DOCTRINE VS. THEOLOGY


I see that a Dr. Ken Collins has written a book titled: The Theology of John Wesley: Yesterday, today and Tomorrow. While I have not read the book (it is not yet off the press) I have listened to a message from him on the subject. Surprisingly, he states that Wesley was not a systematic theologian. He also points out that in Wesley’s day they spoke more of divinity rather than theology and Dr. Collins says Wesley had much to say about divinity. I do recall, in years past, hearing references to divinity schools and perhaps less about theological cemeteries; oops that should be seminaries. Well that reminds me of Dr. Denis Kinlaw speaking in chapel at Asbury College circa 1970 and referring to seminaries as cemeteries. He caught his mistake and said; “See how our joking gets us into trouble.” I sat there thinking, “Who’s joking?”


I recently read a book titled: First Among Friends: George Fox & the Creation of Quakerism by H. Larry Ingle. I know nothing of this author other than what it says on the cover, which is:

Ingle is Professor of History at the University of Tennessee-Chattanooga. Active in the Society of Friends, he has been named president of the Friends’ Historical Society in Britain for 1997.


After banging along for 106 pages, on the opening page of Chapter 8 he says this of Fox:

He was not a theologian, nor was he interested in being one—originators of new sects seldom are. First and foremost he was a man of faith. He wanted to communicate his spiritual experiences to his generation, many of whose members shared his own frustrations and goals. Thus he relied on what he considered his inspired intuition and his sense of the way things were, not on theological systems created by mere mortals.

There have been numerous attempts to make John Wesley a theologian, indeed a systematic theologian. (Wesley, of course, was the founder of Methodism in the eighteenth century just as George Fox was the founder of The Society of Friends, aka Quakerism, the century before.) I recently checked the index of my fourteen, volume set of Wesley’s Works for the word “theology.” It was conspicuous by its absence. Of course the word divinity doesn’t show up in the index either even though Dr. Collins says that Wesley spoke of it often. I’ll just take Dr. Collins’ word for that, as I have neither the time nor the inclination so search through fourteen volumes to see what he had to say on the subject. Oh, by the way, I don’t find “theology” in Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible” either and while the word divinity does show up in the Bible it is never used in the sense that we speak of theology. Evidently the inspired Scripture writers were also not too taken with theology. I find myself compelled to agree with Ingle when he says that originators of new sects are seldom theologians. On the other hand they are likely to be dogmatic when it comes to doctrine. Some would even call them doctrinaires.

In speaking of the divinity of Wesley’s day Dr. Collins lists the divisions of divinity as practical, speculative, controversial, comparative, mystic, Bible, and positive. He says Wesley dealt with Bible divinity. I suspect it would be more properly called Bible doctrine. Theology means the study of, or the science of God. Along with this it has been subdivided into Christology, the doctrine of the person of Christ, soteriology, the doctrine of salvation, anthropology, the doctrine of humanity, pneumatology, the doctrine of the spirit, eschatology, the doctrine of last things or the end of the world, and ecclesiology, the doctrine of the church. Of course further divisions are sometimes made.

We see then that theologians have quite a vocabulary. While the erudite Apostle Paul would likely have had no trouble with it, some of those “unlearned and ignorant” fishermen whom Jesus chose to be his disciples likely would have. This brings to mind Amos who said, “I was no prophet, neither was I a prophet’s son; but I was an herdman, and a gatherer of sycomore fruits: And the Lord took me as I followed the flock, and the Lord said unto me, Go, prophesy unto my people Israel.” The Apostle Paul must have been right when he said, “God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise.”

In case you haven’t noticed there is a difference between doctrine and theology. Allow me to cite three examples, while first noting that the Apostle Paul said, “speak thou the things which become sound doctrine.” Titus 2:1. He said nothing of theology.

Doctrine: "the seven churches which are in Asia." Revelation 1:11.

Theology, or more precisely, eschatology: the seven churches represent seven church ages in history. (I trust you Postmillennialists won't have any trouble with that one.)

2. Doctrine: "they could not enter in because of unbelief. Hebrews 3:19.

Theology: "They would not enter in because they refused to believe and trust
God. ( I wonder how many of those ex-slaves found faith in God before their
carcasses dropped dead in the wilderness during the next 40 years.) Those
Israelites were slaves and the descendants of generations of slaves for
several centuries. They had been told what to do, how to do it, and when to
do it. Now they were asked to be self starters and run their lives liked
hardened veterans. It just didn't seem to be in them. This is not an attempt
to justify them just an attempt to understand them. "They could not enter in
because of unbelief."

Now comes the acid test!!!

3. Doctrine: "All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is
profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto
all good works." 2 Timothy 3:16 & 17.

Theology: The Bible is the Word of God. The Bible says: "In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God." And: "the
Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us." John 1:1 & 14a. Nowhere does it
say that the Word was made a book. Long ago one was asked if the Scriptures
were the Word of God; he responded that: "God was the Word and the
Scriptures are writings, and the Word was before writings were, which Word
did fulfill them." Jesus was the Word made flesh which did fulfill the law
and the prophets. God, the Word, is not a book. This is not just an argument about words or terms. Calling the Bible the Word of God leads to serious errors. If you don't believe me turn on your radio or television and just listen to some of these preachers (usually Calvinists) and see how they misconstrue it. We call the meetinghouse the church. I wonder how many millions of people there are in America who do not understand that the church is the body of Christ, the Spirit led.


Further, I am led to understand that in calling the Bible the Word of God you are saying that we are obligated to go by what the Bible says. At the risk of sounding like a theologian let me refer to the martyred German theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In his book, The Cost of Discipleship, in the chapter titled, Single-Minded Obedience, he states:


[I]n Jesus the law is at once fulfilled and cancelled.


By eliminating simple obedience on principle, we drift into an unevangelical interpretation of the Bible. We take it for granted as we open the Bible that we have a key to its interpretation. But then the key we use would not be the living Christ, who is both Judge and Saviour, and our use of this key no longer depends on the will of the living Holy Spirit alone. The key we use is a general doctrine of grace which we a can apply as we will. The problem of discipleship then becomes a problem of exegesis as well.

He goes on to speak of  “the Word of God in the Scriptures” and “the Word of the Scriptures.” Finally Bonhoeffer says, “Rather the whole Word of the Scriptures summons us to follow Jesus. We must not do violence to the Scriptures by interpreting them in terms of an abstract principle, even if that principle be a doctrine of grace. Otherwise we shall end up in legalism.”

I am convinced that Bonhoeffer is correct when he says, “the whole Word of the Scriptures summons us to follow Jesus.” Jesus is not here in the flesh, therefore the only way we can follow Him today is to walk in the Spirit, His Spirit. Thus, as the Scripture says, “As many as are led by the spirit of God, they are the sons of God.” And that is the Word of God to you.

            John Wesley said he was a man of one book. There may have been times when he drifted into theology, just as we have, which are regrettable. But, if we were to study the life and works of John Wesley, we would do well if we would seek out his doctrine, and then let the Holy Spirit reveal to us whether it is sound doctrine or not and just leave any theology we might find to the eggheads.

            John Wesley was a man of God, a great, gifted leader, organizer and
evangelist and the originator of a new sect, even though he never intended
to start a new denomination, but he was not, is not, and will never be a
systematic theologian, and thank God for it.

James B. Caniff

