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1

Introduction
Theology: Formed by Christ the Lord

Christian theology exists in many forms, in many places, and for 
many types of people. It is practiced both in the halls of academia 
and in the pews of  the church. Theology thrives as a scholarly 
discipline, and it also flourishes in the songs and prayers of Sun-
day worship. It can be both sophisticated and simple, every bit as 
home in the scholar’s study as in Sunday school. Thomas Aquinas’s 
erudite tome Summa Theologiae is a work of theology, but so is 
Martin Luther’s Small Catechism, published for Christian parents 
to train their children. The reason theology can exist in so many 
forms and places, and across a spectrum of diverse understanding, 
is that theology is dedicated, above all else, to knowledge of God. 
J. I. Packer gives the very best justification for the study of theology: 
“What were we made for? To know God. What aim should we set 
ourselves in life? To know God. What is the ‘eternal life’ that Jesus 
gives? Knowledge of God. ‘This is eternal life: that they may know 
you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent’ (John 
17:3). What is the best thing in life, bringing more joy, delight and 
contentment than anything else? Knowledge of  God. . . . What, 
of all the states God ever sees man in, gives God most pleasure? 
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2

Knowledge of himself.”1 Our Lord Jesus himself instructs his fol-
lowers, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind” (Matt. 22:37). Loving God with 
our minds, no less than with our hearts and souls, is a holy com-
mission and calling for every last disciple of Christ. To know God 
is to love him, and to love God is to know him. And it is precisely in 
this context of knowing and loving God that theology has its proper 
place— for if theology ever ceases to be preoccupied with a passion-
ate knowledge of God, then theology ceases to be truly what it is.

Theology can be defined in several ways. It can, of course, be de-
fined as “the study or science of God.” This definition is serviceable 
so far as it goes, yet it lacks the verve, vitality, and specificity required 
for Christian formation. What we are after is a definition of theology 
that is richly and robustly Christian, a definition that unapologeti-
cally owns the fact that the triune God of the gospel is truly known 
in Jesus Christ. Therefore, we think it is far better to seek an overtly 
biblical basis for a definition of theology, a basis found in John 1:1. 
There we find two Greek terms, theos and logos, used in the closest 
proximity. “In the beginning was the Word [logos], and the Word 
was with God [theos], and the Word was God.” Theology, put in 
straightforward biblical terms, simply means “word about God,” 
or “God- word.” And as we clearly see in Scripture, that unique and 
definitive “word about God” was and is the eternal Son and Word of 
God, Jesus Christ. All truly Christ- ian theology, therefore, is defined 
by the Theos- Logos, the God in Word. That Word of God has become 
flesh, incarnating the revelation of God to humanity. Theology, then, 
properly and literally speaking, concerns knowledge of God revealed 
in and through the incarnate Christ. Theology must be preoccupied 
with an appropriately faithful response to this revelation, lest it cease 
to be what theology truly is.

To be even more precise, we can say that theology is the deliber-
ate and considered response by the people of  God to the revelation 

1. J. I. Packer, Knowing God, 20th anniv. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1993), 33.

Introduction
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3

of  God in Christ, where we offer joyful and worshipful expression 
to the truth and the reality found in him. Theology exists because 
God has spoken, and his Word is worth living and hoping in. And 
theology seeks to express that life and hope in all that we think, be-
lieve, feel, pray, and sing. Indeed, if one were to say what Christian 
theology does in its most basic form, it would be that theology helps 
the church to sing to Jesus Christ.2 To say it another way, theology 
involves the reordering of our minds and hearts— our reasoning and 
our desiring— to God as he is revealed and embodied in Jesus Christ. 
In union with Christ, and by the power of the Holy Spirit, all of our 
assumptions about the nature of reality are confronted, challenged, 
and brought into conformity with the strange and wonderful real-
ity of God, which sets our minds and hearts free to know and love 
the Truth.3 Theology, then, is the science and art of succumbing to 
the sacred impress of Christ on our lives, so that instead of being 
conformed to the world, we may be “transformed by the renewal of 
[our] mind[s]” (Rom. 12:2).

