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Systematic Theology #1:  
The Bible 
 
 
COURSE OVERVIEW 
 
The goal of this course is to help students understand some of the major 
points regarding the major systematic doctrines taught in the Bible.  
 
An increased understanding of these points should lead students to a 
greater and richer life of devotion as well as service, including increased 
effectiveness in evangelism and discipleship. 
 
WHAT IS SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY?  
 
1. Systematic Theology is an intelligent presentation of truth about God 

and other major topics from the Bible. 
 

The word ‘theology’ derives from two Greek words: ‘theos’ (God) 
and ‘logos’ (study). 

 
2. Systematic Theology… 
 

 Uses the tools and methods of biblical research to discover the 
accurate meaning of Scripture. 

 

 Seeks to understand the Bible as a whole, asking the question: 
What does the whole Bible have to say about a given topic? 

 

 Addresses questions and challenges that people are currently 
facing. 

 

 Helps us make good choices based on sound biblical teaching. 
 
REVELATION & INSPIRATION 
 
1. The doctrine of Revelation teaches that God reveals himself to 

mankind in such a way that we can know him and fellowship with 
him. 

 
Doctrine may be defined as that which is formally and 
authoritatively taught from Scripture by the church.  
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 General Revelation is God’s communication of himself to all 
persons at all times and in all places. It is sufficient to prompt 
belief in God, reverence toward God, and concern for one’s 
relationship with God. 

 
God uses the creation, his acts of providence, and our 
consciences to reveal general truths about himself to humanity. 

 

 Special Revelation is God’s communication of himself to select 
persons with the purpose of having it proclaimed to all people. 
Special revelation goes beyond general revelation, revealing 
greater truths about God and his plan of salvation. 

 
Special revelation includes personal communication from God 
(through divine speech, dreams, prophecies, etc.), Scripture 
(which is of higher authority), and ultimately, Jesus Christ (who 
speaks to us in and through Scripture). 

 
2. The doctrine of Inspiration teaches that God’s influence upon those 

who wrote the Scriptures rendered their writings divinely 
authoritative. 

 
All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness… (2 
Timothy 3:16, ESV) 

 

 The biblical authors were not passive instruments in the 
transmission of divine revelation. God used each author’s 
personality and manner of expression. 

 
3. Inerrancy. The Bible is entirely trustworthy because of its 

truthfulness, and therefore is dependable as a source. 
 

 Inerrancy allows for the use of popular expressions, 
approximations, and phenomenological language. 

 
Phenomenological language is simply the description of 
experiences and the world from the vantage point of what can 
be understood through our human senses. For example, the 
structure of the cosmos is described from this vantage point as 
opposed to a modern, scientific vantage point. 
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 Inerrancy allows for variety in style and detail when explaining the 
same event. 

 

 Inerrancy does not demand verbatim reporting of events. 
 

For example, recorded speeches are not necessarily an exact 
word-for-word report. 

 
4. Infallibility. The Bible is completely reliable because of its 

truthfulness, and therefore is dependable as a guide. 
 

“The Bible, when correctly interpreted in light of the level to which 
culture and the means of communication had developed at the time 
it was written, and in view of the purposes for which it was given, is 
fully truthful in all that it affirms.” (Millard Erickson, Christian 
Theology, 2nd Edition; Baker Book House, 1998, p. 259) 

 
 
5. Illumination. The Bible requires God-given assistance from the Holy 

Spirit to understand it as he intends it to be understood. 
 

The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, 
for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them 
because they are spiritually discerned. (1 Corinthians 2:14, ESV) 

 
Then (Jesus) opened their minds to understand the Scriptures… (Luke 
24:45, ESV) 

 

 It is the Holy Spirit who enlightens those who are in a right 
relationship with God to comprehend the Scriptures. 

 
6. Interpretation. The Bible requires us to fulfill our role in the process 

of illumination by studying and searching the Scriptures. 
 
THE BIBLICAL CANON 
 
The word “canon” derives from the Greek word signifying a measuring 
rod. By implication “canon” means “a standard or criterion.” Christians 
use the term to signify those sacred writings which are viewed to be 
divinely inspired and thus authoritative for the life, worship, and 
practices of the church. 
 
 
 



Bethel School of Discipleship – Year 2 

Systematic Theology #1 Rev. April 5, 2017 Page 4 of 5 

1. The following factors led to the final development of the Canon. 
 

 The proliferation of false documents claiming inspiration. 
 

A number of works began to appear beginning in the 2nd 
century that claimed apostolic authority, but were imbued with 
Gnostic teachings that owed more to Greek dualistic philosophy 
than biblical theology. 

 

 The heretical use of genuinely inspired writings. 
 

 The elevation of the gift of prophecy to equal or perhaps even 
higher authority than that of the apostolic writings. 

 
This was one of the key accusations against the Montanist 
movement in the second century. 

 

 The attack on the genuine writings. 
 

Marcion, for example, during the middle of the second century, 
rejected the Old Testament and removed all New Testament 
writings apart from Paul’s letters and parts of Luke’s Gospel. 

 

 The need to determine which apostolic writings should be used by 
all the churches in public worship. 

 

 The Edict by the Roman emperor, Diocletian (303 C.E.), who 
ordered the severe persecution of the church, including the 
destruction of its sacred writings. 

 
2. The formal church-wide identification of the canon took place in the 

4th century, but the apostolic writings that make up our New 
Testament had already been in use since the first century. 

 
By the end of the second century, three of the church’s most 
prominent theologians of the time (Irenaeus, Tertullian, and 
Clement of Alexandria) independently acknowledged the canonicity 
of the majority of the New Testament documents. The first known 
formal publication of a list of the books that exactly matches our 
New Testament canon occurred in 367 C.E. in Athanasius’ 39th 
Festal Letter. 

 
3. There were at least four tests used to determine Canonicity. 
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The formal publication of the list of books comprising the New 
Testament canon should be understood as the church’s recognition 
of that which God had authoritatively inspired. The church did not 
confer authority upon these documents; it merely recognized their 
inherent authority. 

 

 Apostolicity. Was the author an apostle or did he have a 
connection with an apostle? 

 

 Content. Was the doctrinal teaching of the writing consistent with 
what had become accepted as orthodox? 

 
The church’s teaching had been passed down from the apostles 
to the bishops, and was also incorporated into the church’s 
liturgical documents, such as baptismal confessions, worship 
texts, and prayers. 

 

 Acceptance. Was the book accepted and used by the Church at 
large? 

 
Churches had made copies of the apostolic texts and used them 
in worship since they were first written. Some lesser known 
texts, however, received delayed recognition. 

 

 Inspiration. Did the book reflect the quality of divine inspiration? 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1. Reread Millard Erickson’s quote about the truthfulness of the Bible. 

Why is this important when it comes to relying on the Bible as a 
trustworthy source and guide? 

 
2. Why can you put your trust in the Bible? 
 
HOMEWORK 
 
1. Most study Bibles have articles about the reliability of the Bible’s 

manuscripts and other such background matters. Take some time this 
week and read a couple of articles about the Bible itself from a good 
study Bible. If you don’t have one, try to borrow one from a friend. 

 
2. Alternatively, read 2 Timothy and 2 Peter, written respectively by Paul 

and Peter just before they were martyred. Notice their concern at the 
end of their lives for sound doctrine. 


