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Chapter 1 

Introduction to Theology 

 
 
Here we will study the discipline of theology as it is taught in 
universities. We will learn the origins of the term ‘theology’, what it 
means, and what disciplines and subjects are taught within theology. In 
addition, we will become acquainted with some important basic 
theological terms as well as the views of various theologians.  
 

 

1.1 What is Theology? 
1. Concerning the term ‘theology’ 

Where does the term ‘theology’ originate and what did it originally mean? The term ‘theology’ 
derives from ancient Greek. The term theos refers to ‘God’, while the term logos means ‘discourse’ 
or ‘teaching’. Thus, in the strictest literal sense, the term ‘theology’ means “discourse or teaching 
about God”. In an expanded sense, it also refers to the interpretation of belief in God. In this 
respect, theology cannot speak of or about God, but can rather only speak on the basis of the 
revelation it has been given (through the word of God) and the belief that is based upon it. 

 

Theology 

theos 
 

God + 

logos 
 

discourse/teaching 

 

= discourse or teaching about God 

    

1.1   The term’s Greek origin 

The term ‘theology’ cannot be found in either the Old Testament or the New Testament. The 
designation or title theologos first appears in Greek religion and there refers to the “herald of God”.  
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The term theologia is first attested in the works of the Greek philosopher Plato (427-347 BC). Plato 
describes narratives about the gods as theologia, which may indeed contain true statements, but 
also fanciful accounts and lies. In contrast to this, science—which, in accordance with the 
understanding of the time, was a philosophy—was responsible for creating knowledge, according to 
Plato. 

 

Information on Plato: 

 
Plato 

(wikipedia) 

Plato was born in Athens in the year 427 BC. Since he came from a noble 
family, Plato went into politics, as was usual at the time. He was 
disappointed by the political leadership of Athens, however.  
 
When he became acquainted with the philosopher Socrates, his life 
changed completely. After the execution of his teacher Socrates, Plato went 
on various journeys, which led him to Sicily and Egypt, among other places. 
When he returned to Athens, Plato founded an institution called an 
‘academy’, which took its name from a grove dedicated to the god 
Akademos.  
 
The most famous disciple of this academy was Aristotle. In his skilfully 
crafted dialogues, Plato developed his theory of forms, (or theory of ideas), 
building on the teachings of Socrates. According to this theory, there is, for 
example, not only such thing as concrete good, but also the idea (idea or 
eidos) of good. In addition to all concrete things, there is also an abstract 
world of ideas. That is where true knowledge (episteme) is to be found, 
while only opinion (doxa) is to be found in the visible world.  
 
Plato died in the year 347 BC at the high age of 80. The effects of his 
philosophy are still felt in our time. As the philosopher Alfred Whitehead 
once put it, “The safest general characterisation of the European 
philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.” 

 

 

It was under Aristotle that theology first became a science. In addition to mathematics and physics, 
Aristotle (384-322 BC) lists philosophy and theology as important sciences because they focus on the 
divine as the principle of all that is. He calls God the “unmoved mover” or “prime mover”. Here 
theology is nothing other than metaphysics, namely the explanation of the prerequisites and 
principles of all that is. In this context, “all that is” also encompasses anything that can be imagined 
or conceived. 
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Information on Aristotle: 

 
Aristotle 

(wikipedia) 

Aristotle (384-322 BC) was born in Stagira in Macedonia, and studied at 
Plato’s academy. He stayed there for approximately 20 years, at first as a 
student, but then later as a teacher. After Plato’s death in 347 BC, Aristotle 
moved to Assos, a city in Asia Minor. Later on Aristotle moved to Pella, the 
capital of Macedonia. There he became the tutor of the successor to the 
throne, who would later come to be known as Alexander the Great.  
 
When Alexander came to the throne in 335 BC, Aristotle returned to Athens 
and founded his own school, namely the Lykeion or Lyceum. Since the 
conversations between the students and their teachers often took place 
during walks on the school grounds of the Lyceum, Aristotle’s school 
became known as the Peripatetic School (literally, the “ambulant school”). 
After Alexander’s death in 323 BC, Aristotle withdrew to his estate on the 
Island of Euboea, where he died the following year.  

 

 

The philosophical school of the Stoics divided the discipline of theology into three distinct parts 
(theologia tripartita) into mythical, physical, and civil (or political) theology. 

• Mythical theology is the theology of the poets. 

• Physical theology is that of the philosophers. 

• Civil (or political) theology is that of the state. 

This division into three was adopted by Augustine (see 2.1) into Christian theology. The most 
influential is his adaptation of ‘physical theology’ into ‘theologia naturalis’. Natural theology 
endeavours to answer the question of the degree to which philosophers can come to know God with 
the help of reason—a question which still occupies theology today. 

As a contemporary of Jesus and the early Apostles, Seneca is an especially important philosopher of 
the Stoic school.   

 

Key term: ‘Stoicism’ 
 
Stoicism (third century BC to third century AD) is a school of Greek philosophy which 
was particularly influential during the first centuries after Christ. It is characterised 
by its emphasis on composure, even in the face of difficult situations of life. 
Elements of Stoic philosophy can also be found in the New Testament and in the 
Christian thinkers of antiquity. The well-known Roman philosopher Seneca (see 
description below), for example, is numbered among the Stoics. Stoic and Christian 
teachings concerning virtue are often identical. 
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Information on Seneca: 

 
Seneca 

(wikipedia) 

Lucius Annaeus Seneca, also known as Seneca the Younger, was born in 
either 1 BC or AD 1 in Corduba, present-day Córdoba, in Spain. His father, 
Seneca the Elder, was descended from equestrian rank. In Rome, Seneca 
was given a standard education (which included Grammar, Rhetoric, and 
Law), and also took instruction from philosophers.  
 
He worked as a lawyer, made his way through the Roman ministerial career 
path, and was eventually appointed as tutor to the young prince Nero. 
After Nero had ascended to the imperial throne, Seneca led the affairs of 
the Roman Empire. The differences of opinion between Nero and Seneca 
began to increase, and Seneca withdrew to private life as a result. Because 
he was accused of taking part in a conspiracy to overthrow the emperor, he 
was forced to commit suicide by Nero. He voluntarily took his own life on 
19 April 65.  
 
Seneca also worked as a dramatist and philosopher. He is the most 
frequently read Latin author of the imperial period. Together with Emperor 
Marcus Aurelius and the philosopher Epictetus, he is considered the most 
significant thinker of imperial-age (also known as “later” or “younger”) 
Stoicism. His Moral letters to Lucilius are masterworks of Roman literature. 
In them, Seneca presents his philosophy in essay form. Beyond that, his 
philosophical works On the happy life, On tranquillity of the mind, and On 
the brevity of life are also of great significance.  

 

  

 

Summary of the term ‘theology’ 
 
The term ‘theology’ is of Greek origin. It means: discourse or teaching about God. 
The most important philosophers of Greek antiquity—which included Plato, 
Aristotle, and the Stoics—occupied themselves with theology. In Plato’s works, the 
term is still understood in a comprehensive sense, while Aristotle applies it to 
metaphysics. The Stoic school’s understanding of theology is especially important 
for Christian theology (for example, the prologue to the Gospel of John and the 
Logos Speculation; cf. Catechism 3.4.2, 3.4.5, 3.4.14). 
 

 

 

2. Christian Theology 

At the start of the second century AD, Greek philosophy was still rejected by the early Christian 
thinkers as something pagan that could be damaging to the gospel. The following early church 
thinkers paved the way for a positive assessment of the term ‘theology’ in the sense of a “study of 
God”:  
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• Justin Martyr 

• Clement of Alexandria 

• Origen and Tertullian 

These men lived in the second and third centuries AD. They devoted themselves to the study of 
Greek philosophy and found in it traces of the true Logos, that is, Jesus Christ. Christian theology 
surpasses Greek philosophy.  

 

Key term: ‘Logos’ 
 
An example illustrating the influence of Greek philosophy on a biblical text can be 
found in John 1:1-14 (the prologue). The central term of this text—which is rendered 
as ‘Word’ in the English translation—is known as the logos in the Greek original text. 
The term logos derives from Greek philosophy and implies much more than we 
generally understand with the term ‘word’. 
 