C. S. Lewis famously provoked us to take honest assessment of 
the place of Jesus Christ in our lives. Wishing to prevent any and all 
cynical, superficial, or moralistic evasions of the issue, Lewis laid 
down the gauntlet, the trilemma, in fact. Jesus is a lunatic, a liar, 
or our Lord. Lewis’s comments are highly instructive and entirely 
relevant for the purpose and goal of theology:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that 
people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great 
moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the 

2. Stanley J. Grenz and Roger E. Olson offer a commendable definition of 
theology: “Christian theology is reflecting on and articulating the God- centered 
life and beliefs that Christians share as followers of Jesus Christ, and it is done in 
order that God may be glorified in all Christians are and do. Soli Deo gloria.” Who 
Needs Theology? An Invitation to the Study of  God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVar-
sity, 1996), 49.

3. Alan E. Lewis, Between Cross and Resurrection: A Theology of  Holy Saturday 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 136.

Theology: Formed by Christ the Lord
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one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said 
the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He 
would either be a lunatic— on the level with the man who says he is a 
poached egg— or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make 
your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a 
madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you 
can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet 
and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing 
nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that 
open to us. He did not intend to.4

According to Lewis, we do not have the option of treating Jesus as a 
dispenser of enlightened moral teachings. Jesus does not need to be 
Lord of heaven and earth to do that. If he is Lord, then he is certainly 
Lord of our hearts, souls, and minds. And so we cannot, indeed we 
must not, pay lip service to our Lord without offering the whole of 
who we are to the whole of who he is. We have been re- created in 
Christ Jesus to be transformed into his resplendent image, and while 
that transformation surely involves more than theological formation, 
it just as surely involves no less. We were made to have our minds 
and hearts conformed to and transformed by the loving lordship 
of Jesus. And that is what theology is all about: the liberating con-
formity of our whole persons to the truth of the all- encompassing 
reality of God.

This book seeks to recover and warmly commend the ancient claim 
that theology is the fountain of all true knowledge, that theology, 
because it seeks to know and express the truth of God, shapes and 
determines how we understand reality— even as it brings us into 
conformity with that reality. In a world where claims about truth are 
increasingly suspect, such a claim may seem extravagant. And so, as 
Robert Jenson notes, “We may press theology’s claim very bluntly by 
noting that theology, with whatever sophistication or lack thereof, 

4. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, rev. and exp. ed. (New York: HarperOne, 
2015), 52.

Introduction
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claims to know the one God of all and so to know the one decisive 
fact about all things, so that theology must be either a universal and 
founding discipline or a delusion.”5 Jenson’s argument is elegant and 
exactly right. If theology claims to know God, who is himself the 
foundation of all human knowledge, then theology is either funda-
mental or fraudulent. If reality does not reside in knowledge of the 
God of truth, then reality can, and indeed must, be found elsewhere. 
Conversely, if God is the source and ground of all truth, then truth 
can, indeed must, be found nowhere else than in God, the ground 
and context of all human knowing. Either way, nothing less or other 
than reality hangs in the balance.

That knowledge of God is a priority for the apprehension of 
reality appears at first glance a simple truism for Christians. Who 
would seriously deny it? Yet theology, which is dedicated to the 
knowledge, love, and enjoyment of God, is increasingly viewed in 
negative terms by many in the church. Keith Johnson notes the ap-
parent contradiction: “Given its noble purpose, its prominent place 
in church history and the real contributions it makes to the church’s 
contemporary life, one would think that the discipline of theology 
has a positive reputation among Christians— but it does not. . . . 
In fact, many smart and faithful Christians cringe when they hear 
the word theology due to the negative connotations the discipline 
carries. Some even reject the very idea of theology and insist that 
they can live faithfully without it simply trusting God and believing 
the words of Scripture.”6 Despite its historical pedigree and present 
promise, theology has lost its place among many Christians who 
would otherwise be happy to affirm that knowledge of God is the 
foundation of truth and reality. What accounts for this sad state 
of affairs? How do we explain the current malaise in the church 
regarding theology?

5. Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, The Triune God (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 20.

6. Keith L. Johnson, Theology as Discipleship (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2015), 20 (emphasis original).

