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IN THE NEW TESTAMENT: 
THE POSSIBILITY OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 

STATEMENT OF mE PROBLEM 

One might well ask, in the contemporary climate of academic 
theology, why a student whose prime focus of scholarly interest is the 
New Testament documents should meddle with questions concerning 
the foundations of systematic theology. The reasons are many, and few 
of them easy. We live in an age of increasing specialization (owing in 
part to the rapid expansion of knowledge), and disciplines that a priori 
ought to work hand in glove are being driven apart. More important, 
there is a growing consensus among New Testament scholars that any 
systematic theology that claims to summarize biblical truth is obsolete 
at best and peIVerse at worst. Any possibility of legitimate systematic 
theology presupposes that the discipline will look elsewhere for its 
norms, or begin from some center smaller than or different from the 
Christian canon. 

It is important to grasp the proportions of the modem dilemma. 
At its center stand several close-knit assumptions: the New Testament 
is full of contradictions, it embraces many different theological per
spectives that cannot be arranged into one system, its diversity is not 
only linguistic but conceptual, and it is made up of documents that 
come from so long a time span that major developments have ren
dered obsolete the theological positions of the earlier documents. The 
conclusion to be drawn from this cluster of propositions is that a 
systematic theology of the New Testament is impossible, let alone one 
that embraces both Testaments. In that sense, one cannot legitimately 
speak of "New Testament theology" but only of "New Testament 
theologies." The former category, "New Testament theology," may be 
considered an appropriate designation for the discipline of studying 
such theology as may be found in the New Testament, but not for 
referring to some supposed unified structure of theistic belief. As a 
result, it is not too surprising that of the ten major New Testament 
theologies published between 1967 and 1976, no two scholars agree on 
the nature, scope, purpose, or method of the diSCipline.! 

It is not my purpose to trace the rise of these developments. Their 
roots stretch far back into the Enlightenment; and my knowledge of 
their growth is sufficient only to assure me that I do not possess the 
detailed understanding of history required to untangle them. My more 
modest goal is to focus on a number of representative works, first with 
description and then vvith criticism, and, follovving this, to offer some 
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reflections that may be of use to the student who is persuaded that the 
New Testament documents are nothing less than the Word of God, yet 
who cannot in all integrity fail to grapple with their substantial diver
sity. For convenience I will limit myself largely to the New Testament, 
although similar analysis could be extended to the Bible as a whole. I 
will not address directly the question of whether a transcendent/ 
personal God can use the languages of finite men2 nor wr~~tle ~th 
current developments in hermeneutics that argue for dISjUnctIOn 
between the author's intent and the reader's understanding.3 Such 
questions, though related to this inquiry, are of sufficient complexity 
to deserve separate treatment. 

We may profitably begin with the enormously influential book by 
Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity. 4 The ques
tion Bauer sets himself is whether the church early embraced a clearly 
defined doctrinal corpus that enabled it to reject false belief, or 
whether the distinction between orthodoxy and heresy is a rather late 
development. Methodologically, Bauer abandons the ~ew Testament 
evidence because it is so disputed and conducts hIS readers on a 
whirlwind tour of second-century Christianity. He concludes that 
from the beginning so-called heretical and orthodox churches existed 
side by side, the latter frequently in the minority; and the reasons why 
the "orthodox" groups eventually won out have less to do with self
conscious theological incompatibility than with what we might c~ll 
politics. The implication of all this is that even first-century Ch~IS
tianity was no different: highly diverse and even mutually exclusIve 
beliefs were tolerated without embarrassment. 

This reconstruction of early church history is very popular among 
New Testament scholars today. It \l\<ielded enormous influence on 
Bultmann and his disciples, but to one degree or another its impact 
was also felt in much wider circles. In an appendix to the 1964 edition 
of Bauer's book, G. Strecker developed the argument further and con
cluded that Jewish Christianity iD the first century was not only di
verse but was, bv later "orthodox" standards, itself hereticaP A similar 
point of view is- developed in Elaine Pagels's recent book, ~here it is 
argued that the theological options of the first two centunes, finally 
judged heretical, were not so lightly esteemed in their own time and 
should therefore be explored afresh as valid options for us today.6 E. P. 
Sanders presupposes that at some point divisions between the "heret
ical" and the "orthodox" began to take place, but that this "shift in the 
consciousness of the Christian community" did not occur until the 
second and third centuries? Stephen S. Smalley examines the Gospel 
and Epistles of John and concludes that even there great diversity 
exists, so much so that this corpus "can hardly be regarded as con
sciously orthodox or heretical; it is neither one nor the other.''8 

In short, Bauer's work has established a new critical orthodoxy on 
this point, and recent studies tend to follmv this direction.9 From such 
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a perspective, it is not difficult to exclude the possibility of a systematic 
theology based on the New Testament documents. One writer tells us 
that "the Bible is not a unified writing but a composite body of litera
ture";1° at some level this disjunction is surely false. Another tells us 
that "the New Testament is a repository of many kerygmas, not one,"l1 
while a third rejoices that there are many contradictions in Scripture 
because they constitute "an aid in establishing chronology and in 
discerning the use of sources or the development of traditions, and 
through this an aid to historical reconstruction in general."12 

This critical reconstruction of early church history, coupled with 
other developments that equally depreciate the truthfulness of the 
New Testament have generated a host of writings exploring the nature 
of New Testament theology. Lost confidence in the unity of the New 
Testament stretches back a long way,13 but the results are much with 
us. Scholars now ask if a New Testament theology is possible;14 or they 
develop esoteric, narrow, and extrabiblical criteria for what such the
ology might include;15 or, in the case of Roman Catholics, they frankly 
appeal to the authority of the Catholic church as the only way out of 
the dilemma.16 

The solution to the post-Enlightenment epistemological crisis 
that Gabler proposes-viz., to distinguish sharply between systematic 
and biblical theology, the latter alone being recognized as a historical 
discipline l7-has largely petered out. The biblical theology movement 
enjoyed its heyday from roughly 1930 to 1960; but its decline has been 
chronicled.18 Even those who plaintively insist that the death notice is 
prematureI9 do not provide any solid solutions, for in reality the 
movement has always lacked unity. It was useful in encouraging 
nuanced study of the various corpora that make up Scripture, but it 
was largely incapable of forging a consensus regarding what should be 
preached in the churches. Its proponents could not even agree that 
"theology" was a proper term, since it implies a coherent system, at 
least within each corpus. 

The malaise is profound. Sensitive Bible scholars have come to 
recognize that the loss of confidence in the unity of the New Testa
ment entails some kind of pick-and-choose method when it comes to 
preaching; and very often it is preaching that reveals our deepest 
theology. Ernst Kasemann advocates a "canon within the canon,"20 
but there is no possibility of establishing broadly agreed criteria for 
delineating such a minicanon. As radical as he is, Kasemann is trou
bled by the loss of control and comments elsewhere, in an oft
repeated quote: "The main virtue of the historian and the beginning of 
all meaningful hermeneutic is for me the practice of hearing, which 
begins simply by letting what is historically foreign maintain its valid
ity and does not regard rape as the basic form of engagement."21 The 
problem is that Kasemann continues to practice rape as, if not the 
basic, then at least a primary, form of engagement. A fairly conseJvative 
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critic like Peter Stuhlmacher wants to be open to "the possibility of 
transcendence" and to every method and every truth, but he cannot 
bring himself to accept everything the New Testament says because it 
includes (he argues) numerous contradictions-like that between 
Paul and James.22 The net result of such hesitations is a deeply dis
turbing subjectivity, a subjectivity that among at least some New Tes
tament scholars has a frankly atheistic structure .23 At the end of the 
day the only kind of authority the New Testament can enjoy in this 
climate is some kind of latitudinarian "functional" authority.24 

It should not be thought that there have been no positive voices. 
Ronald A. Ward insists that the New Testament presents a unified plan 
of salvation.25 The New Testament theology written by Ladd has re
ceived wide circulation,26 but though Ladd handles admirably the vast 
literature and competently traces out the main themes in each corpus, 
he does not attempt the prOInised unification of the results of his 
theology. Hasel's sUIVey of problems relative to New Testament theol
ogy is extraordinarily useful,27 but when it comes to delineating the 
unity of the New Testament, he is surprisingly hesitant.28 The center of 
the New Testament, he says, is simply Jesus Himself;29 this statement 
is true but it scarcely tackles the problem before us. R. P. Martin, in a 
recent essay, surveys the field and opts to use "Paul and his disciples" 
as the central touchstone (by this rubric he manages to include the 
entire Pauline corpus while denying Pauline authorship to some of the 
epistles ascribed to him);3° but when one inquires on what basis Paul 
is selected, the answer is, "Paul towers over the terrain of the apostolic 
community-in so far as we can judge from the suIViving documents 
-as the great champion of the divine initiative in salvation."3l The 
theme to pursue is reconciliation, "found principally in Paul but em
bracing all stages of the trajectory that runs from pre-Pauline Chris
tianity by way of the apostle himself to his disciples in the post-Pauline 
period."32 One cannot help but wonder on what basis such choices 
are made. No exegetical or theological defense is proffered. Why not a 
completely different theme? 

This chapter is designed to outline the seriousness of the problem 
and does not give consideration to other influential contributors to the 
debate, such as William Wrede, Adolf Schlatter, and Rudolf Bultmann. 
Nor have I traced the rise of canon criticism since, unless I am greatly 
mistaken, it suffers at the moment, in its various forms, from the same 
epistemological problems afflicting much of the biblical-theology 
movement. 