In addition to ‘account’, ‘news’, and ‘word’, the Greek language also uses the term 
logos to refer to ‘quantity’, ‘calculation’, ‘measure’, or ‘proportion’. Beyond that, the 
term logos can also take on the meanings of ‘purpose’, ‘concept’, or ‘reason’ in 
Greek philosophy. The term logos is understood to mean the rational or visible, that 
is, the ‘logical word’, in contrast to the mythos, which was regarded as a mysterious 
and at times also incomprehensible discourse. 
 
In Stoic philosophy, the logos is the divine animating principle or divine reason that 
permeates all things. It is understood as a power that works its way into nature, but 
also instructs the thoughts and feelings of human beings for good. 
 
 
Prologue to the Gospel of John 1:1-14: 
 
v. 1 In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos
 was God.  
v. 2  He was in the beginning with God.  
v. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that 
 was made.  
v. 4  In Him was life, and the life was the light of men … 
v. 14 And the Logos became flesh and dwelt among us … 
 

 

 

2.1 Later Antiquity 

The term ‘theology’ was adopted by the Christian thinkers of the fourth and fifth centuries AD. For 
them, theology referred to the “study of God” and was at first only associated with the doctrine of 
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the Trinity (the teaching that God is triune) and Christology (the doctrine of the nature and activity 
of Jesus Christ). 

 

Christology 

christos 
 

Christ (Messiah) + 

logos 
 

discourse/teaching 

 

= discourse or teaching about Christ 

 

The most important and influential theologian of later antiquity was Aurelius Augustine (354-430 
AD). Augustine primarily had his influence on western theology, from which both Catholic and 
Protestant theology have emerged. Augustine also formulated the doctrine of Original Sin and the 
doctrine of Predestination (the teaching that the elect of God have been foreordained), in which he 
emphasised God’s sovereign election by grace. 

 

Information on Augustine: 
Augustine was born in Thagaste, North Africa in the year 354. He was a rhetor (teacher of rhetoric) 
who worked in Thagaste, Carthage, Rome, and Milan. Augustine was the most significant Christian 
philosopher and theologian of late antiquity. In his quest for the truth, he became acquainted with 
the Christian sect of the Manichaeans via Platonic philosophy and finally to Christian theology.  
 
From 395 until his death, he was the Bishop of Hippo Regius in North Africa. His most important 
works include the following: 
• Confessions, in which he describes his conversion to Christianity. 
• On the Trinity of God, a work in which he describes the trinity of God in exhaustive detail.  
• On the City of God, a work in which he examines the history of salvation and develops a 
 doctrine of predestination. 
 
 

Augustine commented on all important subjects of theology and always had something decisive to 
say about them. 

Theology came into being as a result of the encounter between Greek and Judaic thought,  

• on one hand, as a theoretical discourse about God, as was customary in Greek philosophy.  

• on the other hand, as a discourse based on direct historical experience with God, as 
recounted in the Old Testament. In the course of the first few centuries AD, many terms 
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from Greek philosophy were adopted into Christian theology. For example, it would not 
have been possible to formulate the doctrine of the Trinity or the doctrine of the 
Sacraments without the philosophical terminology made available by Greek thought. This 
also teaches us, however, that the Christian faith is not simply a continuation of the Judaic 
faith. Rather, both Hellenism and Judaism are linked to one another in Christianity.  

 

Key term: ‘Platonism’ 
 
The philosophy of Plato has such a strong influence on the philosophical thinking of 
antiquity that one might characterise nearly all philosophy from this period as 
Platonic. 
 
Platonism is characterised by its distinction between a world of intent and 
appearance on the one hand, and a world of knowledge (forms, ideas) on the other. 
Platonism came to an end in antiquity with the closing of the Platonic Academy in 
Athens in the year 529 AD. Nevertheless, the teachings of Plato remained very 
influential in the Middle Ages and well into the modern age.  
 

 

  

2.2 The High Middle Ages - Scholasticism 

Between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, the term ‘theology’ was expanded somewhat. 
Theology had now come to be understood as a science of faith which was based on the entirety of 
God’s revelations and the beliefs ascribed to Him. Medieval theology was as much oriented to Holy 
Scripture as to philosophical thought. Theology was especially and enduringly influenced by the 
Greek philosopher Aristotle, who was rediscovered in the Middle Ages.  

 

Key term: ‘Scholasticism’ 
 
The history of philosophy divides the Middle Ages into the distinct periods of Early 
Scholasticism, High Scholasticism, and Late Scholasticism: 
 
“Scholasticism—understood as the theology and philosophy of the Middle Ages—
begins gradually with the Court Academy at Aix-la-Chapelle under Rabanus Maurus 
and Alcuin, and ends in the fifteenth century with the humanists’ rediscovery of the 
classical Latin works of Cicero. Important representatives of Scholasticism include 
Peter Abelard, Thomas Aquinas, and William of Ockham. They represent the distinct 
periods within the Scholastic movement—Abelard the early period, Aquinas the high 
period, and Ockham the late period.” (Our Family 17/2008, p. 22). 
 
One of the most important of these is Thomas Aquinas (1224/25-1274): 
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He distinguished the natural theology of the philosophers—that is, all reflection on 
God on the basis of reason—from the theology associated with the sacra doctrina 
(the holy teaching, namely the revelations of Holy Scripture). Here God is the subject 
of all statements, including those concerning the world and mankind. The sacra 
doctrina reflects upon the supernatural revelation of God, of which the Bible bears 
witness.   
 

 

• Source text: Thomas Aquinas formulated the principal function of theology as follows in his 
work Summa Theologica:  

“The principal task of this holy teaching consists of allowing us to recognise God, not only as He is in 
Himself, but also inasmuch as He is the author and end of all things (principium rerum et finis earum) 
and in particular of the rational creatures. We thus discuss: 1. God; 2. the movement of the rational 
creation toward God; 3. Christ, who as Man is the way to God for us.” 

 

2.3 The Reformation 

Theology was also given some very important impulses through the Reformers Luther, Zwingli, and 
Calvin.  

 

Information on Luther (1483-1546): 

 
Martin Luther 

(wikipedia) 

Martin Luther was born in Eisleben on 10 November 1483. Because he 
wanted to fulfil a vow he had once made, he entered the Augustinian 
monastery in Erfurt in 1505. It was in this order that Luther pursued his 
career studying philosophy and theology. In 1512 he became a Doctor of 
Theology in Wittenberg. 
 
Being a professor of theology as well as a clergyman, he was not in 
agreement with the practice of selling indulgences that prevailed at the 
time and so he published his 95 theses on 31 October 1517. The newly 
invented printing press allowed his theses to be quickly disseminated. His 
works met with both agreement and rejection in many parts of the Roman 
Church and the German Empire. In the year 1518 a trial of heresy was 
opened against Luther. On 3 January 1521, the Pope excommunicated him 
from the Church. The Reformation could no longer be held back, however.  
 
Luther published more and more writings explaining his doctrinal opinions.  
In order to clear his case, Luther was compelled to appear before the 
Emperor and the princes of the realm at the Imperial Diet of Worms. He 
remained adamant and defended his doctrinal position. On the way home 
from Worms, he was “abducted” by Frederick the Wise (a prince of the 
realm who was favourably inclined toward him) and taken into protective 
custody in the Wartburg. There he translated the New Testament from 
Greek into German in only eleven weeks.  
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On 13 June 1525, Luther married a former nun by the name of Katharina 
von Bora, who had fled her convent in 1523. In the year 1534 Luther’s 
translation of the entire Bible (both Old and New Testaments) appeared in 
German. The most recent edition appeared in 1545. Luther died on 18 
February 1546 in his native town of Eisleben. 

 

 

Information on Zwingli (1484-1531): 

 
Ulrich Zwingli 

(wikipedia) 

Ulrich Zwingli was born on 1 January 1484 in Wildhaus (Toggenburg). After 
attending Latin school and studying in Vienna and Basel, he became a priest 
in Glarus.  
  
After spending several years in the pastorate, he became a secular priest (a 
pastor for the common folk) at the Großmünster church in Zurich.  
 
