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How to Use this Book

This book aims to introduce you to historical theology as an

important and interesting subject. It is also a very large

topic; to do justice to it, at least five substantial volumes

would be required. This book is an introduction to its aims

and themes, which aims to pack as much useful information

into a single volume as is realistically possible, using

approaches which have been tried and tested in classrooms

in Europe, North America, and Australasia. The book makes

use of some material already presented in the best-selling

work Christian Theology: An Introduction, which has been

reconfigured for the specific purpose of introducing students

to the discipline of historical theology. Although much new

material has been added and some existing material

rewritten, the basic approach and some contents of this

earlier work have been retained.

The guiding principle which lies behind this volume is

selective attention. It is like a map, giving you a good idea

of the landscape, filling in enough detail to help you make

sense of things, and making it easier to move on to a more

detailed engagement with any of its features. It is assumed

that you do not have the time to become familiar with every

aspect of the history of Christian thought, but want a

general familiarity with its most important aspects. The

approach adopted is to begin by painting a scene using

some very broad-brush strokes, and then filling in the fine

detail in selected areas of importance. This will allow you to

come away from reading this book with a good general

understanding of the development of Christian theology.

Despite its brevity, however, the work includes a lot of

material – considerably more than is included in most

introductions of this kind.



The book opens with an Introduction which tries to explain

what historical theology is, how it fits into the study of

theology as a whole, and why it is a subject worth studying.

You are strongly recommended to read this Introduction

before proceeding further, as it will help you get a sense of

orientation as you approach the subject.

To break the material down into manageable sections, the

history of Christian thought has been divided into four broad

periods. While this division of history is useful, it is

important to realize that it is slightly arbitrary at points. We

need to heed the warning of the Cambridge historian G. M.

Trevelyan (1876–1962) on this matter: “Unlike dates,

periods are not facts. They are retrospective conceptions

that we form about past events, useful to focus discussion,

but very often leading historical thought astray.” These four

divisions are:

Chapter 1  The Patristic Period, c.100–451

Chapter 2    The Middle Ages and the Renaissance, c.500–

1500

Chapter 3    The Reformation and Post-Reformation Periods,

1500–1750

Chapter 4  The Modern Period, 1750 to the Present Day

These divisions, though a little arbitrary, have proved useful

in a teaching context, and have therefore been retained.

Each chapter contains two major sections, as follows:

1. A general overview of the period in question, which

identifies the historical background to the period, and its

main theological developments, individual theologians,

and schools of thought or theological movements which

you need to know about. It also introduces the basic

theological vocabulary which you will need to know to

make sense of other theological works. You should read

this overview before exploring the individual case

studies that follow. If you need a very brief overview of

the history of Christian thought, you are recommended



to read only the four historical overviews, and leave the

individual case studies for study at a later date.

2. A series of individual case studies that examine some

of the themes of the period in question in much greater

detail. This allows you to supplement a general

understanding of the period with a specific knowledge of

some of its significant themes. In some cases, the case

studies are text-intensive, allowing you to engage with

primary texts of importance. Here, you will be given

some guidance as to how to read the texts and gain the

most from them. Other case studies may take the form

of general surveys, aiming to pack as much information

as possible into a limited space.

If you are using the book to teach yourself historical

theology, it is recommended that you read the chapters in

the order in which they are presented. If you want to do

nothing more than gain an overview of each period, you

need only read the historical overviews; the detailed

engagement with specific themes in the case studies can be

left for another time.

This volume works on the basis of “explain it the first time

round.” Thus the material on the medieval period assumes

that you know about the patristic period, the material on the

sixteenth century assumes that you know about the

medieval period, and so forth. However, if you are using the

book in conjunction with a taught course, you can easily

work out which sections of the book relate to the ordering of

material used by your teacher. If in doubt, ask for guidance.

A closing section entitled “For Further Reading” will allow

you to identify books or articles which will be helpful to you

if you want to follow up on anything that interested you, and

which you would like to explore in greater depth.