By far the most influential recent work on the topic of this chapter 
is the latest book by J. D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New 
Testament: An Inquiry into the Character of Earliest Christianity.33 Far 
longer and more sophisticated than its near contemporary, J. L. Houl
den's Patterns of Faith: A Study in the Relationship between the New 
Testament and Christian Doctrine,34 Dunn's book deserves special 
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tr.eatment: not least because it comes from the pen of one who aligns 
hImself WIth so conservative a professional association as the Tyndale 
Fellowship for Biblical Research. 

WORKING DEFINITIONS 

Before I enter into specific criticisms of Dunn's book and offers 
?onstructive suggestions, however, it is necessary to pause momentar
ily and define some terms that are variously treated by different au
thors. I am referring to biblical theology and systematic theology. 

The vagueness of the categories is in part responsible for the high 
degree of uncertainty regarding what these disciplines are or should 
be. Warfield pointed out a long time ago that at one level "systematic 
theology" is "an impertinent tautology."35 Surely any theology worthy 
of the name is in some sense systematic. If the study is merelv confus
ingly impressionistic or thoroughly incoherent, it can sc~rcely be 
classified as "theology" at all; and if it is theology, it must perforce be in 
some sense systematic. "Biblical theology" does not fare much better, 
for what systematician would like to think that his work is un biblical? 

In the light of such ambiguities, some have argued that "biblical 
theology" should be used to refer to any theology that seeks to be true 
to the Bible and to relate the parts fairly and honestly with one 
another, using biblical categories.36 By contrast, "systematic theology" 
emerges from the study of Scripture when alien philosophical 
frameworks are utilized,37 or, alternatively, when pure biblical theol
ogy is applied to some later culture and its problems and questions.3s 
Some prefer to eliminate the "systematic theology" category entirely 
and to use "biblical theology" to refer to all of the above save the 
theology that imparts an alien philosophical framework, for the latter 
is considered illegitimate .39 Others are comfortable with "systematic 
theology" but would like to displace "biblical theology" with "history 
of special revelation" or the like.40 

My own use of these labels may be briefly stated. First, although 
theology can relate to the entire scope of reUgious studies,41 I use the 
te~ .more narrowly to refer to the study of what the Scriptures say. 
ThIS mcludes exegesis and historical criticism, the requisite analysis of 
method and epistemology, and the presentation of the biblical data in 
orderly fashion. I therefore exclude apologetics and ethics, except in
sofar as such topics are treated in SCripture.42 By biblical theology I 
refer to that branch of theology whose concern it is to study each 
corpu~ of the .Scripture in its own right, especially with respect to its 
p~ace In the hIStOry of God's unfolding revelation. The emphasis is on 
hIStOry and on the individual corpus. By systematic theology I refer to 
the branch of theology that seeks to elaborate the whole and the parts 
o~ SCr?pture,43 demonstrating their logical (rather than their merely 
hIstOrICal) connections and taking full cognizance of the history of 
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doctrine and the contemporary intellectual climate and categories 
and queries while finding its sole ultimate authority in the Scriptures 
themselves, rightly interpreted. Systematic theology deals with the 
Bible as a finished product. 

These definitions do not avoid overlap: biblical theology must be 
systematic, even if it focuses on the historical place and significance of 
each corpus; and systematic theology, if it turns on fair exegesis, must 
perforce rely on historical considerations. But the distinctions I have 
drawn are clear enough and are not nove1.44 Warfield offers an analogy 
that despite its limits, is worth repeating: 

The immediate work of exegesis may be compared to the work of a 
recruiting officer: it draws out from the mass of mankind the men who 
are to constitute the army. Biblical Theology organizes these men into 
companies and regiments and corps, arranged in marching order and 
accoutered for service. Systematic Theology combines these companies 
and regiments and corps into an army-a single and unitary whole, 
determined by its own all-pervasive principle. It, too, is composed of 
men-the same men who were recruited by the Exegetics; but it is com
posed of these men, not as individuals merely, but in their due relations 
to the other men of their companies and regiments and corps. The simile 
is far from a perfect one; but it may illustrate the mutual relations of the 
disciplines, and also, perhaps, suggest the historical element that at
taches to Biblical Theology, and the element of all-inclusive systematiza
tion which is inseparable from Systematic Theology.45 

The "simile" is indeed weak at several points. All the recruits get taken 
up into the army; and the army qua people is not more than the sum 
of the recruits. By contrast, not every exegetical scrap goes into sys
tematic theology; yet, as we will see, systematic theology may at cer
tain points be more than the sum of the exegetical data. Numerous 
other distinctions spring to mind, but if the analogy, like any analogy, 
has its limits, it also helps to clarity the distinction between biblical 
theology and systematic theology. 

It follows, then, that questions concerning the unity and diversity 
of the New Testament affect both biblical theology and systematic 
theology. For example, if it be argued that a particular writer or book is 
inconsistent, owing to oversight, later redaction, the incorporation of 
incompatible sources, or the like, then it is impossible to develop a 
biblical theology for that corpus. At most one could practice the disci
pline of biblical theology and demonstrate thereby that the corpus in 
question embraces divergent biblical theologies. Similarly, the possibil
ity of developing a systematic theology turns on finding that none of 
the books of the New Testament are inconsistent (whether such con
sistency is hammered out in logical, historical, functional, or other 
categories). If there is insurmountable inconsistency, then the disci
pline of systematic theology may remain, but no single systematic 
theology qua end product would be possible. The individual sys-
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tematician would become free to pick and choose whatever elements 
of the biblical data he preferred. The resulting system would not in any 
primaI)' sense be dictated by the Scriptures themselves but would be 
definitively shaped by outside considerations, using the biblical data 
as nothing more than disparate building blocks. 

Granted the internal coherence of each corpus, it is theoretically 
possible to develop a biblical theology for each corpus, yet fail to find 
the consensus needed for systerrlatic theology. If, however, a unified 
systematic theology is possible, biblical theology itself achieves new 
dignity, for one entailment of the systematic theology would be the 
certainty that the contributing corpuses are coherent if rightly or
ganized in the historical framework of biblical theology. 

If the definitions and relationships I have sketched in be permit
ted to stand, it follows that the legitimacy of pursuing a systematic 
theology depends on the unity of the New Testament. Such wide 
diversity as there is must not involve logical or historical contradiction. 
Conversely, if New Testament diversity is as sweeping as is often al
leged, we ought forthwith to abandon the pursuit of a systematic 
theology, and those who write theology ought to tell us by what 
criteria they choose to include this or that dictum or make this or that 
value judgment. 

CRITIQUE 

What remains to be done is both negative and positive. Negatively, 
I propose to sUIVey rapidly a few of the more telling responses to 
Walter Bauer and to interact in some detail with the recent work by 
J. D. G. Dunn. Positively, I propose in the next section to set forth some 
reflections in defense of preseIVing the unity of the New Testament 
while recognizing its diversity. 

When Bauer's Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity ap
peared,46 most reviews were overwhelmingly positive. There were 
thoughtful caveats and hesitations, but few frontal assaults.47 This 
changed when A. M. Hunter published The Unity of the New Testa
ment. 48 Hunter argued in considerable detail that whatever diversity 
the New Testament embraces, its writers exhibit a basic unity in their 
commitment to one Lord, one church, and one salvation. 

More important yet was H. E. W. Turner's 1954 Bampton Lec
~ures.49 Turner examined Bauer's work in ruthless detail and exposed 
Its r~peated arguments from silence, its sustained misjudgments con
cernIng the theological positions of such figures as Ignatius and 
Polycarp, and its incautious exaggerations on many fronts. Turner 
demonstrated that the church's understanding of its theology ante
~ates the attempt to work the Scriptures into a religious whole: "Chris
tIans lived Trinitarily long before the evolution of Nicene orthodoxy."5o 

Various brief essays have been penned more recently. I. H. Mar-
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shall demonstrates that in virtually all of the New Testament docu
ments, early or late, there is unambiguous recognition of the fact that 
certain beliefs are incompatible with the truth, and even danlning.51 

This does not prove that all such stances can be made to fit together, 
but it does demonstrate that Bauer's central thesis-that the very 
concepts of orthodoxy and heresy are late developments and moti
vated by less than religious concerns-are false. J. F. McCue argues 
persuasively that Bauer's understanding of the Valentinian Gnostics is 
seriously deficient.52 The Valentinians did not develop as an inde
pendent branch of Christianity but set themselves over against the 
orthodox. Moreover, early Valentinians use the books of the orthodox 
New Testament in a way that suggests they emerged from within an 
orthodox matrix. 

Such considerations as these make Bauer's case untenable; yet his 
influence is broadly felt to this day-not least in the recent book by 
J. D. G. Dunn.53 Dunn stakes out his territory for exploration on the 
assumption that Bauer is basically correct. "Bauer has shown," he 
says, "that second-century Christianity was a very mixed bag. There 
was no 'pure' form of Christianity that existed in the beginning which 
can properly be called' orthodoxy.' In fact there was no uniforrn con
cept of orthodoxy at all-only different forms of Christianity compet
ing for the loyalty of believers."54 It may be doubted whether Bauer is 
correct in any of his main theses, but Dunn, building on this founda
tion, now attempts to push the inquiry back into the first century, and 
more or less along the same lines. 

Dunn gives the first two-thirds of his book over to a discussion of 
diversity in the New Testament. In successive chapters he treats the 
kerygma ("Kerygma or Kerygmata?"), the primitive confessional for
mulae, the role of tradition, the use of the Old Testament, concepts of 
ministIY, patterns of worship, the sacraments, the place of the Spirit 
and experience, and Christ and christology. In each chapter he is 
concerned to demonstrate the diversity surrounding these themes in 
the pages of the New Testament. The final third of the book reverses 
procedures and searches for whatever unity may be found among 
such diverse groupings as Jevvish Christianity, Hellenistic Christianity, 
Apoca1'yptic Christianity, and early catholicism. 

