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EXPOSITORY PREACHING, 
DOCTRINE, AND THEOLOGY 

Tuesday, March 17, 2015 
 

 
If you want to be an expository preacher you have to have a good grasp of doctrine and 
theology. The terms doctrine and theology can be used as synonyms, but they differ in 
some respects so I am using them both. Doctrine literally means “teaching.” When you 
preach or teach the Word of God you are teaching doctrine. Anything a given text 
teaches is its doctrine. If you preach the Word of God by necessity you have to preach 
doctrine for they are inseparably linked, one might even say they are the same in some 
respects. Theology is an extra-biblical term that describes different ways doctrines are 
arrived at or categorized.  
 
Biblical Theology is a term you sometimes hear used. You have to look at the context to 
see what is meant by it because sometimes people use the term “biblical theology” as a 
shortened version of the phrase “historical redemptive biblical theology.” However 
biblical theology is not the same as historical redemptive theology. Biblical theology is 
any theology or doctrine extracted from any given text. When you study a particular text 
of the Bible, let’s say in preparing a sermon or Bible study, you will discover what it 
teaches. The doctrine found in that specific text can be described as its “interpretation.” 
When studying a text of Scripture it is always important to study it on its own merits, 
examining its words, grammar, syntax, and various contents before looking outside the 
text. Yes, it is important to consider other texts and what they teach and to read 
scholarly resources, but not at first. You strive to study every text in an objective and 
unbiased way, extracting the truth contained in that text which is its doctrine. The 
doctrine extracted from a single text is its biblical theology. If you enjoy reading the 
Puritans you will often notice in their sermons they first develop the doctrine of the text 
they are preaching and then give its “uses” or application. Truth is doctrine. Doctrine 
extracted from a given text is its biblical theology.  
 
Historical Redemptive Biblical Theology is sometimes unfortunately referred to as 
biblical theology, which can cause confusion since the two are not the same. It is like 
the confusion that results when people refer to the Roman Catholic Church as the 
“Catholic Church.” Yet many of the early creeds speak of the “holy catholic church” and 
people often wrongly assume the creed it to be talking about the Roman Catholic 
Church. “Catholic” means universal. To speak of the “holy catholic church” is to speak of 
the one true church composed of all born-again believers whether in heaven or on 
earth. So “historical redemptive biblical theology” is a way of looking at a specific text in 
light of the overall historical redemptive plan of God in Christ Jesus while “biblical 
theology” refers to the doctrine extracted from a single text.  
 
Let’s say you are studying a text in the book of I Kings about a bad king of Judah. You 
ask yourself, “How does my text, which speaks about one of Judah’s bad kings, relate 
to God’s historical plan of redemption in Christ Jesus?” Some believe every text has a 
scarlet thread leading to Jesus Christ. You remind yourself that the bad king in your text 
is a king in Judah, Jesus is a King from the line of Judah, the ultimate King of Judah, the 
King who would rule and reign over the house of David forever . . . and soon you are 
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talking about Jesus, from a text that is talking about a bad king, by following a rabbit trail 
through the history of the kings of Judah and prophecies about Christ to Jesus Christ 
crucified and resurrected from the dead as revealed in the New Testament. I have no 
problem doing this as an interesting exercise and as a means of showing the grand 
theme of Christ in the Bible, but I do not agree with this approach as a way to interpret 
individual texts, as a hermeneutic, for it often leads to ignoring the authorial intent of a 
text and replacing the authorial intent with random thoughts from the imagination of the 
interpreter. I believe we need to strive to discover what the original author meant for the 
original audience to understand by what was written. The validity of the historical 
redemptive biblical theology as a hermeneutical approach to interpreting the Scriptures 
is a discussion for the hermeneutics section of www.drivennails.com. I merely bring it up 
here to add clarity to the difference between biblical theology and historical redemptive 
biblical theology.  
 
Systematic Theology, often referred to as “theology,” is created by scouring the 
Scriptures and synthesizing all that the Bible says on a certain doctrine. The doctrine 
from many individual texts is synthesized or summarized into statements of what the 
Bible as a whole teaches about a certain truth for the purpose of living out that truth in 
our lives. Thus to teach systematic theology is to teach what the Bible as a whole 
teaches about a given doctrine. The great creeds and doctrinal statements, which most 
churches and denominations have, are statements of systematic theology. They were 
written to summarize what the Bible teaches so people know the whole truth about 
various doctrines and how to live out those doctrines in their life.   
 
You can probably see how biblical theology and systematic theology relate. As 
individual texts are studied you discover their biblical theology. When those biblical 
theologies are compared and systematized you create a systematic theology. Thus 
individual texts feed and build your systematic understanding of a given doctrine. And in 
addition to biblical theology informing your systematic theology, systematic theology 
also informs your biblical theology. A jigsaw puzzle illustrates the relationship between 
biblical and systematic theology well. Every piece of a jigsaw puzzle has its own colors 
and shape attributes. What you can learn about the overall picture by studying one of 
the puzzle’s pieces can be compared to its biblical theology. Yet, as you put those 
pieces together, the overall picture becomes clearer, the individual pieces and their 
attributes are used to construct the overall picture and its attributes. When you are 
finished fitting all the pieces together you see the entire picture, its systematic theology, 
so to speak.  
 
