raised by the 
Corinthians (“Now for the matters you wrote about,” 1 Cor. 7:1), the 
first thing he treats is marriage, divorce, and related issues (1 Cor. 7).  
And the first part of his discussion deals with sex within Christian 
marriage (1 Cor. 7:1 - 7).

(1)  Typical of many of his responses to this divided church, Paul here 
displays his “Yes . . . but” pastoral sensitivity.  “It is good for a man not 
to marry.  But . . . each man should have his own wife, and each woman 
her own husband” (7:1 - 2).  “I wish that all men were as I am.  But each 
man has his own gift from God” (7:7).  In short, Paul must answer not 
only their questions but their extremes.  Ideally he must do so by 
bringing the factions together, commending each for whatever light it 
brings to the subject, while nevertheless helping each side perceive that 
it does not have all the truth on the matter and is in fact distorting 
wisdom.

ESSENTIALS AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SILENCE

VI. The EFCA 
EFCA Core Biblical Commitments: Mottos

� “Where stands it written?”: Bible (bibliology)

� “All believers but believers only”: salvation (soteriology) 
and church (ecclesiology)

� “Major on the majors and minor on the minors”: theology 
(doctrine)

� “In essentials unity, in non-essentials charity, in all things 
Jesus Christ” (“In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, 
in all things charity”: fellowship (ecclesiology)

� “Blessed hope”: Christ’s return (eschatology)

All of this creates and then manifests an ethos or spirit of a 
movement 

The Significance of Silence (A. T. Olson,1981)

This does not mean one will not discuss or debate 
issues; it means we will not divide over them.

� Baptism

� The Lord’s Supper

� Eternal Security – Calvinism and Arminianism

� Tribulation - eschatology

Significance of Silence

� In the Free Church, we often focus on the essential 
fact of some doctrine, but not the precise timing.
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Creation

� Regarding creation, we say that God created ex 
nihilo. Moreover, we also state that the creation of 
Adam and Eve must be unique and special in that 
they are created in the image of God. That is another 
biblical/theological non-negotiable. These are 
important facts. But when addressing the age of the 
universe, i.e. the timing question, we have 
intentionally placed that in the category of silence.

Soteriology

� Regarding salvation, we embrace both Arminianism 
and Calvinism. The fact of salvation by grace alone, 
through faith alone, in Christ alone is the fact. But 
the question of whether regeneration precedes faith 
(Calvinism) or faith precedes regeneration 
(Arminianism), we have placed in a secondary 
category. Once again, it is over the question of time.

Baptism

� Regarding the ordinance of baptism, we once again 
have stated the biblical/theological importance of 
this doctrine. It is to be observed during this present 
age. This is a fact. But the timing (paedo and credo) 
and the mode (sprinkling and immersion) we have 
placed in a category of silence.

Spirit-Baptism

� Regarding the doctrine of the baptism of the Holy 
Spirit, the fact of the Holy Spirit indwelling at 
conversion is critical. But we refuse to say that there 
is a single, post-conversion Spirit-baptism that 
manifests in speaking in tongues. However, we 
would not limit the “be being filled” command of the 
Bible, i.e. we do not believe the Bible teaches a single 
filling of the Spirit at conversion, or even a single, 
post-baptismal filling or Spirit-baptism, but rather a 
second, third, fourth, ad infinitum filling of the Holy 
Spirit.

Eschatology

� Regarding eschatology, in 1950 decisions were made to make two 
timing issues essential: a premillennial return of Christ, stated 
explicitly, and a pretribulation rapture of the church, implicitly 
assumed. In 1977, the temporal specificity of the tribulation was 
broadened such that one could be pre, mid or post. This really 
was in line with other decisions that were made in 1950 
regarding temporality of many theological matters. In our draft 
revisions of the SOF we have placed the time question of the 
millennium in a category of silence as well. The fact of Christ’s 
real return and the implication of this for our lives are essentials, 
but the time and manner of it is considered an issue if silence.
However, in the final Proposed Revision, premillennialism was 
reinserted.

VII. Keeping Christ Preeminent 
and the Gospel Central
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Centrality of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ

Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Centrality of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ

Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Family

Ethics 
(abortion)

Work

????

The gospel of Jesus 
Christ is the center, 
and it has entailments 
to all of life

Gospel assumed, focus on 
entailments

Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Family

Ethics 
(abortion)

Work

????

Gospel assumed, focus on 
entailments

Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Family

Ethics 
(abortion)

Work

????

1. Walls go up.

Gospel assumed, focus on 
entailments

Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Family

Ethics 
(abortion)

Work

????

1. Walls go up.

2. Gospel 
displaced. Lens 
changes. The 
center 
becomes a 
special 
interest.

Gospel denied

Gospel of 
Jesus 
Christ

Family

Ethics 
(abortion)

Work

????