The final chapter summarizes Dunn's findings and raises some 
questions about the function of the canon. Dunn concludes that the 
diversity of first-century Christianity is very pronounced, indeed that 
"there was no single normative form of Christianity in the first cen
tury."55 By this, Dunn does not mean to say only that there were 
various complementary theological insights and diverse ecclesiastical 
structures (although he affirms both of these things), but that there 
were mutually incompatible theologies and no consciousness of a 
fundaInental orthodoxy/heterodoxy tension. The primaJy llni~ring fea
ture, according to Dunn, is the common acknowledgmci!t ot the unity 
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between Jesus the man and Jesus the exalted one. Dunn tends to 
t~mpet this finding as if it were a major breakthrough, a glorious 
dIscovery; but the value of even this minimal confession is rather miti
gated by his observation that the mode of the unity between Jesus the 
man and Jesus the exalted one is rather disputed and uncertain. 

The crucial question arising from all this concerns the canon. What 
authority can the New Testament documents exercise if Dunn's recon
structi~:m is correct? Dunn denies that the New Testament writings" are 
canonIcal because they were more inspired than other and later Chris
tian writings" (emphasis his).56 The evidence, he argues, shows rather 
that early Christian communities, functioned, in effect, each with its 
own "canon within the canon," and therefore what the New Testament 
does is establish the validity of diversity. "To affirm the canon of the NT," 
Dunn states, "is to affirm the diversity of Christianity."57 The New 
Testament may also establish the limits oflegitimate diversity; but what 
Dunn self-confessedly wants to do is to serve as a sort of broker between 
lib~r.alism and conservatism, challenging each side to recognize the 
legItImacy of the other. With this end in view he attempts to formulate 
the essential, the irreducible, Christian message: 

Christianity begins from and finally depends on the conviction that in 
Jesus we still have a paradigm for man's relation to God and man's 
relation to man, that in Jesus' life, death, and life out of death we see the 
clearest and fullest embodiment of divine grace, of creative wisdom and 
power, that ever achieved historical actuality, that the Christian is ac
cepted by God and enabled to love God and his neighbour by that same 
grace which we now recognize to have the character of that same Jesus. 
This conviction (whether in these or in alternative words) would appear 
t~ ~e t~e irredu.c~ble minimum without which" Christianity" loses any 
dIstmctive defimtIOn and becomes an empty pot into which men pour 
\~hatev~r meaning they choose. But to require some particular elabora
tIOn of It as the norm, to insist that some further assertion or a particular 
form of\,,,:or?s is also fundamental, would be to move beyond the unifYing 
canon WIthm the canon, to erect a canon on only one or two strands 
within the NT and no longer on the broad consen~us of the NT writings 
a~ a whole. It w~uld be divisive rather than unitying. It would draw the 
clr~~mference of acceptable diversity far more tightly than the canonical 
wntmgs themselves justity.58 

I confess I do not recognize much of the Christian gospel in this 
summary. Instead of perceiving complementary truths in various parts 
of the canon, Dunn hunts for the lowest common denominator. The 
resu~t is a "g~spel" that makes no mention of sin, gives no thought to 
~he m~arr:~~lOn or the atonement, presents Jesus primarily as a 
paradIgm mstead of a Savior (Why can't we have both?), and has no 

more authority behind it than what can be salvaged from Dunn's 
r~construction of history-all of which prompts me to wonder why 
hIS reconstruction should be thought any more compelling than that 
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of any other scholar whose predisposition is to dismiss most of the 

evidence. . bl 
This is not to say that Dunn's book does not have ~any admira. e 

features. Dunn displays an enviable breadth of le~rnIng} a ~assive 
knowledge of the secondary literature} and an admIrable clanty a~d 
felicity of expression. Unfortunately} however: the sweep of m~tenal 
that impresses the reader with its breadth is slI:nulta~eously a dIstort
ing compression that} as Dunn's most perceptive n:Vlewer ha~ n~ted} 
"results both in indigestion and in apparently cavalIer generalIzatIOns 
and one-sided treatments."59 To cite but one of scores of examples: 
Dunn concludes} after a mere three-page discussion} that Jes.us was 
not} in His own teaching} the object of faith-a co~clu.si~n attained by 
ignoring most of the evidence in the Gospels and dismIssmg the rest as 
anachronis tic. 

Many of the reviewers highlight not only the strengths but also the 
recurrent weaknesses of Dunn's book}60 and they need not be re
peated here. \tVhat might be more useful in this essay is to focus briefly 
on one chapter as a sample of Dunn's argu~ent and to. offer some 
suggestions as to possible lines of re~uttal. !ligorous detail cannot be 
provided in the brief compass of thIS sectIOn} but the shape of the 
confrontation can be nicely delineated. 

In chapter 2} titled "Kerygma or Kerygmata?" Dunn attempts to 
show the diversity of kerygmata in the New Testame~t. The method 
Dunn adopts is to "make an aerial survey of th~ most lIt;tp~rtant proc
lamations of the Gospel in the NT, concentratIng on pIcking out the 
characteristic features of each kerygma [Doesn't such phraseology al
ready prejudge the issue?] rather than attempting a fully balanced 
treatment of the whole."6! Dunn begins with the kerygma of Jesus. He 
excludes the evidence in the fourth Gospel on the grounds that it does 
not use the word KYJPVUUW, Kr,plYY/-UX, Ei)a)')'EAi~of..tat, ~r Eva)')'EA
tOll,62 and thereby he eliminates a substantial part of the eVl?ence. The 
kerygma of Jesus} according to the synoptic Gospe~s} then, IS. su~med 
up in several statements. First of alt Jesus proclaimed the .ImmI~ent 
kingdom of God but was mistaken in that His own expecta.tIOn~ faIled 
to materialize. Second Jesus called for repentance and faIth (In God, 

, . I' f G d "63 not in Himself) "in face of the end-time power and calm 0 o. 
Third, Jesus offered forgiveness and participation in the messianic 
feast of the new age, and on this built the ethical corollary of love .. 

I am sure critical orthodoxy will be pleased} but the effrontery IS 
astounding nonetheless. Dunn does not here discus~ the para?les 
with their repeated emphasis on grace (e.g., servan~s hIred at vanous 
hours) and their picture of delay before the Parousia (e.g., wheat a.nd 
tares). He is silent regarding the Lord's Supper and its forward-looking 
stance to His own death and the community's continued memory 
(before the Parousia: "till I come"!) of that death, specific sayings rich 
in pregnant significance (e.g., Mark 10:45, the so-called ransom saying), 
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the acceptance of obeisance, the utter lack of any consciousness of sin 
coupled with the willingness and ability to forgive sin, the specific 
references to His church in Matthew and the dozens of passages 
where the community is presumed to continue, and much more. 
Dunn treats many of these things elsewhere but he does not treat 
them as if they have any reference to an understanding of Jesus' 
kerygma. By eliminating much evidence as anachronistic and parcel
ing up sections of the synoptic Gospels into mutually exclusive 
categories, Dunn arrives at his minimalistic conclusion. Nor does he 
explore Jesus' place in salvation history or the consequences such 
exploration might have in the way Jesus expresses Himself. 

Dunn then goes on to consider the kerygma in Acts. Positively, 
Dunn states, the kerygma in Acts proclaims the resurrection of Jesus 
and the need for a response characterized by repentance and faith in 
Jesus, issuing in the promise of forgiveness, salvation, and the Spirit. 
Negatively, Acts is characterized by the absence of any theology of the 
death of Jesus and of the tension between fulfillment and consumma
tion ("completely lacking/' Dunn says),64 and by a subordinationist 
christology. To encourage faith in Jesus rather than in God is already a 
shift from Jesus' preaching) Dunn insists; but as we have seen, he has 
eliminated the relevant evidence in the Gospels. True, there is more 
emphasis on faith in Jesus in Acts than in the Gospels} but this is 
largely due to the new perspective brought about by the cross, resur
rection, and exaltation: the stance in salvation history is now a little 
further advanced, and it is clearer than before just who Jesus is. In fact, 
Acts reveals a growing awareness of the implications of Jesus' death 
and resurrection, implications progressively developed through the 
earliest preaching, the ministry of Stephen, the admission of Samari
tans and then of Gentiles, the developing consciousness of a new 
relation to Old Testament law, and so forth; but such major salvation 
history perspectives Dunn does not consider at this point. The Spirit is 
promised the believer, he says, but he does not consider how this 
blessed gift is climactically poured out at Pentecost and how at least 
some further manifestations have to do with validation of the newly 
converted community before the Jerusalem church. How may one 
legitimately treat the kerygma in Acts without considering such 
things? 