Theology: Formed by Christ the Lord

_ClarkJohnson_CallChristianFormation_JK_wo.indd   19_ClarkJohnson_CallChristianFormation_JK_wo.indd   19 4/15/21   11:22 AM4/15/21   11:22 AM

John Clark and Marcus Johnson, A Call to Christian Formation 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



6

The Demise of Theology

Theology was once considered the basis of authentic human knowl-
edge. In a phrase frequently attributed to Thomas Aquinas, theology 
was hailed as the “queen of the sciences.” John Calvin echoed Aqui-
nas when he wrote, “Knowledge of all the sciences is mere smoke, 
where the heavenly science of Christ is wanting. . . . In other respects, 
too, it holds true, that without Christ sciences in every department 
are vain, and that the man who knows not God is vain, though he 
should be conversant with every branch of learning.”7 Given what 
past intellectual luminaries like Aquinas and Calvin urged about 
the importance of theology, it seems an understatement to say that 
theology does not occupy the same place for most modern intellec-
tuals. For instance, H. L. Mencken (1880–1956), the esteemed jour-
nalist, author, and pundit of American Christianity, once defined 
theology thus: “Theology— An effort to explain the unknowable by 
putting it into terms of the not worth knowing.”8 Even if we recognize 
that Mencken’s sentiment came from someone largely sympathetic 
to the Christian faith, it would not be long before such assertions 
became far more acerbic. Indeed, the renowned Oxford evolutionary 
biologist Richard Dawkins has been brash enough, in our own time, 
to dismiss theology altogether:

What has theology ever said that is the smallest use to anybody? 
When has theology ever said anything that is demonstrably true and 
is not obvious? I have listened to theologians, read them, debated 
against them. I have never heard any of them ever say anything of the 
smallest use, anything that was not either platitudinously obvious or 
down right false. If all the achievements of scientists were wiped out 
tomorrow, there would be no doctors but witch doctors, no transport 

7. John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, Calvin Translation Society (Edinburgh, 
1844–56; reprinted in 22 vols., Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2003), 20:82–83, on 
1 Cor. 1:20.

8. H. L. Mencken, “Arcana Coelestia,” in A Mencken Chrestomathy (1949; repr., 
New York: Knopf, 1967), 624.

Introduction
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faster than horses, no computers, no printed books, no agriculture 
beyond subsistence peasant farming. If all the achievements of theo-
logians were wiped out tomorrow, would anyone notice the smallest 
difference? Even the bad achievements of scientists, the bombs, and 
sonar- guided whaling vessels work! The achievements of theologians 
don’t do anything, don’t affect anything, don’t mean anything. What 
makes anyone think that “theology” is a subject at all?9

As a measure of the hard times on which theology has fallen, it is 
sometimes difficult to say whether contemporary Christians resonate 
more with the assertions of Aquinas and Calvin or Mencken— or 
perhaps even Dawkins. Certainly, Dawkins’s histrionic screed invites 
criticism for a number of reasons. Aside from peddling the denatured 
science of scientism and prizing utilitarian pragmatism in such a 
way as to eclipse all other considerations, he is inartful, wildly over-
blown, and nearly hysterical in tone. Still, the perception persists that 
theology is too often pedantic and obscure, fit more for ridicule than 
riveted attention. Sadly, for many in the church the conviction that 
theology is the regina artium (“queen of the sciences”) can sound 
either quaintly nostalgic or hopelessly idealistic.

Understood in a broader perspective, there has been a seismic, 
architectonic shift in the way people think about how knowledge is 
gained and secured, especially since the dawn of the Enlightenment. 
A host of forces— intellectual, cultural, psychological, technologi-
cal, political, and ideological— have pushed theology to the margins. 
And the church is not immune. Suffice it to say, theology can hardly 
flourish with the assumption, explicit or implicit, that the quest for 
knowledge is hindered by the introduction of theological claims. And 
whether we Christians are altogether cognizant of this revolution in 
the nature of knowledge, it is still the epistemological stream in which 
we swim. The way most people thought about truth and knowledge 
before the Enlightenment assumed a theocentric universe, one in 

9. Richard Dawkins, “The Emptiness of Theology,” Free Inquiry 18, no. 2 (Spring 
1998): 6.

Theology: Formed by Christ the Lord
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which a transcendent being governed the facts of life. The underlying 
truth that defined the way people thought about heaven and earth was 
substantiated by reference to divine revelation. In its specific Western 
form, this meant reliance on a Judeo- Christian understanding of the 
world. No wonder theology had pride of place among Christians who 
sought to know reality; God simply was that reality.