If you come across terms you don’t understand, you have

two options. First, try the glossary at the end of the work,

which may give you a brief definition of the term and refer



you to a discussion of the relevant material in the text.

Second, try the index, which will provide you with a more

extensive analysis of key discussion locations within the

volume.

Finally, be assured that everything in this book – including

the contents and the arrangement of the material – has

been checked out at first hand with student audiences and

readers in Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the

United States. The work is probably about as user-friendly as

you can get. But both the author and publisher welcome

suggestions from teachers and students for further

improvement, which will be included in later editions of the

work.



Introduction

Contents

                                                                                                       The Concept of

“Theology”: A Brief Introduction

                                                    The Architecture of

Theology

                                                    Historical Theology: Its

Purpose and Place

This volume is a basic introduction to the discipline of

historical theology. Before looking at its themes in more

detail, it is important to have a sense of the place and

importance of this discipline within theology as a whole. To

begin with, we shall consider the historical development of

Christian theology as an academic subject, and try to

understand how the specific discipline of “historical

theology” fits into this overall picture.

The Concept of

“Theology”: A Brief

Introduction
The word “theology” is easily broken down into two Greek

words: theos (God) and logos (word or discourse). Theology

is thus “discourse about God,” in much the same way as

“biology” is discourse about life (Greek: bios). If there is only

one God, and if that God happens to be the “God of the

Christians” (to borrow a phrase from the third-century writer

Tertullian), then the nature and scope of theology is



relatively well defined: theology is reflection upon the God

whom Christians worship and adore.

The word “theology” is not itself biblical, but came to be

used occasionally in the early patristic period to refer to at

least some aspects of Christian beliefs. Thus Clement of

Alexandria, writing in the late second century, contrasted

Christian theologia with the mythologia of pagan writers,

clearly understanding “theology” to refer to “Christian truth

claims about God,” which could be compared with the

spurious stories of pagan mythology. Other writers of the

patristic period, such as Eusebius of Caesarea, also use the

term to refer to something like “the Christian understanding

of God.” However, it seems that the word was not used to

refer to the entire body of Christian thought, but only to

those aspects relating directly to God.

Yet Christianity came into existence in a polytheistic world,

where belief in the existence of many gods was a

commonplace. Part of the task of the earliest Christian

writers appears to have been to distinguish the Christian

god from other gods in the religious marketplace. At some

point, it had to be asked which god Christians were talking

about, and how this god related to the “God of Abraham,

Isaac, and Jacob,” who figures so prominently in the Old

Testament. The doctrine of the Trinity appears to have been,

in part, a response to the pressure to identify the god that

Christian theologians were speaking about.

As time passed, polytheism began to be regarded as

outdated and rather primitive, especially within the

sophisticated intellectual culture of the cosmopolitan city of

Alexandria. The assumption that there was only one god,

and that this god was identical to the Christian god, became

so widespread that, by the early Middle Ages in Europe, it

seemed self-evident. Thus Thomas Aquinas, in developing

arguments for the existence of God in the thirteenth

century, did not think it worth demonstrating that the god



whose existence he had proved was the “god of the

Christians”: after all, what other god was there? To prove the

existence of God was, by definition, to prove the existence

of the Christian god.

Theology was thus understood as systematic analysis of

the nature, purposes, and activity of God. Although

“theology” was initially understood in a restricted sense to

mean “the doctrine of God,” the term developed a wider

meaning in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as the

University of Paris began to develop. A name had to be

found for the systematic study of the Christian faith at

university level. Under the influence of Parisian writers such

as Peter Abelard and Gilbert of Poitiers, the Latin word

theologia came to mean “the discipline of sacred learning,”

embracing the totality of Christian doctrine, not merely one

of its aspects – namely, the doctrine of God.

There is no doubt that the introduction of theology into

university circles in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries

gave a new stimulus to the systematization of the subject.