And is it true that Luke has no theology of the death of Christ? 
Dunn notes the places where Jesus' death is referred to but always 
finds some other explanation. Even 20:28 is dismissed because it "re
mains more than a little puzzling and obscure."65 The treatment of 
this subject by W. J. Larkin, who gives some indication of the atone
ment theology presupposed in Luke-Acts, is much to be preferred.66 

And if Larkin and others are right, then 20:28 can be dropped into the 
text casually and without comment precisely because it was an ac
cepted item of belief. Dunn repeatedly warns us against reading all of 
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Galatians and Romans into passages in Acts (e.g., Acts 5:30 and 10:39), 
and his warning is to the point. But he pushes this warning so hard that 
he adopts a methodologically indefensible stance. Must everything be 
said about every doctrine on every occasion? Must silence or deempha
sis signify ignorance or disagreement? From the point of view of credi
ble historical methodology, might it not be argued that allusive refer
ences to a doctrine explicitly expounded elsewhere presuppose such a 
doctrine as easily as deny such a doctrine? Could it be that Luke focuses 
more attention on the resurrection than on the atonement precisely 
because he is so interested in his witness theme and the part that it 
played in the earliest preaching? (The apostles could witness the death 
of Christ and the resurrected Christ but not in the deepest sense, the 
atonement of Christ.) Is there no significance to the fact that the Luke 
who penned Acts also wrote Luke 21:28; 24:21?67 Does not this fact 
prompt suspicions that some, at least of the relative silence regarding 
the atonement in Acts springs not from ignorance or disavowal but from 
other considerations? And why is there not so much as a mention of 
Leon Morris's substantial and responsible treatment of this subject 
from a perspective very different from that of Dunn?68 

In the area of christology, Dunn fares no better. It is true that there 
is a substantial "subordinationist" strand in the christology of Acts, but 
Dunn's conclusions are not entailed by this fact. Equal subor
dinationism can be found in the fourth Gospet69 a document that also 
embraces the highest christology. One might legitimately conclude, 
therefore, that some early Christians, at least saw no necessary in
compatibility between the two strands. What is needed therefore is an 
analysis of the way these true strands complement each other?O 
Moreover it is surely illegitimate to treat the christo logy of Acts without 
again considering the flow of salvation history and the church's rising 
understanding of the Christ event. The question is whether or not 
such doctrinal development introduced categories that annulled their 
earlier understanding. If not, there is development but not contradic
tion; growth in comprehension and theological awareness, but no 
clashing confessions or kerygmata. At least some attempts to analyze 
the earliest developments in christology have proceeded along these 
lines?1 but Dunn does not interact with them or show where they are 
in error. Why not? 

The lim~itations of space prevent me from embarking on even a 
cursory response to Dunn's treatment of the kerygma in Paul and in 
John. The same problems abound there, coupled with two or three 
magnificent non sequiturs, the best of which is the following (italicized 
for emphasis in Dunn): "Where the very concept of and claim to 
apostleship was the subject of controversy, what meaning can we give 
to the phrase 'the apostolic faith'?"72 

Dunn is a very competent scholar, and I have no doubt he could 
defend his position a little better if he tackled in depth any of the areas 
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he treats in this book. Of course, I must not criticize him for not writing 
a book he did not intend to write, but in all fairness it must be said that 
this book could win only those who have already bought into the 
critical orthodoxy of the age without pausing to consider the alterna
tive options that cry out to be heard on almost every page of Dunn's 
work. There is an important place for superficial books, but it is sad to 
see a superficial book claiming to present a profound argument. 

POSITIVE REFLECTIONS 

I do not propose to demonstrate the unity of the New Testament 
except incidentally. To do so would require several books and far more 
time and skill than I have at my disposal. I propose instead to attempt 
something much more modest. I will simultaneously assume a high 
view of Scripture (based not least on Scripture's self-attestation)73 and 
that the diversity of the New Testament documents is to be taken 
seriously. Beginning with these twin assumptions, I will offer a 
number of reflections relative to the possibility of establishing a sys
tematic theology on the basis of such diverse documents. These reflec
tions are neither original nor profound but they may help provide an 
introductory framework both for the Evangelical who is attempting to 
establish his theology on the Scriptures and for the non-Evangelical 
who seeks to understand why Evangelicals continue to hold that a 
systematic theology grounded on the Bible is important. 

1. First, it is important to recognize that virtually every person not 
an atheist adopts some kind of systematic theology. This is not to say 
that every systematic theology is good, usefut balanced, wise, or bibli
cal; it is to say nothing more than that most people adopt some kind of 
systematic theology. 

Consider, for example, the person who says that he doesn't be
lieve the Bible is the Word of God, that it is full of errors and contradic
tions, and that many of its teachings are at best obsolete. If he is not an 
atheist, he nevertheless believes something about God (or gods, but for 
convenience we will assume he is monotheistic). In his own mind he 
adopts a number of beliefs that he holds to be consistent. Even a 
dialectician thinks his beliefs are ultimately reconcilable. 

It may be, of course, that some of his beliefs are not consistent 
with other components of his belief system. But no one will con
sciously adopt such logical inconsistencies, except perhaps in the 
sense that he might temporarily hold several in tension while he tries 
to sort them out. He may maintain a core belief system about which he 
entertains few doubts and a wider circle of beliefs about which he is 
less certain, but unless he is insane, he will press for maximum logical 
consistency. This is true even when he springs from a culture in which 
people like to think in pictures rather than in abstract propositions, for 
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it is a universal apperception that behind the pictures stand realities, 
however dimly perceived. If someone presents a structure of theology 
that conflicts sharply with his own system, then even if that structure 
is presented in pictures it will evoke a negative reaction. 

\Nhat this means is that it ill suits anyone to scoff at systematic 
theology or to minimize its importance, for the scoffer inevitably em
braces some kind of systematic theology of his own. Relevant discus
sion therefore does not call into question the legitimacy of systematic 
theology per se, but the data base on which it is built; the methods 
admitted to its construction; the principles that pronounce exclusion 
of certain information; the language and felicity in which it is phrased; 
and the consistency, cogency, and precision of the results. 

Consider, first, the data base. What propositions about God-His 
nature, characteristics, functions, relationships-do we admit into our 
system? Where do we find them? \Nhich ones do we exclude? How do 
we verify them? What place does revelation have in providing data? Is 
revelation merely personal, merely propositional, or is it both personal 
and propositional? If merely personal, how closely do human descrip
tions of that personal revelation correspond with the reality? 

I am not suggesting that everyone thinks through his personal 
theology by asking himself these questions but rather that these ques
tions lurk unrecognized behind every systematic theology. That is why 
sophisticated treatnlents like those of, say, Hodge, Litton, and Henry 
devote a considerable amount of attention to introductory questions 
of method?4 

If these reflections are valid, then a J. D. G. Dunn, for instance, has 
his OWIl systematic theology. He has admitted as much in that he has 
attempted to determine the common core of the New Testament. He 
may believe other things in the New Testament and adopt them into 
his reconstructed core, but he cannot adopt all that the New Testa
ment has to say, because he is convinced the full set of New Testament 
data is inconsistent and will not cohere histOrically or logically. But 
Dunn has his own systematic theology nevertheless. The crucial ques
tion in Dunn's attempt to write Christian theology is the basis on 
which he selects his data. \Nhy do some New Testament truths, and 
not others, become central for him? On what basis are some tradi
tional Christian beliefs rejected? 

The point I am trying to make is that it is not the validity of 
systematic theology qua discipline that is called into question, but the 
cogency of one's critical tools. Christian systematic theology cannot be 
done without reference to the Bible, but what role should the Bible 
play? And should all of it playa role? 

The data base of systematic theology is not the only considera
tion. Systematic theology, to be coherent to its contemporary culture, 
must use contemporary language and at least some of the paradigms 
of that culture (or offer astute reasons for rejecting them). Finite and 
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sinful as every human being is, there will no doubt be some diversity in 
the theologies of the various systematicians .. B':lt nothin~ is as impor
tant as the data basis that is permitted, for thIS IS a questIOn of author
ity and legitimation, not of hermeneutics. It follows that everyo?e wh.o 
presents a case for this or that systematizing of t.heology owes I~ to hIS 
followers to explain as unambiguously as possIble what he Will and 
will not adinit into his system. He may of course go much further and 
justifY his data base, but he must at least identify. it.. . 

Dunn's work, at least in part, is an attempt to Justify hIS extreme~y 
limited data base. Unfortunately, it is precisely at this point that hIS 
book is so weak. Dunn adopts many current, critical shibboleths but 
he does not take the time to subject them to rigorous scrutiny, or even 
to consider whether his approach to the canon, his literary tests, his 
historical reconstructions, and his failure to wrestle with the alterna
tive options offered even by those who use the same to?ls may not 
unwittingly exclude all kinds of data that should be admItted. 

2. The data base to be urged upon systematic theologians is t.he 
entire Bible, the canonical si~ty-si~ books; and the validity of this chOIce 
depends on the adoption of four positions. . . 

The first position is that all of Scripture is trustw0:thy, and thIS of 
course presupposes that Scripture is truthful. If certam parts are n?t 
trustworthy, then they should not be used as data for the systematIc 
theology. 

What is objectionable about Dunn's approach is not so much that 
he detects errors here or there, as false (in my judgment) as his detec
tion is, but that apart from a minimalistic common denominator. he ~s 
prepared to baptize as Christian some structures of thought that I~ ~IS 
view are mutually contradictory. This preseIVes, he argues, the vahdity 
of diverse theologies. But which, if any, is true-that is, which corre
sponds to historical and spiritual reality? \Nhich, if any, is trustworthy? 
If they are mutually contradictory on any point, not more. tha~ on.e, 
and perhaps none, is true. Defending the validity of. dIver~Ity 10 
christo logy, for instance, may be helpful if the various chnstol~g18s are 
mutually complementary; but if they are mutually contradIctory, a 
defense of the diverse reduces to a defense of diverse error and un
trustworthiness. 

