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S cripture:  Romans 3 :21–26;  Coloss ians  1 :15–23;  2  Timothy 3 :10–17; 
2  Peter  1 :16–21 

B ased on:  “ The M ind Under  Grace,” by  Darren C.  M arks,  C h r i s t i a n i t y 
To d a y,  March 2010

Modern evangelicals tend to choose 
experience over theology. We need both.

The Mind 
Under 
Grace

D octrine is not a four-letter 
word, though you might 
think so judging by how the 
larger culture and some evan-

gelicals respond to it. Darren C. Marks says, 
“The word conjures in the modern mind a 
string of negative images: The Inquisition. Boring professors de-
bating the number of angels on the head of a pin. Bloggers arguing 
endlessly while the church flags in relevance in the once-Christian 
West. Doctrine is a bludgeon, a curiosity, a rearranging of the deck 
chairs while the ship sinks. Vibrant Christians want little to do with it, 
and instead focus on spiritual disciplines, works of mercy, and 
authentic Christian living. Doctrine belongs to the past, when it was 
used mainly to divide believers.”

Is this a fair summary, or have contemporary Christians missed a key 
building block of a faithful life? And if we have, how do we reinvi-
gorate our theological knowledge while keeping our spiritual hearts 
warm? How do we nourish both head and heart to the glory of God?

B i b l e  S t u d y
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Part 1 Identify the Current Issue
N o t e  t o  l e a d e r :  Pr o v i d e  e a c h  p e r s o n  w i t h  “ T h e  M i n d  U n d e r  G ra ce”  f r o m 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  To d a y ,  i n c l u d e d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h i s  s t u d y.

Far from being a boring distraction that potentially divides us and diverts us from the “real” 
kingdom work of spiritual growth and practical ministry, doctrine is what keeps us on track. 
After all, if we say we just want to worship and serve Jesus, the question immediately arises: 
Who is Jesus? Doctrine, which Darren Marks defines as “settled theology,” is liberating. We 
don’t know who God is apart from doctrine; we don’t know who we are apart from doctrine. 
Without doctrine, we just face a lot of unorganized data points with no sure way to order 
them. 

“Is it possible to live out discipleship without a good measure of heady doctrine?” Marks 
asks. “I see doctrine not as a boundary but as a compass. Its purpose is not to make 
Christians relevant or distinctive but rather to make them faithful in their contexts. Doctrine 
is a way of articulating what God’s presence in the church and the world looks like.”

So how do we encounter doctrine in such a way that it serves as a compass to keep us going 
in the right direction without sidetracking us into thickets of theological irrelevance? And 
how do we know what we think we know? This study puts the discussion on solid footing: 
God’s Word.

Discussion Starters:
[Q] Do you like thinking about doctrine? Why or why not?

[Q] What makes a doctrine good or bad, helpful or unhelpful?

[Q] If we believe the Bible is God’s Word, why do we need doctrine?

[Q] What is the difference between us interrogating Scripture and allowing it to 
interrogate us?

Part 2 Discover the Eternal Principles
Teaching Point One: Doctrine must illuminate Christ as Lord.

Friedrich Schleiermacher was a 19th-century thinker who elevated spiritual experience 
over theology because he believed doctrine caused more problems than it was worth. Marks 
says, “We find his influence unwittingly embedded in our church leadership, our seminaries, 
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and our theological faculties. A theology grounded in experience ultimately fades 
into soft moralism, humanism, or, in the unique case of American Christianity, a civic 
religion wherein God and country are easily confused.” This scriptural passage, however, 
encourages us to ground our theology in Jesus Christ, Lord of creation and Lord of the 
church. Read Colossians 1:15–23.

[Q] What does this passage tell us about theological attempts to understand God 
apart from Jesus?

Le a d e r ’s  N o t e :  Theology  m e a n s  “ t h e  s t u d y  o f  G o d.”  I d e a l l y  w e  s t u d y 
G o d  n o t  o n l y  t o  k n o w  a b o u t  h i m ,  b u t  t o  k n o w  h i m .  Ve r s e  1 5  g i v e s  u s 
a n  a m a z i n g  s t a t e m e n t :  J e s u s  i s  “ t h e  i m a g e  o f  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  G o d.”  I f  w e 
wa n t  t o  h a v e  s o l i d  a n d  r e l e va n t  t h e o l o g y  t h a t  t e a c h e s  u s  a b o u t  G o d 
a n d  h e l p s  u s  t o  k n o w  h i m ,  t h e n  i t  m u s t  p r i m a r i l y  e l u c i d a t e  w h o  J e s u s 
i s ,  b e ca u s e  J e s u s  s h o w s  u s  w h o  G o d  i s .  S e e  2  C o r i n t h i a n s  4 : 4  a n d 
H e b r e w s  1 : 3  f o r  s i m i l a r  e x p r e s s i o n s.

[Q] What does this passage tell us about our attempts to understand our world apart 
from Jesus? 

[Q] How did Jesus “reconcile to himself all things,” according to verse 20? What 
does this imply about our current situation?