The “Affair of the Sausages” took place on 9 March 1522 in the house of the 
book printer Christoph Froschauer. It was on this occasion that the 
prohibition against eating meat during Lent was broken. In the first Zurich 
disputation on 29 January 1523, Zwingli presented his positions in 67 
articles, known as the Schlussreden (Concluding Statements).  
 
In the ensuing years, Zwingli ushered in an independent Reformation (that 
is, independently of Luther) in Zurich. For example, the order of the divine 
services was reformed and the monasteries and convents were closed. In 
order to support the Reformation, Zwingli also established the “Prophezei” 
(a school for ministers). It was there that the Bible was translated into Swiss 
German (the so-called Zurich Bible). 
 
Zwingli’s Reformation spread through several cantons. In some cantons, the 
Reformation refused to take root, and the cantons remained Catholic.  
 
Zwingli died in the year 1531 in the Second War of Kappel.  

 

 

 Information on Calvin (1509-1564):  

 
John Calvin 
(wikipedia) 

John Calvin was born in Noyon, France on 10 July 1509. He studied law in 
Paris, where he came into contact with the Reformed teachings of Martin 
Luther. He converted to Protestantism, whereupon he was compelled to 
leave France. He undertook journeys to Switzerland and Italy. In 1535 he 
came to Basel, where he published his textbook “Institutes of the Christian 
Religion”.  
 
In the same year, he attempted to usher in the Reformation in Geneva. 
Since his Ecclesiastical Ordinances were too strict, he was required to leave 
Geneva again in 1538. In 1541 Calvin was invited back to Geneva, however. 
There he created a new set of Ecclesiastical Ordinances and drafted the 
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Geneva Catechism, one of the most important foundations of Calvinism. In 
1559 he established an academy in Geneva as a university for training 
ministers in Calvinism. After struggling with illness for years, he died in 
Geneva in 1564.  
 
Through Calvin’s activity, the Reformation spread throughout the entire 
western world. The Reformers saw the danger that theological reflections 
might lead to a kind of “philosophical domination” and thus called for a 
radical return to the Bible. 

 

 

Among the hallmarks of Reformed theology were the demands:  

“Only the Bible” (sola scriptura), “Christ alone” (solus Christus), 

and “faith alone” (sola fide). 

 

  

Key term: ‘sola scriptura’ 
 
Theology was not understood—especially not by Luther—as a theoretical discourse 
about God and His characteristics, but rather as the proper interpretation of the 
Bible and of human beings as sinners. Luther’s conviction was that, on the basis of 
God’s revelation, the Bible grants human beings access to the proper understanding 
of themselves. 
 
One of the implications of the sola scriptura principle was that no one wanted to 
work with traditional, and flawed, translations of the Bible text anymore. The 
demand was for a reliable original text and a philologically sound translation of the 
Old and New Testaments. Here philological—that is, linguistic—criteria became 
important for theological reflection. All theological statements had to have their 
basis in the Bible.  
 
Although Luther endeavoured to support all of his theological contemplations with 
the Bible, he nevertheless adopted elements of dogmatic tradition, such as the 
Doctrine of the Trinity. For Luther, human beings are not simply ahistorical rational 
creatures, as the Scholastic movement had understood them. Rather, human beings 
are justified by faith. God turns to human beings in Jesus Christ. Theology is not a 
discourse about God, but rather a discourse about human beings in response to His 
revelation.   
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• Source text: John Calvin writes as follows in his seminal work, the Institutio (“Institutes of 
the Christian Religion”):  

“All our wisdom—inasmuch as it truly earns the name wisdom and is true and reliable—
basically incorporates two things: recognition of God and recognition of oneself.” 

• Literature references for further study 

The Swiss Reformer Ulrich Zwingli, in: Our Family 20/2001, pp 12-13 

Calvin—A refugee in the name of God: from Noyon to Geneva, in: Our Family 11/2009, pp 
28-29 

 

2.4 Developments since the seventeenth century 

For centuries dogmatic theology—that is, the teaching of ecclesiastical statements of faith—was the 
only form of theology. Theology was considered to be the proper explanation of the biblical witness 
and the dogmatic, intellectual developments based upon it. Thus the prevailing conception was that 
theology would express truths that were always valid.  

The Enlightenment, which began at the end of the seventeenth century, brought with it an 
awareness of the historicity (the historical character) of these statements of faith. The Bible text 
and the dogmas were then examined on the basis of their historical development. In the process, it 
turned out that they had been subject to change and that they had a history of development. The 
biblical canon and every single book of the Bible (such as the gospel of John or the book of Isaiah, for 
example) have its own development history. The dogmas did not simply exist right from the start.  

They too result from a rich and diverse set of theological thinking processes.  

The biblical texts were no longer read as timeless truths, but rather as the testimony of time-bound 
religious thought. The single entity of theological thought was from then on broken up into dogma 
and exegesis.  
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Summary: “Christian Theology” 
 
In the theology of antiquity Greek philosophy and Judaic thought came together. 
Without the terminology of philosophy (for example, in the Doctrine of the Trinity), 
and without the God who reveals Himself in history—as found in Judaic thought—
there would be no theology. The most important fields of early church theology 
were the doctrine of God and Christology. In the Middle Ages, theology was 
understood as a “sacred doctrine”, which was oriented to philosophical (especially 
Aristotelian) thought constructs. The Reformation brought the sola scriptura 
principle to expression as a criterion for truth: Holy Scripture—not dogma—was the 
standard for faith. The modern age brought with it a historisation of theology. The 
Enlightenment, Bible science, and historical science examined the dogmas and 
biblical texts. 
 

 

 

3. Theological Disciplines 

The most important theological disciplines are:  

3.1 Exegesis of the Old Testament / Exegesis of the New Testament 

 

Key term: ‘Exegesis’ 
 
Exegesis is the scientific examination of biblical texts using historical and literary 
methods.   
 

 

 

These two disciplines are of a historical-philological nature. They are concerned with the 
developmental history, the religious-historical context, and the linguistic structures of biblical texts.  

• The exegesis of the Old Testament asks questions such as: “What is the structure of a 
psalm?” 

• The exegesis of the New Testament asks questions such as: “What is a parable?” 
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Beyond that, there are representations of theology in the Old and New Testaments. 

Example:  

 What theological ideas does the book of the prophet Isaiah or the Gospel of Mark contain? 

 

3.2 Systematic Theology 

Systematic theology is further subdivided into dogmatics and ethics. It endeavours to think through 
the Christian faith (dogmatics) and reflect upon Christian actions (ethics). 

Examples: 

• Dogmatic question: “How is the Holy Spirit active in the divine service?” 
• Ethical question: “Is there such a thing as justified war?” 

The great systematic and dogmatic concepts are mostly derived from the works of:  

• Augustine, 
• Thomas Aquinas, 
• Luther, 
• Calvin. 

The following works are significant in the modern age: 

• Friedrich Schleiermacher’s Glaubenslehre [“Doctrine”], 

• Church Dogmatics of the Reformed theologian Karl Barth, 

• the great dogmatic works of the Catholic theologians Karl Rahner and Josef Ratzinger, 

• Paul Tillich’s Systematic Theology and Gerhard Ebeling’s Dogmatics of the Christian faith 

 

3.3 Church History 

Church history belongs in the context of the historical sciences and works with the same methods as 
they do. It incorporates the scientific portrayal of the history of Christianity, the Christian 
churches, or even the concepts of theology which have, so to speak, become historical themselves. 
Thus the scientific portrayal of Luther’s theology, for example, occurs within the framework of 
church history. 

Church history is divided into the following periods:  

• history of the early church (e.g. the early Christians, Christianity in the Roman Empire) 

• church history of the medieval period (e.g. the crusades, development of mendicant orders 
such as the Franciscans) 
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• church history of the Reformation 

• church history of the modern age (e.g. revival movements, development of the New 
Apostolic Church) 

 

3.4 Practical Theology 

Practical theology incorporates everything concerned with application of faith. 