Medieval universities – such as Paris, Bologna, and Oxford –

generally had four faculties: arts, medicine, law, and

theology. The faculty of arts was seen as entry level,

qualifying students to go on to more advanced studies in

the three “higher faculties.” This general pattern continued

into the sixteenth century, as can be seen from the

educational backgrounds of two leading theologians of this

period. Martin Luther initially studied arts at the University

of Erfurt, before going on to study within the higher faculty

of theology at the same university. John Calvin began his

university life by studying arts at the University of Paris,

before going on to study civil law at the University of

Orléans. The result of this development was that theology

became established as a significant component of advanced

study at European universities. As more and more



universities were established in western Europe, so the

academic study of theology became more widespread.

Initially, the study of Christianity in western Europe was

focused on schools attached to cathedrals and monasteries.

Theology was generally understood to be concerned with

practical matters, such as issues of prayer and spirituality,

rather than as a theoretical subject. However, with the

founding of the universities, the academic study of the

Christian faith gradually moved out of monasteries and

cathedrals into the public arena. The word “theology” came

to be used extensively at the University of Paris during the

thirteenth century to refer to the systematic discussion of

Christian beliefs in general, and not simply beliefs about

God. The use of the word in this sense can be seen to a

limited extent in earlier works, such as the writings of Peter

Abelard. However, the work which is widely regarded as

being of decisive importance in establishing the general use

of the term appeared in the thirteenth century – Thomas

Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae. Increasingly, theology came

to be seen as a theoretical rather than a practical subject,

despite reservations about this development.

Many early thirteenth-century theologians, such as

Bonaventure and Alexander of Hales, were concerned about

the implications of neglecting the practical side of theology.

However, Thomas Aquinas’s argument that theology was a

speculative and theoretical discipline gained increasing

favor among theologians. This alarmed many medieval

spiritual writers, such as the fourteenth-century monk

Thomas à Kempis, who felt that this encouraged speculation

about God rather than obedience to God. At the time of the

Reformation, writers such as Martin Luther attempted to

rediscover the practical aspects of theology. The Genevan

Academy, founded by Calvin in 1559, was initially concerned

with the theological education of pastors, oriented toward

the practical needs of ministry in the church. This tradition



of treating theology as concerned with the practical

concerns of Christian ministry would continue in many

Protestant seminaries and colleges. However, later

Protestant writers operating in a university context

generally returned to the medieval understanding of

theology as a theoretical subject, even if they made it clear

that it had certain definite practical implications in the areas

of spirituality and ethics.

The rise of the Enlightenment during the eighteenth

century, particularly in Germany, called the place of

theology in the university into question. Enlightenment

writers argued that academic inquiry should be free from

any kind of external authority. Theology was regarded with

suspicion, in that it was seen to be based on “articles of

faith,” such as those contained in the Christian creeds or in

the Bible. Theology came increasingly to be seen as

outmoded. Kant argued that university faculties of

philosophy were concerned with the pursuit of truth, while

other faculties (such as theology, medicine, or law) were

concerned with more practical matters, such as ethics and

good health. Increasingly, philosophy came to be seen as

the discipline which was concerned with issues of truth; the

continuing existence of a university faculty of theology

would have to be justified on other grounds.

One of the most robust justifications of the need for

university faculties of theology was provided in the early

nineteenth century by the Protestant theologian F. D. E.

Schleiermacher, who argued that it was essential for the

good of both the church and the state to have a well-

educated clergy. In his Brief Outline of the Study of Theology

(1811), Schleiermacher argued that theology had three

major components: philosophical theology (which identifies

the “essence of Christianity”); historical theology (which

deals with the history of the church, in order to understand

its present situation and needs); and practical theology



(which is concerned with “techniques” of church leadership

and practice). This approach to theology had the result of

linking its academic credentials with public agreement that

it was important for society to have a well-educated clergy.

This assumption was fine in early nineteenth-century Berlin,

where Schleiermacher was based. But with the rise of

secularism and pluralism in the West, its validity has come

increasingly to be questioned.

In countries in which a strongly secular approach came to

be adopted, Christian theology was virtually excluded from

the university curriculum. The French Revolution of 1789 led

to a series of measures designed to eliminate Christian

theology from public education at every level. Most of the

older universities in Australia (such as the Universities of

Sydney and Melbourne) were founded on the basis of

strongly secular assumptions, with theology being excluded

as a matter of principle.