Le a d e r ’s  N o t e :  The Quest  Study Bible  s a y s,  “ W h e n  Ad a m  a n d  E v e 
f e l l ,  t h e i r  s i n  b r o u g h t  d i s o r d e r  t o  a l l  o f  c r e a t i o n .  R e d e m p t i o n  i n v o l v e s 
n o t  o n l y  m a k i n g  f o r g i v e n e s s  a va i l a b l e  t o  h u m a n  b e i n g s,  b u t  a l s o 
m a k i n g  p e a ce  w i t h  t h e  e n t i r e  co s m o s.  T h r o u g h  C h r i s t ’s  s a c r i f i ce,  a l l 
t h i n g s  a r e  r e s t o r e d  t o  G o d.  U n f o r t u n a t e l y,  t h i s  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t h a t  a l l 
p e o p l e  w i l l  b e l i e v e  i n  J e s u s,  b u t  i t  d o e s  m e a n  t h a t  G o d ’s  c r e a t i o n  w i l l 
o n ce  a g a i n  s u b m i t  t o  h i m .”

[Q] Verses 21–23 have past, present, and future aspects. What has Christ done, and 
what are we to do? 

Optional Activity: Recording answers on a whiteboard or poster 
board,  as a group l ist  the descriptions of  Jesus found in this  passage and 
rephrase them in your own words.  Then find another verse or passage in 
Scripture that amplif ies each point.  How does each description help us 
understand him better? For example:  “before all  things” = “Jesus came 
first  in t ime, as John 1:1–2 and John 8:58 indicate.  By this  we know that 
Jesus existed before he was born of Mar y and is  a supernatural  f igure of 
immense age and wisdom.”  
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Teaching Point Two: Proper theology begins not with our desire but 
with our need.

Truth must come before relevance, because truth is always relevant. “Schleiermacher 
began with internal experiences of God and built theology around those experiences, 
reconfiguring doctrine as needed,” Marks notes. “He assumed that by starting with 
ourselves and our desires, we would glimpse a purer vision of God and perhaps a more 
relevant church.” Our human-centered attempts to cater to our spiritual feelings are 
doomed to fail because feelings are poor guides to understanding the enormity of the 
human condition. Read Romans 3:21–26.

[Q] According to this passage, where does righteousness come from and how does it 
come? What role do our works have in our righteousness before God? What relevance 
do these facts have for locating the starting point for our theological experience?

[Q] How does the Bible describe our sinful state (v. 23)? 

• What are some implications for us in developing trustworthy doctrine? 

• So how do we flawed humans deal with this fact?

[Q] What does this passage say about our desires, experiences, and needs? 

Teaching Point Three: Orthodox doctrine and orthodox living go 
together.

People such as Schleiermacher have created a false dichotomy between orthodoxy 
(right belief ) and orthopraxy (right practice or living). The two belong together, but in 
the proper order, says Marks. “Many complain that the church has become incapable 
of cultivating Christian habits in its people. No wonder, when for so many the starting 
point is not God but spiritual experience. How can we sustain any spiritual growth if it 
is grounded in something as transitory as what we feel, individually or corporately?” The 
apostle Paul told Timothy that for a balanced and fruitful life we need both, but that they 
need to be in the proper order. Read 2 Timothy 3:10–17.

[Q] In verses 10–11, list the elements of Paul’s life and ministry that the apostle 
highlights. 

Leader ’s Note:  Teaching … way of l i fe … purpose … faith … patience … 
love … endurance … persecutions [twice] … sufferings. 

• Which have to do with orthodoxy, and which with orthopraxy? 

• How do you see these elements working together in Paul’s life? In yours? 
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[Q] As demonstrated in verses 12–13, the logical result of orthopraxy can be 
persecution. Why do you think that is? 

• How does this compare and contrast with Schleiermacher’s emphasis on 
plumbing our spiritual experiences for direction?

[Q] What does verse 14 say about how we are to learn doctrine?

[Q] What practical things should biblical doctrine lead to (v. 15–16)?

Teaching Point Four: God’s Word and God’s Spirit help us to avoid 
doctrinal error.

Read 2 Peter 1:16–21.

[Q] In verses 16–18, Peter the apostle describes the ministry of the apostles as 
witnesses of Christ. We, however, have no one who saw Jesus minister on this earth. 
Given this lack, how do we avoid doctrinal error?

Peter says the church has “the word of the prophets made more certain.” In other words, 
the meaning is clearer, making correct doctrine more likely and growth in knowledge 
possible (v. 19). Arriving at good doctrine requires a disciplined journey.

[Q] What are we told to do with this word? How do we accomplish this?

[Q] Peter explains why the word is reliable for such a purpose (v. 20–21). How can 
we hold our theology and doctrine up to God’s light? 

Part 3 Apply Your Findings
Doctrine has gotten a bad rap in both the culture and the pews. Fearing both dissention and 
irrelevance to people’s “real” needs, we soft-pedal our beliefs or simply assume that what we 
believe is crystal clear to everyone. We are not prepared to do the hard but necessary work 
to understand our beliefs and allow them to guide our steps. Instead, we think that our 
spiritual experience is the starting point for our theology.