This includes research on: 

• the interconnection between faith and society, 

• diaconia (clerical welfare and social work), 

• pastoral care, 

• religious instruction, 

• homiletics (the art of preaching or writing sermons) 

 

 

 

Summary: “Theological Disciplines” 
 
As a science taught in universities, theology consists of the following disciplines: 
• Exegesis of the Old Testament / Exegeses of the New Testament; in 
 addition, many university teach the theology of the Old and New 
 Testaments, or biblical archaeology is taught as a subject. 
• Systematic theology with the sub-disciplines of dogmatics and ethics. It 
 endeavours to think through the Christian faith (dogmatics) and reflect upon 
 Christian actions (ethics). 
• Church history, which incorporates the scientific representation of the 
 history of Christianity, the Christian churches, or even those concepts of 
 theology which have become historical, so to speak. 
• Practical theology incorporates everything concerned with application of 
 faith. It is divided into the sub-disciplines of pastoral care, religious 
 pedagogy (instruction), homiletics, and liturgics, among others. 
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4. The scientific nature of theology  

What theology has in common with all other sciences is the endeavour to arrive at a specific object 
of knowledge. For example, the object of knowledge of biology is the life of plants, animals, and 
human beings. Theology’s object of knowledge is the existence of God and belief in God. It must be 
in a position to give account of this object of knowledge to itself and anyone else, as was already 
required in the first epistle of Peter: “… always be ready to give a defence to everyone who asks you 
a reason for the hope that is in you …” (1 Peter 3: 15).  

Theology makes use of the methods of philosophy, philology (literary sciences such as Hebrew and 
Greek), and historical science. 

 

4.1 Criteria for the scientific nature of theology 

• The affirmation postulate 

This postulate (requirement) demands that the propositions and statements of a given 
science must be without contradiction. 

However, there are exceptions in this postulate: the paradox (an illogical statement). For 
example, Martin Luther stated that man is “righteous and nevertheless a sinner”. 

• The verification postulate 

This postulate requires that the assertions of a given science must be so formulated that 
their claim to truth can be verified.  

• The coherence postulate 

This postulate requires the statements of a given science to refer to a uniform subject area. 
For example, theology limits itself to theological relationships and questions, not medical 
ones.  

 

4.2 Bible Sciences and Church History 

The scientific nature of the bible sciences and church history is undisputed. Its subjects are historical 
events and the development of Christianity since the founding of the early church. The results of the 
bible sciences and of church history are objectively verifiable.  

4.3 Dogmatic Theology 

The scientific nature of dogmatics is problematic. Why?  

God and His revelation in Jesus Christ cannot be objectively verified. The existence of God is a matter 
of faith. For an atheist, there is no such thing as God, and thus there can be no scientific examination 
of God. 
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Key term: ‘Axiom’ 
 
An axiom is a fundamental statement of a given science which cannot be called into 
question. The fundamental principle that cannot be called into question in 
dogmatics—which is thus an axiom—is: “God exists”.   
 

 

 

All the individual statements within a dogmatic system must:  

• exist in a comprehensible relationship that is free of contradiction AND 

• make reference to a whole (namely God, His revelation, and faith).  

 

Digression: “The task of dogmatics” 

Dogmatic theology develops the Christian faith in a “scientific manner, that is, methodically, 
constitutively and critically, and systematically, in other words, as a clear and structured whole” 
(Hermann Fischer, Protestant theologian): 

• “methodically” — scientific methods must be applied. 

• “constitutively and critically” — the correctness of the individual statements must be 
 verifiable. 

• “systematically” — the individual statements of dogmatic theology must be brought into an 
 ordered description. 

• “whole” — dogmatic theology refers to a uniform subject area, namely God, as far as He has 
 revealed Himself to human beings. 

 

5. Sample texts of theology / dogmatics 

5.1 Thomas Aquinas (1224/25-1274): 

• “The holy doctrine (= theology) is a science”, 

• “God is the object of this science” 

5.2 Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (1768-1834): 

In his work entitled Kurze Darstellung des theologischen Studiums [A brief description of theological 
study], which appeared in 1811 and in a second edition in 1830, Schleiermacher claims: 
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§1 “Theology […] is a positive science whose parts are only associated with a whole as a result of 
their common reference to a specific way of believing, i.e. a specific construct of awareness of God; 
those of the Christians thus on the basis of their reference to Christianity.”  §5 “Accordingly, 
Christian theology is the embodiment of those scientific insights and rules of art without whose 
possession and use no harmonious leadership of the Christian church—i.e. Christian church 
government—is possible.” §6 “The same insights cease to be theological if they are acquired and 
possessed without any reference to church government, and will succumb to any science to which 
they belong in terms of their content.” 

5.3 Wilfried Joest (1914-1995): 

In his Fundamentaltheologie [Fundamental theology] (1974, 3rd edition Stuttgart i.a. 1988, pp 252 et 
seq.), Wilfried Joest states:  

“Theology can and should satisfy the requirement of verifiability of its trains of thought in the 
outcome of specific conditions that are to be expounded. It cannot, however, be subject to the 
requirement of defending the validity of its basic prerequisites themselves before a general forum 
on the basis of criteria that lie beyond the mere assumption of these prerequisites.”   

5.4 Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928-2014): 

In his Systematische Theologie I [Systematic theology I] (Göttingen 1988, pp 66-69), Wolfhart 
Pannenberg claims:  

“[It should] not seem odd if both the statements of dogmatic theology and the assertions of the 
Christian doctrine it describes are assigned the status of a hypothesis in scientific theory. […] The 
assertions are true if their conditions apply. As long as any doubts concerning this are possible, their 
validity of truth is ‘hypothetical’ in the further sense of the word. However, this does not by any 
means imply that anyone who expresses such assertions would leave their truth undecided.” 
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Test questions on 1.1 – “What is theology?” 

 

1. Which thinker was the first to equate theology with metaphysics?  
a) Aristotle 
b) Socrates 
c) Augustine 
d) Seneca 
 
 
2. The term ‘logos’ is especially important  
a) in Stoicism 
b) in Calvinism 
c) for Luther 
d) in Scholasticism 
 
 
3. Which of the following does not belong in the time of the Reformation?  
a) John Calvin 
b) Martin Luther 
c) Ulrich Zwingli 
d) Josef Ratzinger 
 
 
4. The task of exegesis of the Old and New Testaments is to… 
a) …examine the process of how Plato’s texts came into being. 
b) …examine the process of how the text of Beowulf came into being. 
c) …develop a theology of the Old and New Testaments. 
d) …examine the process of how the texts of the Bible came into being. 
 
 
5. How are the two sub-divisions of Systematic Theology described? 
a) Exegesis and ethics. 
b) Dogmatics and exegesis. 
c) Dogmatics and ethics. 
d) Ethics and ethnology. 
 
 
6. Which disciplines are not among the theological disciplines?  
a) Church history. 
b) Bible sciences. 
c) Practical theology. 
d) Methodology.  
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7. Why did Martin Luther publish the 95 theses?  
a) Because he was not in agreement of the then current practice of selling indulgences.  
b) Because he wanted to gain greater influence in Rome. 
c) Because he wanted to reform the Church. 
d) Because he wanted to fulfil a vow.  
 
 
8. What is not among the tasks of Old and New Testament exegesis?  
a) It investigates the process by which the biblical texts came into being. 
b) It examines the linguistic structure of biblical texts. 
c) It investigates the religious history of biblical texts. 
d) It reflects upon the Christian faith. 
 
 
9. Why is the scientific nature of dogmatic theology problematic?  
a) Because science is not infallible. 
b) Because God does not reveal Himself to science. 
c) Because it lacks philosophic principles. 
d) Because God and His revelation in Jesus Christ cannot be objectively verified. 
 
 
10. To what uniform subject area does dogmatic theology refer?  
a) God’s creation as it is recorded in the Bible. 
b) The principles of natural science.  
c) Man as the creation of God.  
d) God, to the degree He has revealed Himself to mankind. 
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1.2 What is Exegesis? 
 

 
In the first section we explored the fundamentals of theology. 
In this section, let us turn our attention to the topic of 
exegesis. We will learn what the term ‘exegesis’ means and 
how exegesis is performed in the theological disciplines of the 
“Old Testament” and “New Testament”. In addition we will 
gain some insights into the history of exegesis.  
 