However, it is a pluralist rather than a secular approach

which is now more widespread in the West, particularly in

North America. Here, the distinctive position of Christian

theology in public education has been called into question,

in that it is held to privilege one religion over others. One

result of this trend has been the formation of “faculties of

religion” in state universities, in which a variety of religious

positions are tolerated. Christian theology can therefore be

taught in such a context, but only as one aspect of religious

studies as a whole. For this reason, the most important

centers of Christian theological education and research now

tend to be in seminaries, in which a more committed

approach to the issues can be adopted.

In the last few decades, a new debate has opened up in

North America and beyond over the proper function of

theology. The original stimulus to this debate was a volume

published by Edward Farley in 1983, entitled Theologia: The

Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education. Farley



argued that theology has changed its meaning from its

classic sense of “a heartfelt knowledge of divine things” to

the mastery of different and unconnected techniques.

Theology has become fragmented into a collection of

unrelated theoretical and practical disciplines and has lost

any sense of coherence. No longer is theology a unitary

discipline; it has become an aggregate of unrelated

specialties. The debate now ranges more widely than this,

and has raised questions about the “architecture of

theology” – for example, the relationship between biblical

studies and systematic theology, or systematic and pastoral

theology.

With this point in mind, we may now turn to explore the

architecture of theology, as we consider its various

components, before considering the discipline of historical

theology as a subject in its own right.

The Architecture of

Theology
The great medieval scholar Etienne Gilson (1884–1978)

liked to compare the great systems of scholastic theology to

“cathedrals of the mind.” It is a powerful and striking image,

which suggests permanence, solidity, organization, and

structure – qualities that were highly prized by the writers of

the period. Perhaps the image of a great medieval

cathedral, evoking gasps of admiration from parties of

camera-laden tourists, seems out of place today; the most

that many university teachers of theology can expect these

days, it seems, is a patient tolerance. But the idea of

theology possessing a structure remains important. For

theology is a complex discipline, bringing together a

number of related fields in an uneasy alliance. Our attention

in this volume will focus on historical theology, which we



shall explore in the following section. However, it will be

helpful to introduce some of the other components of the

discipline of theology at this stage in the work.

Biblical studies

The ultimate source of Christian theology is the Bible, which

bears witness to the historical grounding of Christianity in

both the history of Israel and the life, death, and

resurrection of Jesus Christ. (Note that the word pairs

“Scripture” and “the Bible,” and “scriptural” and “biblical,”

are synonymous for the purposes of theology.) As is often

pointed out, Christianity is about belief in a person (Jesus

Christ), rather than belief in a text (the Bible). Nevertheless,

the two are closely interlocked. Historically, we know

virtually nothing about Jesus Christ except what we learn

from the New Testament. In trying to wrestle with the

identity and significance of Jesus Christ, Christian theology

is thus obliged to wrestle with the text which transmits

knowledge of him. This has the result that Christian

theology is intimately linked with the science of biblical

criticism and interpretation – in other words, with the

attempt to appreciate the distinctive literary and historical

nature of the biblical texts, and to make sense of them.

The importance of biblical studies to theology is easily

demonstrated. The rise of humanist biblical scholarship in

the early 1500s demonstrated a series of translation errors

in existing Latin versions of the Bible. As a result, pressure

grew for the revision of some existing Christian doctrines,

which were grounded in biblical passages that were once

held to support them, but which now turned out to say

something rather different. The sixteenth-century

Reformation may plausibly be argued to represent an

attempt to bring theology back into line with Scripture, after

a period in which it had departed considerably from it.



The discipline of systematic theology (to which we shall

turn in a moment) is thus dependent upon biblical

scholarship, although the extent of that dependence is

controverted. The reader must therefore expect to find

reference to modern scholarly debates over the historical

and theological role of the Bible in the present volume. To

give an example, it is impossible to understand the

development of modern Christologies without coming to

terms with at least some of the developments in biblical

scholarship over the last two centuries. Rudolf Bultmann’s

kerygmatic approach to theology can be argued to bring

together contemporary New Testament scholarship,

systematic theology, and philosophical theology

(specifically, existentialism). This illustrates a vitally

important point: systematic theology does not operate in a

watertight compartment, isolated from other intellectual

developments. It responds to developments in other

disciplines (especially New Testament scholarship and

philosophy).