“The decreasing lack of interest in core Christian beliefs is due in part to church leaders who 
chase after relevance over substance—focusing on the feeling that something is meaningful 
rather than the truth that something is meaningful,” Marks says. “It is also due to church 
members who imagine that their experience is the touchstone of truth about God, rather 
than learning to evaluate their experience in light of Scripture and theology.” 
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So to overcome these problems we must take a mature, biblically informed view of Scripture and 
theology. We must ensure that our doctrine illuminates Christ as Lord. We have to acknowledge 
that theology begins not with our desires, which are changeable and tainted with sin, but with 
our need as those who fall far short of God’s glory. We must recognize, however, that there 
can be no dichotomy between our doctrine and our lives, and that the former serves as the 
foundation for the latter. Finally, we can guard against doctrinal error by maintaining a proper 
focus on the Word of God as given to us by the Holy Spirit.

Action Point: Discuss with your group who they believe are the greatest 
theologians in church histor y (such as Luther,  Calvin,  Wesley,  Aquinas). 
Ask for the thoughts of  members on the unique contributions of  each 
theologian.

Leader ’s Note:  Ask each member to bring a shor t repor t to the next meeting 
on his or her favorite theologian.  In the repor t  (no more than one page), 
have each describe the times in which the theologian l ived,  key theological 
emphases,  and continuing relevance for today.  

		  — Stan Guthrie is author of Missions in the Third Millennium: 21 Key Trends 	
		       for the 21st Century and of the forthcoming All That Jesus Asks: How His 	
		       Questions Can Teach and Transform Us (Baker). A CT editor at large, he 	
		       writes a column for BreakPoint.org and blogs at stanguthrie.com. 

Recommended Resources
¿ Check out the Bible studies on Theology at: ChristianBibleStudies.com. 
		
¨ Bringing Theology to Life: Key Doctrines for Christian Faith and Mission, by Darren 
C. Marks (IVP Academic, 2009). A guide to classic Christian doctrines and theological 
reflection on them. 

¨ The Blackwell Companion to Protestantism, Alister E. McGrath and Darren C. Marks, 
editors (Wiley-Blackwell, 2006). Examines the history, present, and future of the movement.

¨ Magnifying God in Christ: A Summary of New Testament Theology, by Thomas Schreiner 
(Baker Academic, 2010). Summarizes the key New Testament doctrines.

www.christianbiblestudies.com
www.BreakPoint.org
www.stanguthrie.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/theology1.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies
http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/easy_find?Ntk=keywords&Ntt=Bringing+Theology+to+Life%3A+Key+Doctrines+for+Christian+Faith+and+Mission&action=Search&N=0&Ne=0&event=ESRCN&nav_search=1&cms=&p=1024245
http://www.amazon.com/Blackwell-Companion-Protestantism-Companions-Religion/dp/0631232788
http://www.christianbook.com/magnifying-christ-summary-new-testament-theology/thomas-schreiner/9780801038266/pd/038266?item_code=WW&netp_id=639454&&p=102424
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¨ Institutes of the Christian Religion, by John Calvin (Hendrikson, 2007). The classic 
work, profitable for Calvinists and Arminians—or those who don’t know what they are.

¿ “Between Two Worlds,” the current and erudite blog of Justin Taylor, takes an irenic 
but undeniably Reformed look at current issues in theology; http://thegospelcoalition  
.org/blogs/justintaylor/.  
 
¿ “Theology in the News,” a biweekly commentary on contemporary issues by Collin 
Hansen, is available at http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/features/opinion/columns     
/collinhansen/.

www.christianbiblestudies.com
http://www.christianbook.com/institutes-of-the-christian-religion/john-calvin/9781598561685/pd/561685?item_code=WW&netp_id=480151&p=1024245
http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/
http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/features/opinion/columns/collinhansen/
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/features/opinion/columns/collinhansen/




on is a first-year Bachelor of Theology student from a vibrant 
church. He is active in campus ministry and will likely become a 
church leader. Like many of his fellow students, he has shown up for 
Theology 1020E, Introduction to Christian Theology, with a great 
heart but little understanding of his faith, save some parroting of 
slogans. The university where I teach, however, is relentless in ques-
tioning the world. Jon’s cul-de-sac faith is no longer an option; he is 
now in the secular realm, and his Christianity is under fire. 

Like many beginning theology students, Jon feels threatened when 
he learns that there are many kinds of Christians. Initially, some of 
the ideas I present in class visibly upset him. But he slowly learns to 

major in the majors. Hardcore academic and historical theology, in my 
experience, almost invariably makes a student like Jon a better Christian—not in his 
heart per se, but in his understanding of God’s call for him and his generation. 

Jon recently commented in class that “things click now.” He is growing up, and 
the study of Christian doctrine—the mind under grace—helps him to do this.