 

 

1. Concerning the term ‘exegesis’ 

The term ‘exegesis’ literally means: “to explain, to interpret, to deduce”. Exegesis is thus concerned 
with finding the meaning of a given text. The starting point for any interpretation is the recognition 
that a text will not be comprehensible on its own, and that it will require some explanation in order 
to understand it. Exegesis is not only a discipline within theology, but also in the literary sciences, in 
philosophy, in the field of law, etc. One who practises exegesis is called an exegete.  

The exegete is interested in understanding the text and learning what its author was truly intending 
to express. In order for this to succeed, scientific exegesis takes the historical, social, ideological, and 
religious conditions in which a text was written into account. Exegesis thus makes use of the findings 
of the historical and social sciences, as well as those of sociology, classical philology, and religious 
studies. 

In other words, exegesis is the scientific interpretation of a Bible text. The designations ‘biblical 
exegesis’ and ‘biblical interpretation’ thus amount to the same as exegesis.  

2. The prerequisites for exegesis 

The foundation for exegesis is an authoritative text. In Judaism and Christianity, this authority of the 
text is founded upon the fact that God communicates in linguistic terms. The authoritative text that 
provides the foundation for exegesis is the canon of the Old and New Testament. The canon is the 
compilation of those writings that are important for faith, in other words, Holy Scripture.  

Today the canon contains the following books:  

In the Old Testament:  

 the five books of the Torah  
 the historical books 
 the writings (Psalms and others) 
 the Apocrypha 
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In the New Testament:  

 the gospels 
 the Acts of the Apostles 
 the letters of the Apostles 
 Revelation 

2.1 The reliability of the text 

The foundation of exegesis is not only the canon, but also a secured text that appears in as few 
variants as possible. The more variants are present, the more questionable the text becomes. The 
task of exegesis is now to reconstruct the oldest and most reliable variant of a text or portion of text.  

3. Exegesis in antiquity 

Exegesis was already practised in antiquity. Writings that were especially important for education 
(the educational canon) were interpreted and commented upon.  

Examples:  

 the writings of the ancient Greek author Homer, particularly the Iliad and the Odyssey (around 
800 BC / stories about the Trojan War and the wanderings of Odysseus) 

 the Aeneid, by the Latin author Vergil (written between 29-19 BC / stories about the flight of 
Aeneas from Troy and the founding of Rome) 

 the Dialogues of the Greek philosopher Plato 

4. The traditional interpretation of the Bible 

4.1 The early Judaic interpretation of the Bible 

The five books of the Torah were interpreted as of approximately 300 BC, while the prophetical 
books and the other writings of the Old Testament were interpreted later.  

 

What were the interpretation practices of the Judaic scholars? 

The prevailing notion was that the biblical texts possessed a literal, directly accessible meaning, in 
addition to one or more hidden (allegorical) meanings. A master of this allegorical interpretation was 
Philo of Alexandria. The task of the interpreter was to expose these hidden meanings.  

During the period of the Talmud (after 70 AD), the rabbis occupied themselves with an intensive 
interpretation of the Old Testament. This interpretation work was ultimately compiled in the 
Jerusalem (or Palestinian) Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud. They began by interpreting those 
texts that played a role in divine service, in order to clearly define their theological significance and 
relevance for daily life. Accordingly, the first to appear were the commentaries on the Torah (also 
known as the five books of Moses), which placed special emphasis on the practical application of the 
law.  
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One of the principles of the rabbis was:  

“The texts of the Bible are limited in number, but the number of ways to interpret them is 
unlimited.” 

 

Key terms: ‘canon’, ‘Torah’, ‘Talmud’ 
 

 Canon 
A compilation of writings that are important for faith, that is, the books of 
the Old and New Testaments. 

 Torah 
Hebrew designation for the five books of Moses. Does not mean ‘law’, but 
‘instruction’.  

 Talmud 
 A collection of verbally transmitted traditions and interpretations of 
 Judaism. Consists of two parts, namely the Jerusalem (Palestinian) and the 
 Babylonian.   
 

 

 

4.2 Interpretations of the Old Testament in the New Testament 

The New Testament writings contain a multitude of interpretations of Old Testament texts. 

Examples:  

 Acts 8: 30-35 
For example, the account of the eunuch of Ethiopia shows how Old Testament texts are 
interpreted by New Testament authors (in this case, the Evangelist Luke). 
The eunuch, who was unversed in the writings of the Bible, was reading the book of Isaiah, but 
did not understand what he was reading. Philip came to his aid and interpreted the text in 
reference to Jesus Christ. In other words, this is a Christological interpretation of a pre-Christian 
prophetical text.  

 Luke 24: 25-27 
A similar situation can be found at the end of the gospel of Luke: here it is Jesus Himself who 
interprets the Scripture in reference to Himself for the disciples of Emmaus.  

 Hebrews 7 
The epistle to the Hebrews is an outstanding example for interpretation of the Old Testament. 
The author of the epistle to the Hebrews interprets the priesthood of Melchizedek in reference 
to the high priesthood of Jesus Christ and the uniqueness of His sacrifice (see Genesis 14: 17-19).  

 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

27 Dogmatics | Chapter 1: Introduction to Theology 

 

4.3 Interpretation of the Bible in Early Christianity 

The Bible was often interpreted in early Christianity. One of the most important exegetes of the 
period was the theologian Origen (ca. 185-254 AD). He developed methods for a systematic 
interpretation of the Bible. Building upon this, the monk John Cassian (fifth century) created the 
doctrine of the fourfold sense of Scripture. 

 

Key term: ‘fourfold sense of Scripture’ 
 
For example, when the word ‘Jerusalem’ arises, it can be interpreted in four 
different ways: 
 the literal sense 

This is understood as the verbatim sense of a Bible passage, a literal (historical) 
interpretation. 
Jerusalem represents a city in Israel. 

 the allegorical sense 
This is understood as the figurative sense of a Bible passage, an interpretation 
on the basis of faith (dogmatic interpretation). 
Jerusalem represents the church of Christ. 

 the moralistic sense 
This is understood to impart what one must do as a believer. It is an 
interpretation on the basis of love (ethical interpretation). 
Jerusalem represents the path of the human soul to salvation. 

 the anagogical sense 
This is understood as the future-oriented sense, an interpretation on the basis of 
hope (eschatological interpretation). 
Jerusalem represents the heavenly Jerusalem. 

 
 

 

4.4 Bible interpretation in the modern age 

The Bible interpretations of the Protestant churches:  

 The Bible is unequivocal and can be interpreted and understood by anyone. 

Explanation: 

Martin Luther rejected the interpretation of the Bible using the fourfold sense of Scripture. Only the 
literal or historical sense was to be considered.  

The Reformers said that the Scripture is the only teaching authority (not the Pope or the Church’s 
teaching ministry). All doctrinal statements had to be proven on the basis of the Scripture (sola 
scriptura principle). 
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The following conclusions were derived as a result: 

 Reliable versions of the biblical texts had to be produced, just as Luther had done in his 
Bible edition of 1534, for example. In this way, one and the same Bible text could be 
referenced in discussions. 

 The Bible text was increasingly examined using philological methods, that is, using tools of 
linguistic science and text analysis. For example, scriptural passages were translated from 
their original languages (Hebrew, Greek). The previously binding Latin text (the Vulgate) was 
abandoned. The Bible was also published in its original languages.  

 Beginning in the Enlightenment, an increased historical interest in the books of the Bible 
began to take hold. Their dates of authorship, authors, and contents were thoroughly 
examined.  

 

The Bible interpretation of the Catholic Church:  

The Bible is ambiguous and can only be properly interpreted and understood by the teaching 
ministry. 

Explanation:  

In contrast to this, the Roman Catholic Church insisted that Holy Scripture required an interpretation 
authorised by the Church for its proper understanding. This authority was the Church’s teaching 
ministry, that is, the Pope and the Bishops. Holy Scripture must be supplemented by the Church and 
tradition. It does not speak for itself. 

 

5. Scientific Bible Exegesis 

As of the seventeenth century, scholars began to understand the biblical writings as historical 
documents. The writings of the Bible were thus ancient literature and could only be understood in 
the context of the ancient worldview. In so doing they developed the historical-critical method as an 
exegetical tool. This method strives to employ the greatest possible scientific method and 
objectivity.  