Kerygma refers to the essential message or proclamation of the New

Testament concerning the significance of Jesus Christ.

Systematic theology

The term “systematic theology” has come to be understood

as “the systematic organization of theology.” But what does

“systematic” mean? Two main understandings of the term

have emerged. First, the term is understood to mean

“organized on the basis of educational or presentational

concerns.” In other words, the prime concern is to present a

clear and ordered overview of the main themes of the

Christian faith, often following the pattern of the Apostles’

Creed. In the second place, it can mean “organized on the

basis of presuppositions about method.” In other words,

philosophical ideas about how knowledge is gained



determine the way in which material is arranged. This

approach is of particular importance in the modern period,

when a concern about theological method has become more

pronounced.

In the classic period of theology, the subject matter of

theology was generally organized along lines suggested by

the Apostles’ Creed or Nicene Creed, beginning with the

doctrine of God, and ending with eschatology. Classic

models for the systematization of theology are provided by

a number of writings. The first major theological textbook of

western theology is Peter Lombard’s Four Books of the

Sentences, compiled at the University of Paris during the

twelfth century, probably during the years 1155–8. In

essence, the work is a collection of quotations (or

“sentences”), drawn from patristic writers in general, and

Augustine in particular. These quotations were arranged

topically. The first of the four books deals with the Trinity,

the second with creation and sin, the third with incarnation

and Christian life, and the fourth and final book with the

sacraments and the last things. Commenting on these

sentences became a standard practice for medieval

theologians, such as Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, and

Duns Scotus, although Thomas Aquinas’s Summa

Theologiae, dating from a century later, surveyed the

totality of Christian theology in three parts, using principles

similar to those adopted by Peter Lombard, while placing

greater emphasis on philosophical questions (particularly

those raised by Aristotle) and the need to reconcile the

different opinions of patristic writers.

The section of Christian theology dealing with “end things,” especially

resurrection, hell, and eternal life.

Two different models were provided at the time of the

Protestant Reformation. On the Lutheran side, Philip

Melanchthon produced the Loci communes

(“Commonplaces”) in 1521. This work provided a survey of



the main aspects of Christian theology, arranged topically.

John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion is widely

regarded as the most influential work of Protestant theology.

The first edition of this work appeared in 1536, and its

definitive edition in 1559. The work is arranged in four

books, the first of which deals with the doctrine of God, the

second with Christ as mediator between God and humanity,

the third with the appropriation of redemption, and the final

book with the life of the church. Other, more recent, major

works of Protestant systematic theology to follow similar

lines include Karl Barth’s massive Church Dogmatics.

Adjective used to refer to the first centuries in the history of the church,

following the writing of the New Testament (c.100–451).

In the modern period, issues of method have become of

greater importance, with the result that the issue of

“prolegomena” has become significant. An example of a

modern work of systematic theology that is heavily

influenced by such concerns is F. D. E. Schleiermacher’s

Christian Faith, the first edition of which appeared in 1821–

2. The organization of material within this work is governed

by the presupposition that theology concerns the analysis of

human experience. Thus Schleiermacher famously places

the doctrine of the Trinity at the end of his exposition of

systematic theology, whereas Aquinas placed it toward the

beginning.

Modern Catholic theology has developed in a number of

directions. The great Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner surveyed

the main themes of Christian theology primarily through a

series of essays – now gathered together as the 23 volumes

of his Theological Investigations. Hans Urs von Balthasar

also developed a thematic approach. His seven-volume The

Glory of the Lord engaged the question of “theological

aesthetics,” focusing on the contemplation of the true, the

good, and the beautiful.



Philosophical theology

Theology is an intellectual discipline in its own right,

concerned with many of the questions that have intrigued

humanity from the dawn of history. Is there a god? What is

this god like? Why are we here? Questions such as this are

asked outside the Christian community as well as within it.