The epistemological movement of the Enlightenment was a tidal 
change, the alteration of an orbit. It rested on a different basis al-
together: that knowledge of reality was obtained and secured from 
within human cognition, quite apart from divine revelation. Indeed, 
revelation came to be perceived as a hindrance in the quest for authen-
tic human knowledge. In this new, modern paradigm, true knowledge 
rests on a scientific method liberated from the constraints of theo-
logical pronouncements or epiphanies. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), 
one of the most influential champions of this new paradigm, described 
it like this: “Enlightenment is the human being’s emancipation from 
its self- incurred immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to make use 
of one’s intellect without the direction of another. This immaturity is 
self- incurred when its cause does not lie in a lack of intellect, but rather 
in a lack of resolve and courage to make use of one’s intellect without 
the direction of another. ‘Sapere aude! Have the courage to make use 
of your own intellect!’ is hence the motto of enlightenment.”10 Kant’s 
motto signals, in effect, that the controlling center that determined 
reality moved from divine revelation in concert with human cogni-
tion to human cognition absent any authority outside itself. Science 
(knowledge) became increasingly insular and self- referential, beholden 
to nothing but its own internal tests of logic. To critique the epistemo-
logical sea change that is the Enlightenment is not to deny that some 
extraordinary scientific advances have come in its wake— or that many 
of those advances came from people of profound Christian faith. But 

10. Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?,” in 
“Toward Perpetual Peace” and Other Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, ed. 
Pauline Kleingeld, trans. David L. Colclasure (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2006), 17 (emphasis original).

Introduction
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it is to suggest, with Kelly Kapic, that a good bit of the Enlightenment 
“was a mirage, and an undesirable one at that.”11

However we may judge this revolution in scientific knowledge, the 
words of Louis Dupré are arresting: “Theology lost its hold on a 
culture whose substance it had once shaped. It became reduced to a 
science among others, with a method and object exclusively its own. 
Other sciences henceforth could freely ignore it.”12 Of course, igno-
rance of theology can happen in more than one way. Theology can be 
outright dismissed, as is often the case among modern intellectuals. 
But theology can also be more subtly ignored with the ostensible de-
sign of accommodating it. Under the guise of concern and admiration 
for theology, it can be conscripted for other purposes, put to other 
ends, with the inevitable result that it loses its identity and authority. In 
this latter case, theology is often used to provide the sanction of divine 
authority even as it is subsumed under the auspices of other fields of 
knowledge. Theology can then run the risk of becoming a cipher— 
absorbed, as Richard John Neuhaus notes, by alternate realities:

In relating Christianity to some other way of constructing reality, the 
other way too often demonstrates the greater power of absorption. 
The result, from the Christian viewpoint, is apostasy. To be sure, that 
is not the intention, but here as elsewhere intentions may have little 
to do with consequences.

Thus we must view with robust skepticism the proposition that 
good sociology, or psychology, is good theology, and vice versa. One 
suspects that those who say such things have a stronger idea of what 
good sociology (or psychology) is than they do of what good theology 
is. The reason for this is not to be found in a moral fault but in the 
very structure of intellectual discourse in our world.13

11. Kelly M. Kapic, A Little Book for New Theologians: Why and How to Study 
Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 41n1.

12. Louis Dupré, Passage to Modernity: An Essay in the Hermeneutics of  Nature 
and Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 189.

13. Richard John Neuhaus, Freedom for Ministry, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1992), 146.

Theology: Formed by Christ the Lord
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Whether by outright rejection or through absorption, the place of 
theology in modern discourse has become marginalized, both ex-
plicitly and implicitly. If  the supremacy of divine revelation is de-
nied, after all, the quest for understanding reality must be located 
elsewhere.

The church must resist the temptation to believe that other types 
of knowledge are capable of grounding, verifying, or legitimating 
knowledge of the Lord and his specific call to submit all of our lives 
to his glorious and all- encompassing revelation of reality. For the 
church to be free to proclaim that God has revealed the meaning of 
heaven and earth in Jesus Christ, theology must be free to exercise 
its own intellectual domain, free— but never disengaged— from the 
structure of discourse in our world. The church must always be alert 
to the misguided assumption that the Word of God is beholden to 
humanity’s self- appointed, and deified, notions of the authority of 
universal reason— an assumption that will not recognize Christ as the 
Lord of the truth, which he alone can define and determine. Murray 
Rae forcefully asserts that theology cannot be based on any other 
authority: “If God is the Triune God, revealed in Jesus Christ through 
the power of the Spirit, and testified to in Scripture, then theology 
is not predicated upon any human capacity or mode of thinking, 
but upon the initiative of God in making himself known to us and 
reconciling the world to himself.”14 Either Jesus Christ is Lord or he 
is not. And if he is indeed Lord, then he is certainly the Lord of how 
we understand truth and reality.