The process of how the biblical texts came into being must be clarified: 

 Textual criticism 
In the event there are various manuscripts, which formulation (wording) is the original?  

 Source criticism 
What literary sources does the text have, and who is the author of the text? 

 Form criticism 
Attempts to analyse the oral “forms” or units of tradition that were orally transmitted by the 
early church. It asks what is the literary form of a given passage of text? (For example, is it a 
psalm or a parable, etc.?). What function does the text have? (For example, is it a warning from 
a prophet or a hymn of praise, etc.?) 
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 Redaction criticism 
How did the author assemble and combine his sources? What theological intent did the author 
seek to express?  

 

6. Other Exegetic Models 

6.1. Depth Psychological Exegesis 

The starting point for this type of exegesis is psychoanalyst C. G. Jung’s Theory of Archetypes. 
According to this model, the biblical accounts are forms of expression of a collective (general) 
unconscious. The collective unconscious consists of transpersonal content, experiences, and symbols 
common to all people. It is a kind of “inherited legacy of human evolution”, which is laid into each 
individual (that is, into each individual unconscious). Figures, images, and symbols that derive from 
this collective unconscious are called ‘archetypes’ (primordial, initial, or prototypical images). These 
are common to all human beings. They include the “wise old woman”, the “hero”, or the “young 
man”. This unconscious also incorporates primordial phobias such as the fear of snakes, spiders, fire, 
or water (cf. Jesus’ calming of the storm or the “sinking Peter”). The most notable archetype that 
appears in the New Testament is that of the “betrayer”, i.e. Judas. In contrast to this is the archetype 
of the “young man”, i.e. John. The best known representative of depth psychological exegesis is the 
Catholic theologian Eugen Drewermann (Tiefenpsychologie und Exegese [Depth psychology and 
exegesis], 1984/1985).  
 

6.2. Sociological/Social-Scientific Criticism 

Sociological/Social-scientific criticism endeavours to deduce the social and cultural context of the 
biblical texts.  

The following question is asked: “In what socio-cultural environment did the text come into being, 
and what function does it have there?” 

 Example: in the world of half-nomads such as Abraham and his descendants, the promise of 
a son was important, since a male offspring guaranteed the survival of the family.  

 Or: the significance of urban culture for the spread of early Christianity. The journeys of 
Apostle Paul almost always led him to larger cities because they offered a social 
environment that supported missionary work. 

What persons or social groups handed down these records?  

 Example: the statements of the prophets were collected by their disciples and handed down by 
them. 
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6.3 Literary Criticism 

Here the biblical text is not only seen in its historical dimension, but also examined using methods of 
linguistic and literary science: a text analysis is created which exposes the structure of the text, word 
fields are created, and specific terms are clarified. The question of whether literary criticism properly 
interprets the Bible text has been variously assessed by experts.  

 

Digression: Exegesis for the non-specialist 

All of the above requires specialised training and serves a particular purpose in the overall historical-

critical method, but even the non-specialist can perform “scientific exegesis” of Bible texts in a basic 

way. A basic exegesis will look at the literary context and structure of a passage (or pericope), as well 

as the historic, social and cultural context in which the text was produced. 

 

A basic exegesis can look at answering the following questions: 

For example: 

a) What is the content of the passage (beginning and ending, literary structure, key words)? 

b) What type of literature (genre/form) is it? What are the clues to interpreting this genre? 

c) What is the literary context of the passage in the book? What does this tell us about its 

meaning? 

d) Are other texts quoted (or alluded to) in the passage? 

e) What was the historical context of the passage? Does archeology help us to understand it? 

f) What was the worldview of its first readers? What were their cultural values and traditional 

customs and beliefs?  

g) What kind of persuasion (to change attitudes and actions) is there in the passage? 

h) Etc. 
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Test questions on 1.2 – “What is Exegesis?” 

 

1. What is meant by the term ‘exegesis’?  
a. The explaining, interpreting, or deducing of the content of the Bible text. 
b. The same thing as spiritual Bible reading. 
c. The act of reading one’s own interpretation into the Bible text. 
d. The creation of an Excel file. 

 
2. Exegesis serves to… 

a. propagate the opinion of the exegete.  
b. to provide dogmatic evidence. 
c. to reinforce the prejudices of the reader. 
d. to make the text understandable. 

 
3. From the time of John Cassian (fifth century) to the early modern age, the Bible was interpreted 

using the doctrine of the fourfold sense of Scripture. What is the verbatim or “word-for-word” 
sense of Scripture called? 
a. The allegorical sense. 
b. The moralistic sense. 
c. The literal or historical sense. 
d. The anagogical sense.  

 
4. What principle of interpretation is the most important for Luther and the Reformers who 

followed him?  
a. The papal principle. 
b. The sola scriptura principle.  
c. The local method. 
d. The tradition principle. 

 
5. Who is qualified to properly interpret the Bible according to the Catholic understanding?  

a. The high ministry. 
b. The papal ministry. 
c. The teaching ministry. 
d. The ministry of revenue. 

 
6. The historical-critical method is a tool… 

a. …of dogmatics. 
b. …of exegesis. 
c. …of form criticism 
d. …for the spiritual reading of the Bible.  
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7. Depth psychological exegesis is based on a theory… 
a. …of the psychoanalyst and theologian Eugen Drewermann. 
b. …of the individual psychologist Alfred Adler. 
c. …of the psychoanalyst C. G. Jung.  
d. …of the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud. 

 
8. When did scientific research into the Old Testament as a historical document begin?  

a. In the nineteenth century with the advent of the natural sciences. 
b. In the eighteenth century, with the beginning of the rococo period. 
c. In the fifteenth century, with the dawn of Humanism. 
d. In the seventeenth century, with the start of the Enlightenment. 

 
9. What does form criticism examine within the scope of exegesis? 

a. The literary form of a text. 
b. The written sources of a text. 
c. The original formulation of a text. 
d. The redaction work that has been done on a text. 

 
10. What does social-scientific criticism primarily explore?  

a. Practical theology. 
b. The social and cultural environment of Biblical texts. 
c. The history of the social sciences.  
d. The forms and genres of a text.  
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1.3 What is Dogmatic Theology? 
 

 
In this section, let us take a look at dogmatic theology. We will become 
acquainted with some important dogmatic terms and concepts. In 
addition, we will explore some especially important dogmatic writings.  
 

 

 

1. Concerning the terms ‘dogmatic theology / dogmatics’ 

Dogmatic theology describes the Christian faith in a scientific manner, that is, methodically, 
constitutively and critically, and systematically, while exegesis is the scientific interpretation of Holy 
Scripture.  

Dogmatic theology is a subsection of systematic theology. In general usage, the term ‘dogmatics’ is 
used pejoratively. In that context, it means: “rigid way of thinking”, or “thinking based on authority”. 
However, this is precisely what is not meant. Rather, dogmatic theology also endeavours to portray 
the Christian faith for the present, without persisting in traditional patterns of thought. Like 
systematic theology, dogmatic theology is not complete or concluded, but rather always in flux.  

Dogmatics has set itself three main endeavours:  

 it must be scripturally sound, in other words, it must be in agreement with the testimony of the 
Bible 

 it must be confessionally sound, that is, it must conform to the creeds (of the early church and 
even those of the modern age, depending on the respective denomination) 

 it must be appropriate to the present, which means that it must be comprehensible for people 
today and must address the problems of the present. 

Source text: The Protestant theologian Gerhard Gloege expresses this as follows:  

“The concrete task of Dogmatics incorporates the threefold endeavour to be scripturally sound, 
confessionally sound, and appropriate to present Christian doctrine. Dogmatic theology strives to 
capture the texts of the Old Testament and the New Testament in such a manner that their overall 
testimony conveys both the promise and the expectation of the historical will of God that makes the 
‘Bible’ into ‘Holy Scripture’. In so doing it is to remain open to the full range of literary, historical, and 
religious-historical research without turning into ‘biblical theology’. […] Dogmatic theology sets out 
to explain the dogmatic decisions of the church in its fixed confessions as frameworks of biblical 
testimony, and interpret them in accordance with their historically conditioned motives and 
tendencies” (Gloege in: RGG3 II, Col. 228). 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

34 Dogmatics | Chapter 1: Introduction to Theology 

 

These three concepts, namely  

 scriptural soundness 
 confessional soundness 
 appropriateness for the present 

comprise the trio of sources of dogmatic/systematic theology:  

 The first source is Holy Scripture—in its entirety, which consists of both the Old and New 
Testaments. 