So how do these conversations relate to one another? How

do Christian discussions of the nature of God relate to those

within the western philosophical tradition? Is there a

common ground? Philosophical theology is concerned with

what might be called “finding the common ground” between

Christian faith and other areas of intellectual activity.

Thomas Aquinas’s Five Ways (that is, five arguments for the

existence of God) are often cited as an example of

philosophical theology, in which non-religious arguments or

considerations are seen to lead to religious conclusions.

Nevertheless, it must be noted that there exists a trend

within Christian theology which has been severely critical of

attempts to use secular philosophies in matters of theology.

Tertullian raised the question in the second century: “What

has Athens to do with Jerusalem? or the Academy with the

church?” Concerns were also raised about the philosophical

underpinning of the eucharistic theology of Berengar of

Tours in the eleventh century, which seemed to some to

reduce the question of the “real presence” to some kind of

logical puzzle.

More recently, similar concerns have been raised in the

writings of Karl Barth, who argued that the use of philosophy

in this way ultimately made God’s self-revelation dependent

upon a particular philosophy, and thus compromised the

freedom of God. Others, such as the Thomist writer Jacques

Maritain, took a much more positive attitude to the

theological role of philosophy. The reader can therefore

expect to encounter, both in the past and in the present, a



continuing debate concerning the scope and limits of

philosophy within theology.

Pastoral theology

It cannot be emphasized too strongly that Christianity does

not occupy its present position as a global faith on account

of university faculties of theology or departments of religion.

There is a strongly pastoral dimension to Christianity, which

is generally inadequately reflected in the academic

discussion of theology. Indeed, many scholars have argued

that Latin American liberation theology represents an

overdue correction of the excessively academic bias of

western theology, with a healthy correction in the direction

of social applicability. Theology is here seen as offering

models for transformative action, rather than purely

theoretical reflection.

This academic bias is, however, a recent development.

Puritanism is an excellent instance of a movement which

placed theological integrity alongside pastoral applicability,

believing that each was incomplete without the other. The

writings of Puritan theologians such as Richard Baxter and

Jonathan Edwards are saturated with the belief that

theology finds its true expression in pastoral care and the

nurture of souls. In more recent years, this concern to

ensure that theology finds its expression in pastoral care

has led to a resurgence of interest in pastoral theology.

Theology is here seen at its best and most authentic when it

is applied – for example, in preaching, worship, prayer, and

pastoral care.

Church history

An understanding of the development of the history of

Christianity, especially its institutional elements, is widely

regarded as an integral part of the discipline of theology.



Students who intend to minister in a particular Christian

tradition, or who are interested in deepening their

understanding and appreciation of their own tradition, will

find the history of that tradition to be of particular

importance. Many church history courses include elements

of historical theology. For example, it is very difficult to

understand the origins and development of the European

Reformation without some understanding of Luther’s

doctrine of justification by faith alone, just as a lack of

knowledge of the issues surrounding the Donatist

controversy will make it hard to make sense of the history of

the church in North Africa during the fourth century.

Nevertheless, church history must be considered as a

discipline with its own integrity, despite this clear overlap of

interest with historical theology. The Toleration Edict of

Valerius (April 311) is of enormous importance in church

history, in that it established Christianity as a legitimate

religion within the Roman Empire, and opened the way to

numerical growth and institutional advancement. Yet the

Edict has little importance to historical theology in that it

does not contribute directly to the development of

theological reflection. To deal with the history of the church

is to study cultural, social, political, and institutional factors

which have shaped the development of the church down the

ages. It is to study the emergence of institutions (such as

the papacy, the episcopacy, and lay fraternities) and

movements (such as Methodism, Pentecostalism, and the

Cathars). Christianity is set within the flux of history, and

church history aims to explore the particular place of

Christian ideas, individuals, and institutions within that flux.

That influence is two-way: Christianity both influences and is

influenced by culture. The study of church history allows

insights into history in general, as well as into theology in

particular.