This first position, that all of Scripture is trust\vorthy, can be com
petently defended on wide grounds: the Scripture~' self-~tt~s.tation, 
the approach of Christ to the Scriptures, the amaz10g relIabilIty the 
Bible manifests where it is historicallv testable, and so forth. Some of 
these grounds are produced elsewhei-e in this volun:~' My conce:n at 
the moment is simply to set forth in brief form pOSItIons on whIch a 
systematic theology of the canonical Scriptures must be based, ar:d , 
implicitly, to show how opposing systematic theologies need to clanfy 
their own approaches. 
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The second position presupposed by my approach to systematic 
theology is that the basic laws of logic-such as the law of noncon
tradiction or the law of the excluded middle-are not inventions of 
Aristotle or formulations of some other savant, but discoveries to do 
with the nature of reality and of communication. They do no more 
than affirm that certain relationships obtain if communication is 
possible and coherent, and if any truth whatsoever may be known. If 
anyone denies this) I reply that the true import of his denial is the 
opposite of what he says; and I cannot possibly be logically (if I may be 
forgiven for using the word) refuted. The substratum of any communi
cation} whether between two individuals or two ages) is sinlple logic, 
regardless of the literary genre in which the communication is em
bedded. The "inner logic of divine revelation," to which some have 
appealed as a substitute, sounds devout) but either it is a way of saying 
that the relationships among divinely given truths in the Scripture 
must be established by Scripture (in which case it is difficult to see 
how this is opposed to logic) or else it is a way of appealing to fide ism 
of the irrational variety. 

It will not do to respond by citing Isaiah 55:8-9:" 'For my thoughts 
are not your thoughts} neither are your ways my ways,' declares the 
LoRD. 'As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher 
than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.'" The context 
makes it evident that the categories do not concern competing logic 
systems or the like; rather, they are essentially moral. The preceding 
verse exhorts} "Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his 
thoughts" (55:7). Man's thoughts are to be brought into conformity with 
God's thoughts not by abandoning logic but by repentance. 

Similarly} it is no real objection to this point to spread out the 
Bible's use of paradox, hyperbole} parable, and other literary forms and 
devices. None of these things endanger logic in the slightese but they 
do caution us as to how logic is to be applied. 

Logic can produce a false answer if, for instance, the premises are 
wrong} or if insufficient data are considered, or if a paradox is not 
recognized for what it is. But such failures do not threaten logic itself 
so much as faulty conclusions grounded in poor premises. To pit 
Scripture against logic is simply incoherent. Rogers and McKim 
thoroughly misrepresent Calvin on this matter when they say: 

Calvin knew the value of logic as one of the human sciences .... But the 
law of noncontradiction, which dialectics taught, did not, for Calvin, have 
precedence over the teachings of Scripture. The power of truth to per
suade us through faith \vas a greater value for Calvin 'A-ith his hUTrlanist 
background. He commented, for example, on Matthew 27:43, 'He trusts in 
God, let God deliver him now .... II He condemned as "Satan's logic" any 
interpretation that applied logic to God's providence and then concluded 
that God does not love us because we suffer. Cahin accepted that God 
had given logic along with physics, mathematics, and other worldly 
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disciplines "that we may be helped ... by the work and ministry of the 
ungodly." But if logic was used to drive persons away from faith in the 
truths of Scripture, then it was to be categorically rejected.15 

Rogers and McKim use the phrase "Satan's logic" as if to suggest that 
Calvin presents logic as if it were in the peculiar domain of Satan. In 
fact) Calvin says that Satan attempts to drive us to despair by "this 
logic/' that is) "this logical argument/' viz.) that since God watches over 
the safety of His people it appears He does not love those whom He 
does not assist. Calvin calls Satan's ruse "this logic" because it has the 
form of logical argumene but he then goes on to argue that Satan's 
argument is false) not on the grounds that logic must take a back seat to 
Scripture, but on the grounds that the premises are inadequate. God's 
love cannot be reduced to the present instant) Calvin says, and God 
may demonstrate His love in the long haul. Moreover) God often uses 
adversity to train His people in obedience. In shore Calvin argues that 
Satan uses a prejudicial selection of the data in constructing his argu
ment. Rogers and McKim are mistaken when they say Calvin rejected 
"any interpretation that applied logic to God's providence and then 
concluded that God does not love us because we suffer."76 On the 
contrary} the cogency of Calvin}s response depends entirely on the 
logic that he himself applies to the same problem} using a broader 
selection of data. There is not the slightest suggestion, either in his 
commentaries or in the Institutes) that Calvin ever considered logic 
itself as something that could} in and of itselt "drive persons away 
from faith in the truths of Scripture ll and was therefore "to be categori
cally rejected."77 The real problem is that Rogers and McKim charac
teristically read historical evidence through the spectacles of their 
own reconstruction of history and thereby treat it anachronistically?8 

These two positions bring us to a third. If the Scriptures are 
trustworthy, and if the basic laws of logic are not inventions of dubious 
worth but discoveries of the basic relationships that make both co
herent comnlunication and knowledge of truth possible} then for sys
tematic theology to be based on the Bible also requires that the docu
ments that constitute the Bible deal with the same general topic. For 
instance} a written analysis of Elizabethan English and a text on the 
quantum behavior of quarks may conceivably be equally trustworthy} 
but it would be extremely difficult to develop a consistent synthesis 
from these two literary pieces. By the same token} a systematic theol
ogy based on the Bible requires that the biblical books be close enough 
in subject matter to cohere. 

It is important to observe carefully the limits of this position. I am 
not saying that the Bible is like a jigsaw puzzle of five thousand pieces 
and that all the five thousand pieces are provided} so that with time 
and thought the entire picture may be completed. Rathec I am 
suggesting that the Bible is like a jigsaw puzzle that provides five 
thousand pieces along with the assurance that these pieces all belong 

~,I 



82 D. A. Carson 

to the same puzzle! even though ninety-five thousand pieces (the rela
tive figures are unimportant for my analogy) are missing. Most of the 
pieces that are provided, the instructions insist, fit together rather 
nicely; but there are a lot of gaping holes! a lot of edges that cry out to 
be completed, and some clusters of pieces that seem to be on their 
own. Nevertheless! the assurance that all of the pieces do belong to 
one puzzle is helpfuL for that makes it possible to develop the sys
tematic theology, even though the systematic theology is not going to 
be completed until we receive more pieces from the One who made it. 
And meanwhile, even some systematicians who believe that all the 
pieces belong to the same puzzle are not very adept puzzle players but 
sometimes force pieces into slots where they don't really belong. The 
picture gets distorted somewhat, but it remains basically recognizable. 

Finally, although good systematic theology must be phrased in the 
language of the present and interact with and speak to contemporary 
concerns,79 it must be controlled by the-biblical data. "Any number of 
supposedly biblical theologies in our day are so heavily infected with 
contemporary personalist, existential, or historical thinking as to ren
der their biblical basis highly suspect," comments one critic;B° and the 
remark is even more relevant to current systematic theology. That the 
control should run in this direction is an epistemological requirement 
that depends on the revelatory status of the Bible.8! If this be not so, 
the kind of systematic theology being advocated here is impossible, 
and the attempt to develop such should forthwith be abandoned. 

In short, I am concerned to show the positions implicitly adopted 
when an Evangelical maintains that the proper data base for system
atic theologians is the Bible, the canonical sixty-six books, and to offer 
some brief comments on their reasonableness. From now on, by"sys
tematic theology" I will refer only to systematic theology based on the 
canon, unless I explicitly state otherwise. It is in this narrow sense of 
the designation that the subtitle of this chapter is to be taken: "The 
Possibility of Systematic Theology." 

My focus from this point on will be the New Testament rather 
than the entire canon, for no other reason than that the immensity of 
the problems and the literature requires that I reduce the field a little. 
The substantial questions concerning the diversity of the New Testa
ment documents I have not yet directly addressed. To compare sys
tematic theology vvith a jigsaw puzzle with many pieces not present 
begs a host of methodological questions, and to these we must now 
turn. 

3. Progressive revelation must be treated with all seriousness, but 
appeal to progressi\Te revelation in order to exclude inconvenient com
ponents along that revelation's alleged trajectory is illegitimate. 

The tenn "progressive revelation" is a slippery one. Coined first in 
liberal circles to describe an evolutionary approach to understanding 
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the Bible,82 it has subsequently often been taken over and given 
another meaning, the meaning I wish to adopt. By "progressive revela
tion" I refer to the fact that God progressively revealed Himself in event 
and in Scripture, climaxing the events with the death-resurrection
exaltation of Christ and climaxing the Scriptures with the closing of 
the canon. The result is that God's ways and purposes were pro
gressively fulfilled not only in redemption events but also in inscrip
turated explanation. The earlier revelation prepares for the later; the 
later carries further and in some way explicates the earlier. 

The most dramatic canonical shift is the shift from Old Testament 
to New.83 Yet even within the New, the amount of development is 
astounding. Chronologically, it covers less than a century, but it moves 
from Judaism and the slaughter of the innocents under Herod the 
Great, through the preaching of John the Baptist, the public ministry of 
Jesus (characterized by Jesus' personal submission to Old Testament 
law [though He often broke with tradition], along with a host of His 
sayings that could adequately be comprehended only after His death 
and resurrection),84 the early Jerusalem church, the progressive self
consciousness within the church that recognized the obsolescence of 
the temple and, because of the gift of the Spirit, the admission of 
believing Gentiles into a common fellowship with shared Savior and 
God, the rapid evangelization of the Mediterranean world, and the 
growing rift between Judaism and Christianity. 

Of the various models used to describe this development, the 
organic one (seed leads to plant) is no doubt the best analogy.85 We are 
dealing with the growth of a single specimen, not transmutation into 
new species. It follows that systematic theology is possible, in the 
same way that the botanical description of a tree is possible. That 
there is growth and development in revealed truth within the canon 
requires, not the abolition of systematic theology, but treatment that is 
sensitive to the nature of the object being studied. 