Doctrine. The word conjures in the modern mind a string of negative images: 
The Inquisition. Boring professors debating the number of angels on the head 
of a pin. Bloggers arguing endlessly while the church flags in relevance in the 
once-Christian West. Doctrine is a bludgeon, a curiosity, a rearranging of the 
deck chairs while the ship sinks. Vibrant Christians want little to do with it, and 
instead focus on spiritual disciplines, works of mercy, and authentic Christian 
living. Doctrine belongs to the past, when it was used mainly to divide believers. 
How many Protestants spend time pondering whether it is acceptable to chew 
Communion bread (a major issue for the first Reformers)? 

But we have to ask: Is it possible to live out discipleship without a good mea-
sure of heady doctrine? I see doctrine not as a boundary but as a compass. Its 
purpose is not to make Christians relevant or distinctive but rather to make them 
faithful in their contexts. Doctrine is a way of articulating what God’s presence 
in the church and the world looks like. It can orient us by helping us, like Jon, 
major in the majors. 
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In addition, I believe the crisis in the Western church is not 
about information itself but about the kind of information we 
absorb in our churches. Philosopher James K. A. Smith put it 
best: “Theology is not some intellectual option that makes us 
‘smart’ Christians; it is the graced understanding that makes 
us faithful disciples.” 

Default Buddhists
I’m using the terms doctrine and theology interchangeably. To 
be exact, doctrine is more or less settled theology. You find 
doctrine in creeds and statements of faith. Theology or “doing 
theology” is about the process and rules we use to talk about 
things that may end up as doctrine. A doctrinal statement (Jesus 
is “true God from true God,” as the Nicene Creed testifies) is 
always a theological statement. But not all theological state-
ments become doctrine. Still, in this essay, I will use doctrine 
and theology to refer to our intellectual grappling with the 
faith, which, as Smith notes, can give us graced understand-
ing and lead to faithful discipleship. Doctrine, while static at 

times, is meant to help us think about our lives more deeply by 
considering alongside other Christians the implications of our 
thoughts and deeds. Doctrine is wisdom that helps us clarify 
our mission.

Yet we seem decidedly uninterested in such wisdom today, 
both inside and outside the church.

Sociologist Steve Bruce has observed that Western spiritual-
ity is “Buddhist by default”: that Westerners, even Christians, 
are obsessed with what goes on inside, with spiritual experi-
ence. We don’t usually welcome any external testing of our 
thoughts or actions. Subjectivity takes the ethical and doctrinal 
teeth out of every religion. Doctrine can help us think.

Bruce does not mean that we are actually Buddhists. We 
don’t practice its asceticism. Instead we prefer a pallid, easy 

Buddhism, a series of feel-good statements supposedly culled 
from the Buddha. Our culture does this with all religions, Bruce 
says. It boils them down to one basic principle: Do what makes 
you feel good about yourself, and preferably in 10 minutes or 
less. As religious consumers, we warp every tradition by subject-
ing it to our needs. The Christian West’s consumer needs, he 
notes, have by and large led us to abandon traditional Christian-
ity, and the Eastern spirituality we adopt is actually the vapid 
form of Christianity created by modernity. This is a Christianity 
of self-experience. 

In this sense, Western Christians are children of Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, the 19th-century Enlightenment thinker who 
built his theological system on the foundation of spiritual 
experience. In many cases, we find his influence unwittingly 
embedded in our church leadership, our seminaries, and our 
theological faculties. A theology grounded in experience ulti-
mately fades into soft moralism, humanism, or, in the unique 
case of American Christianity, a civic religion wherein God 
and country are easily confused. 

As I write this, the top three 
best-selling books in the Christian 
nonfiction category of Amazon 
.com are also listed (and number 
one) in the personal transforma-
tion, New Age, and self-help cate-
gories. All three books also appear 

on the New York Times bestseller list. It seems we believe that 
what we experience is more important than what we think, and 
we buy accordingly. The authors and their fans would likely 
say that they are addressing needs. But do we best serve our 
culture by becoming increasingly theologically illiterate?

Spirituality in the balance
At the heart of Schleiermacher’s work lay an important quest: to 
understand how to be faithful in a particular context. Schleier-
macher and his progeny wanted much to be relevant Christians. 
The problem lies in where he started. 

Schleiermacher thought that the essence of Christianity was 
its spiritual impulse, not its doctrine, which seemed to cause 
most of the problems. It had fueled violent conflicts between 

Doctrine. The word conjures in the modern  
mind a string of negative images: The Inquisition. 
Boring professors debating the number of angels 
on the head of a pin.
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Catholics and Protestants and threatened to stifle scientific 
progress and human achievement. For Schleiermacher, as 
for many today, if one could boil ideas down to a common 
essence, differences would dissipate and humankind could 
move forward in harmony. That essence was religiosity—a 
connection to God that every human being has the capacity 
to feel and experience. We might call this spirituality or awe 
in everyday parlance. 

Schleiermacher began with internal experiences of God and 
built theology around those experiences, reconfiguring doctrine 
as needed. He assumed that by starting with ourselves and our 

desires, we would glimpse a purer vision of God and perhaps a 
more relevant church. But how did the project fare? 