The Recovery of Theology

If it is true that Christians no longer regard theology as having pride 
of place in the human quest for knowledge, then the overarching theme 
of this book— our theological beliefs shape and determine our under-

14. Murray Rae, “Prolegomena,” in Trinitarian Soundings in Systematic Theology, 
ed. Paul Louis Metzger (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 9–10.

Introduction
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standing of  reality— appears outlandish. How can a conviction like 
this be sustained among Christians for whom the study of theology 
has become marginalized, if not neglected or ignored? The burden 
of this book is to demonstrate the essential role theology plays in the 
way Christians understand the deepest truths of human existence 
and meaning. To cite Calvin once again, “Nearly all the wisdom we 
possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: 
the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”15 That order is not arbitrary, 
as Calvin knew well. For unless we first truly know God, we cannot 
truly know ourselves or the rest of creation. If Christians have lost this 
all- encompassing sense of the priority of the knowledge of God with 
respect to every other kind of knowledge, it is high time to recover it. 
If Christians really do believe that God is the fundamental ground of 
all truth and meaning— which all do, in theory at least— it is time to 
recapture the grand and glorious heart of that conviction.

What we take most joy in, we are most preoccupied with. This 
applies to theology above all else, due to its exalted subject. Knowl-
edge of God is the supreme aim and end of human existence, the 
deepest joy we can experience. And theology is nothing other than 
the articulation of that joy- filled goal in word, thought, prayer, and 
song. What will it require, then, for the church to recover a deep sense 
of the importance of theology for our understanding of reality? A 
renewed love affair with God, above all else. It will require a steady 
and resolved determination to have our minds and hearts seized by 
the singular beauty of Christ Jesus. It will depend on a steadfast 
conviction that Jesus Christ is the Alpha and Omega of all reality, 
Lord and King of all other would- be lords and kings. It will demand 
submission to the sublime truth that Jesus is the Way, and the Truth, 
and the Life of both God and humanity. If theology will once again 
resume its proper place as the “queen of the sciences,” which God 
alone can provide, it will surely involve the following kinds of affir-
mations, convictions, and commitments among Christians.

15. John Calvin, Inst. 1.1.1.

Theology: Formed by Christ the Lord

_ClarkJohnson_CallChristianFormation_JK_wo.indd   25_ClarkJohnson_CallChristianFormation_JK_wo.indd   25 4/15/21   11:22 AM4/15/21   11:22 AM

John Clark and Marcus Johnson, A Call to Christian Formation 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



12

First, an acknowledgment that theology can never mean anything 
less or other than cheerful obedience to the command of Jesus Christ: 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind” (Matt. 22:37; cf. Luke 10:27; Mark 
12:30–31). This sentence is so familiar to most Christians that it may 
not strike us as the lodestar that it is for the privilege of doing theology. 
But in fact, there is hardly a better way of thinking about what theology 
is: devoted attention in heart, soul, and mind to loving God. This 
whole- person devotion leads us to pursue God in all that he is with 
all that we are. Christian formation involves more than theology, but 
certainly not less. The Lord calls us to a loving reorientation of our 
hearts, minds, and souls to the Truth that he is. And so, even if theology 
is neither the totality of Christian formation nor a substitute for that 
formation, theology remains indispensable to it. With heart, soul, and 
mind we “take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5).

Second, a recovery of theology in the life of the church will involve 
an abiding commitment to Holy Scripture. Whenever and wherever 
the church has been theologically alive and alert, it has been because 
Christians have nurtured a love affair with the Bible. Properly under-
stood and faithfully practiced, theology is enamored of the Word of 
God, proclaimed and written by the prophets and apostles of God, 
and inspired by the very Spirit of God. The gospel of our Lord Jesus 
is the focal point of theology. And as Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote so 
wisely: “Nothing is more important for the student of theology than 
to inquire more and more carefully, more and more objectively, more 
and more openly, more and more in love, concerning the truth of 
the gospel.”16 A renaissance of theology will go hand in hand with a 
renaissance of deep- seated love for, and devoted attention to, Holy 
Scripture. The same as it ever was.