Even so, there are certain characteristics of the diversity in the 
New Testament that have to be borne in mind. Just as certain parts of 
the seed are not taken up in the plant it produces, so certain parts of 
the old covenant under which Jesus lived are not continued under the 
new covenant He inaugurated (e.g., Mark 7:19; much of Hebrews). Any 
systematic theology cannot escape such historical considerations. In
asmuch as it is the systematician's concern to synthesize in contem
porary tenns the truth of Scripture, he must summarize not only what 
God has required in the past, but especially what He requires in his 
own present. In that sense he must take special pains to discover how 
the earlier revelation relates to its later fulfillment and applies to him
self and his contemporaries.86 

A second characteristic of New Testament diversity lies in the fact 
that even after the Spirit-age begins at Pentecost the full implications 
of this new age take some time to be understood (as Jesus Himself 
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suggested they would; cf. John 16:12-15);~n and this understanding 
comes only in degrees, unevenly, haltingly, cautiously. The signifi
cance of the descent of the Spirit on Cornelius and his household (Acts 
10-11), both to Peter and to Luke, is that the charismatic phenomena 
accompanying this baptism validated the reality of Gentile salvation to 
the Jerusalem church. But his does not prevent the circumcision crisis 
from precipitating the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). According to PauL 
both Peter and Bam'!lbas failed on one occasion to live up to their own 
confessed understanding of the gospel (Gal. 2). Such events tend to 
support notions of human fallibility and sinful inconsistency, rather 
than the notion that there were highly diverse parties in the church 
with major doctrinal differences. It is not only in the present that 
people sometimes fail to live up to their best insights or refuse to see 
the entailments of their professed positions. 

Can there be development within the writings of one particular 
author? One must distinguish between the development of a writer's 
subject matter, which he records and interprets (e.g., Luke-Acts), and 
the development of the thought of the writer himself.88 The best test 
case of the latter is Paul. Most writers follow in the line of an influential 
pair of essays by C. H. Dodd89 and affirm unhesitatingly that they can 
trace development in Paul's thought. The most careful of them, how
ever, confess that there are formidable hurdles to overcome if any real 
objectivity is to be attained.90 Quite apart from questions of authentic
ity, it is not easy to date all of the Pauline correspondence with cer
tainty. Many of the epistles' different emphases stem from diverse 
pastoral concerns (a point to which I will return). Moreover, it is im
portant to recognize that Paul had been a believer for a solid fifteen 
years or more before he penned the first letter recognized as canoni
cal, and that is time enough to develop some pretty stable beliefs. All of 
Paul's canonical writing took place in a single span of fifteen years, 
long after he had become a mature teacher, and that is not a lengthy 
period in which to develop major new theological shifts. 

There is little reason to doubt that Paul sees hirnself growing in 
understanding and maturity, including theological maturity (cf. 1 Cor. 
13:8-12; Phil. 3:12-16). But there is not the slightest evidence that Paul 
perceived himself to be abandoning any position he had formerly 
maintained in his writings.91 It remains important that we interpret 
Paul by Paul,92 not only for the sake of systematic theology but also for 
the sake of understanding Paul. 

VVhat must be avoided are the simplistic reconstructions of ear
liest church history that manufacture straight-line developments 
everywhere and then force the only primary data we have, the New 
Testament documents themselves, into some Procrustean bed. At
tempts are made, for instance, to show how Paul moved from a futurist 
eschatology to a realized eschatology,93 despite the fact it has been 
repeatedly shown that both elements are there from the beginning.94 It 
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is still common to argue that Acts must be late because Luke so nicely 
exemplifies Friihkatholizismus, even though it has been convincingly 
argued that Luke-Acts betrays both "early catholicism" and "en
thusiasm."95 Theology, like life, is complex. Most of us have learned to 
live with the "already/not yet" tension in the New Testament; why, 
then, do we find it so difficult to accept the "early catholicism/ 
enthusiasm" tension? If Acts is taken seriously, there is order and 
discipline, not to mention recognized elders, from the earliest years of 
the church. 

The problem for the Evangelical systematician is already difficult 
enough when he confronts the diversity of the New Testament without 
having to face the dogmatic reorganization of the evidence along the 
lines of critical orthodoxy. VVhile various critics are accusing him of 
constructing a rigid systematic theology that forces him to distort his 
exegesis, he may perhaps be forgiven if he finds that his critics are 
reconstructing church history and developing what I have elsewhere 
called "histmatics,''96 thereby distorting their exegesis far more seri
ously. 

More difficult to assess is the kind of development in Paul 
suggested by Murray J. Harris in his published works.97 Harris thinks 
2 Corinthians 5:1-10 is a watershed in Paul's theology, reflecting 
change in his eschatological thinking because of a brush with death in 
Asia (cf. 2 Cor. 1:8-11). He now no longer thinks of the resurrection in 
terms of a corporate phenomenon experienced by all deceased Chris
tians at the Parousia, but in terms of a personal transformation of each 
Christian at death so as to receive a "spiritual body" comparable to 
Christ's at that time. 

This, of course, is very different from what Paul has expressed in 
1 Corinthians 15 and 1 Thessalonians 4. With some hesitation, I would 
argue that it is an inadmissable example of "development" in Paul. 
Considerations that bear on my judgment include the following: 
(1) The New Testament presupposes a real continuity between Jesus' 
prepassion body and His postresurrection body. Otherwise why the 
stigmata, and where did the dead body go? Inasmuch as Jesus' resur
rection is the firstfruits of the harvest, how different from Jesus' resur
rection may the harvest be? (2) Was the Asian experience as traumatic 
as all that? Second Corinthians 11 makes it clear how often Paul faced 
suffering and death. Is it likely therefore that one more such experi
ence could effect so major a change in the thinking of a mature and 
seasoned theologian? (3) Surely the "not ... but" construction in 
2 Corinthians 5 :1-1 0 is a Semitic way of expressing fundamental pref
erence rather than absolute antithesis. (4) Is it possible that the crucial 
verses, 2 Corinthians 5:3-5, are included by Paul to cover himself 
against the Corinthian errorists, already confronted in 1 Corinthians 
15, who might still be prone to think of verse 2 in immaterial terms? 
(5) If we grant that 2 Corinthians 10-13 was written after 2 Corinthians 
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5, then there is evidence that Paul still held to an anthropology that 
could conceiv~ ?f human existence apart from the body (2 Cor. 
12:1-10), even If It was not the ultimate mode of existence. (6) The 
exeg~tical evidence in 2 Corinthians 5:1-10 makes Harris's view possi
ble; It by no means requires it. But Harris's view faces not only the 
above challenges, but a question from the vantage of systematic theol
ogy. The progress ?f revelation in this instance is interpreted by Harris 
~o Involve so maSSIve a change of view that Paul's earlier teaching (esp. 
In 1 Thess. 4) was wrong. That earlier teaching did not simply point 
forward, seIVe as a shadow pointing proleptically to the reality in 
another covenant, . or co~stitute a part of the truth now being fully 
developed; rather, It was In error. For all these reasons, I am reluctant 
to side with Harris without seeing much more exegetical warrant.98 

I ha."'e tried to sh?w how the systematic theologian must be aware 
of que~tlOns conc.erning progressive revelation and I have suggested a 
fe~ thIngs that mI.ght serve as helpful limits. One fairly common appli
catIon of progressIve revelation I confess I reject. This is exemplified by 
David Ke~sey.99. It attempts to plot the development in theology 
reflected In SCripture (usually on the basis of a doubtful critical or
~hodoxy) and th.en uses the patterns thus developed, not the Scripture 
Itself, as normatIve. In fact, the events of Scripture are inseparable from 
their interpretation,loo and the "patterns" Kelsey and others detect are 
so s~bjectively gr~unded that it is difficult to imagine how they could 
achIeve normatIve status as anything more than interesting 
paradigms.101 Progressive revelation must be taken in all seriousness, 
but appeal to progressive revelation in order to exclude inconvenient 
components along that revelation's alleged trajectory is illegitimate. 

4. The diversity in the New Testament very often reflects diverse 
pastoral concerns, with no implications whatsoever of a different credal 
structure. 

It is easy to find formal inconsistencies and contradictions in the 
~ew ~.estan:ent'."Carry each other's burdens," Paul says to the Gala
tIans, and In thIS way you will fulfill the law of Christ" (Gal. 6:2). This 
~oes not prevent him from advising them, a few verses farther on, that 
each one should carry his own load" (Gal. 6:5). Most commentators 

have no trouble explaining how these verses could come from the pen 
of one man within one paragraph, and what they mean.102 

vVhen we move to two different epistles by the same author, how
ever, the situation is rather different. There is stilL for instance, a 
tendency to pit Galatians against 1 Corinthians. In two of the more 
recent treatments, those by Drane and Richardson,lo3 much more 
~lowance i~ ~ade for the distinctive pastoral problems Paul is facing 
~n the two CItIes; but even so, Drane in particular is still inclined, in my 
Ju?gment, to see rather more of a change in Paul's thinking than the 
eVIdence allows. Drane sees an early Galatians denouncing attempts to 
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impose law-keeping on Gentile believers. Unfortunately, Drane 
suggests, some of Paul's converts developed this theme too far, and in 
the permissive city of Corinth they sank into licentiousness and im
morality based on a crude antinomianism. This, according to Drane, 
prompted Paul to write 1 Corinthians, which imposes far more rules 
than the Paul of Galatians could have envisaged. In fact, Paul was in 
danger of overreaction. Later, however, Paul penned 2 Corinthians and 
Romans and found the right balance. 

This analysis presupposes that Galatians and 1 Corinthians are 
unbalanced and cannot be taken to reflect Paul's mature thought. 
From a methodological point of view, I would be curious to know how 
Drane would support his structure over against one that explains the 
differences in terms of the pastoral problem confronting Paul. This is 
not to deny that Paul's personal understanding of the dangers might 
not have improved with experience; but it is to deny that Paul would 
later have withdrawn any word from Galatians or 1 Corinthians if he 
had had to face those same problems again. The clues Drane finds to 
distinguish between the two paradigms (e.g., he argues that the Corin
thians had read the epistle to the Galatians) I do not find entirely 
convincing. 