With some 200 years of hindsight, we see that the rami-
fications were immense. Take what has been called the only 
empirically verifiable Christian doctrine, the doctrine of original 
sin. For Schleiermacher, sin is not primarily about trespassing 
against God’s laws or a moral debt we owe to a divine being. 
Sin is misspent energy. If we only paid better attention and 
had better information and better situations, we would natu-
rally want to be spiritual. This kind of thinking defines sin as 
a mis-education or mis-direction of our innate sense of awe. 
A sinner is one who is out of continuity with his own sense 
of self, and a religious founder is one who is aware of higher 
spiritual truths and awakens them in others.

 In this trajectory, Jesus becomes a sage who, among others, 
came to tell us about our potential and awaken our religious 
sensibilities. Jesus Christ is a spiritual avatar who may be called 
the Son of God but is different from us only by degree, not by 
kind. He is certainly not the unique God-man. Church becomes 
a kind of group therapy we attend to be told we are all right, 
to share in the piety of Jesus’ example. While there is much 
positive here, the question remains whether God matters as 
the agent of changed lives. In the final analysis, core Christian 
beliefs, even those about Jesus, have to feel authentic or they 
are discarded. 

Let’s return to Amazon.com’s bestseller list. The current 
number two bestseller, from a prominent Christian author, 
claims that belief itself is not enough to overcome bad habits, 
and that we need to stretch our faith, just as Jesus taught. Ulti-
mately the book points to one goal: achieving our dreams and 
destiny by dint of effort. Sin is a failure to achieve our dreams, 
Jesus is a personal sage who helps us experience those dreams, 
and church is where we go to receive positive reinforcement to 
actualize our destinies. The book does not mention the Sermon 
on the Mount, or that God’s destiny for us may be martyrdom 
(Heb. 11).

In hindsight, we can see that the belief driving Schleier-
macher’s entire theological machine needed correction. 
Schleiermacher led us astray by proposing that we interrogate 

theological ideas rather than allow ourselves to be interrogated 
by them. The emphasis on spiritual experience put us, not God, 
in the driver’s seat. 

As far as we remain the children of Schleiermacher, we either 
unconsciously or actively transform Christianity into something 
that, while seemingly relevant, is bereft of spiritual vigor. 

Interrogated by the Bible
The sharp-eyed reader will note two things missing from my 
argument so far. One is positioning the Bible as the only guide to 
Christian faith. The other is looking at the role of the Holy Spirit. 

Both are integral to theology. Without them, doctrine and 
theology become propositions or proof-texting. The opposite 
of experience is dogmatism, staid religious scholasticism that 
sucks the life out of a relationship with God.

We have to begin by acknowledging a reality that rightly 
makes us nervous: All Christian theology helps us interpret 

the Bible. Theology is what helps us read disparate writings 
that span thousands of years and arise out of cultures very 
different from ours. Further, the Bible comprises many texts 
that address specific problems in specific places (e.g., sexual 
immorality in Corinth). It presents ideas that at times seem 
current and at other times obscure. One seemingly crystal-
clear verse (Gal. 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek . . .”) 
or book (Philemon on slavery) can be interpreted by the faith-
ful in a variety of ways. The earliest Christians knew this all 
too well. 

The first three centuries of Christianity featured a running 
dialogue with the Bible. In their theology, the earliest Christians 
had to avoid reading the Bible as too Jewish, too Gentile, too 
focused on Peter, too focused on Paul, too focused on faith, 
or too focused on works. To read the Bible through only one 
interpretive lens could lead to false conclusions, like denying 
the Trinity or Jesus’ humanity or divinity. In each case, a simple 
reading of a passage, usually through the reader’s cultural lens, 
resulted in a distortion of Christian life. Those who found little 
biblical evidence for what was emerging as the doctrine of 
the Trinity, for example, usually ended up with a Christ who 
never knew humanity (docetism) or a Jesus who was not fully 
God (Arianism). Thus, doctrine became a yardstick by which 
to measure various readings and help Christians pinpoint the 
essentials. 

To some people, this will sound like the Bible is not primary, 
that theological discourse needs to correct Scripture. This could 
lead some to see the Bible as an interesting historical document 
to get us started, not the active Word of God that shapes us. And 
some argue that Christianity is more a communal practice than 
a personal relationship with the living God. (Schleiermacher 
would likely agree with that statement.)

But, at its best, Christian theology has never understood 
itself to be merely a human reflection on contingent truths. The 
best theology grounds itself in Scripture as the revealed Word 
of God, not in the religious experiences of ancient people. Scrip-
ture’s authority is not something that the community relates 
to first with its own experience. Instead, as Martin Luther put 
it, Scripture bears authority because it bears Christ—because 

Westerners, even Christians, are  
obsessed with what goes on inside,  
with spiritual experience. 
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it points unequivocally and majestically in grace to the living 
God. Scripture interrogates the community. Because it can be 
a difficult task to hear Christ speak clearly in Scripture, the 
church has used theology to test that interrogation. Some may 
read or hear Scripture in a new manner under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit, as the 18th- and 19th-century abolitionists did 
regarding slavery. Theology tests such new readings by asking 
questions of both the text and the church, helping to clarify 
the movement of the Spirit. 