Third, a recovery of theology will require the frank and humble 
admission that our human apprehension of reality— the very course 

16. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Becoming Real Theologians,” in The Trials of  Theology: 
Becoming a ‘Proven Worker’ in a Dangerous Business, ed. Andrew J. B. Cameron and 
Brian S. Rosner (Fearn, Ross- shire, UK: Christian Focus, 2010), 73.
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of our thinking and the structures that underlie human reason— has 
been seriously compromised and damaged by our fall into sin. The 
human intellect, in other words, has suffered the effects of sin no less 
than the rest of our human capacities. We are sinners in heart, soul, 
body, and mind— and sinful people think sinfully! Therefore, it is 
not obvious to us how to conceive of reality unless we be converted 
to the truth. The task of theology requires a reorientation of our 
fallen hearts and minds to a reality that we cannot earn or achieve 
in our own strength. Our ability to discern and desire reality needs 
to undergo the sanctifying effect of participation in the death and 
resurrection of the Lord Jesus. Truthful comprehension of reality 
is not a given for us human beings— it is learned through dying 
and rising with Jesus. “Theology, therefore, is a form of participa-
tion in the new life made possible in and through Christ, a new life 
in which our thinking and speaking is transformed so that we no 
longer think in terms of what seems theologically real and true to 
us but in terms of what has been accomplished by God in Christ.”17 
What is true for every other aspect of Christian formation is no 
less true for theology: it too must undergo the mortification and 
vivification that comes from union with Christ. John Webster rightly 
insists: “Theological reason thus shares in the baptismal pattern of 
all aspects of Christian existence. Caught up by the Holy Spirit into 
the reconciling work of God in Christ, reason is condemned and 
redeemed, torn away from its evil attachment to falsehood, vanity 
and dissipation, and so cleansed and sanctified for service in the 
knowledge of the truth of the gospel.”18 It is crucial to grasp that 
theology requires neither the abandonment nor the diminishment 
of reason and rationality but rather their reconstruction in accor-
dance with the rationality of God. Theology involves the “conver-
sion of the mind to God’s own reasoning (cf. Rom. 12:2), the fresh 
examination of previously fixed conceptions in obedience to the 

17. Rae, “Prolegomena,” 15 (emphasis added).
18. John Webster, Confessing God: Essays in Christian Dogmatics II (London: 

T&T Clark, 2005), 4.
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word that has been heard, mental surrender to the sheer force of 
the story listened to.”19

Whenever sane and sober, Christian theology is prefaced by the 
jarring confession that our human understanding of reality is not 
self- explanatory. In other words, so far from being the datum point 
and controlling principle for interpreting the world or determining 
the existence/identity of God, we are not even the datum point and 
controlling principle for understanding ourselves. Not only do we 
need God to reveal God to us; we need God to reveal us to us! Chris-
tian theology maintains that knowledge of God is always and ever 
conditioned by God himself and thus never conditioned by our own 
self- analysis or self- projection. Basic to God being God is that the 
living, speaking, triune God of the gospel is alone the Lord of his 
own self- disclosure. Hilary of Poitiers made this point some seven-
teen centuries ago: “Since . . . we are to discourse of the things of 
God, let us assume that God has full knowledge of Himself, and 
bow with humble reverence to His words. For He Whom we can only 
know through His own utterances is the fitting witness concerning 
Himself.”20

Fourth, the recovery of theology necessitates that it be reclaimed 
as the specific province and mission of the church. The church has 
a divine calling to proclaim the truth of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Word and gospel of God. Its mission is an unabashedly and un-
equivocally theological one. “Go therefore and make disciples of 
all nations, . . . teaching them to observe all that I have commanded 
you” (Matt. 28:19–20). This Great Commission is more than a call to 
theological formation, but it can never be less. The church must avoid 
at all costs turning the Great Commission into a great omission, 

19. Lewis, Between Cross and Resurrection, 135–36. He then adds: “Rationality 
and doctrine are not alternatives to, or evasions of, the church’s missionary task but 
the essential preconditions for doing that task. Without cognitive concepts and their 
rational ordering the People of God could expound neither to themselves nor to others 
the meaning of what they had seen, heard, and believed” (136).