Unfortunately, there is not space to probe this question in detail, 
but it is important to remember that, as one writer puts it, the epistles 
"are occasional documents of the first century, written out of the 
context of the recipients."l04 F. F. Bruce has traced a number of ten
sions in Paul's letters105 and, although his synthesis is not convincing 
in every case, he approaches the diversity with methodological sen
sitivity.106 

Part of the problem, I suspect, is that PauL like Jesus before him, 
tends to absolutize the language used in addressing the current prob
lem. Granted that Matthew 6 and Luke 18 retain authentic material, it 
is intriguing to note that in the former passage Jesus seems to be 
arguing for brief prayers that avoid both pomp and repetition, while in 
the latter passage he tells a parable with the express purpose of show
ing his disciples "that they should always pray and not give up" (Luke 
18:1). Formally, the two stand in mutual contradiction. In reality, the 
Matthean passage addresses itself to those whose prayers are merely 
for show, and to those who think that by their much speaking they can 
manipulate God. By contrast, the Lukan passage addresses itself to the 
sins of the doubting and the apathetic. There is no real contradiction 
whatsoever once the circumstances being addressed are properly un
derstood. Jesus, preacher that He is, regularly uses strong, antithetical 
language to tackle each side of a complex question.107 One of the 
values of systematic theology, therefore, is that Jesus' or Paul's ap
proach to a host of issues is likely to receive more balanced scrutiny 
than by the reductionist methods of those who pit Jesus against Jesus 
and Paul against Paul. 
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The question of the diverse circumstances that call forth New 
Testament writings becomes more controversial yet when author is 
compared with author-Paul with James, for instance, or John with 
Paul. Not all New Testament diversity can be accounted for by appeal
ing to diverse circumstances; but a surprising amount of it is surely 
influenced by such considerations. If the "faith of Abraham" is used by 
Paul to teach that people are justified by grace through faith and by 
James to teach that faith without works is dead, it does not necessarily 
follow that the two authors are ignorant of the other's work or in 
disagreement with it.lOB In the areas of eschatology and christology, 
C. F. D. Moule has cogently argued that varied circumstances have 
prompted much of the New Testament diversity.lo9 His work, though 
widely cited, is still far too infrequently used and treated with the 
seriousness it deserves.no \lVhat we need, as E. E. Lemcio has put it, 
only halffacetiously, is the rise of a new sensitivity to "Circumstantions
geschichte."lll 

Even confessional formulae must be inspected in this light. In 
1 Corinthians 12:3 Paul can affirm that "no one can say, 'Jesus is Lord,' 
except by the Holy Spirit." In 1 John 4:2-3 John insists, "Every spirit 
that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh [or, as I 
would prefer, "that Jesus is Christ come in the flesh"] is from God, but 
every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God." The two 
confessions are not mutually exclusive, nor do they reflect divergent 
groups of Christians whose christological statements have developed 
along rather different and perhaps mutually exclusive paths. Rather, in 
the Corinthian situation with its claims from many lords, the Pauline 
formulation was both necessary and sufficient. In John's historical 
context, in which docetists were attempting to divide Jesus from 
Christ, the Johannine formulation is both necessary and sufficient. But 
Paul's formulation is inadequate to exclude heretics in John's situa
tion, and John's formulation is inadequate to exclude heretics in Paul's 
situation. Both formulations-and a number of others, for that 
matter-are necessary; but it does not follow that anyone of them is 
sufficient in every context (notwithstanding the simplistic use of the 
confession "Jesus is Lord" by some elements of the WCC!). 

W. L. Lane argues that such diversity (he does not use this particu
lar example) reflects a changing theological expression based on a 
given creedal structure.lI2 There is a sense in which he is right, even 
though I am unhappy with his terminology. But one must go beyond 
that observation to note that our only access to the assumed credal 
structure of the earliest church is the New Testament documents. 
Because this is so, and also because those documents are themselves 
inspired, it will not do to try to recover the early creedal structure 
while ignoring that structure's specific and diverse exemplifications. 
Rather, it is precisely at this point that systematic theology is neces
sary, not only for an adequate exposition of the Christian faith in 
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contemporary terms but also as the only adequate tool to handle the 
confessional diversity in a responsible way and thereby sketch in the 
creedal structure.1l3 

The alternative is ironic. From all sides New Testament scholars 
are warned against trying to find a systematic theology in the New 
Testament. In fact, what these critics are doing is establishing a large 
number of systematic theologies in the New Testament and the? pi~
ting them against each other. A confession is is~lated fro~ th~ histOI1.
cal setting that limits its sufficiency (but not. Its necesslty). In other 
settings and is built into a large structure that IS set over agaInst some 
other manufactured structure. Part of this procedure depends on 
dubious historical reconstructions, something I have already briefly 
discussed in this chapter, but part of it turns on an irresponsible 
approach to historical data, an approach that, while decryi~g system
atic theology, is busily systematizing the diversity it finds Instead of 
being sensitive to the mutually complementary nature of the occa
sional documents that constitute the New Testament.1l4 

5. The diversity in the New Testament documents very often re
flects the diverse personal interests and idiosyncratic styles of the indi
vidual writers. 

No one of any theological sophistication argues that the Holy 
Spirit's work in inspiring the Scriptures imposed a literary sameness 
on all the parts. John still sounds like John, Matthew like Matthew, and 
so forth. 

The same phenomena afford us another view of the ~ni~. and 
diversity problem. The language, style, and interests of the mdIVldual 
writers are all to some extent idiosyncratic; and one must therefore be 
very careful about arguing that such and such a New Testamer:t ~ter 
does not believe this or that simply because he does not mentlOn It or 
perhaps emphasize it. This is especially important when we re
member what New Testament scholars have been telling us all along, 
viz. that the New Testament writers are not attempting to write sys
tematic theology. Would we attempt to delineate the entire theological 
structure of some modern religious thinker on the basis of two or three 
occasional monographs called forth in part by his own focused inter
ests and in part by some pressing pastoral concern? 

Terminology may differ from writer to writer. As is well known, 
Matthew uses "call" to refer to a general invitation to the lost, whereas 
Paul uses "call" to refer to an effectual action by God; but whereas the 
terminology differs, this does not itself constitu~e e~denc~ that ~aul 
denies that God invites the lost or that Matthew dlsbeheves In electIon. 

Brice Martin has compared Matthew and Paul with respect ~o tt:e 
relationship between Christ and the law.lI5 His major concluslOn IS 
that Matthew and Paul are utilizing two quite different sets of 
categories and that they therefore constitute noncontradictory, non-
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complementary, but compatible, perspectives. His exegesis is not al
ways convincing and he underplays the importance of other consider
ations (such as the role of salvation history). Worse, it is difficult to see 
exactly what "noncomplementary but compatible perspectives" 
means. If both are dealing with the same God and the relationships of 
men with that God, their perspectives must be complementary in 
some ways. Martin has imposed alien philosophical categories on the 
material. Yet, once stripped of such antithetical language and softened 
by other considerations, his argument still has a point: different New 
Testament writers may focus on different aspects of truth and from 
quite different perspectives, whether for apologetic or personal rea
sons, and such diversity must be taken into account. 

Part of the contemporary dilemma lies in the fact that many New 
Testament scholars who decry systematic theology are busy over
theologizing (if this barbarism may be forgiven) the New Testament. 
Every utterance, every epistle, every literary scrap, must be prompted 
by explicit theological concerns. These concerns (it is alleged) override 
historical considerations and personal interests. A New Testament 
writer is always engaged in refuting some theological opponent. Few 
allow for the possibility that one of the reasons why a particular 
pericope is admitted may be because the writer found the story in
teresting. It is with a sigh of relief that we tum to Morna Hooker's 
cheeky article, "Were There False Teachers in Colossae?"116 

I do not mean to argue that the New Testament writers are but 
seldom refuting false notions or that the inclusion of this or that list of 
material is to be accounted for purely on the grounds of idiosyncratic 
preference. I mean, rather, to point out that the rich diversity of the 
New Testament-diversity in genre, style, confession, perhaps liturgy, 
even content and focus 117 -must not be interpreted solely in the 
categories of antithetical theological formulations. The evidence itself 
cries against it. But when such evidence is taken into account, it is 
difficult to see why a deep underlying theological unity is impossible, 
or even unlikely. 

6. On the basis of these reflections it must be insisted that there is 
no intrinsic disgrace to theological harmonization, which is of the es
sence of systematic theology. 

In fact, one might even argue that there is disgrace attached to the 
failure to make the attempt. Are the assumptions of critical orthodoxy 
all that unshakable? There was more communication in the ancient 
world than we sometimes recognize and much more fundamental 
agreement among the apostles and apostolic writers than is often 
allowed. The modem notion of well-nigh hermetically sealed com
munities doing their own theology and touching up their own tradi
tions in splendid isolation, all to produce some New Testament 
document by multiple authors, is gross exaggeration; and to the extent 
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it reflects any truth at all, we must frankly admit, with Hengel,118 that 
we know virtyally nothing of such communities. On the positive side, 
there is evidence that a beginning New Testament canon was recog
nized very early, during the fifties, when many eyewitnesses were still 
alive.119 This suggests greater agreement and harmony among the 
early Christians than is commonly affirmed. 