 The second source are the respective creeds—using the results of dogmatic and theological 
history 

 Depending on the dogmatic thinker, the third source can just as easily come from the cultural 
sciences as from the natural sciences.  

 

1.1 Structure of Dogmatic Theology 

The overall presentations of dogmatic thinking bear titles such as “systematic theology”, “dogmatic 
theology”, or “doctrine”. These presentations have a specific structure:  

Starting with the doctrine of God and creation, the core of systematic-theological thought is 
frequently comprised of  

 Christology (the doctrine of the nature and task of Jesus Christ)  
 Soteriology (the doctrine of salvation) 
 this is often followed by the doctrine of the sacraments or means of salvation 
 Anthropology (the doctrine of man) 
 Ecclesiology (the doctrine of church and ministry) 
 Eschatology (the doctrine of the beyond and of future things) 

 

1.2 Important works of Dogmatic Theology up until the Reformation 

Already in the early church there were thinkers who portrayed the faith in systematic fashion. 
Examples of these are Origen and Augustine. Scholasticism, which is the theology of the Middle 
Ages, contained exhaustive portrayals of theological thought by the likes of Thomas Aquinas or 
William of Ockham. 

Although Martin Luther and Ulrich Zwingli drafted or gave impetus to the drafting of a Reformed 
Theology, they did not write any Dogmatics. Luther’s theological ideas, which most often took the 
form of responses to current issues, were particularly elusive to any attempt at comprehensive 
systemisation.  
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The first Reformed Dogmatics began to emerge in the sixteenth century:  

 Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560), a friend and important companion of Luther, wrote the first 
Protestant-Lutheran Dogmatics (Loci Communes, 1521).  

 John Calvin, the Swiss-French Reformer, wrote the first Reformed Protestant Dogmatics 
(Institutio, final draft 1559). 

Philipp Melanchthon came to Wittenberg as a young scholar. It was there that he came to meet and 
appreciate Luther. He supported Luther in his endeavours to translate the Bible into the German 
language. After 1525, when Luther only appeared seldom in public for fear of arrest, it was 
Melanchthon who eventually assumed the reigns of the Reformed movement. He was principally 
responsible for the Augsburg Confession of 1530, the most important profession of Lutheranism at 
the time. Melanchthon advocated a moderate theology that was more accommodating to the 
Catholics. The Loci Communes comprise his most important work, which he revised in various drafts 
up until his death in the year 1560. For him it was very important to understand and reconcile with 
those who thought differently.  

 

Key term: ‘Methods of Dogmatic Theology’ 
 

Analytical and synthetic methods in Dogmatic theology 
 
Philipp Melanchthon is considered the founder of the Loci Method (also known as 
the Synthetic Method) in the Loci Communes. It was there that the issues at hand 
(the Loci) were arranged in a logical sequence. The Loci are treated on the basis of 
Paul’s epistle to the Romans: free will, sin, the law, the gospel, grace, justice and 
faith, the old and new covenants, sacraments, etc. 
 
The most important Lutheran theologians in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries eventually gave up the Synthetic, or Loci, Method. The Reformed 
theologian Bartholomäus Keckermann (1572-1608) developed the ‘Analytical 
Method’—following the model of Aristotle—in his Systema theologiae, and the 
Lutheran Georg Calixtus (1586-1656), who firmly rooted this method in Lutheranism. 
The dogmatic material is ordered from creation to completion and oriented to the 
eternal salvation of the soul. Here theology is considered a practical science like 
medicine, as it likewise endeavours to heal human beings.  
 

 

 

2. Important Dogmatists of the Nineteenth Century 

In the age of Enlightenment and Rationalism—in other words, starting near the end of the 
seventeenth century—many thinkers began to regard Dogmatics as basically obsolete, since most no 
longer sought to orient their faith by the dogmas of the early church, but rather by the standards of 
the future. 
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2.1 Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher 

A new beginning for dogmatic-systematic work dawned with Friedrich Schleiermacher. 
Schleiermacher systemised the Christian faith in his “Glaubenslehre” [“Doctrine”]. This work was not 
intended to explain any dogmas, but instead present the Christian faith in its reference to tradition 
and life. 

Daniel Friedrich Ernst Schleiermacher (died 1834) became the Church Father of the nineteenth 
century. He is the founder of modern Protestant theology and influenced all theological thinking of 
the nineteenth century. His doctrine put the focus on mankind. The forefront of his thinking is not 
only WHAT was to be believed, but also HOW. The believer understands himself in a state of “utter 
(absolute) dependency” on God.  

Schleiermacher’s theology paved the way for Cultural Protestantism, which sought to bring the 
Christian religion (Protestantism) into harmony with culture (education, art, the sciences) instead of 
making it their antithesis.  

Source text:  

“§ 15. Christian statements of faith are views of devout Christian mental states presented in speech” 
(Schleiermacher, p. 127). 

“§ 16. Dogmatic formulations are statements of faith of that mode of didactic representation which aims for 
the highest possible degree of certainty” (Ibid. p. 130).  

“§ 17. Dogmatic formulations have a twofold value, an ecclesiastical one and a scientific one; and it is through 
both and the relationship of both toward each other that their completeness is defined” (Ibid. p. 136).  

“§ 18. The compilation of dogmatic formulations in order to link and reference them to one another arises 
from the same need as the construction of dogmatic formulations themselves, and is only a natural 
consequence of this” (Ibid. p. 139). 

“§ 19. Dogmatic theology is the science of the interrelationship of the doctrine in force at a given time in a 
particular Christian denomination” (Ibid. p. 143). 

“§ 21. In order to create a suitable edifice for the doctrine, one must first cut out everything heretical arising 
from the totality of the dogmatic material, and only retain that which is of the church” (Ibid. p. 152).  

“§ 23. Any doctrine that is to be formulated within the Western Church at this time cannot be indifferent to 
the opposition between the Roman Catholic and the Protestant, but must rather belong to one of the two 
members” (Ibid. p. 160).  

“§ 30. All formulations to be drafted by Christian doctrine can be formulated either as descriptions of human 
living conditions, or as terms of divine characteristics and actions, or as statements about the composition of 
the world; and all of these three forms have always existed next to one another” (Ibid. p. 193).  
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2.2 Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889): Unterricht in der christlichen Religion [Instruction in the 
Christian religion] (1875). 
 
Ritschl was one of the most influential representatives of Protestant theology in the middle of the 
nineteenth century (his students included Wilhelm Hermann and Adolf von Harnack). Ritschl’s book 
Unterricht in der christlichen Religion [Instruction in the Christian religion] was conceived as a text 
for religious instruction in grammar school. Ritschl advocated a meticulous distinction between 
Christian faith and the rational-scientific worldview of the natural sciences that began to emerge in 
his time. For him, faith was not only related to redemption, but also to Christian action: he saw the 
kingdom of God realised in Christian charity and fulfilment of duty. Ritschl rejected the traditional 
understanding of Original Sin and emphasised the Lutheran doctrine of the justification of the 
sinner.  
 

2.3. Wilhelm Hermann (1846-1922): 

Der Verkehr des Christen mit Gott. Im Anschluß an Luther dargestellt [The communion of the 
Christian with God. Presented with reference to Luther], (1884-1902) 

Wilhelm Hermann makes a distinction between the “historical” and the “historic” Christ. The 
“historical” Christ is an object and foundation of faith, while the “historic” Christ is an object of 
science. Wilhelm Hermann is the most independent student of Ritschl. The most important 
theologians of the twentieth century—for example Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann—studied with 
Hermann.  