20. Hilary of Poitiers, On the Trinity 1.18, in NPNF2, 9:45.
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where we fail to articulate the beautiful and bracing glory of our 
Lord Jesus in all of its dimensions. We must reject out of hand the 
ripping and rending of theology from the life, worship, and mission 
of the church— as if  theology could be delegated to the scholar 
and relegated to the margins of the church and beyond. Theology’s 
primary and principal aim is to give true expression to the identity 
and acts of God, and that expression is enacted in the church’s wor-
ship and witness to the Lord.21 The student of theology must never 
succumb to the temptation to sit above the faith of the church in 
dispassionate detachment, exacerbating the suspicion that theology 
is a threat to the church rather than its sworn ally.22 The purpose of 
theology is to articulate the joy of the gospel, not convolute it; to 
express the wonder of God, not obscure it. Theological erudition 
can be a sublime gift to the church, but it must always be put in ser-
vice to the church’s primary mission to rejoice in the Lord, to enjoy 
intimacy with him, and to proclaim his magnificent name. Hans 
Boersma punctuates this point: “Theology is not primarily about 
words; it is about realities. Theology doesn’t thrive in a context 
where the relationship with God is explained primarily as external 
or nominal; theology as discipline requires an environment in which 
we experience the relationship with God as participatory and real. 
Theology is a sacramental discipline: it is an initiation in which our 
ordinary created existence is taken up into the truth, goodness, and 

21. Dubious, then, is the rather recent trend to differentiate doctrine from practice, 
or as is often expressed in the curriculum of colleges and seminaries, to differentiate 
dogmatic and systematic theology from practical and pastoral theology. This juxta-
position is contrived and arbitrary, but telling nonetheless. For when theology ceases 
to be practical and pastoral, it is because it has first ceased to be theological. In other 
words, theology is practical and pastoral precisely because it is theological. Theology 
is about knowledge of God, and nothing is more impractical and nonpastoral than 
not knowing God. See John C. Clark and Marcus Peter Johnson, The Incarnation 
of  God: The Mystery of  the Gospel as the Foundation of  Evangelical Theology 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), 40.

22. Confronting this temptation is a fundamental concern of Helmut Thielicke’s 
exquisite introduction to the study of theology, A Little Exercise for Young Theolo-
gians, trans. Charles L. Taylor (1962; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).
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beauty of the eternal Word of God and thus participates by grace 
in the triune life of God.”23

Charting Our Course

When the church sacrifices or ignores her God- given right and privi-
lege to say true things about the way things truly are, the church 
becomes impoverished, anemic, weak, and unsteady. Ignorance of 
and indifference to theology can do nothing else but render Chris-
tians clueless, defenseless, and useless. Conversely, when the church 
embraces her God- given office to say true things about the way 
things truly are, the church becomes fortified, resilient, strong, and 
steadfast—winsome and cheerfully confident to express reality as it 
really is. The benefits for the church are innumerable, but so too for 
the world. One of the gifts of service and love the church gives to the 
world through Christ, in fact, is the truth.

This does not mean that theological expression will be uncontro-
versial or uncontested. East of Eden, that is quite impossible. Because 
theology deals with the very deepest matters of human existence, it 
makes a claim on our lives that is bound to be disturbing. Yet, ac-
cording to John Webster, “theology is and ought to be disturbing, 
for at its heart lie those events in which, according to Christian faith, 
human life and thought are entirely transfigured.”24 The student of 
theology must be ever aware that claims about ultimate reality are 
not likely to be received warmly by many people. It has been said 
that political discourse is unwelcome dinner conversation. This is all 
the more true about theology, for it deals with matters immeasurably 
more significant. Most people prefer to avoid talk of ultimate reality, 
precisely because such talk disrupts the comfortable preconceptions 
that allow us to sit at ease with the world and with ourselves. None-
theless, the uneasiness cannot be avoided, nor should it be. If we are 

23. Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of  a Sacramental Tap-
estry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 174.

24. Webster, Confessing God, 11 (emphasis added).
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going to be converted to the truth, that conversion will sometimes 
be awkward, painful, inconvenient, and even unwelcome; but it will 
always be entirely worthwhile. God is always worth knowing.