Let’s say you have over the course of your Christian life studied many texts and formed 
a pretty clear view of the doctrine of perseverance, that doctrine which says that once a 
believer is born again God causes them to persevere in their faith so that none of the 
elect are ever lost. However, you come to a text that on its own merits seems to refute 
the doctrine of perseverance. Your single text doesn’t seem to fit into the overall picture 
of what you believe about perseverance. In fact it may seem to teach that you can lose, 
forfeit, hand back, or reject your salvation so that after being born again, you can 
become un-born again, un-justified, un-elected, un-adopted, un-redeemed, un-atoned 
for, etc., and lost at the last. An apparent doctrinal conflict presents itself to you. Your 
biblical theology is clashing with your systematic theology! 
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You are mindful of the fact that your systematic theology is comprised of many biblical 
theological studies from individual texts, the whole of which forms your systematic 
theology on the doctrine of perseverance. Now, however, you have come upon a text 
that does not fit into your systematic theology puzzle, and seems to contradict it. 
Several options present themselves at this point: 
 

1. Reinterpret the one text: You reexamine the text that seems to say you can 
lose your salvation, reinterpreting it so that it agrees with your systematic 
theology on perseverance.  

 
2. Reinterpret the many texts: You reexamine all the texts that you have 

interpreted to derive your systematic theology on the doctrine of 
perseverance and see if you can reinterpret all of them to agree with the one 
text you are now studying. You can see how unlikely it would be to 
misinterpret many texts and have to reinterpret the many to conform to the 
one; nevertheless it is still a possibility. 

 
3. Reinterpret the one and the many texts: You reexamine the text you are 

studying as well as all the texts you have studied before to derive your 
systematic theology on the doctrine of perseverance and you come up with 
new interpretations of the one and many texts so that all texts agree.  

 
Those are your three options and there are no others. The Bible is the Word of God and 
since God cannot err the Word of God cannot err. No text when interpreted properly 
contradicts another text interpreted properly. You could say it this way, no accurate 
biblical theology will contradict an accurate systematic theology and vice versa. Yes, we 
are getting to expository preaching, but you have to understand this or you won’t be 
able to understand the relationship between doctrine, theology, and expository 
preaching.  
 
Let’s go for the jugular now and explain why you must have training in doctrine and 
systematic theology in order to be expository preacher. It may be apparent to you at this 
point, but to state it plainly, the knowledge of systematic theology protects Bible 
interpreters from coming up with false doctrines when interpreting individual texts. The 
knowledge of the many protects you from error in interpreting the one. And as you 
interpret individual texts it continues to build your systematic theology. There can never 
be conflict between biblical and systematic theology. All individual pieces of the puzzle 
must fit into the overall picture of what the Bible teaches. 
 
We have churches today that say, “Well, we don’t focus on doctrine or theology 
because it is divisive.” It makes me cringe to hear that for it really is to say, “We don’t 
focus on truth.” Any church that seeks to avoid doctrine and theology seeks to avoid the 
Word of God and is dead or dying. Salvation and sanctification, knowing God, His will 
for us, and His plan for the future all come from teaching doctrine from the Word of God. 
You can’t be an expository preacher if you avoid doctrine for truth is doctrine.  
 
Are Doctrine And Theology Divisive? 
Yes. Doctrine is divisive because truth is divisive. We live in an age that cries out for 
pluralism, tolerance, and doctrinal diversity. When someone teaches the truth clearly 
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and authoritatively it will always cause division because truth creates antithesis. (For a 
lengthier treatment of this subject see “Is Expository Preaching Too Boring, Technical, 
or Divisive” under the blog section for preachers.) Every time you say something is true, 
you are also saying that everything that contradicts that truth is false. This is what the 
world hates and sadly, what many professing Christians hate. Yet the Bible tells 
preachers to “preach the Word” (II Tim. 4:2). We must follow Paul’s example by 
preaching the whole counsel of God’s Word (Acts 20:27). We must obey Jude’s 
instruction by contending for the faith once for all delivered to the saints (Jude 3). God 
instructs all preachers to be constantly nourished on the words of the faith and sound 
doctrine, to be absorbed in biblical, doctrinal, and theological studies (I Tim. 4:6, 15-16).  
 
There is a trend today to get young men into the pulpit as fast as possible and to steer 
them away from going to Bible College or Seminary. I agree that you don’t have to go to 
Bible College or Seminary, but you absolutely need training in doctrine and theology. 
Someone has to train you. You can study the Bible along with the works of great 
theologians yourself or have someone else teach you, but you must not enter the pulpit 
ignorant of the basic doctrines of the Christian faith. The danger of self study with no 
one to guide you is that it’s easy to get confused as you don’t know what authors to 
avoid and you will often study much error in your pursuit of truth. Yes, I know that 
Charles Spurgeon never went to seminary. Yet read any good biography of Charles 
Spurgeon and you will discover he had a photographic memory. He read most of the 
theology books in his grandfather’s library as a young man, memorized all the Psalms 
and Hymns of Isaac Watts, etc., before entering the pulpit. Spurgeon proves, not 
disproves the point I am making for he was trained in theology before he entered the 
pulpit. Bottom line, you can’t be an expository preacher in a vacuum of theology and 
doctrine any more than you preach the truth without the truth or preach the Word of God 
without the Word of God. The Word of God is composed of doctrine and theology and 
we are commanded to preach it clearly and accurately. Therefore if you are going to be 
an expository preacher you need to have a good grasp of systematic theology.  
 
How much training is necessary is debatable, but remembering that teachers incur a 
stricter judgment (James 3:1), I would say a superficial understanding is not enough. All 
expository preachers should be growing in their doctrine and theology as they take 
pains with and are absorbed in the study of God’s Word.  
 


