3

NAMES APPLIED TO THE SYSTEMATIC PRESENTATION OF THEOLOGY
(Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology: Introductory Volume, pp. 15-17.)


There was little or no attempt in the first two centuries of the Christian era to present the whole body of doctrinal truth, gathered from the Word of God, in a systematic way.  Yet the urge of the human mind to see the truth as much as possible as a whole could not long be suppressed.  Man is endowed with reason, and the human reason cannot rest satisfied with a mere collection of separate truths, but wants to see them in their mutual relationship, in order that it may have a clearer understanding of them.  It involuntarily begins to group disconnected truths, to classify them, and to integrate them, so that their inter-relation becomes evident.  Objections have frequently been raised against a systematic presentation of the doctrinal truths of Scripture; and also in the present day some are decidedly averse to it.  There seems to be a lurking fear that the more we systematize the truth, the farther we wander from the presentation of it that is found in the Word of God.  But there is no danger of this, if the system is not based on the fundamental principles of some erring philosophy, but on the abiding principles of Scripture itself.  God certainly sees the truth as a whole, and it is the duty of the theologian to think the truths of God after Him.  There should be a constant endeavor to see the truth as God sees it, even though it is perfectly evident that the ideal is beyond the grasp of man in his present condition.  (Cf. Bavinck, Het Voor en Tegen van een Dogmatisch System in Kennis en Leven, p. 57 ff.)   
The Church has never hesitate4d on this point.  From the beginning of the third century on several works appeared which aimed at giving a complete presentation of the doctrinal truths of Scripture.  Their aim was similar, but they differed in character and did not always bear the same title.  Origen was the first one of the Church Fathers who gave a systematic presentation of doctrinal theology under the title Peri Archon.  Only fragments of the original have been preserved; but the whole work has come down to the present in the Latin translation of Rufinus, dating from the fourth century, under the title De Principiis.  By “First Principles” Origen meant the “fundamental doctrines and leading articles of the faith.”  Lactantius was the second to write a work of that nature.  He entitled his work Divinarum Institutionum Libri VII.  IT is really an Apology for the Christian religion characterized by great elegance of style.  Augustine followed in the fifth century with his Enchiridion (meaning, “Handbook”), and designated its contents by adding “sive de fide, spe et caritate.”  It is really an exposition of the Creed, in which the author exalts the sovereign grace of God and the saving work of Christ as connected with His death on the cross.  This work became almost as authoritative in the Church as the Creed itself.  Toward the end of the patristic period John of Damascus wrote a systematic treatise under the title Ekdosis Akribes Tes Orthodoxou Pisteros  (an Accurate Exposition of the Orthodox Faith).  This is more like a modern work on Dogmatics than any of the preceding.  It was divided into four books, dealing with (1) God and the Trinity; (2) Creation and the Nature of Man; (3) Christ and His Incarnation, Death, and Descent into Hades; and (4) the Resurrection and Reign of Christ, including the rest of theology.
During the Middle Ages the nature of the doctrinal works that appeared were of a somewhat different nature.  They were not grounded on Scripture to the same extent, but were based largely on what the earlier Fathers had written.  It was then that the nature Sententiae came into use.  The name itself indicates that the works consisted largely of compilations from the Fathers.  The most important of these was that of Peter the Lombard, De Libres Sententiarum.  This was not merely a compilation, but also contains a great deal of original material.  It remained the Handbook for the study of theology par excellence for three centuries.  Alongside of the name Sententiae the name Summa gradually came into use, and in course of time supplanted the earlier title.  The most important of the Summae is that of Thomas Aquinas, the great authority of the Roman Catholic Church.  The author did not live to finish the work.  Additions to it from some of his other works supply at least a measure what is lacking.  
At the time of the Reformation, and after that, still other titles of doctrinal works came into use.  Melanchthon was the first great dogmatician of the Lutheran Church.  He entitled his work Loci Communes rerum theologicarum (Common-places of Theological Matters).  It grew out of a course of lectures on the Epistle to the Romans.  Several other Lutheran theologians used very similar titles.  In course of time, however, it also fell into disuse.  Zwingli wrote a Commenatarius de vera et false religione, which has been called “the first systematic exposition of the Reformed faith.”  And Calvin entitled his principal work Institutio Religionis Christianae, a title which was adopted by several others.  Even in the nineteenth century it appeared in a modified form in Richard Watson’s Theological Institutes, and without any change in Gerhart’s Institutes of the Christian Religion.  

After the Reformation, however, the name Theologia became increasingly prevalent among Lutheran and Reformed theologians.  And when the number of theological studies increased, it became quite apparent that this name required some definition, and the adjectives didactica, systematica, theoretica, positive, and dogmatica served the purpose.  L. Reinhart (1659) seems to have been the first one to use the last term.  He entitled his work Synopsis theologiae dogmaticae.  Since the contents of the Christian faith had long been designated as dogmata, the modifier was gradually used independently, and the principal term (theologia) was dropped, though it is always understood.  Under the influences of Schleiermacher, who called his principal work Christlicher Glaube nach den Grundsaetzen der evangelishchen Kirche, the title Doctrine of Faith (Dutch: Gloofsleer) came into use.  
In more recent works we find a variety of titles, such as The Christian Faith (Haering, Curtis); Christian Theology (Knapp, Pope, Valentine); Dogmatics, Dogmatik, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, Christliche Dogmatik (Kaftan, Bavinck, Honig, Barth); Dogmatic Theology (Shedd, Hall); and Systematic Theology (Raymond, Hodge, Miley, Strong).  Reformed scholars in Germany and in the Netherlands show a decided preference for the title Dogmatics, with or without a modifier.  In our own country, however, the term Systematic Theology seems to have a more popular appeal.  From an ideal point of view the former certainly deserves preference, (1) because it is the more specific of the two, and designates the real object of study with greater precision; and (2) because the modifier “systematic” in “Systematic Theology” is apt to create the impression that the study under consideration is the only theological study which treats its subject-matter in a logical order, or that among the theological disciplines there is no other that is systematic in structure; and this is not true.  For practical reasons, however, it seems more desirable, especially in our country and in our day, to use the title Systematic Theology.  This does not require the sacrifice of any principle.  Dr. Warfield even considers this title better than the other, and therefore comes to its defense (Presbyterian and Reformed Review, April 1896, p. 243).  