The church’s theological task has never been only to 
comprehend an impersonal piece of literature intellectually. 
Theology has always understood itself as being under God’s 

providential grace. It is the result of faithful Christians grap-
pling with Scripture in the presence and power of the Holy 
Spirit. Just as Jacob wrestled with God, so have Christians 
wrestled with Scripture as they have sought to articulate core 
beliefs about the God active among them, active in and through 
Scripture itself. 

In our conversation with the Bible, we’ve developed short-
hand (though imperfect) to articulate what it reveals. We say 
God is the Trinity and Christ is Savior, and we talk about sin, 
heaven, and church. We use those meanings to understand 
Scripture even as those core beliefs have come from Scripture. 
These are not esoteric abstractions but fundamental ways in 

The Lost Art of Catechesis   
It’s a tried and true way of teaching, among other things,  
Christian doctrine. By J. I. Packer and Gary A. Parrett

istorically, the church’s ministry of grounding 

new believers in the rudiments of Christian-

ity has been known as catechesis—the growing 

of God’s people in the gospel and its implica-

tions for doctrine, devotion, duty, and delight. It 

is a ministry that has waxed and waned through 

the centuries. It flourished between the second and fifth centuries in 

the ancient church. Those who became Christians often moved into the 

faith from radically different worldviews. The churches rightly sought 

to ensure that these life-revolutions were processed carefully, prayer-

fully, and intentionally, with thorough understanding at each stage.

With the tightening of the alignment between church and state in 

the West, combined with the impact of the Dark Ages, the ministry of 

catechesis floundered. The Reformers, led by heavyweights Luther and 

Calvin, sought with great resolve to reverse matters. Luther restored 

the office of catechist to the churches. And seizing upon the providen-

tial invention of the printing press, Luther, Calvin, and others made 

every effort to print and distribute catechisms—small handbooks to 

instruct children and “the simple” in the essentials of Christian belief, 

prayer, worship, and behavior (like the Westminster Shorter Cate-

chism). Catechisms of greater depth were produced for Christian adults 

and leaders (like Luther’s Larger Catechism). Furthermore, entire con-

gregations were instructed through unapologetically catechetical 

preaching and the regular catechizing of children in Sunday worship.

The conviction of the Reformers that such catechetical work must be 

primary is unmistakable. Calvin, writing in 1548 to the Lord Protector of 

England, declared, “Believe me, Monseigneur, the church of God will never 

be preserved without catechesis.” The Church of Rome, respond-

ing to the growing influence of the Protestant catechisms, 

soon began to produce its own. The rigorous work of 

nurturing believers and converts in the faith once for 

all delivered to the saints, a didactic discipline largely 

lost for most of the previous millennium, had become 

normative again for both Catholics and Protestants.

The critical role of catechesis in sustaining the church 

continued to be apparent to subsequent evangelical trailblazers of the 

English-speaking world. Richard Baxter, John Owen, Charles Spurgeon, 

and countless other pastors and leaders saw catechesis as one of their 

most obvious and basic pastoral duties. If they could not wholeheart-

edly embrace and utilize an existing catechism for such instruction, they 

would adapt or edit one or would simply write their own. A pastor’s 

chief task, it was widely understood, was to be the teacher of the flock.

The problem with Sunday school
Today, however, things are quite different, and that for a host of 

reasons. The church in the West has largely abandoned serious cat-

echesis as a normative practice. Among the more surprising of the 

factors that have contributed to this decline are the unintended con-

sequences of the great Sunday school movement. This lay-driven 

phenomenon swept across North America in the 1800s and came to 

dominate educational efforts in most evangelical churches through 

the 20th century. It effectively replaced pastor-catechists with rela-

tively untrained lay workers, and substituted an instilling of familiarity 

(or shall we say, perhaps, over-familiarity) with Bible stories for any form 

of grounding in the basic beliefs, practices, and ethics of the faith. 

Thus, for most contemporary evangelicals the entire idea of cateche-

sis is largely an alien concept. The very word itself—catechesis, or any of 

its associated terms, including catechism—is greeted with suspicion by 

most evangelicals today. (“Wait, isn’t that a Roman Catholic thing?”) 

We are persuaded that Calvin had it right and that we are already 

seeing the sad, even tragic, consequences of allowing the church to 

continue uncatechized in any significant sense. We are persuaded, further, 

that something can and must be done to help the Protestant churches 

steer a wiser course. What we are after, to put it otherwise, is 

to encourage our fellow evangelicals to seriously consider 

the wisdom of building believers the old-fashioned way. 

An edited excerpt from Grounded in the Gospel: Building 

Believers the Old-Fashioned Way (Baker, 2010). Reprinted 

with permission.
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which Christians cross-index their spirituality (their relation-
ship with the God who is present) with a faithful reading of 
the Bible. 

This theological method inverts Schleiermacher’s. We do 
not start with “my spirituality” and then identify core beliefs. 
Instead, we begin with core beliefs—those discovered by 
the church as it has intellectually wrestled with the truth of 
Scripture in the dynamic presence of the Holy Spirit. These 
beliefs, which come from outside myself, correct and shape 
my spiritual experience. 