Critics of systematic theology, of course, are afraid that these ar
guments will force the New Testament documents into an artificial 
conformity. That danger is certainly present. But in one sense the 
approach I have been following encourages theological explorati?n 
that, far from being rigid and narrow, encourages work not otheIWlse 
possible. "There is ... a sense in which every New Testament writer 
communicates to Christians today more than he knew he was com
municating, simply because Christians can now read his work as part 
of the completed New Testament canon."120 This is not an appeal to 
sensus plenior, at least in any traditional sense. Rather, it is an acknowl
edgment that with greater numbers of pieces of the jigsaw puzzle 
provided, the individual pieces and clusters of pieces are seen in new 
relationships not visible before. 

\lVhat, then, is the proper place for the analogiafidei, the "analogy 
of the faith"? Can we safeguard our exegesis from an untoward usage 
of systematic theology? The answer, I fear, is, "Not entirely." It would 
be convenient if we could operate exclusively along the direction of 
the following diagram: 

Exegesis ~Biblical Theology -(Historical Theology]_Systematic Theology 

(The brackets around the third element are meant to suggest that in 
this paradigm historical theology makes a direct contribution to the 
development from biblical theology to systematic theology but is not 
itself a part ofthat line.) In fact, this paradigm, though neat, is naIve. No 
exegesis is ever done in a vacuum. If every theist is in some sense a 
systematician, then he is a systematician before 'he begins his exegesis. 
Are we, then, locked into a hermeneutical circle, like the following? 

~ 
Exegesis Biblical Theology 

~ ) 
Systematic Theologx [Historical Theology] 

'---./ 
No; there is a better way. It might be diagramed like this: 

~~~ 
Exegesis-.Biblical Theology .-.[Historical Theology ].-.Systematlc Theology 
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That is to say, there are feedback lines (and more lines going forward, 
for that matter). It is absurd to deny that one's systematic theology 
does not affect one's exegesis. Nevertheless the line of final control is 
the straight one from exegesis right through biblical and historical 
theology to systematic theology. The final authority is the Scriptures, 
the Scriptures alone. For this reason exegesis, though affected by sys
tematic theology, is not to be shackled by it. Packer is right when he 
argues: 

The maxim that exegesis and biblical interpretation are for the sake of an 
adequate systematic theology is true, yet if one stops there one has told 
only half the story. The other half, the complementary truth which alone 
can ward off the baleful misunderstanding that a particular rational or
thodoxy is all that matters, is that the main reason for seeking an 
adequate systematic theology is for the sake of better and more profound 
biblical interpretation.121 

Even so, it is important, first, to recognize that the final control is in the 
Bible, and the Bible alone, and, second, to be self-consciously aware 
what kind of appeal is being made at each stage of the enterprise, in 
order not to confuse the lines of control. 

If anyone objects that this is giving far too significant a place to 
systematic theology, I insist that in one sense my strongest opponent 
is doing the same thing, and perhaps less self-critically than I, for he 
has adopted his own kind of" systematic theology" in adopting various 
notions about how the New Testament can or cannot fit together. 
Often, in fact, such a critic will be particularly vulnerable to his own 
structured thought precisely because he doesn't believe it influences 
him unduly. My model is valid only if Scripture is trustworthy, but for 
various reasons I believe that it is. My concern, then, is to legitimate 
the harmonization implicit in systematic theology and show that such 
harmonization, properly handled, enriches biblical interpretation 
without distorting it. 

There are one or two specific dangers in appealing to the analogia 
fidei that should be mentioned. Quite apart from the question of the 
ultimate line of control, one must beware of handling the analogiafidei 
anachronistically. This does not mean that for every revelatory text one 
should develop an analogia fidei based exclusively on earlier revela
tory material122 (although such a method has its own usefulness in 
tackling certain problems), for that would mean no really new revela
tion could ever be admitted. It means, rather, that the analogia fidei 
should be used cautiously as an outer limit and as a final considera
tion,123 rather than as the determining device. 

A second illicit procedure is that exemplified by P. K. Jewett in his 
book Man as Male and Female. 124 As Jewett develops his appeal to 
analogia fidei, it becomes clear he is in fact operating with a "canon 
within the canon." He isolates (at least to his own satisfaction) the 
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central teachings of the Scriptures on his chosen subject and on that 
basis excludes Paul's argument in 1 Timothy 2:11-15 on the ground 
that it does not cohere with the analogia fidei he has constructed on 
the basis of his now-limited canon. This is a novel appeal to analogia 
fidei indeed, one that is methodologically indistinguishable from. the 
approach of Ernst Kasemann or anyone else who chooses to go WIth a 
restricted canon.125 If Jewett wishes to follow that line of argument, 
that is his business; but it is illicit to christen it with the analogiafidei 
argument, which traditionally assumes that the canon is the given. In 
fact, one of the methodological advantages of working with systematic 
theology is that, rightly executed, it eliminates the pick-and-choose 
kind of theologizing that enables the theologian to say pretty much 
what he wants to say. Systematic theology carefully handled can help 
ensure us that we still hear the Word of God, and not just the pre
selected an.swers to carefully limited questions. 

In short, with care, there is no disgrace to the theological har
monization that is of the essence of systematic theology, but there are 
numerous pitfalls to be avoided. 

7. Systematic theologians should be carefill to note how various 
truths and arguments filnction in Scripture and they should be very 
cautious about stepping outside those filnctions with new ones. 

"When considering apparently divergent passages, it is important 
to look at the purpose of the wording before pronouncing on the 
details of the language ."126 That advice is sound not only in exegesis 
but also in systematic theology. 

Two or three rapid examples will flesh out the force of this reflec
tion. It is as illicit to conclude from the fact that women were last at the 
cross and first at the tomb that therefore they should be ordained as 
elders as it is to conclude from the fact that all of the Twelve were men 
that therefore women should not be ordained as elders. Again, al
though the New Testament confesses that Jesus Christ is simultane
ously God and man and that God cannot be tempted, it does not 
necessarily follow that Jesus Christ cannot be tempted. 

There are two reasons why we need to be extraordinarily hesitant 
about stepping outside the example of Scripture in such matters. First, 
to ascribe certain functions to various truths or events in Scripture 
even though Scripture does not make use of those same truths and 
events to develop such functions may involve us in a prejudicial selec
tion of data from the data base. We may fail to learn how certain truths 
function at a pastoral level, or we may unwittingly draw a conclusion 
that contradicts some of the primary data. 

The second reason lies in the fact that a number of fundamental 
Christian beliefs involve huge areas of unknowns. Take, for instance, 
the Incarnation, or the Trinity, or the relationship between God's 
sovereignty and man's responsibility. In each of these areas, it is possi-
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ble to demonstrate that there is no necessary logical contradiction; but 
it does not seem possible at the moment to provide an exhaustive 
account of how these fundamentals of the faith cohere. We are dealing 
with the suprarational127 (but certainly not with the irrational or the 
illogical), with a painful shortage of information at crucial points. But it 
is surely worth observing, for instance, that God's sovereignty func
tions in Scripture to engender confidence in His people (e.g., Rom. 
8:28) and to ensure final judgment, but it never functions to reduce 
man to the status of an irresponsible robot. Similarly, man is encour
aged to believe, choose, obey, repent, and so forth, but his respon
sibilities in these areas never function in the Scriptures (as they some
times do in other Jewish literature) to make God fundamentally 
contingent.128 

These cautions, I hasten to add, do not call into question the value 
of logic. Rather, they highlight the complexity of the data and the fact 
that certain data we might desire are not to be found in Scripture. To 
limit oneself primarily to copying the functions found in Scripture is to 
adopt a methodological control that will ensure that one's systematic 
theology is a little more biblical than might otheIwise be the case. 

CONCLUSION 

The one thing I am here to say to you is this: that it is worse than useless 
for Christians to talk about the importance of Christian morality, unless 
they are prepared to take their stand upon the fundamentals of Christian 
theology. It is a lie to say that dogma does not matter; it matters enor
mously. It is fatal to let people suppose that Christianity is only a mode of 
feeling; it is virtually necessary to insist that it is first and foremost a 
rational explanation of the universe. It is hopeless to offer Christianity as 
a vaguely idealistic aspiration of a simple and consoling kind; it is, on the 
contrary, a hard, tough, exacting, and complex doctrine, steeped in a 
drastic and uncompromising realism. And it is fatal to imagine that 
everybody knows quite well what Christianity is and needs only a little 
encouragement to practise it. The brutal fact is that in this Christian 
country not one person in a hundred has the faintest notion about what 
the church teaches about God or man or society or the person of Jesus 
ChriSt.129 

So writes Dorothy Sayers, and I think she is basically right. This 
chapter has dealt with technical articles and critical judgments, but in 
the final analysis what is at stake is not some purely academic dispute, 
but what we preach. 

I am not persuaded, either by Bauer or by Dunn, that the early 
church was characterized by such tepid toleration and unconcern for 
truth that it would have put up with basic theological liberalism. As I 
read the evidence, I perceive great diversity in emphasis, formulation, 
application, genre of literature, and forms of ecclesiastical administra
tion. But I also perceive that there is a unity of teaching that makes 
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systematic theology not only possible but necessary, and that modern 
theology at variance with this stance is both methodolo~ically and 
doctrinally deficient. It is difficult to conceive how systematlc theology 
of the sort defended in this chapter is possible unless the New Testa
ment documents (and the Old Testament documents as well, for that 
matter) are true and trustworthy; and it is difficult to conceive how the 
same documents can be true and trustworthy without finding sys
tematic theology both possible and necessary. 

There are many questions surrounding the unity and diversity of 
the New Testament that I have not broached here, not least the re
lationship of the New Testament to the Old; but if the main lines of the 
argument are sound, then Evangelicals have every reason to ignor~ ~he 
demurrals and get on with writing systematic theology and traInIng 
systematic theologians. And perhaps such highly desirable goals con
stitute sufficient reason for a student of the New Testament to step 
outside the area of his relative expertise. 
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