Historical Theology: Its

Purpose and Place
Historical theology is the branch of theological inquiry which

aims to explore the historical development of Christian

doctrines, and identify the factors which were influential in

their formulation and adoption. Historical theology therefore

has direct and close links with the disciplines of church

history and systematic theology, despite differing from them

both. The relationship may be clarified as follows:

1. Church history is of major importance to historical

theology, in that it identifies factors within the history of

the Christian church which are of importance to

understanding the development of aspects of Christian

theology. Historical theology is the branch of theology

which aims to explore the historical situations within

which ideas developed or were specifically formulated. It

aims to lay bare the connection between context and

theology. For example, it demonstrates that it was no

accident that the doctrine of justification by faith first

became of foundational significance in the late

Renaissance. It shows how, for example, the concept of

salvation, found in Latin American liberation theology, is

closely linked with the socioeconomic situation of the

region. It illustrates how secular cultural trends – such as

liberalism or conservatism – find their corresponding

expression in theology. Church history and historical

theology thus relate to each other in a positive and

symbiotic manner.

2. Systematic theology aims to provide a contemporary

statement of the leading themes of the Christian faith. A

full understanding of the historical development of that

doctrine is essential to its contemporary restatement. Yet

historical theology does more than simply provide the



background material to modern theological statements.

It indicates the extent to which theological formulations

are conditioned by the environment in which they

emerge. Contemporary theological statements are no

exception to this rule. Historical theology indicates the

way in which ideas that were actively appropriated by

one generation are often abandoned as an

embarrassment by another. Historical theology thus has

both a pedagogic and a critical role, aiming to inform

systematic theologians about what has been thought in

the past (and why!), while identifying the factors that

make some form of restatement necessary.

Theology has a history. This insight is too easily

overlooked, especially by those of a more philosophical

inclination. Christian theology can be regarded as an

attempt to make sense of the foundational resources of faith

in the light of what each day and age regards as first-rate

methods. This means that local circumstances have a major

impact upon theological formulations. Christian theology

regards itself as universal, in that it is concerned with the

application of God’s saving action toward every period in

history. Yet it is also characterized by its particularity as an

experience of God’s saving work in particular cultures, and

is shaped by the insights and limitations of persons who

were themselves seeking to live the gospel within a

particular context. The universality of Christianity is thus

complemented with – rather than contradicted by – its

particular application.

The development of historical

theology

The origins of historical theology are generally agreed to lie

in the sixteenth century. The Reformation witnessed an

intense debate over Christian authenticity, in which the



continuity between both the Protestant and Catholic

reformations and the early church came to be seen as

critically important. As a result, writers on both sides of the

debate found that they had to become familiar with both

patristic theology and the modification of these ideas in the

Middle Ages. Although this study was undertaken primarily

for polemical reasons, it led to the production of a large

number of works of reference in this field, including editions

of the works of patristic writers.

A perhaps more important development took place during

the eighteenth century, with the rise of the movement

known as “the history of dogma,” usually known in its

German form, Dogmengeschichte. The basic assumption of

this movement was that the doctrinal formulations of the

church (“dogmas”), especially during the patristic period,

were heavily conditioned by the social and cultural

conditions of the era. This conditioning, which could be

uncovered and subjected to critical scrutiny and evaluation

by historical methods, made such doctrinal formulations

inappropriate for the modern church, which was obliged to

develop restatements of these doctrines appropriate to the

modern period. Historical research thus led to the

“deconstruction” of such doctrines, allowing them to be

reformulated in terms more suitable to the modern age.

This program can be seen in the writings of G. S. Steinbart

(1738–1809), who argued that the Augustinian doctrine of

original sin – foundational to traditional understandings of

baptism and the work of Christ – was basically little more

than a hangover from Augustine’s Manichaean period. It

represented the intrusion of pagan ideas into Christianity,

and had no place in a proper Christian theology. Steinbart’s

analysis, which extended to include Anselm of Canterbury’s

doctrine of the satisfaction of Christ, represents a classic

instance of the criticism of dogma by a critical study of its

origins.