We have a good example of this process in the theological 

work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who studied in the era when 
Schleiermacher’s spirit reigned supreme. Most of Bonhoeffer’s 
teachers were in tune with their country’s zeitgeist, the swelling 
German pride that manifested itself in part as anti-Semitism and 
pro-Nazism. They were reading Scripture, but with personal 
experience in the fore; thus, their theology merely reinforced 
the era’s powerful sentiments. 

But, as Bonhoeffer read Scripture, he began to understand 
Jesus of Nazareth as “Christ the Center.” For him the seemingly 
dusty ideas of the Incarnation and the Atonement took on life. 
His theological reflections on Christ helped him see that anti-
Semitism and Nazism, especially in the church, were replac-
ing Christ as the center, that they were even anti-Christ. This 
prompted him to speak out, to actively resist the zeitgeist. 

Cultivating graced understanding
Bonhoeffer knew, as did Calvin, Augustine, and many others, 
that dry, seemingly irrelevant ideas like the Trinity, the Incar-
nation, the Atonement, and eschatology are crucial elements 
of our spiritual formation. Theology helps map a reading of 
Scripture as Scripture interrogates its readers under the guid-
ance of the Spirit. 

For the past 200 years, many parts of Western Christianity 

have labored as Schleiermacher’s children. The mainline tra-
ditions have hoped to achieve relevance. The evangelical and 
free-church traditions have hoped to read the Bible unadul-
terated and alone. Both traditions, however, have made our 
feelings—which are, by definition, slippery and transitory—
primary. Mainliners have eschewed theology for fear that it 
imposes another’s context and assumptions, while evangelicals 
have eschewed theology because it might compete with the 
pristine Bible or become a rigid boundary. Both traditions forget 
that theology is a kind of memory that allows us to hear God’s 
Word by clarifying our experiences. 

Many complain that the church has 
become incapable of cultivating Chris-
tian habits in its people. No wonder, 
when for so many the starting point is 
not God but spiritual experience. How 
can we sustain any spiritual growth if it 

is grounded in something as transitory as what we feel, indi-
vidually or corporately? 

The decreasing lack of interest in core Christian beliefs is 
due in part to church leaders who chase after relevance over 
substance—focusing on the feeling that something is meaningful 
rather than the truth that something is meaningful. It is also due 
to church members who imagine that their experience is the 
touchstone of truth about God, rather than learning to evaluate 
their experience in light of Scripture and theology.

Over the years, I have found that the students in my class-
room grow in understanding by studying “dusty” and “dry” 
doctrine. They learn to interrogate their experiences, asking 
how they may find a “theological existence” or mission. I hope 
that Jon and his peers learn that they cannot have spiritual for-
mation without doctrine, that theology is that business of graced 
understanding that makes us faithful disciples of Christ.

Darren C. Marks is assistant professor of theology and Jewish stud-

ies at Huron University College at the University of Western Ontario. 

He is the author of Bringing Theology to Life: Key Doctrines for Chris-

tian Faith and Mission (InterVarsity). 

Go to ChristianBibleStudies.com for “The Mind Under Grace,” a Bible 

study based on this article.

The best theology grounds itself in Scripture 
as the revealed Word of God, not in the  
religious experiences of ancient people. 

8



Christianity Today remains your indispensable 
companion as you intelligently engage and  
influence our world for Christ. With the addition  
of great new features and a bold, new design, 
Christianity Today is better than ever. Here’s some  
of what you’ll find in the new CT:

The Village green 
Three thought leaders discuss a crucial topic.

Briefing 
National and world news you need to know.

Who’s nexT 
Meet the people who shape the 
evangelical movement.

groundBreaking columns, 
arTicles, reVieWs, & inTerVieWs 
featuring Carolyn Arends, N.T. Wright, John Piper, 
Dinesh D’Souza, Tim Keller, and many more!

Why you need 

more Than eVer

Hear from the men and women 
who are changing our world and 
join the conversation.

Try 3 issues free!

Trial offer

3 
issues 
free!

www.TrycT.com

We Thee Wed
Christianity Today’s August cover story, 

“The Case for Early Marriage,” much 

impressed me. My husband and I com-

menced a life of hardship at ages 20 and 

18, respectively. We married because we 

felt we were supposed to, and stayed 

together for the same reason. Family 

and friends believed our marriage was 

doomed. 

Eight years later, I can see that all of 

our troubles were rooted in the curse 

words of marriage: opinions, preferences, 

and rights. If we train our children to lay 

these things down and devote them-

selves to showing their spouses the love 

of Christ, early marriage won’t be so 

controversial. 

A������� M��������

Rome, Ohio

Mark Regnerus does a great job of 

describing what’s going on in Christian 

culture. But his solution—“weddings all 

around, except for the leftover Christian 

women”—doesn’t correspond to the prob-

lem. This is because he fails to address the 

spiritual aspect of unchastity. Marriage 

may make sex okay, but it does not make 

a spiritual posture of disobedience okay. 