There is a prayer in the Anglican tradition that wonderfully speaks 
to the purposes of this book. It is a prayer that occurs, fittingly, at the 
outset of the church’s worship: “Almighty God, to you all hearts are 
open, all desires known, and from you no secrets are hid: Cleanse the 
thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that 
we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy Name; 
through Christ our Lord. Amen.”25 Theology, after all, is a form 
of worship. So unless God cleanses our thoughts, by the power of 
the Spirit, in accordance with the revelation of the Lord Jesus, this 
work of theology, like any other, will have been in vain. Trusting in 
the grace of the Lord Jesus, we have designed this book as a call to 
Christian theological formation, as a way of faithfully indicating how 
theology shapes our understanding of reality because it expresses the  
truth.

To that end, the chapters in this book are ordered to reflect the 
primary substance, contexts, and character of theological study. They 
are meant to help orient the student of theology to the basic neces-
sities and commitments of theology. Chapters 1 and 2 deal with the 
substance of theology, which is none other than the revelation of the 
incarnate Word of God in the person of our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus 
determines reality because he is the full disclosure of the Creator and 
the full disclosure of all he created. Reality begins and ends with him. 
That reality, made known as we share the mind of Christ himself, 
ushers us into the truth and life of his Father through the Holy Spirit, 
so that our hearts and minds are conformed to God the Holy Trinity. 
Theology, we intend to show, is a sharing in the mind of Christ and 
thus has a distinctively trinitarian shape.

Chapters 3 and 4 deal with the contexts of theology, which are 
designated by the church and her ordered worship. The church is the 

25. The Book of  Common Prayer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 355.
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Christ- ordained location where Jesus promises to be truly present 
to sanctify his people through the ministries of Scripture and sacra-
ment, conforming our hearts, minds, and bodies to the truth. In the 
preaching of the Word, through the waters of baptism, and by the 
partaking of the Lord’s Supper, the body of Christ is given the gift 
of being conformed to the image of Christ. And it is in the worship 
and liturgy of the church that this astounding reality is brought to 
expression in our lives. Worshipful liturgy is the way that the church 
lives out her deepest commitments to reality, giving theological ex-
pression to the God- given rhythms of our daily lives. Theology, we 
aim to show, has both an ecclesial context and a liturgical cadence.

Chapters 5 and 6 deal with the character of Christian theology, 
demonstrating that Christian theology has both an inescapably para-
doxical and mysterious quality and an inescapably eschatological 
tension. Theology entails paradox and mystery because it is always 
attentive to the fact that in the eternal Word made flesh the wisdom 
of God collides with the foolishness of men, disrupting preconceived 
notions of reality and exposing a chasm between our knowing and 
his. This is the chasm in which the mysterious and thus paradoxical 
nature of Christian confession is born— and where it truly thrives. 
Theology also possesses an eschatological character, because the 
renewal of our minds in Christ situates our confession of reality 
squarely in the eschatological tension of eternity- in- time, of the al-
ready and not- yet, of being in and for the world yet not of the world. 
The eschatological tension of Christian theology lends urgency and 
eternal significance to present action as the church lives between the 
two advents of our incarnate Lord.

Christians are called to the renewal and transformation of our 
minds in Christ Jesus in such a way that we are shaped to understand 
reality as it is determined by God. We believe that theology has a 
necessary part to play in that glorious reconfiguration. The study 
of theology is a gift God has given to his people through which we 
are granted the opportunity to reflect on, articulate, and contend 
for the faith “that was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). 
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This faith is the faith of the one, holy, catholic, apostolic church. 
The church is the grateful recipient of the gospel of our Lord Jesus 
as it is declared in, and always subject to, the Holy Scriptures. That 
is why all truly Christian theology, as we seek to express it in this 
book, must be distinctly catholic (in sympathetic acknowledgment 
of the historic witness of the church) and entirely evangelical (con-
sistently attentive to the reforming fire of God’s living and active 
Word). The Protestant theological commitments on display in this 
book, therefore, are Protestant precisely because they are at once 
both catholic and evangelical. Christian theology, whatever prior 
denominational commitments may obtain, is dependent on a reality 
that is a gift from God. Therefore, we are happy to press forward into 
our theological formation by affirming that “in the sphere of reality 
whose resplendent centre is Jesus Christ himself, God the Father has 
willed a knowledge of the Son of God which God the Holy Spirit 
has effected.”26 May the triune God of the gospel give in his infinite 
goodness what he has willed in his infinite wisdom!

26. Webster, Confessing God, 137.
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