 
3. Important Dogmatic Theologians of the Twentieth Century 

3.1. Karl Barth (1886-1968): 

Kirchliche Dogmatik [Church Dogmatics] (1932-1968) 

Next to Rudolf Bultmann and Friedrich Gogarten, Karl Barth is one of the main proponents of 
dialectical theology or “theology of the word of God”. Karl Barth’s Kirchliche Dogmatik [“Church 
Dogmatics”], which remained unfinished, is among the monumental theological works of the 
twentieth century. Barth begins with a doctrine of the word of God and expands upon his doctrine of 
the Trinity in this context.  

3.2. Michael Schmaus (1897-1993):  

Katholische Dogmatik [Catholic Dogmatics] (1938-1941) 

Michael Schmaus attempted to develop his Dogmatics from Holy Scripture and not from dogmatic 
theorems. In this respect he reformed Catholic Dogmatics. 
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3.3. Paul Althaus (1886-1996):  

Die christliche Wahrheit. Lehrbuch der Dogmatik [Christian truth. A textbook of Dogmatics] (1947-
1948) 

Paul Althaus is a significant researcher of Luther and emphasises Lutheran positions in his work on 
Dogmatics.  

 

4. Influential streams in the dogmatic theological history of the twentieth century 

After the end of the First World War, three theological and church historical movements emerge. 

4.1. Dialectical Theology 

 Karl Barth writes a commentary on the letter to the Romans (1st edition 1918/19), revises it 
thoroughly in a second edition which appeared in 1922, and appeals for theology to return “to 
the matter at hand”, namely the proclamation of God’s word.  

 Barth radically calls into question the liberal theology of his teachers Hermann and Harnack, and 
formulates his understanding of divine revelation as follows: “Jesus as the Christ is the unknown 
level which cuts through the one we know vertically from above” (Römerbrief [Letter to the 
Romans], 2nd edition. 1922, p. 6). 

 In his 1922 presentation on “The word of God as the duty of theology”, Barth describes a 
paradox of theology: theologians are to speak about God, but are incapable of doing so as 
human beings—knowing this, they give God the glory with their imperfect discourse. 

 According to Barth, theology is the “theology of the word of God”, which soon became the name 
of a movement stemming from Barth, which is also known as “Dialectical Theology”.  

 With his companions Emil Brunner and Friedrich Gogarten, he founds a magazine entitled 
“Zwischen den Zeiten” [“Between the ages”] which is considered more or less an organ of the 
theology of the word of God. Together with his lifelong friend, Eduard Thurneysen, he founds 
the magazine “Theologiche Existenz heute” [“Theological existence today”] in the summer of 
1933. 

 Barth is the main author of the Barmer Theologische Erklärung [Barmen Declaration] (1934), a 
binding creed for many Protestants, and becomes a cofounder of the Confessing Church (also 
known as the “Confessional Church”).  

 
4.2. Religious Socialism (also known as Christian Socialism) 

The Religious Socialism of  

 Johann Christoph Blumhardt the Elder (1805-1880) 
 Christoph Blumhardt the Younger (1842-1919) 

  



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  
  
 

39 Dogmatics | Chapter 1: Introduction to Theology 

 

 Leonhard Ragaz (1868-1945) 
 Hermann Kutter (1863-1931) 

sought to realise the kingdom of God in society, not only internally. For a time, the Protestant 
theologian Paul Tillich was closely associated with Religious Socialism.  

4.3. The Luther Renaissance  

The church historian and Luther researcher Karl Holl became the first president of the Luther-
Gesellschaft [The Luther Society], which was founded a year after the 400-year anniversary of the 
date on which he posted his theses (1918). Holl initiated a Luther Renaissance by liberating Luther 
from the thought constructs of the Middle Ages and making his ideas comprehensible for the 
modern age.  

5. Catholic Theology in the Twentieth Century 

The most important stream of thought for the Catholic Church is Neo-Scholasticism (also known as 
Neo-Thomism). Scholasticism is the theological thinking of the Middle Ages, whose most important 
representative was Thomas Aquinas. The revival of this type of theology in the nineteenth and 
twentieth century is known as Neo-Scholasticism, and its most important branch is Neo-Thomism. 
Since Catholic theology was beginning to feel menaced by the natural sciences, psychology, 
philosophy, etc., it initiated a revival of Scholasticism. With its stepwise thought constructs (with 
God at the top), it declared war on the “Modernists”. The Neo-Scholastic movement had its 
strongest resonance in the French-speaking world (France, Belgium). Its most significant advocates 
in the German-speaking world were the Jesuits Karl Rahner (1904-1984) and Emerich Coreth (1919-
2006). 

6. Important contemporary theologians 

6.1. Paul Tillich (1886-1965):  

Systematische Theologie [Systematic theology] (1955/58/66) 

Paul Tillich advocates a philosophically oriented type of theology. He talks of the “Being of God” as 
of “Being itself”, or of “Jesus as the Christ” as the “Bearer of the new being” (Systematic Theology, 
Volume I; p. 273; Volume II, p. 132). 

Next to Karl Barth, Paul Tillich is the most important theologian of the twentieth century. His impact 
is not limited to the German-speaking world, but also extends to American theology. 

6.2 Gerhard Ebeling (1912-2001):  

Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens I-III [The Dogma of the Christian faith I-III] (1979) 

Gerhard Ebeling is a representative of Hermeneutic theology, whose objective is to discover what is 
actually being brought “to expression” in the texts of the Bible and in the faith. The primary 
endeavour of this theologian was to make Christian tradition understandable.  
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It is “the main task of Dogmatics, not to impart mere basic principles, but to demonstrate how 
statements of faith come into being.” (Ebeling: Dogma I, p. 22).  
 
6.3. Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928-2014):  

Systematische Theologie [Systematic Theology] (1988/91/93) 

Pannenberg, a prominent authority on systematic theology, maintained that history as a whole—and 
not only the history attested in the Bible—was a self-revelation of God. 

6.4. Other significant theologians 

In addition, there are systematic theologians who never wrote any systematic theology or dogma as 
an overall work because they only focused on the fragmentary aspects of theology. 

For example, the Tübingen Emeritus Jürgen Moltmann (* 1926) did not write any “systematic 
theology”, but rather “systematic contributions to theology”, which revised specific areas of study in 
his thinking (e.g. “Das Kommen Gottes: Christliche Eschatologie” [The coming of God: Christian 
eschatology], 2nd edition Gütersloh 2001).  
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Test questions on 1.3 – “What is Dogmatic Theology?” 

 

1. Which of the following is not one of the aims of dogmatic theology? 
a) It strives to be confessionally sound. 
b) It strives to be ecclesiastically sound. 
c) It strives to be biblically sound. 
d) It strives to be appropriate to the present. 

 
2. Which of the following is not a source for dogmatic theology? 

a) Church creeds. 
b) The Quran. 
c) Cultural studies and the natural sciences. 
d) Holy Scripture. 

 
3. Dogmatics is a sub-discipline of… 

a) ethics. 
b) Systematic theology. 
c) Practical theology. 
d) the biblical sciences. 

 
4. Which of the following is not a title for an overall presentation of dogmatic thinking? 

a) Dogmatics. 
b) Religious pedagogy. 
c) Systematic theology. 
d) Doctrine. 

 
5. Which sub-discipline is not a topic in dogmatic theology? 

a) Christology. 
b) Ecclesiology. 
c) Soteriology. 
d) Poimenics. 

 
6. Which Reformer wrote a dogma? 

a) Martin Luther. 
b) Erasmus Alberus.  
c) Philipp Melanchthon. 
d) Ulrich Zwingli.  
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7. What is the focus of Schleiermacher’s doctrine? 
a) Human beings as believers. 
b) The angel world. 
c) The creation of God. 
d) Seneca’s philosophy. 

 
8. The theological movement that included Karl Barth, Friedrich Gogarten, Emil Brunner, and 

others was known as… 
a) Dialectical theology. 
b) Diacritical theology. 
c) Diapositive theology. 
d) Diabetic theology. 

 
9. Karl Barth himself understood his theological thought as… 

a) … the theology of the word of Jesus. 
b) … the theology of the word of God. 
c) … the theology of Luther. 
d) … the theology of the word of Sophia. 

 
10. Wolfhart Pannenberg maintains that God reveals Himself … 

a) … in every human being. 
b) … only in nature. 
c) … only in the Bible. 
d) … in the whole of history. 

 

 

 
 