That’s why I found his dismissal, “It 

is unreasonable to expect [young Chris-

tians] to refrain from sex,” so discourag-

ing. In fact, our reasonable act of worship 

goes far beyond abstinence. We can’t 

strengthen marriage until we encour-

age each other with the fact that we can 

resist any temptation. But who is telling 

unmarried Christians that it’s not too 

hard to be a virgin indefinitely? By exten-

sion, who is telling them that a lifelong, 

faithful marriage is possible? And who 

is telling them that Christ trumps every 

other need in their lives? Sadly, no one in 

this cover package does. 

S���� W�������� 

�� Contributing Editor

Durham, North Carolina

Regnerus nailed the problem as articu-

lately as anyone I’ve read. But outside 

of comments like, “Generosity . . . and 

godliness live on far longer than do high 

testosterone and estrogen levels,” he 

provided few answers. My proposal: 

Instead of segregating youth ministries 

from adult ministries, why not encourage 

adult/youth discipleship? Train the older 

men to guide the younger into biblical 

manhood (Titus 2:2, 6), and to look for-

ward to their responsibilities as husbands 

and fathers.

D��� K���

E-mail

Regnerus writes, “[W]hen people wait 

until their mid- to late-20s to marry, it is 

unreasonable to expect them to refrain 

from sex. It’s battling our Creator’s 

reproductive designs.” Has fornication 

stopped being a sin? Pop culture has so 

fanned the flames of our national libido 

that sex is now on par with air to breathe 

as being an undeniable human need. I 

reject this utterly, as any Christian should. 

As to “battling our Creator’s reproduc-

tive designs,” I can’t imagine giving this 

counsel to Joseph when he was tempted 

by Potiphar’s wife. God often has impor-

tant purposes for his followers that may 

well run against “reproductive designs.” 

D����� D�����

Minneola, Florida

Easing Praise Tension
I much enjoyed Brad Harper and 

Paul Louis Metzger’s “Here We Are 

to Worship” [August]. The tragedy of 

the worship wars is that neither set of 

tastes precludes the other. The authors 

characterize traditional hymns as retell-

ings of salvation’s story and praise music 

as intending to transport the soul. Yet 

both theological record and personal 

transformation are important aspects 

of worship. The question regarding any 

worship music is not, “What form does 

this represent?” but rather, “Does this 

honor God?”

If the answer is yes, shouldn’t we, 

young or old, accept with humility 

all expressions of God’s saving work, 

whether played on an organ or a guitar? 

P���� B����

Abilene, Texas

If we train our children to lay down the curse 

words of marriage—opinions, preferences, and 

rights—early marriage won’t be so controversial.

Adrienne Michelson

Rome, Ohio
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he game of “What Makes Us Human?”—or what made us human at some point in our long evolutionary history, so the story goes—continues to provide entertainment. Richard Wrang-ham’s Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human, published earlier this year, must have gladdened many a kitchen. But whatever else we are—forked radishes, sing-ing Neanderthals, political animals, and so on—we are also predictioneers, all of us, in a way that distinguishes us from our fellow creatures. (Prediction + engineer = predic-tioneer.) Like chess players, we look ahead, 

weighing alternative possibilities. By antici-pating what might be, we hope—within our modest sphere of influence—to shape what is. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita—let that name roll off your tongue a couple of times—differs from most of us in that he makes his living doing what humans typically do in a less systematic fashion. He invites us into his workshop in The Predictioneer’s Game: Using the Logic of Brazen Self-Interest to See and Shape the Future(Random House) ★★★★★.As the cheesy subtitle 

suggests (we are brazenly self-interested, you see, and we had better get used to it), parts of Bueno de Mesquita’s brilliant mind are still controlled by his high-school self. If you simply can’t endure another juvenile takedown of Mother Teresa, you should probably skip this book. But if you persist, you’ll get your money’s worth and more from these pages. In fact, I predict that if you do read this book, you’ll be thinking about it for weeks afterward, reminded of it every time you read the newspaper or the headlines on the Web.
Like John Nash, the Nobel Prize–winning mathematician whose life was the subject of the book A Beautiful Mind and the film taking off from it, Bueno de Mesquita is a game theorist: he works with models of complex human interactions, models that assume self-interested behavior (“rational choice”) by all parties. But he differs from Nash in that he’s primarily engaged in applying the theory to negotiations or potential negotiations in many settings, ranging from political conflicts to corporate mergers and litigation. (To intro-duce and demystify the strategic thinking at the heart of game theory, he spends the entire first chapter telling us how to get the best pos-sible deal when buying a new car.) Whatever the nature of the problem at hand, Bueno de Mesquita and his associates conduct extensive interviews with expert observers, identifying the parties with a sig-nificant stake in the outcome and clarifying what they say they want, what their prefer-ences are (how they would rank various possible outcomes), and who among the players might be particularly influential in the negotiation process. The infor-mation thus gathered is fed into a mathematical model that he has refined over the years, and based on the results, he will advise his clients (the cia, various other gov-ernment bodies, corporate boards) how to proceed.

Pondering Our Next MoveDo even Christians operate from ‘brazen self-interest’ in 
interacting with others and with God? By John Wilson
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